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Al-Houl Camp in Al-Hassakah Governorate: 
A difficult problem and potential future risks 

August 9, 2019 
 
After the defeat of ISIS in northeastern Syria, problems with how to manage the detention and housing of ISIS 
members are increasing. There are also many families who were part of the extremist organization. The issue 
of how to address the large number of former ISIS members in the area has begun to spread and affect local 
communities. Most ISIS families in the area are in al-Houl camp, located south of al-Houl city in al-Hassakah 
province in northeastern Syria. This paper attempts to shed light on the reality of the camp and its residents. 
 
 
First: Statistics of the residents of Al-Houl Camp 
 
Al-Houl camp is host to people associated with the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). This includes those 
taken prisoner since the beginning of the Syrian Democratic Force’s (SDF) campaign, which culminated with the 
retaking of Baghouz town in the spring of 2019. These prisoners represent 47 foreign nationalities in addition 
to Iraqis and Syrians. The number of women and children in the camp was about 73,500 (approximately 20,991 
families) according to al- Houl camp administration. This number decreased to 71,803 after a group of foreign 
countries accepted to repatriate their nationals as well as some groups leaving after the intervention of Arab 
tribes. This number is divided as follows: 

- Iraqi: 30,857 people composed into an estimated 8,745 families. 
- Foreigners: 10,466 people representing 3,296 families. 
- Syrians: 30,080 people of an estimated 8,950 families. 

 
The countries that repatriated their nationals are: 

- Uzbekistan (307);  
- Kazakhstan (670); and 
- Kosovo (738). 
- In addition, 35 children of different nationalities (France, Belgium, Netherlands, Denmark, Australia, 

and Sweden) were repatriated.  
 
Arab tribes also started an initiative to communicate with countries to repatriate their foreign nationals who 
had fought with ISIS: 612 from Raqqa; 196 from Deir Ezzor, and 126 from Manbij. 
 
 
Second: Camp Management 
 
Al-Houl camp is distributed into eight sectors. There were separate sections for Syrians, Iraqis, and foreigners, 
however after the recent displacement to the camp of people from Baghouz this segregation of nationalities 
was not taken into account, particularly between Syrians and Iraqis. This has created multiple problems and 
tensions between the residents of the camps. The families of the militant group were placed in private sectors 
under tight security control. 
 
The SDF isolated the camp from its surroundings and prevented the exit of its residents, including foreign 
women and children. But this security measure by the SDF has led to the camp becoming like an independent 
Canton where extremist women enforce the ideology of the terrorist organization over other women. It has 
been reported that these women run the camp in secret. There are also Hesba (morality police created by ISIS) 
that works to punish women who take off their veils or break their rules and norms. The SDF’s policy of isolating 
al-Houl camp has not very successful due to the large numbers that inhabit the camp. In addition to the SDF’s 
inability to deal with these challenges, there is a lack of sufficient support from the International Coalition 
Forces to manage this issue, and countries’ have failed to follow their international obligations and repatriate 
their nationals who were members of the extremist militant organization. All of these ongoing ISIS dynamics is 
a cause of series concern among residents in the area. 
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Third: The general situation in Al-Houl camp 
 
The security situation in the camp: 
 
The existence of the unofficial organizing force (Hesba) inside the camp by women affiliated with ISIS, make the 
camp a particularly dangerous spot as it hosts a large numbers of people in a service deprived and stationary 
geographic space. There have been instances of violence recorded with people hit by rocks as well as verbal 
insults from women and children towards journalists and humanitarian workers entering the camp. An SDF 
member was stabbed while in the camp. There have been cases of murder with an Indonesian woman killed 
after she took off her veil, and harassment of women who are suspected of not abiding by the Islamic teachings 
of ISIS. As a result, any NGOs or actors entering the camp must be accompanied by security forces to prevent 
any attacks.  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
Freedom of movement:  
 
Residents of the camp (including Syrians and foreigners) are not allowed to leave except in emergency cases 
provided there is a sponsor outside the camp. For those who leave al--Houl on referral from the medical points 
in the camp, they are brought to the hospitals and medical centers outside the camp then returned to the 
camp. The camp management also determines the scheduling of visits by residents from outside the camp to 
those inside, with different times each week.  
 
