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Safe Spaces for Youth in Northern Syria

Background

Creating spaces that foster learning, activism, co-thinking, and civic
engagement among young people is a top priority for Badael. Such spaces
are crucial for the development of societies. This emphasis arises from the
need to protect and empower the excluded majority in Syria, especially
youth, enabling them to lead grassroots citizen movements and initiatives
within their communities. It is under this strategic priority that Badael
initiated a youth platform to empower and mobilize young Syrians as
pivotal change agents, whose perspectives are integral to the growth of a
robust grassroots civil society.

The youth platform also aims to enable Syrian youth in cultivating greater
social resilience and enhancing their ability to shape discourse and
thinking on topics and priorities key to young people within the Syrian civil
society. During the platform’s establishment meeting, five topics, “Safe
Spaces”, “Social Cohesion and Inclusion”, “Militarism and Destructive
Spaces”, “Formal and Informal Education” and “Political Participation and
Civic Engagement”, were identified by participants as urgent issues for
Northern Syria’s youth. These issues were addressed through think spaces,
and the outcomes have contributed to the development of 5 knowledge

papers.

The think spaces served as non-prescriptive, deductive environments
where 16-20 youth from Al-Atareb, Darat Azza, and Killi, aged 18 to 30,
unpacked the conceptual and practical aspects of each issue. They built on
their lived experiences, creativity, and peer exchange in a space facilitated
by Badael. This paper reflects the outcomes of the first think space,
focusing on the youth’s conceptualization and analysis of the topic “Safe
Spaces for Youth in Northern Syria.”
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Safe Spaces - Conceptual Unpacking

In an environment marked with physical violence, isolation, and absence
of normalcy due to decades of authoritarianism and over a decade of
armed conflict. It is anticipated that the lack of safe spaces is one of the
key pressing issues for youth in Northern Syria, given the physical and
psychological insecurity youth are subjected to in this region and beyond.

From the outset, participants problematized that there should be certain
spaces characterized as safe spaces. They went on to say:

“All spaces should be safe spaces; | shouldn’t need to go to a training
session to be able to express myself”.

Extensive working group discussions led to identifying the qualities and
requirements for holding safe spaces, as well as some of the gendered
barriers to this exercise.

Qualities of safe spaces

Safe spaces were described as ones that are free from fear, ensure that
young people feel confident, assured, and at peace to break intellectual
barriers, think freely, express their emotions and ideas without fear of
criticism, judgment, or exclusion. Safe spaces are also enablers of peer
exchange that allow youth to grow and develop their capacities and self-
expression.

Therefore, safe spaces are non-prescriptive spaces that are free from
fear, violence, harm, and discrimination. They ensure psychological safety,
freedom of thought and freedom of intellectual and emotional expression
in an environment of healthy debate and co-creation between peers.
Those spaces can be physical or virtual.
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Requirements for Creating a Safe Space

There was a recognition that the above-mentioned qualities require a

high level of legitimacy and interpersonal skills on behalf of safe spaces’

hosts. Just calling an environment a “safe space” does not automatically
make it one, and even when all the elements mentioned above are in

place, a serious investment in trust building is required. Participants also
acknowledged their own individual responsibility in making the spaces
they engage in safe by recognizing their own power and influence and

how they show up in the space in such a way that can be reassuring for

others.

The following are four key requirements are for creating a safe space:

1

Physical and psychological safety

Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MHPSS) is built in by design
and adequate human resources such as trauma informed practitioners
are made available.

Trust is built and preserved. Acknowledging that trust building is a
continuous effort not a one-off exercise.

Building and enhancing the self-confidence of participants is
considered and accounted for.

A nursery or babysitting support is available — not only to enable
parents, often women, to attend but also because safe spaces are
interconnected with other spaces in society. A participant said “what
is the point of me attending a so-called safe space, if | have to tell
my child to be silent whenever they come to me with a question or
idea.” Having a nursery offers the children an equally safe space to the
attending parent and contributes to their psycho-emotional wellbeing.
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2. Continuity and creativity

Documentation for continuity.
Disrupting old thought patterns and harnessing creativity .

