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ABSTRACT

In the aftermath of the global upheaval caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, a
nuanced perspective emerges, underscoring the need for vigilant and strategic
healthcare responses. This article delves into the intricate landscape of COV-
ID-19 within northwest Syria, highlighting the enduring challenges and the
imperative for astute resource allocation, sustained vaccination efforts, and
effective risk communication and community engagement programs. Situat-
ed within a region characterized by historical complexities and ongoing con-
flict, Northwest Syria remains a microcosm of persistent healthcare challenges
amidst an intricate web of adversities. The shifting pandemic classification,
while marking a changing phase, does not diminish the lasting impact that de-
mands continuous vigilance. The region’s intricate dynamics amplify the need
for sustained attention, even as the classification shifts. This article delves into
the intricate landscape of COVID-19 within Northwest Syria, highlighting en-
during challenges and the imperative for astute resource allocation, sustained
vaccination efforts, and effective risk communication and community engage-
ment programs. The imperative of vaccination, coupled with the formidable
challenge of hesitancy, underscores the need for targeted and adaptable risk

communication and community engagement initiatives. Drawing lessons from
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past shortcomings, Northwest Syria is poised to recalibrate its approach, fos-
tering a blueprint for future crises that is attuned to community sentiments
and responsive to evolving challenges. As Northwest Syria navigates the path
to recovery, a comprehensive and adaptive response strategy anchored in ef-
fective risk communication and community engagement programs becomes
a linchpin, guiding the region towards fortified health systems and improved
public health conditions.

Keywords: Community Engagement, COVID-19, Risk Communication, Syr-

ia, Vaccine Hesitancy

INTRODUCTION

In the tumultuous odyssey that has marked the global community’s jour-
ney through the labyrinthine complexities of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
once-pervasive atmosphere of panic has gradually given way to a tempered
ambiance of cautious optimism (Vazquez et al., 2021). However, the met-
amorphosis of COVID-19 from a pandemic classification has not ushered in
an era of resounding conclusion (Harris, 2023; Soriano and Infante, 2023);
rather, its persistent impact continue to reverberate within the intricate tap-
estry of healthcare systems spanning the globe (Alhassan et al., 2023). Among
the regions grappling with the profound and lasting impact of the pandemic,
the intricate context of northwest Syria (NWS), a region beyond the reach of
governmental authority, serves as a striking example. While there are other
countries facing similar challenges, such as Yemen, Haiti, and Somalia, the
unique convergence of historical complexities, ongoing conflict, and health-
care vulnerabilities in NWS magnifies the intensity of this impact (Barnard
and Winter, 2023; Ekzayez et al., 2020).

In recent years, the northwestern region of Syria has faced considerable up-
heaval as a result of the ongoing Syrian conflict. It has been the epicenter of
intense fighting and displacement, resulting in immense humanitarian chal-
lenges (Pollock et al., 2019). The conflict has had a significant impact on the
region’s infrastructure, healthcare, and socio- economic conditions, requiring
international attention and assistance (Garry and Checchi, 2020). Given the
challenges posed by the conflict, humanitarian organizations and internation-

al entities have been actively involved in providing aid, relief, and health ser-
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vices to the affected population in the region. The humanitarian response in
NWS has been led by the United Nations coordination mechanism since 2014
(Al-Abdulla et al., 2023). In 2020, the health cluster responsible for the hu-
manitarian response in NWS, led by the World Health Organization (WHO),
formulated an elaborate preparedness and response strategy to address the
challenges posed by the COVID-19 outbreak in the region. This comprehensive
plan includes nine fundamental pillars, with a notable emphasis on the imple-
mentation of multi- sectoral risk communication and community engagement
(RCCE) programs (Al-Abdulla and Kallstrom, 2023).

Against this complex backdrop, a delicate equilibrium teeters, weighed
down by the twin forces of healthcare capacity and the ever-evolving nature
of the outbreak (Chowdhury et al., 2020). It is a conundrum that calls for re-
newed attention and a recalibration of resource allocation strategies (Yuda and
Munir, 2023). In the ensuing discourse, this article unravels the multifaceted
facets that encapsulate the prevailing COVID-19 scenario in NWS. It under-
scores the indispensable need for the sustained cultivation of vigilance, the
astute optimisation of resource deployment, the unwavering prioritisation of
vaccination efforts, and the imperative of taming the tide of hesitation through
the deliberate, laser-focused implementation of RCCE programmes.

This article is in line with various publications from the Strategic Research
Center (OZ SRC) that focus on reviewing and improving the COVID-19 out-
break response strategy in NWS.

