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ENGLISH SUMMARY

Executive Summary and Key Recommendations

For international universities, academic partners, development
organisations, donors, and Syrian academics abroad. This summary
preserves the qualifications of the Arabic analysis — including where the

evidence is thin.

What the conference was

The Syrian Conference for Higher Education 2026 was held entirely online on 22-23 August 2026. Six of
seven planned keynotes were delivered, alongside two parallel workshops, an expert forum on
university-industry linkage, a guidance session on scholarships and postgraduate pathways, two parallel
student symposium tracks, an awards segment and a closing session — roughly 16 hours of main-stage
programming, plus two parallel tracks. Sixteen research posters and sixteen student voice contributions

were published asynchronously on the conference platform.

What this document is, and is not

This is an analysis of the full recorded corpus — six recordings end to end, 955 chat messages across
six rooms, the conference registration database, and the pre-conference pilot session — not a
summary of speeches. Findings are graded by strength of evidence, and where the delivered
programme diverged from the published one, the divergence is documented.

Itis not nationally representative. Attendance was voluntary and self-selecting. Zoom's
attendance reports show 461 distinct attendees from 39 countries, with peak concurrent
attendance of 114. Only 126 — roughly 27% — connected from inside Syria; the second-largest
group was Palestine (67, of whom 43 in Gaza), followed by Saudi Arabia (49), Turkiye (43), Lebanon
(28), Egypt (28) and the United States (26).

Two caveats govern those figures. Location is inferred from the connection address, and the report
documents near-universal VPN use inside Syria — so the Syrian share is a floor, not an estimate.
And display names are the only identifier available, 54 of which are device placeholders. Every
claim in this document is therefore about what these participants said, not about Syrian academia

as a whole.

Day-two retention was 17.8%: of 411 distinct day-one attendees, 73 returned. Total watch time
across both days was 869 person-hours, and a core of 47 people watched more than six hours each.



The central finding

"The challenge does not lie in the scarcity of resources, but in the absence of mechanisms that

convert what is available into research capability."

Prof. Reem Obeido, Keynote 1 D1-K1-002 — translated from Arabic

This did not remain one speaker's opinion. It was independently reproduced at least four times. Obeido
replaced a disabled chromatography instrument with a simpler spectrophotometric method — holding
ICH/FDA validation standards constant — and published. A fifth-year engineering student in Aleppo
could not obtain a 30 GHz radar and rebuilt the same concept on cheap, locally available ESP32 chips.
Another student moved computer-vision processing from an expensive microcontroller to an ordinary
PC. And Prof. Wasim Maziak, who founded a research centre in Aleppo funded by the NIH Fogarty
International Center, was stopped not by money but by what he called "twenty thousand barriers" raised
by colleagues and university leadership.

In most cases described, the binding constraint was not finance. It was mechanism, permission,

time and recognition.

Six findings that warrant action

1. Resources exist but are unconnected. One university has students and questions but no instrument;
another an instrument but no operator; a third a rare specialist but no laboratory. Proposed remedy

— low cost: a national register of research equipment and scarce specialisations.

2. Unindexed research stays invisible. Syrian university journals publish without DOIs, so their output
cannot be found or cited. Simultaneously, Syria's low-income classification confers full article-
processing-charge waivers through Research4Life and major publishers — a materially under-used

entitlement. One speaker reported publishing roughly US$30,000 of APCs free in a single year.

3. The missing course is research methodology. 47% of pre-conference survey respondents described
their curricula as outdated or very outdated; only 12% said courses meet labour-market needs "to a
large extent". Courses still taught from the 1980s were cited.

4. Faculty time is the scarcest resource. Supervision ratios were described as unmanageable — a
maximum of four medical students per consultant in the UK against 10-30 in Syria — and nine in ten
participating faculty reported working outside the university to supplement income. Teaching and

supervision carry no formal recognition and no protected time.

