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άWŜǎǳǎ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ DŀƭƛƭŜŜΣ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎȅƴŀƎƻƎǳŜǎΣ 

proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and healing every 

disease and sickness among the people. News about him spread all 

over Syria, and people brought to him all who were ill with various 

diseases, those suffering severe pain, the demon-possessed, those 

ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǎŜƛȊǳǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŀƭȅȊŜŘΤ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ƘŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΦέ                  

(Matthew 4:23-24, NIV) 
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Executive summary  
 

This report, coordinated by the World Watch Unit of Open Doors International, 

contextualizes, analyzes and interprets current developments in Syria, with a particular 

emphasis on the position of its Christian population.  

 

Sectarian conflict 

The first section of this report, written by political analyst Nicholas Heras
1
, provides an 

overview of the main political, social and economic trends that characterize Syria as a 

country. Heras shows that although social discontent with a failing economy and government 

corruption, in addition to the violent repression of demands for political reforms, were the 

main triggers for the Syrian civil war, the roots of the conflict are deeper and more 

complicated, and include class conflict, rural versus urban divisions, and repressed political 

liberty. This finding in part explains why the conflict has so rapidly evolved into a sectarian 

identity conflict. 

 

The description of the main political forces in the country sheds light on the composition of 

the pro-government and anti-government actors. The governmentôs power base includes 

parties close to the Assad clan, specialized divisions of the countryôs military and informal 

paramilitary groups (the Shabiba and the popular committees, which are frequently associated 

with Syriaôs minority communities). 

 

Though often overlooked, Herasô report clearly shows that anti-government factions are 

heavily divided. Their core is formed by the Syrian National Council (which is dominated by 

the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood) and its military arm, the Free Syrian Army. However, the 

SNC is rivaled by important independent groups such as Jabhat al-Nusra, the Syrian Islamic 

Liberation Front, the Syrian Islamic Front and Alwiya Ahfaad ar-Rasool, which all have an 

ideological Islamist program. 

 

Regional influence 

The Syrian civil war has also become a battlefield for regional influence, displaying the 

rivalry between the Sunni-majority Gulf Coordinating Council led by Saudi Arabia and Qatar, 

which endorse several factions of the Syrian opposition, and the Shiôite-majority Islamic 

Republic of Iran and its ñResistance Axisò, indirectly through Hezbollah or directly 

supporting Assadôs government. 

 

Heras concludes that the complexity of Syriaôs sociological composition ómakes Syriaôs civil 

war a potentially intractable, and highly divisive, conflict.ô Moreover, what will happen in the 

post-conflict phase is not clear: óeither an al-Assad government or an opposition victory in the 

civil war raises significant important questions about the future of the country and the 

preservation of its civic peace.ô 

                                                           
1
 Nicholas A. Heras is an analyst in the field of international relations with particular regional expertise 

on the Middle East/North Africa and the Sahara regions. He has over seven yearsô experience analyzing 

the cultures, societies, and the politics of identity in the Middle East/North Africa at organizations such 

as the U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, the American University Center for Global Peace, 

and the Washington Institute for Near East Policy. Heras holds a B.A. in International Relations and an 

M.A. in International Communication from the American University (D.C.). 
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Christians in strategic areas 

The second section, also authored by Nicholas Heras, is a profile of Syriaôs Christian 

community, which provides additional insights about the position of Syriaôs Christians, and 

includes case studies of two hot spots in the conflict: the areas of Aleppo and Homs. It 

comprehensively describes some of the greatest current and future threats to the Christian 

community. 

 

One of the main features of Syriaôs Christian population is its combined (or confused) ethnic 

and religious identity. Another feature of the Syrian Christian community is its numerical 

presence, which translates into its economic and political relevance. Particularly significant 

for the understanding of the position of Christians in the context of the current civil war is the 

concentration of Syriaôs Christians in strategic areas of the country that are vital to both the 

government and the oppositionôs war efforts, such as in and around the cities of Aleppo and 

Damascus, and in the 

southern areas of the 

Homs governorate near 

the Lebanese border. 

The geographical 

concentration of 

Christians in strategic 

areas is an important 

factor in their 

vulnerability.  

 

Regarding specific threats and risks to the Syrian Christian community, Heras finds that the 

ongoing Syrian civil war is placing enormous stress on them, with large communities having 

left their original homes, becoming Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) or refugees in 

Lebanon or Turkey. For example, the entirety of the small Christian community in the 

southeastern governorate of Deir ez-Zor is reported to have been forced to leave the 

governorate following threats by Salafist groups. 

 

Not on one side 

In contrast to other religious minorities such as the Alawites and the Kurds, who are generally 

suspicious towards the Syrian opposition, the situation for Syrian Christian communities óis 

more nuanced and complicated.ô Heras explains that ócontrary to a widespread perception 

amongst some members of the Syrian opposition, not all Christians are aligned politically 

with the al-Assad governmentô, as in the case of several leading opposition members who are 

Christians, including the President of the Syrian National Coalition, George Sabra, and 

prominent dissidents Michel Kilo, and Faiz Sara. In fact, Heras indicates that óChristian 

communities participated in political demonstrations against the al-Assad government prior 

to the outbreak of fighting throughout the country.ô 

 

At the same time, Heras finds that other Christian communities actively support the Syrian 

government, or are willing to accept its weapons and training in order to protect their villages 

and urban neighborhoods from the armed opposition, some even joining the pro-Assad 

Shabiha militias, or mobilizing in local popular committees. Heras estimates that óperhaps 

tens of thousands of Syrian Christians of various denominations are participating in pro-

government or anti-opposition popular committees.ô 

 

 

The geographical concentration of Christians 

in strategic areas is an important factor in 

their vulnerability. 
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Disproportionate suffering 

As with other communities, Syriaôs Christians are vulnerable. Herasô report finds much 

evidence that Syriaôs Christians have been the victims of the conflict, óalthough there is no 

clear indication that they were targeted specifically because they were óChristian.ô 

ôNevertheless, fears among Christians are high, particularly caused by threats, intimidation 

and kidnappings by Salafist groups such as the al-Qaeda affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra, the Ansar 

Brigade or the the al-Farouq Battalions. 

