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Abstract 
This research asks how humanitarian actors navigated the humanitarian space of Rukban in Syria 

between 2014 to 2020 to provide protection and assistance to internally displaced persons and 

the implications for affected populations. Data from 20 original interviews with stakeholders 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Motivation, theory, and case  

In 2021, 53.2 million people were internally displaced by violent conflict (IDMC 2021). Although 

international law assigns states with primary responsibility to protect internally displaced persons 

(IDPs), this obligation is often unmet, especially when governments themselves generate such 

dislocation (Meininghaus 2016; Collinson, Darcy, et al. 2009). Further, politicization of aid 

provides challenges for aid delivery in conflict contexts (Macrae and Leader 2000). Evidence of 

how humanitarian actors !"#$%&' to these challenges and the implication for affected populations
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better encompass the “situated practices” humanitarian spaces influence and are influenced by, 

and the globalized contexts within which they exist (Acuto 2014, 4). 
 
Another widely acknowledged definitional limitation is the shallow consideration afforded to local 

perspectives, including those of national and community-based organizations and affected 

populations (Abild 2010; Kool, et al. 2021; Shannon 2009). In part this is due to security 

constraints on access to local actors, generating methodological limitations (Shannon 2009; Abild 

2010); but regardless these studies’ proposed definitions of humanitarian space can lack localized 

nuance (Hilhorst and Jansen 2010; Tammi 2022). This limitation is considered part of a broader 

trend of local actor marginalization in professional humanitarian security
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neutrality and impartiality of aid organizations (Ibid). These trends are often articulated as the 

‘politicization of humanitarian aid,’ portrayed as fundamentally harmful to principled (and effective) 

humanitarian intervention and thus are said to constrain humanitarian space (Collinson and 

Elhawary 2012). 
 
Several scholars have convincingly argued against these contentions, highlighting that politics 

has always influenced humanitarianism (Collinson and Elhawary 2012; Hilhorst and Jansen 

2010). They contend that more useful analysis considers how humanitarians practically leverage 

and compromise on principles to influence more humane and effective aid environments (Ibid). 

They argue denial of inherently political dynamics distracts from the development of effective 
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In the next two sections, I will argue that humanitarian micro-space is the key intersection among 

this study’s three relevant literatures, and thus provides an effective theoretical framework for this 

research.  
 

2.1.4.  Negotiating dynamic and competitive micro-spaces 
Humanitarian negotiation has emerged as a recognized field in the past 30 years (Clements 

2018). Yet there is a dearth of literature on the topic (Ibid; Glaser 2005; Grace 2015). These 

negotiations can take different forms, from “ad1hoc field-level bargains” (sometimes referred to as 

‘frontline negotiations’) to formal agreements under IHL (Clements, 2018, 19). Generally, 

negotiation objectives relate either to humanitarian access or protection, or both (Mancini-Griffoli 

and Picot 2004). Humanitarian negotiations literature does not offer a single definition of the 

practice (Ibid; Grace 2017). Clements (2018, 20), a prominent scholar and practitioner, draws 

from existing sources to propose a succinct definition: 
 

“a process through which humanitarian actors seek to secure agreement from parties to a 

conflict for the safe and principled provision of assistance and protection for civilians facing 

humanitarian needs.” 
 
According to Clements (2018) humanitarians enter negotiations from a position of weakness, 

without weapons or territorial control (Herrero 2014). Therefore, they rely on international law, 

which often holds limited sway with counterparts (Ibid). There is a small but growing literature 

analyzing practices aimed at overcoming these imbalances (Carter 2014; Clements 2018; Grace 
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Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol (Orchard 2021), IDPs are not afforded the same 

protections, since they remain within their own state, which has primary responsibility for their 

security (Ibid). In this aspect, “sovereignty is a form of responsibility to protect one’s citizens” 

(Cohen 2006, 90). Such protection, however, is often absent, especially when obligated 

governments themselves '!,2" displacement (Collinson, Darcy, et al. 2009). The Guiding 

Principles on Internal Displacement were created in 1998 to strengthen the legal basis for IDP 

protections (Schrepfer 2018). Despite being ‘soft law,’ they are widely recognized as a legitimate 

framework (Orchard 2016). However, some assert the challenges of IDP protection are not legal 

but operational (Schrepfer 2018).  
 