5. Digital and financial exclusion cuts students off from the world. This was the strongest finding
that no one presented as a topic; it assembled from five independent accounts across five unrelated
sessions: platform accounts suspended because Syrian government documents cannot verify them; Al
tools reachable only via VPN; no electronic payment method; university application fees payable only

from inside the destination country. In one student's words: "we are locked inside the country."



6. The classroom-to-career gap is institutional, not individual. There is no credit-bearing internship
framework; one university refused to approve a placement because the rule requires a government
department or registered industrial entity. As a university teaching assistant put it: "that is why the

wasta factor necessarily enters.” Nepotism fills an institutional vacuum rather than creating one.

Four commitments made on the record

Commitment Made by

To carry proposals on publication reform and postgraduate pathways into a Dr Mazen Kherallah — University of North
September meeting with the Ministry of Higher Education Dakota / Sanford Medical Center

To help build editorial boards and bring Syrian journals onto indexing platforms Dr Fayez Safadi — United States

To assemble a list of scientists abroad willing to act as advisors, steering students Prof. Shadia Habbal — University of Hawai'i

inside Syria on freely available open data

13 free university engineering textbooks, used in 450+ universities, now expanding Prof. Fawwaz T. Ulaby — University of Michigan
to all 12 engineering disciplines

Two further offers came from the floor: training students in research methodology (Dr Abd Arrahman
Alomar, SAMS), and continuing the publication courses through which a fifth-year medical student has

already helped around one hundred students publish.

The mechanism most worth international attention

Asked what a physics student at Damascus University would need today, Prof. Habbal set out a complete,
immediately actionable design: vast volumes of astronomy and space data are already public — China's
publication surge is built on precisely this; but data alone is insufficient, because "you need ideas, you
need a scientific goal, and you need somebody to lead you". Her proposal was a list of scientists abroad
acting as advisors, who need not be of Syrian origin, requiring only basic physics, mathematics and some

programming.

"We're not short of ideas, we're short of human power — and if that human power exists in Syria,

then I think we should take advantage of it."

Prof. Shadia Habbal Dp1-k4-006

What makes this significant is that it reverses the direction of the relationship. She also described a
real analysis backlog in her own team — "we're a little bit stuck... we don't have enough" analysts. Syria
has under-used analytic capacity; researchers abroad have unanalysed data and unpursued questions.
This is an exchange with value flowing both ways, not charity — which is the only form that survives the

initial enthusiasm.



The ethical frame that should govern any diaspora programme

"The role of those of us abroad is to help — not to come and take their work, or to say we are
better than you because we trained abroad. That is a mistake. Colleagues who stayed in Syria
have distinctive expertise; they stayed through extremely hard times... We must think about how

we reduce the pressure and the workload on them."

Dr Aula Abbara — consultant in infectious diseases, London; co-chair, Syria Public Health Network D2-K6-015
She also said plainly: "we in the diaspora are certainly falling short."

Priority recommendations

# Recommendation Lead Horizon Resources
R1 Activate the national quality-assurance and accreditation authority, Ministry + the 12 Low—
beginning with one published annual training survey — a measurement authority months moderate

instrument, not a new institution

R2 A nationally owned accreditation pathway that is externally recognised. Since  Minister 12-36 Moderate
1 January 2024, ECFMG certification requires a medical school to be accredited months
by an agency that is itself WFME-recognised — so recognition now attaches to
the accrediting body, not the school. Syria's current standing in that system was
not verified in this analysis and is the first thing to establish

R3 A limited-purpose formal status for Syrian academics abroad — registered co-  Higher Education 90 days Low - no

supervisor, external examiner, curriculum reviewer — without appointment, Council major new
salary or degree equivalency. This one decision gates the entire diaspora pillar funding
R4 A DOI and an indexing pathway for every Syrian scientific journal Ministry of Higher 0-6 Low - no
Education months major new
funding
R5 Close the doctoral publication loophole: internal publication counts only if the Higher Education 0-6 Low - no
journal has a DOI and is online Council months major new
funding
R8 A national register of research equipment and scarce specialisations, published ~ Ministry + 0-18 Low - no
and updated universities months major new
funding
R7  Advisor network: 50 pairs, each with a defined research problem, an identified A dedicated 0-6 Low - no
open dataset, and a co-authorship agreement signed before work begins coordinator + months major new
diaspora funding
R9 Verified digital academic identity (institutional email, ORCID, public profile) for Universities / 0-36 Low / High
every researcher; and a national academic payment channel Ministry with months
financial
authorities
R6  Widen the definition of an acceptable internship host to include start-ups, small ~ Ministry + 0-18 Low - no
firms, non-governmental bodies and remote placements; then embed the universities months major new
placement in the curriculum funding