 

Disproportionate suffering affects different minority groups, including Christians. However, 

in Aleppo particularly, and now in Homs, it is clear there has been disproportionate suffering 

of Christians and that they are particularly at risk from the war. Heras estimates that of the 

160,000-270,000 Christians in Aleppo, between 20,000-30,000 have fled the city as a result of 

the fighting, and fear for the future: ñChristians displaced from the fighting in Aleppo face the 

prospect of never being able to return to their homes and businesses, or to return to a civil 

order in the city that is less pluralistic and accepting of minority rights than before the war.ò 

 

In Homs, an important 

area for the armed 

Syrian opposition 

because it is 

contiguous with areas 

in Lebanon that are 

necessary to maintain a 

route of supply and 

transit of Syrian opposition fighters, at least 10,000 of the areaôs 250,000 Christians have been 

displaced because of the fighting.
2
 This has been a direct consequence of targeted threats by 

militant Islamist opposition groups, including the al-Qaeda ally Jabhat al-Nusra. 

 

As the conflict progresses and the fighting intensifies, Christians in Homs face the challenge 

of its militarization. Heras interprets that because of the insecure environment of the 

governorate, which is increasingly impacted by sectarian disputes at the local level, óChristian 

fighters are increasingly becoming associated with armed groups that are sympathetic to the 

al-Assad government.ô 

 

Medium outlook trends 

As a medium term outlook for Syrian Christians, Heras notes five important trends: 

 

(1) the Christian community will remain fearful of sectarian motivated attacks against it 

and will be more cautious in public displays of Christian traditions; 

(2) the Syrian opposition is increasingly ñIslamizingò and the civil war is more and more 
taking the form of a ñjihadò against the Syrian government: 

(3) Although the systematic militarization of Christian Syrians in these regions is in its 

incipient stage, it is being encouraged by the mobilization of the ñNational Defense 

Armyò by the al-Assad government.  

(4) The militarization of Syriaôs Christian communities in diverse, sectarian and ethnically 
mixed region of the country is likely to become a significant trend in the near future; 

                                                           
2
 Due to the current situation in Syria, it is extremely difficult to obtain reliable estimates on the number 

of IDPs. Several sources estimate th e number of IDPs much higher than Heras. 

Fears among Christians are high, particularly 

caused by threats, intimidation and 

kidnappings by Salafist groups. 
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(5) Although there are prominent Christian dissidents in the Syrian National Coalition, 

including the organizationôs president George Sabra, the Christian community inside 

of the country would have no tangible benefit in vocally calling for the removal of the 

al-Assad government and will not likely do so in the near future. 

 

Vulnerability assessment  

From this background, the third section of this report, directly coordinated by a researcher of 

the World Watch Unit of Open Doors International, provides an assessment of the 

vulnerability of the Christian population in Syria, seeking to understand in which ways 

Syriaôs Christians are specifically vulnerable to suffering hostilities, amidst the intense 

conflict the whole country is going through. Based on the input of experts from the field and 

the systematization of publicly available reports, this Vulnerability Assessment lists and 

describes 14 specific threats to which Syriaôs Christians are vulnerable in varying degrees. 

 

The conflict is such that all Syrians can be expected to suffer, but the Vulnerability 

Assessment provides a picture of the specific threats/risks to which Christians are particularly 

vulnerable. The basic findings of this tool comprehensively describe the vulnerable position 

of Syriaôs Christians and the ways they are suffering from the conflict. 

 

The threats to which the whole Syrian population is vulnerable, including Christians, are the 

following: 

 

¶ Environmental security is virtually inexistent in Syria, affecting the whole population, 

including Christians. 

¶ Lands of Christians have been confiscated. 

¶ Christians suffer greatly from the absence of food security, especially in the areas held 

by the opposition. 

¶ Christians face severe health insecurity. 

 

The threats to which the whole population is vulnerable, but Christians in particular, are: 

 

¶ The destruction of the Syrian economy because the civil war affects the whole 

population, including Christians. 

¶ The Syrian civil war has to a large extent become a ñsectarian conflictò. 

¶ Christians are caught in the crossfire of the strife between government and opposition 

forces and suffer violence from both parties. 

¶ Christians are soft targets for criminal groups. 

¶ Women in general, but particularly Christian women, are vulnerable to sexual abuse. 

¶ Christian men are being forced to join the government army or the rebel forces. 
 

The Vulnerability Assessment finds that Christians are specifically vulnerable to these threats: 

 

¶ Christians suffer disproportionately from the violence, insecurity and overall impunity 

in Syria. 

¶ There are comparatively more refugees and internally displaced people amongst the 

Christian population than amongst any other religious or ethnic group. 

¶ Christian refugees are comparatively more disadvantaged than other refugees and 

suffer great hostilities in refugee camps. 

¶ Christians are deliberately being targeted by Islamist groups. 
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The report closes with a set of conclusions and recommendations, and establishes possible 

future scenarios for the position of Syriaôs Christians. These conclusions can be summarized 

as follows: 

 

(1) Christians are not always targeted deliberately, but this does not mean they are not a 

vulnerable group. The Vulnerability Assessment included in this report provides 

evidence to assert the specific vulnerability of Syriaôs Christians; 

(2) The factors of the vulnerability of Syriaôs Christians can be contextual, political, 
economic, criminal and sometimes religious; 

(3) Although the vulnerability of Christians can have many causes, it is directly linked to 

the overall impunity ;  

(4) Sometimes Christians are deliberately targeted by political groups, by Islamists or by 

criminals; 

(5) The vulnerability of Syriaôs Christians also knows different degrees, depending on the 

nature of the threat. For this reason, three degrees of vulnerability were 

distinguished, depending on whether the threat is equally applicable to all Syrians, 

applicable to all Syrians but to Christians in particular, or very specifically to 

Christians. 
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I. Country brief 3 
 

Syria is a country in southwestern Asia which borders the Mediterranean to its west, Turkey 

all along it northern regions, Lebanon and Israel to its south-west and south-central regions, 

Jordan to its south-central and south-eastern regions, and Iraq all along its eastern regions. 