Ensuring the availability of tools for knowledge development and
application of ideas that may emerge to sustain drive and motivation.

Ensuring independence of the space from any authority or
predetermined agendas.

3. The qualities of the Facilitator

Listen and be present.

Be aware of your power and authority, leave authority in all its
expressions outside the door.

Ensuring space for a diversity of thoughts and people.
Illustrative not directive.
Hold space for a sense of community to emerge.

Address barriers in the broader environment to creating safe spaces.

e
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Safe spaces do not exist in a vacuum. Therefore, outreach efforts to
create a conducive environment for holding safe spaces is paramount.
This requires engaging with the following three areas as a minimum
standard:

a. First and foremost, have a discussion in communities on the importance
of having safe spaces.

b. Identify potential spoilers and engage with them in awareness sessions
and discussions about the importance of creating safe spaces and address
their Fears and concerns. This can include reaching out to local authorities,
families, spouses, etc.

c. Identify prevalent beliefs, thought models and behaviours that can
undermine youth’s sense of safety such as “Walls have ears” or women’s
fear of smear campaigns if they share ideas that go against prevalent
norms, hierarchical gender and age norms, investigating who youth were
attending a certain space with and encouraging them not to share “too
much” continuously seeding fear and lack of trust due to decades of
political and social repression.

4. Legitimacy to Host Safe Spaces for Youth

Participants underscored the importance of the independence of the
host actor from formal and informal authorities. Youth suffered from
various forms of authority beginning at home, school, social and religious
authorities and not ending with formal governing authorities. Therefore,
ensuring the space has no triggers related to those iterations of authority
is crucial For enhancing the psychological safety of participants.

Volunteer teams, syndicates, individual youth leaders, and civil society
were identified as legitimate actors to host safe spaces for youth. The role
of formal authorities was debated and concluded that if there should be a
role for authorities in their various forms then it should be to enable and
facilitate the work of the afore mentioned actors.
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Gendered considerations

Safety and freedom from fear, violence, harm and discrimination are
influenced by gendernorms and young people’s gendered lived experience
in their fFamilies and society at large.

Young women's prolonged experience of suppression, neglect, fear, and
coercion means a closer attention should be paid as to how to create a
space that truly fFeels safe to them. Young women in the North of Syria
walk on eggshells to preserve their public access and mobility. Therefore,
timing and distance can be excluding factors to young women and indeed
they can pose security concerns for their movement.

Young women are tied up by social norms that prevent them from having
political aspirations, or public engagement. Young women'’s exclusion
from public debates and solution creation for public challenges limit their
opportunities to break the intellectual boundaries imposed on them and
build up the confidence to speak up about public issues.

Participants also highlighted the need for female peer role models. Many
examples of community leaders are male, which creates the illusion that
certain tasks or domains can only be performed by men or that certain
behaviors are masculine. This makes young women feel more subservient
or hesitant to access their power to speak up or take up space in discussions
and debates. In this context, participants stressed the importance of
having young female Facilitators of safe spaces who can model behaviors
of self-expression and physically occupy space in the room.

These are only few examples of the gendered considerations one needs
to take into account, but for the design of safe spaces, a thorough power
analysis is required.



Safe Spaces for Youth in Northern Syria

Existing Capacities and Challenges

Participants identified some existing good and malpractices from their

lived experience, most of which were in an educational or volunteer group
context.

Good practices

Acceptance: feeling accepted as one shows up in the space.

Equalvalue and different responsibilities: Acknowledging and claiming
assigned responsibilities without exerting top-down authority.

Openness to feedback: seeking feedback in a safe and meaningful
manner. When anonymity is required, ensure the feedback collection
method does not identify the feedback provider.

Sense of solidarity and trust: preserving confidentiality, lending
listening and supportive ear to each other in distressing times.

Sharing the social capital: such as peer tutoring, joint transportation
to educational facilities, and accompaniment.

Malpractices

Different value to different opinions

Knowledge superiority tied to rank: subjective assessment of input
based on rank rather than the quality of ideas.

Demeaning responses to new ideas like: "Who do you think you are to
do this?” and lack of belief in an individual's capacities.

Stringent hierarchy along social and professional ranks of “access to
the mic”, in other words, who can speak when.