Priority decisions, ordered by national weight rather than by cost. "No major new funding" marks recommendations constrained by
coordination, process or incentives rather than finance — 12 of 24 in the full matrix fall into this category.



Execution detail

Each Tier-1 recommendation has a step-by-step protocol in the Arabic Execution Annex, with verified

costs. The headline finding there: Syria is eligible for Crossref's Global Equitable Membership
programme, which waives both the annual membership fee and every per-article DOI registration
fee — so making the entire back catalogue of Syrian university journals globally findable and citable
carries a direct financial cost of zero. Syria is likewise a Research4Life Group A country (free access), and
that same eligibility list is what many publishers use to waive article-processing charges. The binding

constraint on both is administrative, not financial.

For donors and international partners: the most instructive precedent

The single most valuable piece of evidence in the corpus is a programme that already did what this
report recommends. "Qafza" — UNDP with the Ministry of Higher Education, 2016-2022 — set out
to turn graduation projects into operating companies. It covered six universities and five applied
engineering faculties; it reached more than 120 beneficiaries and awarded 60 grants of
US$10,000. Its design choices are worth copying: the screening committee included Chamber of
Industry members alongside academics; training was given to every applicant, not only to
those funded, as an explicit performance indicator; selection ran as a Shark-Tank-style pitch
judged primarily on feasibility of implementation; and each funded project received both an
academic and an industrial supervisor, with funds released step by step against quotations
approved by both. All funded projects were implemented — workshops, retail outlets, farms.
Outputs included a prosthetic limb, a stair-climbing wheelchair, oyster-mushroom protein

production, a production-line robot, bioplastic from banana peel, and a solar dryer.

Its two documented failure modes are as valuable as its successes. First, the US$10,000 grants
were fixed in Syrian pounds at the start and lost roughly half their purchasing power over the
project period, leaving grantees to deliver the original business plan on half the money — any
repeat must index to hard currency or revalue tranches. Second, no supervisor could be found for
company registration and legal formation, so a legal expert had to be brought in mid-programme —

legal formation is a core component, not an afterthought.

What this conference could not settle

Three questions are recorded as open rather than resolved. The direction of reform — a first-year
student argued, with force, that meaningful change in Syria has come from decisive policy rather than
from initiatives, directly challenging the conference's own bottom-up premise; it was not answered.
Medical specialty allocation — a resident two months into training objected on air to a decision issued
two days earlier allocating specialty places by "mother university"; this report records the objection in

full, does not adopt it, and recommends that the criteria and their projected ten-year effect on the




geographic distribution of faculty be published. The legal framework governing foreign-degree
holders' contribution inside Syrian universities — acknowledged openly in the closing remarks as a live

constraint, and the single largest structural limit on every diaspora mechanism proposed.

Notes on the evidence for external readers

e Attendance figures are host-stated concurrent counts with timestamps, verifiable against the
recordings. They are not unique attendee counts. Zoom's attendance reports were unavailable
because the API application was provisioned with meeting-management scopes only; this is a closable
gap and should be closed before any attendance figure is published as final.

¢ Survey percentages are as presented in the opening session. Raw data was not available for
recalculation, and the survey methodology and sample size should be published alongside this report.

* One figure presented by a speaker was excluded entirely as garbled in the transcript. Another — a
tertiary-participation figure for Syria — is reported only as "as presented" and should be checked
against UNESCO UIS before citation.

* Where a recommendation is the analysis team's synthesis rather than a participant's explicit

proposal, this is stated in the Arabic matrix.
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