The capital of Syria is Damascus and its head of state is President Bashar al-Assad. Several 

areas of Syria are active battlefields in the countryôs ongoing civil war and large sections of 

the country are no longer under the control of the Syrian government, particularly in the 

northwest, south-west, and throughout its eastern regions. 

 

Geography 

The countryôs terrain is dominated by fertile plains in its coastal western, south-western, 

northern, and north-eastern regions, semi-arid steppe land in its central-western and south-

western region, and desert with a fertile strip of land immediately adjacent to the Euphrates 

River in its south-central and south-eastern regions. Syria is divided into 14 muhafazaat 

(ñgovernoratesò), divided into 63 nawahi (ñdistrictsò). 

 

The majority of Syriaôs population lives in its western regions. The population of Syria is 

approximately 22 million people. The most populated governorates of Syria are: the north-

western governorate of Aleppo with its capital in Aleppo city; the central governorate of 

Damascus with its capital in Damascus city; the central-western governorate of Homs with its 

capital in Homs city; and the central-western governorate of Hama with its capital in Hama 

city. 

 

Population 

Around 6.5 million people in Syria, around one-third of the countryôs population, are youth 

between the ages of 15-30.
4
 Approximately 90% of Syriaôs population is ethnically Arab, 

74% of whom are Sunni Muslims. Ethnic Kurds, Armenians, Turkmen, and Circassians, 

whose origins are in the Russian Caucus, are approximately 10% of the countryôs population. 

 

Syria also possesses significant sectarian diversity, including Alawites, Christians (both 

ethnically Arab and non-Arab such as Armenians), Druze (a heterodox sect that evolved from 

Ismaili Shiôism), Shiôites, Ismailis, and Jews. Alawites and Christians (both Arab and non-

Arab) each represent approximately 10% of the countryôs sectarian population, while the 

Druze are approximately 3% of the population. Shiôites and Ismailis are approximately 3% of 

Syriaôs sectarian population, with small Jewish communities in Aleppo, Damascus, and the 

northeastern city of Qamishli. The top leadership of Syriaôs ruling Baôath Party is drawn from 

the Alawite sect.
5 

Syria is also home to several transnational Arab tribes including the 

Bagghara, the Shammar, the Ouigaidat, the Taie, the Jabbour, and the Zoubi, primarily living 

in the eastern and southwestern regions of the country. 

 

Some of Syriaôs ethnic and sectarian minority groups are largely resident in distinct areas of 

the country, providing them with significant local support and communal solidarity. Syriaôs 

Alawites are most heavily concentrated in the coastal governorates of Tartus and Lattakia; the 

countryôs Druze population is most heavily concentrated in the southwestern governorate of 

                                                           
3
 This section was authored by Nicholas Heras. 

4
 ñSyria.ò CIA World Factbook. April 17, 2013. 

5
 Ibid.  
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Suwaida; its Kurdish population is most heavily concentrated in the northwestern 

governorates of Idlib and Aleppo and the northeastern governorate of Hasakah; and its 

Turkmen population in Idlib governorate. 

 

Refugees  

In addition to its native population, there are large numbers of refugees from neighboring 

countries in the Middle East who are resident in Syria. The two largest refugee populations in 

Syria are the Palestinians and Iraqis. There are approximately 600,000 Palestinian refugees in 

Syria, the majority of whom entered the country following the establishment of the State of 

Israel in 1948. Palestinians in Syria are given access to many Syrian government-run social 

services including health and social welfare services. The majority of the Palestinian 

population in Syria is Sunni Muslim, with the minority Christian. The United Nations Relief 

and Works Agency for the Near East (UNRWA) administers health, education, and social 

welfare programs in 12 Palestinian camps throughout the country.
6
 

 

There are also approximately 500,000 Iraqi refugees in Syria. Most Iraqi refugees in Syria 

entered the country after the onset of the Sunni-Shiôa Muslim sectarian civil war that started 

in Iraq in February 2006. The largest concentration of Iraqi refugees in the country is in the 

suburbs of Damascus, followed by the city of Aleppo. Iraqi refugees in Syria represent all of 

Iraqôs ethnic and sectarian communities although it is believed that the largest Iraqi sectarian 

group in the country is Shiôa Muslim. This population of Iraqi refugees lives in the densely 

populated Damascus suburb of Sayyida Zeinab, which is a major Shiôa Muslim shrine and 

pilgrimage site.
7
 

 

 

1.1 Socio-Political Context 8 

 

Repressed civil liberties 

Currently, Syriaôs civil war dominates the political and socio-political context of life in the 

country. Prior to the outbreak of civil war, civil liberties in Syria were severely repressed and 

the countryôs civil society placed under the authoritarian rule of the Baôath Party. A National 

Security Emergency Law which had been instituted in 1963 at the initial outset of Baôath 

Party rule gave the Syrian government wide powers to arrest, detain, imprison, and restrict the 

civil rights of Syrians. Syria was ranked as one of the worst countries in the world for judicial 

freedom, freedom of expression and assembly, and for religious freedom, by several 

international human rights advocacy organizations, including Human Rights Watch, Amnesty 

International, and the Committee to Protect Journalists. Internet access in Syria was widely 

monitored and several websites and social media services, such as Facebook, YouTube, and 

Twitter, were blocked entirely. In addition to the restriction of civil liberties, thousands of 

political prisoners were held in detention in Syrian prisons. 

 

                                                           
6
 ñSyria.ò United Nations Relief and Works Agency for the Near East (UNRWA). January 1, 2012.  