10
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One size fits all and rigid ways of running discussions and training
sessions: this is the case, especially with young women. Participants
gave the example of awoman who does not speak up loudly in training,
and where the facilitator excluded her and stopped letting her into
the discussion instead of walking closer to her and perhaps repeating
what she says out loud. Another example was a female participant
who did not wish to show her face to the camera and was facing the
wall as she was reading up her group’s contribution. The Ffacilitator
asked her to pass reporting to someone who could show their face
instead. Both examples are discouraging and treat social interaction
from a narrow (extroverted) perspective which risks the exclusion of
those who cannot perform those expectations.

Appropriating youth ideas or claiming them as those of their superiors
(in age or professional rank) discourages young people from putting
their ideas forward. It is important to attribute youth ideas to youth
and give them the recognition they deserve.

11
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The importance of safe spaces

Here and Now

“there are no spaces for us to download our pain”

A Mental Health and Psychosocial Support Requirement

Participants viewed their environment in Northern Syria as a large prison.
There is no freedom of movement, no opportunities to defuse emotions,
and hardly any spaces to do recreational activities. They feel the weight
of bottled-up emotions and indeed trauma from years of repressive
authorities’ rule and armed conflict. Therefore, making safe spaces
available and accessible for youth is a mental health and psychosocial
support (MHPSS) necessity.

Safe Spaces as a Haven for Social Cohesion

Many of those young people in Northern Syria grew up in an armed
conflict environment marked by deep divisions and crises in society, and
limited movement, sometimes within the same governorate. This hyper-
localisation led to a sense of isolation, misconceptions about each other
grew, and simply the realities of youth in other localities is a ‘hear say’
image. Participants emphasized the need for safe spaces to nourish
communication between areas under different de facto rules through
virtual spaces, enhance proactiveness, strengthen a sense of civic identity
and belonging, and foster a sense of community.

12
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In peacetime

Safe spaces are not only needed in conflict contexts. Young people
underscored the importance of such spaces in peacetime as well. Power
exists where human relations exist, therefore, ensuring safe spaces exist
and are accessible at all times is a necessity for sustaining peace. Such
spaces can also be oasis for creativity and disruption to keep society
moving and continue to generate and harvest new ideas and encourage
thought leadership.

13
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Conclusions

Recognizing that young people, especially in conflict contexts, rarely
have the chance to produce or problematize existing knowledge, makes
engaging them with defining and redefining issues that affect their life a
necessity.

In Northern Syria, it is clear that the civic space is shrinking and
opportunities for critical thinking are limited to a handful of civil society
actors who engage youth in their work. Resourcing safe spaces with no
predetermined agenda for youth where they can co-think and co-create
solutions for issues they identify as priority can both enhance their critical
thinking capacities and nourish a sense of purpose and power over their
present and future.

Creating and sustaining a sense of purpose is also vital for mental health
and psychological wellbeing.

Youth often find themselves in a performative space with many social
expectations and prescription of what constitutes a good man and a good
woman. The absence of safe spaces for self-expression can either lead to
solidification of those norms or create an appeal for joining destructive
spaces which lack some of the social constraints and therefore get
misconstrued for being “free” spaces.

Itis evident from think space outcomes that a safe space for young people
to relate to youth from other localities is essential for reconstructing the
social fabric and building social cohesion.
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Creating safe spaces take resources to ensure three elements:

1. The availability and accessibility of human and financial resources to
design a conducive environment that responds to the very realities of
those engaged in such spaces.

2. The ability to take the discussions from the local chambers to political
and donor policy making chambers, allowing bottom up and youth led
solutions and leadership to emerge and be recognized.

3. Enabling the capacities for action. Creating a sense of purpose with
little prospects for action can lead to frustration and loss of this sense of
purpose and direction.

There are competing actors on youth attention and energy in a context of
physical, psychological and financial insecurities. Young people are clear
about what constitutes a safe space to them, what are its qualities and the
qualities of its facilitators, who has the legitimacy to host them and why
such spaces are needed in their life. Ensuring safe spaces are accessible to
youth is not a luxury it is indeed a necessity.
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