This study considers an acute case of these challenges (Lund 2018), and thus aims to examine 

how displaced population status and related international legal frameworks intersect with 

humanitarian space debates and drive distinct negotiation practices, a topic on which existing 

literature is limited. I will adapt Clements’ definition, to consider different stakeholders’ micro-
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Civil society organization and scholarly discussions about aid’s politicization and its fragmentation 

of Syria’s humanitarian space have centered on the intimate relationship between the Assad 

government and SARC, and criticism of the UN for prioritizing cooperation with both over other 

partners and those in most need (Abdulrahim 2013; Dieckhoff 2020; Kenner 2012; SACD 2021; 

Sparrow 2016). Media reporting has also covered the security challenges faced by humanitarian 

responders, including the regime’s targeting of medical personnel and hospitals (Amnesty 

International 2016; Ekzayez and Sabouni 2020; McKernan 2019), and the extreme violence and 

threats of ISIS, including its inconsistent compliance with humanitarian agreements (Associated 

Press in Washington 2014; Callimachi and Goldman 2019; Dalton 2017). These factors have 

obstructed humanitarian action (Stoddard, Jillani, et al. 2017). Nonetheless, grey literature 

illustrates how organizations have practically mitigated constraints while emphasizing unresolved 

challenges (Centre of Competence on Humanitarian Negotiation 2017). 
 
There is less #/(%3+!34 literature specifically analyzing negotiations.in these challenging contexts 

and their implications for affected populations, and even less concerning local case studies 

regarding specific conflict-affected populations. This research aims to address the gap by testing 

the micro-space concept in relation to humanitarian efforts specifically for IDPs. The study will 

also interrogate the concept’s utility for future humanitarian space analysis of simultaneous cross-

border and ‘cross-line’ interventions. 

 
2.3. Restatement of research questions  

Kool, et al.’s (2021) micro-space concept highlights the intersection of the three reviewed bodies 

of literature, offering an appropriate, novel theoretical framework for this study. To address the 

gaps highlighted by this review, namely the limited discussion of the political, temporal, relational 

and negotiation dynamics of humanitarian spaces in specific, localized conflict contexts, and to 
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3. Methodology 
The research utilized a case study for theory testing, a method to strengthen or reduce support 

for a theory, narrow or broaden its scope, or determine which of two or more theories best explain 

a phenomenon (George and Bennett 2005). For this purpose, I have employed a qualitative 

methodology detailed below. 
 

3.1. Case selection  
Other ‘micro-space’ cases were considered, including Za’atari and Sheikh Bilal refugee camps 

inside Jordan and Syria respectively. Rukban camp was selected instead for several reasons. 

First, it is a geographically bounded, dynamic operating environment generated by one of the 

most complex and violent contemporary political conflicts. Rukban camp was established in 2014 

and by 2015 had grown substantially, with humanitarian access both denied and to an extent 

negotiated successfully during the study period (Lund 2018). It thus represents a strategic test 

case for the ‘micro-space’ concept which considers humanitarian space fragmentation in bound 

areas with temporal, shifting and competitive political features (Kool, et al. 2021). Further, the 

displaced population is in a ‘legal grey-zone’ where governing international legislation and norms 

are unclear (Pasha 2018). The study thus highlights ways in which legal status intersects with 

humanitarian space debates and expands insight into aid provision for a growing conflict-affected 

population: IDPs (Collinson, Darcy, et al. 2009). Finally, timely primary data collection was 
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Syrian and Jordanian organizations and ‘local actors’ also refers to national INGO staff members. 

Sampling considered temporality during the study period (2014 – 2020) to ensure dynamics from 

all years were incorporated. 
 