7
 Robert Fisk. ñPresident Assadôs Army is Starting to Call the Shots in Syria.ò The Independent. April 

14, 2013.  
8
 Information in this section derives from the authorôs field experience in and study of Syria as a 

commentator on events in the country. For in-depth discussions of Syrian socio-politics and political 

actors, particularly prior to the current civil war, see also: Nikolaos Van Dam. The Struggle for Power 

in Syria: Politics and Society Under Assad and the Baôath Party. New York: I.B. Tauris, 1996; Patrick 

Seale. Assad: The Struggle for the Middle East. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990. 
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The Syrian civil war, like the other uprisings that occurred throughout the Middle East and 

North Africa region since January 2011, was sparked by countrywide protests against 

repressive Syrian government policies towards political and human rights, and demands for 

reform of endemic corruption by established governments and economic growth promotion 

policies for increasingly impoverished and frustrated populations, especially amongst youth. 

Although there was widespread hope for political liberalization at the beginning of his tenure 

as President in 2000, few substantial political reforms have been the result of Bashar al-

Assadôs rule. Bashar has utilized the state dominated by the Syrian Arab Socialist Baôath 

Party that he inherited from his father to tightly control and punish political expression and 

dissent in Syria, including from secular liberals, Islamists, and Kurdish cultural activists.  

 

The Baôath Party oversees a political system that is an autocratic syndicate. Bashar al-Assadôs 

rule is supported by members of his family and his extended family, his key Alawite kinsmen 

in the military, intelligence, and paramilitary apparatus, and by leading families of other 

sectarian communities, especially Sunni Muslims and Christians, who have vested business 

and personal interests in supporting the Baôath Party. Syrian society is diverse, with sectarian, 

ethnic, class, urban versus rural, tribal, and geopolitical rivalries that were all co-opted, 

suppressed, or fought against by the Baôath Party. One of the foundations of social support for 

the Baôath Party has been small, rural landowners who were empowered by the agricultural 

collectivizing policies of the early years of Hafez al-Assadôs rule.
9
 

 

Protests 

Bashar al-Assad has responded to the country-wide protests with a mixture of conciliation and 

combat towards his political opponents. He has supported certain reforms demanded by 

protesters and his opponents while ordering the Syrian military and security services to 

continue to act with force against his opponents. 

                                                           
9
 ñSyrian Arab Republic.ò United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). January 1, 2012.  
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Amongst the reforms he has approved include: the lifting of a long-standing national security 

emergency law and the disbanding of the Supreme State Security Court; the release of 

thousands of mainly Islamist activist political prisoners; recognition of the citizenship of 

hundreds of thousands of Syrian Kurds who were formerly without Syrian nationality; and the 

end of de jure dominant status of the Baôath Party written into the Syrian Constitution. These 

reforms have been enacted in the context of widespread Syrian military engagements with 

armed members of the Syrian opposition as well as intensified Syrian Army military 

operations against political demonstrators, and mass arrests as well as reports of torture and 

indefinite detention of political activists.  

 

The Syrian opposition charges that political demonstrations led to armed conflict due to the 

Syrian military firing on and killing unarmed protestors at demonstrations throughout the 

country. Opposition members assert that the Syrian government was purposefully labeling the 

opposition as ñterrorists,ò and that the aggressive posture held towards demonstrations by 

Syrian security forces exacerbated emotions against the al-Assad government. The defection 

of Syrian military units that refused to fire on civilians, and the formation of the initial armed 

opposition groups on a local and regional basis by both defected soldiers and local, anti-Assad 

gunmen, were factors contributing to the escalation of the conflict.
10

 

 

 

1.2 Political Actors  

 

Parliamentary system 

Officially, Syriaôs government is, and was prior to the onset of popular demonstrations and 

the civil war, a parliamentary system dominated by one political party, the Syrian Arab 

Socialist Baôath Party. The Syrian parliament, called the ñPeopleôs Assembly,ò is a 250-seat  

legislature, with 168 seats held by the ñNational Progressive Frontò led by the Baôath Party 

and 9 allied political parties of mainly socialist and Arab nationalist ideological persuasion. In 

addition to the National Progressive Front, there is an ñoppositionò coalition called the 

ñPopular Front for Change and Liberation.ò 

 

Currently, the Baôath Party holds 134 of the 168 seats in parliament claimed by the National 

Progressive Front.
 
77 seats in the Syrian Peopleôs Assembly are held by independent 

parliamentarians, the majority of whom are co-opted by the Baôath Party.
 
The Popular Front 

for Change and Liberation, comprises the Syrian Socialist Nationalist Party, holding 4 seats in 

the Peopleôs Assembly, and the Peopleôs Will Party, holding 1 seat.
11

 

 

The nine other political parties in the National Progressive Front are: the Arab Socialist 

Movement; the Arab Socialist Union; two factions of the Syrian Communist Party; the Social 

Democratic Unionists; the Socialist Unionists; the Democratic Socialist Unionist Party; the 

Arab Democratic Unionist Party; and the National Vow Movement.  

 

Syriaôs May 2012 parliamentary election, which was held in spite of mass civil 

demonstrations, an opposition boycott, and increasing armed conflict throughout the country, 
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did not substantively change the political makeup of the countryôs Peopleôs Assembly or the 

strong control of the government by the Baôath Partyôs elite. 

 

 

Pro-Government Political Actors  

 

Al-Assad family 

The head of state of Syria is President Bashar al-Assad. The al-Assad family is Alawite from 

the town of Qardaha in the coastal, northwestern province of Lattakia where the majority of 

the countryôs Alawite population lives. Bashar al-Assad has been President of Syria since 

2000, when he replaced his father Hafez al-Assad, who ruled Syria from 1970 unto his death. 