The service situation in the camp: 
 
International and local humanitarian organizations are working to provide relief and health services to 
residents, but the large numbers in the camp prevent the fulfillment of all basic necessities. The security risks 
within the camp have also significantly reduced the provision of psychosocial support and education services 
within the camp. 
 
Living situation: 
 
Food baskets are provided monthly by the World Food Program, UNHCR, and daily meals provided by the Syrian 
Red Crescent and Mar Efram. Generally, aid is insufficient to meet the needs of the camp. 
 
Drinking water is provided by the Syrian Red Crescent, NRC (Norwegian Refugee Council) and UNICEF. There is 
a significant shortage of drinking water due to the summer heat. 
 
Health situation inside the camp: 
 
There are three hospitals inside the camp run by the Kurdish Red Crescent, the International Red Cross and 
Mar Yacoub, in addition to 18 medical points providing ambulance services. Medicine is readily available though 
there is a lack of some drugs and there are outbreaks of diseases such as Leishmaniasis, diarrhea, and 
respiratory infections. 

B.A., a non-resident humanitarian worker in the camp, says that she was present in the camp 

when a member of the Asayish security force was stabbed in the back by a woman from the 

militant group who escaped and went into the tents. The security member was rescued and a 

security alert took place inside the camp. The culprit of the stabbing operation was not identified 

and most of the organizations withdrew after the incident. 
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Educational process in the camp 
 
Several international organizations provide educational services in the camp through the opening of centers in 
some sectors. As a result of the large numbers in the camp, educational services do not reach all children of 
school age. In addition, mothers are afraid to send their children to education centers duo to the fear of them 
being beaten and harassed by the extremist people. The situation is similar for the provision of psychological 
support services. 
 

 
General recommendations 
 
The presence of large numbers of families associated with ISIS in a concentrated geographical area without 
proper management, is an ongoing security issue.  As a result of this, ISIS-associated practices are re-emerging 
within Al-Houl camp. This has negative consequences for some of the camp residents themselves who had fled 
ISIS control only to find themselves residing beside them again. Residents in the area of Hassakeh province also 
fear the resurgence of the militant organization again. To prevent the reemergence of ISIS, quick, practical 
action towards dismantling the Islamic extremist organization is needed to prevent a bleak future. 
 
The Syrian Civic Platform therefore recommends: 

- Adequate support to the camp management needs to be provided so that it can deal with the large 
numbers in the camp and prevent it becoming a problem in the future. 

- Precautionary security measures need to be taken to protect humanitarian workers inside the camp, 
while being sensitive to human rights. 

- The International Coalition and the United Nations should work on the issue of foreigners (including 
Iraqis) in the camp, which represent more than half of residents. Countries need to take responsibility 
for their nationals. 

- Efforts should intensify to reintegrate Syrian women into society. 
- There needs to be an increase in integration programs for Syrian children living under ISIS. 
- Efforts towards psychosocial and educational support services in the camp need to be urgently 

provided. 
- There needs to be coordination and cooperation among relief organizations to work periodically and 

provide the required assistance. 
- Legal support and legal advice should be provided, especially for women, to register their children. 
- People with special needs in the camp should be considered by service providers and humanitarian 

workers. 
- Finally, work on documenting violations committed in the camp by civil society organizations needs to 

occur. 
 

(W.A) A staff member working in community mobilization in an international organization says 

“Services currently are not being provided to the sectors where the families of the militant 

organization live. Services are limited to food baskets, health, and water, with the participation of the 

security forces in order to maintain the safety and security of the staff in the camp. This is because 

workers are constantly harassed and beaten with stones thrown at them more than once by women 

and children.” 

B.M, a displaced person from Deir Ezzor, worked for a local education association; “I lived in 

constant fear while working. The children I dealt with in the school were children belonging to ISIS 

fighters. The children curse the teachers at the school and throw stones at them. Out of fear for 

myself after being harassed by the residents of the sector where I was working, I left the work even 

though I desperately needed it to support my family and children.” 