Table 1. Participant profiles  

20 total participants 
17 humanitarian actors involved in the response between 2014 – 2020 

3 human rights advocates and journalists 

Humanitarian stakeholder groups 
4 UN aid agency 3 international donor agencies 

6 INGO 4 national organizations 
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interrogate the defining variables of a ‘micro-space,’ including their temporality, fluidity, and 

competitiveness (Kool, et al. .2021) (See Appendix B: Interview Protocol). Given limited robust 

quantitative data in many conflict contexts (Haer and Becher 2011) and in Syria specifically 

(Meininghaus 2016), quantitative methods could not feasibly capture this complex response’s 

nuance. Further, remote interviews enabled greater access to respondents. The optional video 

approach also helped mitigate participation risks, critical for generating valid insights (Kostovicova 

and Knott 2020) in the sensitive Syrian context. 
 

3.3. Data analysis 
I used thematic analysis (via a qualitative data analysis tool, Nvivo), a method for identifying and 

analyzing explicit and implicit themes within a qualitative data set (Nowell, et al. 2007). It considers 

how systemic issues influence individual perspectives (Braun and Clarke 2006). The method thus 

effectively highlights the implications of shifting political considerations on the practical activities 

of humanitarian space actors over time. Additionally, the approach encourages attention to the 

researcher’s role as ‘translator’ of findings (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). My former experience 

as an international aid worker and familiarity with Rukban was particularly relevant to reflect on 
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affected populations (Kool, et al..2021). Despite sample balancing efforts, local actors 
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4. Case study: Rukban 
This section draws on key informant interviews and secondary literature to outline the Rukban 

case, including an overview of relevant humanitarian context and key events between 2014 and 

2020, which informed primary data collection and analysis. 

 

4.1. Overview  
‘Rukban’ refers to an informal settlement of displaced people at the Jordan-Syria-Iraq border 

(Pasha 2018). Fleeing violence in Syria, and blocked from seeking asylum in Jordan, the 

population in Rukban is trapped (Christou 2021). The encampment itself is located near the US 

Al-Tanf army base, within a 55-kilometer deconfliction zone that straddles the border (Lund 2018). 

At its peak during 2016-2018, up to 85,000 people were estimated to be displaced at Rukban, but 

the camp’s population is now smaller (Pasha 2018). In 2022, estimates were of between 6,000 to 

10,000 residents (ECHO 2022). 

 

Figure 1. Map: Rukban and Al-Tanf base. Source:  Adesnik, McMaster and Taleblu 2019 

 
 

Conditions at Rukban have been dire since establishment (Christou 2021). Despite extreme 

needs, humanitarian action has not scaled accordingly (Pasha 2018). Limited shelter, extreme 

water pollution, high ambient temperatures, and, initially, virtually non-existent waste disposal 

(Allawi 2017; Al-Mashareq 2016) have driven major health issues, unmatched by affordable 
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access to healthcare and medicine during the study period (Al-Mashareq 2016; Christou 2021). 
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securing the camp itself (Alejandria, et al. 2022). Within the camp, rebel factions have attempted 

to fill this void (Ibid); while risks posed to and by its population are not accurately known, Rukban 

remains a highly unsafe environment (Simpson 2018). Perceptions of threats posed by residents 

are partially related to factors of geographic origin (AI17). Both Jordanian and US governments 

believed ISIS members and their families were residing amongst civilians there (Neely and Jaber 

2017); however, given both governments’ limited access, Simpson (2018, 18) alleges security 

policy has been “based on conjecture, not evidence.” People displaced from Syrian areas without 

tribal affiliations to Jordan, such as Deir ez-Zur, were perceived as more dangerous than others 

simply because they were “people not known to Jordan” (AI17). 
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As the timeline highlights, humanitarian access to the Rukban camp, while always restricted, has 
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5.1.1. Logistics  
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Despite this tactical flexibility with partners, respondents described the need for clear “operational 

redlines” for such engagements (AI1; AI2; AI16). For example, if adequate aid monitoring was not 

provided, including in relation to principled and impartial aid delivery, relationships were 

terminated (AI1; AI2). 