Bashar al-Assad is also the Field Marshal of the Syrian Armed Forces, and the Chairman of 

the Syrian Arab Socialist Baôath Party. The Baôath Party is an umbrella organization that has 

members from all of Syriaôs ethnic and sectarian communities, with the al-Assad family and 

members of its sectarian Alawite, local Kalbiyya clan holding the most power in the partyôs 

command.  

 

Syrian military 

The al-Assad government is supported in the 

civil war by the countryôs military, its 

intelligence services, and paramilitary forces 

that engage in both direct action against the 

armed opposition, or serve as auxiliary village 

and urban district security forces. As the 

conflict has become bloodier, more 

geographically dispersed within the country, 

and increasingly more sectarian in its 

ideological divisions, the Syrian military has 

been subject to a significant number of 

defections of its officers and rank and file to 

the opposition, the majority of whom are Sunni 

Muslims. 

 

Although the entire Syrian military is engaged in the conflict, there are certain divisions 

within it that have been particularly active in the fighting or represent the foundation of the 

militaryôs support for the al-Assad family. These are the Republican Guard, the 4
th
 

Mechanized Division, and the Syrian Air Force Intelligence Directorate.  

 

The Republican Guard is an elite division of the Syrian military. It is responsible for the 

protection of the Syrian government and specifically the al-Assad family and senior Baôath 

Party leaders. It is nominally commanded by Bashar al-Assadôs brother, Maher al-Assad. The 

Republican Guard is reported to have approximately 25,000 active duty members and it is 

typically based in Damascus. Currently the Republican Guard operates in Damascus and its 

suburbs where it has established military checkpoints on all the highways entering the city 

and in strategic neighborhoods surrounding important Syrian government ministries, and 

military and intelligence headquarters. The majority of the Republican Guardôs officers and 

The Syrian military has been 

subject to a significant 

number of defections the 

majority of whom are Sunni 

Muslims. 
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(the majority of) its rank and file are Alawites from the al-Assad familyôs Kalbiyya clan. The 

Republican Guard is provided the best weapons available in the Syrian militaryôs arsenal.
12

  

 

Like the Republican Guard, the 4
th
 Mechanized Division is also an elite Syrian military 

division. The number of soldiers in the division is estimated to be 11,000-13,000. It is also 

commanded by Maher al-Assad. The 4
th
 Mechanized Divisionôs primary function is to engage 

in direct action operations in complicated hostile environments. During the civil war, the 4
th
 

Mechanized Division has been organized into a quick reaction force at the battalion level and 

has been sent into policing and combat operations throughout Syria. The officer corps and the 

majority of the rank and file of the 4
th
 Mechanized Division are Alawites. Like the Republican 

Guard, the 4
th
 Mechanized Division is provided with the best weapons available in the Syrian 

militaryôs arsenal. 

 

In addition to its combat role, companies of the 4
th
 Mechanized Division are reportedly 

utilized to observe and direct the combat operations of Sunni Muslim majority Syrian army 

divisions which are suspected of potential sympathies with the Syrian opposition. The 

fearsome reputation of the 4
th
 Mechanized Division is considered to be an intimidating factor 

that limits potential defection in other divisions.
13

 

 

The Syrian Air Force Intelligence Directorate (AFID) is the most powerful of Syriaôs security 

intelligence organizations. It was, until his assassination by the armed opposition in August 

2012, commanded by General Jamil Hasan who was a member of the al-Assad familyôs 

Kalbiyya clan. It is unclear who the current head of the AFID is. The AFID has multiple 

responsibilities including: providing security and intelligence gathering in Syrian embassies 

and consulates worldwide; monitoring passengers on Syriaôs national airline Air Syria; 

monitoring and assessing threats by foreign nationals entering Syria; and serving in a support 

role for Syriaôs elite military forces including the Republican Guard and the 4
th
 Mechanized 

Division. Over the course of the civil war, the AFID has expanded its activities to include 

monitoring and detaining Syrian opposition activists, and engaging in direct action against 

armed opposition groups, particularly along the restive Lebanese-Syrian border in the 

southern Homs governornate.
14

 

 

Shabiha paramilitaries 

In addition to the formal military and security actors raised by the al-Assad government, 

paramilitary and local defense forces are also assisting Syrian security forces. These include 

the shabiha (ñghostsò) paramilitaries and the Popular Committee village and neighborhood 

defense forces. The Shahiba evolved from criminal syndicates that smuggled goods from 

Turkey into Syria and Lebanon. They receive tacit Syrian government acceptance in exchange 

for a percentage of the profits from their activities and intelligence gathering on persons of 

interest to the Syrian government. 
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Shabiha units have been deployed as police against Syrian opposition demonstrators and have 

engaged in combat with armed Syrian opposition groups throughout Syria. It is reported that 

the majority of Shabiha units are Alawite with the minority being Sunni Muslim and Christian 

government loyalists. Shabiha units are believed to operate semi-autonomously at the local 

level. There is no verified leadership structure of the Shabiha, although it is reported that 

Maher al-Assad, the brother of Bashar al-Assad, maintains overall operational command of 

the Shabiha while delegating their recruitment and armament to his first cousins Munzer and 

Fawaz al-Assad. The Shabiha are accused by the Syrian opposition of perpetrating human 

rights abuses including torture, rape, and extrajudicial killing of Syrian civilians.
15

 

 

Popular Committees 

The Popular Committees are frequently associated with Syriaôs minority communities, 

including Christians, Druze, and Alawites. Both men and women are fighters in the Popular 

Committees.
16

 Popular Committees are generally reported to be mobilized to defend specific 

sectarian villages or urban enclaves, 

such as Christian districts, against 

armed opposition attack.
17 

Several 

Popular Committees have been raised 

throughout the country. 