Transitioning Beyond Pandemic Status

As the global community moves forward into the pandemic’s aftermath, a
nuanced understanding emerges that while COVID-19 may have shed its pan-
demic label in the conventional context (Wise, 2023), its far-reaching effects
continue unabated, especially in low and middle-income countries (Sahoo et
al., 2023; Mobarak et al., 2022). The healthcare infrastructure of Syria remains
entrenched in a constant struggle against the reverberations caused by the vi-
rus and is grappling with the enduring complexities resulting from its capri-
cious trajectory (Swed et al., 2022). Amidst this dynamic landscape, healthcare
professionals and policymakers are engaged in a delicate endeavour to achieve

equilibrium, mindful that the ongoing presence of the virus continues to exert
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a significant influence, warranting strategic orchestration of planning and re-

source allocation (Alsalem et al., 2022; John et al., 2023).

Rethinking Resource Mobilization

In the current context, the imperative for a comprehensive and carefully or-
chestrated resource allocation strategy takes on even greater significance, espe-
cially within the intricate tapestry of NWS (Al-Abdulla et al., 2023; Alkhalil et
al., 2022). As the initial surge of urgency that accompanied the onset of the pan-
demic gives way to a more measured approach, the call for discerning and stra-
tegic allocation of resources resonates profoundly (Hanafi et al., 2023). Within
the unique complexities of NWS, where the intersection of historical, cultur-
al, and geopolitical factors intertwine with the healthcare landscape, a delicate
equilibrium must be achieved. This equilibrium demands deft navigation be-
tween the ongoing management of the COVID-19 outbreak and the simultane-
ous pursuit of other critical healthcare imperatives that precede and transcend
the pandemic (Al-Abdulla and Kallstrom, 2023). Within this nuanced balance,
the prudent allocation of resources emerges not only as a vital necessity, but
also as a poignant emblem of resilience — a model response strategy that recon-
ciles the challenges posed by the lingering effects of COVID-19 with the broader,
intricate tapestry of healthcare needs within the region (Foroughi et al., 2022).
Based on the accessible data, a total of 384.2 million US dollars was deemed
necessary to address the response efforts pertaining to the COVID-19 outbreak
within the specified nation-states (NWS). It is noteworthy that of this amount,
a sum of 197.6 million US dollars was secured through funding mechanisms
(OCHA, 2023). The careful deployment of resources becomes an instrumental
enabler, especially after the devastating impact of the last earthquake in Syria
and Tiirkiye that occured on February 6, 2023, ensuring that both the immedi-
ate and long- term healthcare challenges are met with foresight, agility, and an
unwavering commitment to the well-being of NWS’s diverse and resilient popu-

lation (Al-Abdulla and Kallstrom, 2023; Jabbour et al., 2023).

The Continued Need for Vaccination
Amidst the ever-evolving global landscape, the unwavering importance of

COVID-19 vaccination stands as a beacon of hope and necessity, that tran-
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scends negotiations. Nowhere is this imperative more evident than within the
complex and resilient context of NWS (Karaca and Celik, 2022; Swed et al.,
2022). Based on the data provided by the health cluster — NWS response, the
proportion of the overall population that had received complete COVID-19
vaccinations by the end of July 2023 remained below 18% (OCHA, 2023). A
recent study by (Alhaffar et al., 2023) revealed that the low levels of COVID-19
vaccine acceptance within the context of NWS can be attributed to health-re-
lated apprehensions, anxieties concerning potential adverse effects, informa-
tional deficiencies, and the propagation of conspiracy theories intertwined
with ideological viewpoints.

The contextualized pursuit of extensive vaccination initiatives serves as a
key element, intricately interwoven with the region’s determination to contain
the spread of the virus and reduce the burden on its healthcare infrastructure
(Marzo et al., 2022). Within the fabric of NWS, however, looms a challenge
that cannot be underestimated — the formidable obstacle of vaccine hesitan-
cy, a barrier that casts a shadow of doubt and uncertainty over the compre-
hensive immunisation effort. This disconcerting gap underscores a stark and
disturbing shortcoming and highlights the need for an urgent and holistic
recalibration of strategies aimed at dismantling the fortress of hesitancy. At
this critical pivotal juncture, the collective efforts of healthcare authorities,
community leaders, and global partners are needed to chart the way forward.
The multifaceted approach must include tailored education, culturally sensi-
tive engagement, and an unwavering commitment to rebuilding confidence in
the life-saving potential of vaccination (Alhaffar et al., 2023; Marzouk et al.,
2022). As NWS navigates this complex landscape, the imperative goes beyond
mere rhetoric — it beckons for a determined and concerted effort to rebuild
the flame of confidence and unity, foster a renewed sense of purpose in the
immunisation endeavour, and ultimately chart a trajectory towards a safer and

healthier future.