 

5.1.3.  Field-level negotiations  
Respondents noted that field-level negotiations required understanding of the local context of 

Rukban, and Jordan and Syria more broadly (AI2; AI5; AI9). For example, k
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contexts did humanitarians feel comfortable making stronger appeals to government 

counterparts, including warnings of reputational risks associated with their inaction (AI9). 

 

Many interviewees emphasized political “acumen” required to conduct strategic and contextual 

analysis to guide high-level negotiations (AI2; AI5). For example, according to one Syria-side 

respondent, decisions about aid convoys were ultimately taken by “the security apparatus in 

Damascus, in coordination with Moscow” (AI2). They also noted the importance of an “operations 

mindset” (AI2; AI12; AI16) and of backing arguments with data (AI5; AI6; AI9) and even personal 

anecdotes (AI1; AI2). Capacity to efficiently assess logistical feasibility and communicate 

effectively to high-level political audiences was therefore crucial for developing a convincing case 

for assistance (Ibid). Again, intersections and interdependences between field and high-level 

negotiations were stressed. 

 

Respondents indicated the importance of redlines for such high-level negotiations, while also 

understanding the constraints on their counterparts (AI1; AI5; AI6): “security was a legitimate 

concern for them [GoJ]…if you went into a negotiation without truly understanding and 

acknowledging that, and everything Jordan had done for refugees, the discussion would fail” 

(AI5). Interviewees noted that leveraging these redlines could support the implementation of more 
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negotiations, particularly when grounding arguments in humanitarian principles and IHL (AI5). 

Respondents working from both sides also noted the risks of pressing too hard in discussions. 

The
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Jordan to Syria in 2018, and overlapped in both distinct, yet interdependent micro-spaces, each 

rooted in their hyper-localized contexts – the first defining feature of the theoretical framework. 
Interviews also highlighted how the environment in and around Rukban was multifaceted and 

fluid, with many actors involved on each side respectively. They indicate that unclear legal 

frameworks, and how different actors leverage this ambiguity, drives micro-spaces’ multifaceted 

nature. In this case, arguments rooted in claims of the population’s internally displaced status, 

rather than as refugees as asylum seekers, had clear implications for the distinct methods and 

parameters of humanitarian action on each side of the border. Interviews thus affirm the 

conceptual claim that there is no single humanitarian space in conflict contexts, but rather a 

“patchy landscape” of different spaces (Kool, et al. 2021, 1494), experienced differently by 

affected populations, even within the same 55-
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This type of competition was perceived to be intensified by the prominent role of private 

contractors in cross-border deliveries (AI10). One respondent stated that during one period “the 

border was basically owned and run by a contractor who was ex-Jordanian intelligence with 

connections to the highest levels” (AI5). Another respondent working for a national contractor 
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elsewhere would strengthen the micro-space framework’s assertion that the concept provides 

unique insight into humanitarian spaces of contemporary conflict contexts. Further, limited 

attention in the literature as to how the profile of humanitarian actors might influence negotiation 

outcomes (Alsalem and Grace 2021), and this study’s own limited inclusion of gender diverse 

participants demonstrates a need for additional studies to further deepen the vital understanding 

of humanitarian space in conflict contexts. Finally, greater incorporation of local partner and 

affected population perspectives would bolster findings about the interconnected relationship 

between localized negotiations and national or international dynamics, which can be critical to 

understanding rapidly shifting political and conflict environments (Pospisil 2022). 
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Appendix 

 
Appendix A: Anonymized List of Interview Participants  
Details removed for publication.  

 
Appendix B: Interview Protocol  
 

Topic Questions 

Relevant interviewee 
background 

 
• Can you briefly describe your organization’s role in 

relation to humanitarian action in Rukban? What were 
they trying to achieve in being involved?  
 

• To what extent and how were you involved in or aware of 
access negotiations for Rukban?   
 

• During what period (exact years  
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• What were the specific practices and approaches that you 
think supported progress in negotiations/aid delivery? 
Which proved less useful?  
 

• How did you establish trust and build 
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