 

The al-Assad government, seeking to 

enhance the effectiveness of the 

Popular Committees in assuming a 

greater burden of local and regional 

defense against the armed opposition, 

is stated to be seeking to integrate the Popular Committees into a larger ñNational Defense 

Army,ò (NDA) reportedly trained with the assistance of the Iranian Quds Force.
18

 Hezbollah, 

at least in the strategic central-western province of Homs, is also believed to be assisting in 

the mobilization, training, and deployment of Popular Committees.
19

 The integration of 

village and urban district-level Popular Committees, assumed to be composed of primarily 

one ethnic or sectarian group from the local area, into the NDA, is stated to raise pro-Assad, 

pro-Syrian nationalistic morale instead of favoring communal group identity.
20

  

 

Regional supporters
 

Hezbollah and Iran have been the strongest regional supporters of the al-Assad government. 

Hezbollah has used its influence in the Lebanese government to push for the Lebanese 

military to strenuously police Lebanonôs border with Syria in order to prevent armed and 

unarmed Syrian opposition members from building a base of operations in Lebanon from 

which to attack the al-Assad government. In addition to training the NDA, Iranian forces are 
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reported to be providing the Syrian government 

with intelligence and military assets to police and 

combat the Syrian opposition, as well as arms and 

logistical support. Both Hezbollah and Iran have 

publicly stated their support for the al-Assad 

government while calling on the Syrian opposition 

to engage in non-violent negotiation with the Syrian 

government for reform. 

 

 

Kurdish community : split  

Of special note is Syriaôs Kurdish community, concentrated across several governorates in the 

northwest and northeastern regions of the country, and split between pro and anti-Assad 

organizations. Prior to April 2011, an estimated 120,000 Syrian Kurds resident in the 

northeastern Hasakah governorate of Syria had been denied Syrian citizenship. Stateless 

Kurds were not able to inherit property from their families, and have their marriages to Kurds 

with Syrian citizenship recognized by civil authorities. The Kurdish language was forbidden 

to be spoken by pupils among each other in schools, all of which were state-run, and Kurdish 

language media and cultural centers were banned. Bashar al-Assad granted stateless Kurds 

Syrian citizenship in April 2011, in a move that was widely considered to be calculated to 

ñwinò Kurdish support against the opposition.
21

 

 

The Kurdish National Council (KNC) and the Democratic Union Party (PYD) are the most 

powerful Kurdish parties in Syria. Although the two groups are nominally allies with one 

another towards the goal of improving the traditionally marginalized status of Kurds in Syria, 

they are distrustful of each other. The KNC is an affiliate of the Syrian opposition and is 

believed to have the support and military training of the Iraqi Kurdistan Regional Government 

(KRG). It is seeking a post-Assad political arrangement that would affirm and guarantee 

Kurdish rights, but not autonomy from the rest of Syria. The PYD is an affiliate of the 

Kurdistan Workersô Party (PKK), and is in a tacit alliance with the al-Assad government and 

the armed opposition, and is believed to be actively seeking the autonomy of the Kurdish   

regions of Syria.
22

 PYD fighters have also engaged in fierce fighting against armed opposition 

groups that encroach on Kurdish-majority areas.
23
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Anti -Government Political Actors 

Syriaôs anti-Assad political actors can generally be divided into the armed and unarmed 

opposition, and into the opposition in exile and the opposition resident in Syria. As a result of 

the highly incipient, diverse, politically divided, and regionally and locally-based nature of the 

Syrian opposition groups, their relative strength and deportment vis-à-vis each other and the 

al-Assad government undergoes considerable shifts. Presently, armed opposition groups 

throughout Syria are the most powerful actors in the revolution inside the country, with the 

unarmed opposition in exile possessing the most important connections to sympathetic, anti-

Assad foreign actors such as the United States, the European Union, and the Sunni Muslim 

monarchies of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), particularly Saudi Arabia and Qatar. 

 

The exile opposition is dominated by the National Coalition for Syrian Opposition and 

Revolutionary Forces, which was founded in Doha, Qatar in November 2012. The Syrian 

National Coalition, as it is referred to, is officially recognized by many anti-Assad foreign 
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actors as the legitimate transitional authority for a post-Assad Syria.
24

 This National Coalition 

is meant to subsume the diverse and fractious Syrian opposition groups into a cohesive body 

politic that is representative of Syriaôs population. Its current President is George Sabra, a 

Syrian-American Christian and social democratic opposition figure who was formerly the 

head of the Syrian National Council (SNC) and jailed frequently by the Syrian government 

under Hafez al-Assad.
25

 The current Prime Minister of the National Coalitionôs opposition 

government is Ghassan Hitto, a Syrian-American engineer and dissident. 

 

Supporting the Syrian National Coalition is the 

ñFriends of Syriaò (FOS), which is a coalition of 

countries that seek to support the Syrian 

opposition in its attempt to remove the al-Assad 

government from power. The FOS includes three 

United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

permanent members ï the United States, Great 

Britain, and France ï and two of the richest and 

most powerful members of the Arab League: 

Saudi Arabia and Qatar. In addition to morally 

and politically supporting the Syrian opposition 

the FOS is pursuing several courses of action to weaken the al-Assad government including: 

economic sanctions on important members of the Syrian government and trade restrictions on 

key industries linked to state control; UNSC sanctioned international observer missions to 

assess the al-Assad governmentôs compliance with international human rights law; pledging 

funding for the armed Syrian opposition through the Syrian National Council; and providing 

lethal and non-lethal military and communications equipment for the armed Syrian 

opposition. 

 

 

Syrian National Council 

Although the Syrian National Coalition is a ñsupra-groupò of the opposition parties, it is 

dominated by the Syrian National Council, which is, in spite of international recognition of 

the Syrian National Coalition as the foundation of the next governing authority in the country, 

the most powerful political organization in exile. The SNC is, like the Syrian National 

Coalition, an umbrella organization of Syrian opposition parties operating in exile. It was 

formally established in October 2011 in Istanbul, Turkey. Several different political 

movements are part of the SNC, the most prominent of which are the Syrian Muslim 

Brotherhood, the Kurdish Future Movement Party, the Assyrian Democratic Organization, 

and various smaller exiled parties and individuals.
26

 

 

The SNC also includes the Local Coordinating Committees (LCCs), which are community-

level activist organizations that prior to the widespread outbreak of armed conflict organized 

protests. The LCCs currently communicate to the outside world developments on the ground 

against the al-Assad government, and report casualties and human rights abuses to the 

international community and Syrian organizations in exile. The LCCs are organized on the 
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national level by the National Coordination Council (NCC), which exists to bring all of the 

LCCs into one representative body. Although the NCC is allied with the Syrian National 

Council (SNC), the LCCs still remain the primary functioning local authority in the rebelling 

areas of Syria. 

