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An internally displaced Syrian man sits outside his tent at a camp in the countryside
near Aleppo Jan. 20, 2021. Several Mideast church leaders have signed on to a letter
urging U.S. President Joe Biden to end sanctions against Syria. (CNS
photo/Reuters/Mahmoud Hassano)
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In a joint letter, a group of church leaders and international figures appealed to U.S.
President Joe Biden to lift economic sanctions imposed on the Syrian people and "to
help Syrians alleviate a humanitarian crisis that threatens to trigger a new wave of
instability in the Middle East."

"We wish to lose no time approaching you for an urgent response to the severe
humanitarian crisis in Syria," they wrote Jan. 21, after first congratulating Biden on
his inauguration.

Michel Abs, secretary-general of the Middle East Council of Churches, sent the letter,
signed by nearly 100 political, social and religious officials from the region and the
world. The signatories included Syriac Catholic Patriarch Ignace Joseph III Younan;
Melkite Catholic Patriarch Joseph Absi; and Syriac Orthodox Patriarch Ignatius
Aphrem II.

They pointed out that in December, Alena Douhan, U.N. special rapporteur on
unilateral coercive measures, asked the United States to lift the sanctions.

Their letter cited what was stated by Douhan, that the U.S. sanctions "violate the
human rights of the Syrian people" and "exacerbate the already dire humanitarian
situation in Syria, especially in the course of COVID-19 pandemic, by blocking aid,
trade and investment necessary for Syria's health system and economy to function."
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The appeal noted that Douhan's findings reflect a growing consensus among
humanitarian and human rights groups that "this form of collective punishment of
the civilian population is driving Syria into an unprecedented humanitarian
catastrophe."

They stressed that 10 years ago, Syria was the region's food basket, but now it is on
the verge of famine.
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In June, the World Food Program warned that half of all Syrians were going to bed
hungry and the country was on the brink of "mass starvation."

Meanwhile, COVID-19 is spreading, unhindered by a health care system largely
destroyed over 10 years of war, the letter said.

"Millions of hard-pressed Syrians will go to bed hungry and cold tonight," the letter
stated. "Unilateral coercive measures imposed by the United States make the
economic plight of the Syrian people worse."