Addressing Hesitancy Through RCCE Programs
In the current dynamic landscape, marked by the lingering effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the imperative of vaccination remains resolute. As the

global community strives to inoculate itself against the persistence of virus, a
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major concern is emerging in the form of vaccine hesitancy. This ongoing chal-
lenge, characterised by reluctance or skepticism toward vaccination, increases
the urgency for multifaceted and far-reaching interventions (Alhaffar et al.,
2023; Douedari et al., 2020). The WHO’s Strategic Advisory Group of Experts
(SAGE) on immunization defined vaccine hesitancy as: “Vaccine hesitancy re-
fers to delay in acceptance or refusal of vaccines despite availability of vac-
cination services. Vaccine hesitancy is complex and context-specific, varying
across time, place, and vaccines. It is influenced by factors such as complacen-
cy, convenience, and confidence” (Galagali et al., 2022). Over the past decade,
a substantial body of research has been undertaken concerning vaccine hesi-
tancy and the diverse array of factors exerting influence on an individual’s in-
clination to either embrace or decline a vaccine (Nuwarda et al., 2022). None-
theless, research pertaining to this topic within protracted emergency contexts
remains profoundly restricted (Al-Abdulla and Kallstrém, 2023).

In this complex tapestry of response strategies, RCCE programs emerge as
a pivotal linchpin, ready to break down the barriers that impede vaccine ac-
ceptance and cultivate a fertile ground for informed decision-making (Al-Ab-
dulla and Kallstrém, 2023). By orchestrating strategic dialogues that resonate
within communities, these programs have the potential to debunk entrenched
myths, alleviate lingering concerns, and underscore the critical significance of
vaccination as an integral tool for protecting public health (Khan et al., 2022;
Zhu et al., 2022). However, the landscape in NWS reveals a troubling oversight
— the underutilisation of model-driven RCCE programmes as a powerful tool
to drive vaccine uptake, signalling a clarion call for immediate and targeted
action to bridge this gap and harness the full transformative power of these

initiatives (Al-Abdulla and Kallstrom, 2023; Habboush et al., 2023).

Acknowledging Shortcomings and Pioneering a New Path for

RCCE

The undeniable failure to comprehensively harness the potential of RCCE
programs to mitigate vaccine hesitancy within the complex landscape of NWS
serves as a poignant call to action and heralds a pivotal juncture for transfor-
mation (Al-Abdulla and Alaref, 2022). This juncture calls for a critical evolu-

tion that transcends traditional paradigms and necessitates the metamorpho-
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sis of RCCE programmes from their static role as mere information providers
to dynamic catalysts for change that are seamlessly woven into the fabric of
communities (Habboush et al., 2023). Inspired by resounding global initia-
tives in this regard, NWS stands at the threshold of recalibration, ready to em-
bark on a new trajectory.

The journey through the COVID-19 outbreak has taught us invaluable les-
sons. The shortcomings in addressing vaccine hesitancy emphasise the im-
portance of early and proactive engagement with communities (Mills and
Thindwa, 2022). The failure to comprehend the complexity of public opinion
and address concerns promptly has magnified the challenge of achieving high
vaccine uptake (Alhaffar et al., 2023). NWS must draw from these lessons to
create a blueprint for future crises — one that prioritizes adaptable RCCE strat-
egies rooted in science and attentive to the pulse of the community. Years of
conflict and the intricacies of public opinion, often multifaceted and diverse,
have proven difficult to fully understand, and the resulting delay in address-
ing concerns has notably compounded the formidable challenge of achieving a
substantial vaccine uptake (Al-Abdulla and Alaref, 2022; Alhaffar et al., 2022).
NWS finds itself at a pivotal juncture, ready to absorb these profound lessons
and forge a resilient blueprint for managing future crises. A blueprint under-
pinned by an unwavering commitment to adaptive COVID-19 vaccine hesitan-
cy response strategies, firmly rooted in scientific rigour and acutely attuned to

the nuanced cadence of community sentiment.

CONCLUSION

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the NWS stands at a pivotal junc-
ture as it endeavors to restore stability. This moment demands evidence-based
decision-making, as the transition away from pandemic classification reshapes
response strategies while the enduring aftermath of the virus necessitates un-
wavering vigilance and strategic resource allocation. The significance of vac-
cination as a cornerstone for resurgence cannot be overstated, compelling a
proactive revitalization of RCCE programs and active engagement of humani-
tarian stakeholders to overcome the barriers of hesitancy.

The effectiveness of these strategies hinges on their contextualized adap-

tation to align with the unique regional landscape. Infused with well-founded
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insights and characterized by adaptability, this customization emerges as the
linchpin for steering northwest Syria toward a bastion of resilient health sys-
tems. Guided by knowledgeable humanitarian entities and empowered work-
ers, this journey is poised to navigate the evolving healthcare challenges that
loom ahead.

It is crucial to recognize that the challenges encountered in addressing
vaccine hesitancy and enhancing uptake in the NWS offer invaluable lessons.
These lessons underscore the imperative of systematically contextualizing aid
programs and intertwining them with the humanitarian response plan. This
approach reinforces the essence of effective crisis management, firmly rooted
in the enhancement of public health conditions.

As the NWS charts its course forward, the convergence of strategic fore-
sight, adaptive implementation, and holistic collaboration will be paramount.
By internalizing the experiences of the past, the NWS can not only fortify itself
against future uncertainties but also set a resilient precedent for safeguarding
public health on a broader scale.
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