 

 

Syrian National Council and Coalition-Syrian Muslim Brotherhood 

Within the SNC, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood (SMB) is considered to be the most 

powerful faction in the Syrian National Council (SNC), with over half of the SNCôs 

representative chairs. Its nominal leader is Mohammad Riad Shaqfa. It was founded in 1945 

in Hama, Syria, as an ideological sibling of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood (EMB). The 

original objective of the SMB was to implement an Islamic state in Syria, by force if 

necessary. 

 

The SMB has a far more violent history than its Egyptian sibling and engaged in armed 

conflict with the Baôath Party in 1964 and from 1976 to 1982. A splinter group of the SMB, 

the Armed Vanguard, engaged in the majority of violence with the Syrian government with 

the ideological and at times operational support of the SMB. The Armed Vanguard nearly 

succeeded in assassinating the former President of Syria, Hafez al-Assad, in July 1980. As a 

result of this action, membership of the SMB was made a capital offense by the Syrian 

government in 1980, a ruling that is presently still in effect. The SMB and the Armed 

Vanguard were decisively defeated in Hama in February 1982 and their surviving members 

forced into exile.
27

 

 

The SMB has taken a more ñmoderateò 

ideological stance in the years since its near-

destruction at Hama. It released a new Covenant 

in March 2012 which promised that it would 

support a pluralistic, multi-ethnic, multi-sectarian 

post-Assad Syria. The Covenant is believed to be 

a reaction to criticism that the SMB was moving 

to dominate the SNC in order to win international 

approval for its ultimate agenda to impose an 

Islamic state on Syria.
28

 It is reported that the 

SMB is working actively to resuscitate its 

formerly extensive mosque-based socio-political networks inside Syria by working within 

Sunni Islamist groups in Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan. Saudi Arabia is also 

believed to be a major supporter of the SMB and its objectives in Syria. 

 

Within Syria, the civil conflict consists of several rebel areas that are operating autonomously 

at a village or urban neighborhood level, and are not centralized into one contiguous territory 

under a single civil and military authority. The Syrian opposition groups consist mainly of 

defecting elements of Syriaôs society who used to be under the domination of the Syrian 

security state, including soldiers, religious leaders, civil society groups, and tribal leaders and 

members. These Syrian opposition members have thus far been unable to coalesce into one 
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national movement within the country, which weakens their position vis-à-vis the armed 

opposition groups that have the ability to fight and confront the Syrian government. 

 

The fighters in the armed opposition belong to militias at a local, village or regional, level and 

are generally Sunni Muslims of rural backgrounds. Many of them were impoverished by 

Syriaôs severe economic struggles prior to the outbreak of civil unrest. Although a number of 

armed opposition fighters are defected Syrian soldiers, it is reported that the majority of them 

are disaffected Syrians who responded to the systematic repression and force they faced from 

the Syrian government following the start of anti-government protests in March 2011 with 

force of their own. Ideologically, the armed Syrian opposition groups range from secular 

nationalists to militant Sunni Salafists aligned with al-Qaeda, with the majority of the fighting 

groups holding a Syrian nationalist, Sunni Islamist perspective. 

 

 

Free Syrian Army 

Currently, the Free Syrian Army (FSA) is the opposition armed group that is given 

recognition by anti-Assad foreign actors as the legitimate security organization of a 

transitional, post-Assad Syrian state. The FSA is led by the Supreme Military Council (SM), a 

30-person leadership coalition of the highest ranking defected Syrian military officers and the 

most powerful militia leaders within Syria itself. 
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Nominally, the FSA is the military authority adjunct to the Syrian National Coalition, 

although the two organizations thus far have limited interoperability due to the incipient and 

still developing organization of the Syrian opposition. The Supreme Military Council is 

believed to have been organized at the request of Saudi Arabia and Qatar, the two wealthiest 

and most active financial supporters of the Syrian opposition. General Salim Idriss, a defector 

from the Syrian military, is currently the Commander-in-Chief of the SMC.
29 

Military 

assistance for the armed opposition is supposed to be coordinated through the logistical 

networks of the SMC.
30 

 

The FSA is itself an umbrella organization of 

defected Syrian military members and allied 

armed anti-Assad groups. It consists of several 

autonomous and semi-autonomous combat units 

within Syria, organized into kataôib (ñbattalionsò) 

at the local level. Ideologically, kataôib of the FSA 

range from secularists to Sunni Islamists, with 

representation from across Syriaôs sectarian and 

ethnic groups. The FSA is, however, reported to 

be overwhelmingly Sunni Muslim. 

 

In addition to defected Syrian military soldiers, the FSA ñlabelò is being applied to a large 

number of armed fighters organized into anti-Assad militias at the local level who declare 

their loyalty to the FSA. Currently, it is estimated that there are approximately 145,000 rebel 

fighters in total in Syria, although approximate figures for the number of Syrian rebels that 

fight only for the ñFree Syrian Armyò have yet to be determined.
31 

The lack of exact numbers 

is due to conflicting definitions concerning whether armed opposition organizations with ties 

to the Supreme Military Council, such as the Syrian Islamic Liberation Front, are actually part 

of the FSA, or are in fact independent entities. 

 

 

Jabhat al-Nusra 

Distinct from the FSA is the radical Salafist militant organization Jabhat al-Nusra li-Ahl ash-

Sham (ñThe Victory Front for the People of the Levantò), which is one of the most powerful, 

widespread, and militarily committed fighting fronts against the al-Assad government. Jabhat 

al-Nusra is officially aligned with the al-Qaeda affiliate, the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI).
32 

It is 

found throughout the country with particular strength in the Aleppo, Idlib, and Damascus 

governorates, and in the southeastern governorate of Deir ez-Zor, where it administers a 

nascent form of Islamist civil society according to sharia Islamic law.
33

 

 

It is reported that Jabhat al-Nusra has between 5,000-12,000 fighters, many of whom are 

believed to have fought in international jihadist operations against the United States in Iraq 

and Afghanistan, and against Shiôa Muslims in Iraq.
 
It is also reported that a large number of 
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FSA kataôib are joining Jabhat al-Nusra because of its reputation for fearlessness in battle and 

the supposed superiority of its weapons and equipment, which are reported to be funded 

through international jihadist channels, wealthy benefactors from the Arabian Gulf countries, 

and by Muslim communities throughout the world.
34 

Jabhat al-Nusra has also conducted 

several suicide bombing attacks against Syrian military targets throughout Syria.
35

 

 

 

Syrian Islamic Liberation Front and 

the Syrian Islamic Front 

There are two major coalitions of 

Syrian armed opposition groups that 

are nominally allied with the FSA and 

whose member organizations hold an 

Islamist ideology. These are the 

Syrian Islamic Liberation Front 

(SILF) and the Harakat Ahrar ash-

Sham al-Islamiyya (ñIslamic 

Movement of the Freemen of the 

Levantò). The SILF is considered to be the more ñmoderateò Islamist network of armed 

opposition groups, while Harakat Ahrar ash-Sham is considered to be the more conservative 

Islamist network. Combined, these coalitions reportedly have tens of thousands of fighters 

and are geographically located throughout Syria.  

 

While nominally allied with one another, these coalitions in practice follow their own 

directives and strategies. The SILF includes four of the most powerful opposition fighting 

groups in Syria, including: the al-Farouq Battalions which were raised in Homs governorate 

and are active throughout the country; Suqoor ash-Sham (ñFalcons of the Levantò) which is 

active in the north-western Aleppo and Idlib governorates; Liwa al-Islam (ñBanner of Islamò) 

which is active in Damascus governorate; and the Tawhid (ñUnityò) Brigade, which is active 

in Aleppo governorate.
36

 These organizations within the SILF have been fierce combatants 

against the al-Assad government.  

 

The Harakat Ahrar al-Sham is dominated by the organization Ahrar al-Sham, which was 

raised in Aleppo governorate but has a presence throughout Syria. Other smaller fighting 

fronts in the network include the al-Fajr (ñDawnò) Brigade that was raised in and is active in 

Aleppo and Idlib governorates; the Hamza ibn Abd al-Mutallib Brigade raised in and active in 

Damascus governorate; and the al-Haqq (ñDivine Truthò) Brigade raised and active in Homs 

governorate.
37  

 

The Harakat Ahrar al-Sham al-Islamiyya is the most powerful Salafist fighting force in Syria, 

and is the most significant competitor to Jabhat al-Nusra for the allegiance of more 

conservative Sunni opposition fighters. Harakat Ahrar al-Sham represents an ideological 

strain of Islamism that is similar to the Syrian Muslim Brotherhoodôs Fighting Vanguard 

                                                           
34

 Mona Mahmood and Ian Black. ñFree Syrian Army Rebels Defect to Islamist Group Jabhat al-

Nusra.ò The Guardian. May 8, 2013.  
35

 Noman Benotman. ñJabhat al-Nusra: A Strategic Briefing.ò Quilliam Foundation. January 9, 2013.  
36

 Mariam Karouny. ñSyriaôs Islamist Rebels Join Forces Against Assad.ò Reuters. December 29, 2012.  
37

 Jad Yatim. ñ11 Fighting Battalions Announce the Formation of a óSyrian Islamic Frontô to Overthrow 

Assad and Build a óCivilized Islamic Society.ôò Al-Hayat. December 22, 2012.  

Many of the armed opposition 
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Sunni Islamist groups that fought 
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which fought against the al-Assad government during the 1976-1982 period of civil strife in 

the country. Jabhat al-Nusra represents the evolution of the Fighting Vanguardôs ideology 

after its defeat in the city of Hama in 1982, when some of the groupôs surviving members 

became fighters in the nascent al-Qaeda network against the Soviet Unionôs forces in 

Afghanistan. 

 

 

Alwiya Ahfaad ar-Rasool  

Another powerful armed opposition coalition is Alwiya Ahfaad ar-Rasool (ñBrigades of the 

Descendants of the Prophetò). It is an increasingly powerful national umbrella organization of 

locally-based Syrian Sunni Islamist armed opposition fighting groups which are active 

belligerents against the al-Assad government. The group is a ñfranchiseò organization whose 

constituent kataôib announce that they are formally part of, and fight under the banner of, the 

national ñAlwiya Ahfaad ar-Rasool.ò Ideologically, the kataôib of Alwiya Ahfaad ar-Rasool 

can generally be described as ñSyrian Sunni-Islamist nationalist,ò although some of them may 

also be inclined towards more secularist or militant Salafist ideological persuasions. Alwiya 

Ahfaad ar-Rasool claims to fight in 13 Syrian governorates, and has an estimated 15,000 

fighters in its constituent kataôib. 

 

Many of the armed opposition groups allied with the FSA, SLF, and SILF draw inspiration 

from the Sunni Islamist groups that fought the United States in Iraq. Frequently, armed 

opposition groups are named after themes in the Qurôan. Some them, such as the powerful al-

Farouq Battalions, Hamza ibn Abd al-Mutallib Brigade, and the Khalid ibn al-Walid Brigade 

of the FSA, also name themselves after historical figures from the first Islamic conquest of the 

Arabian Peninsula and Syria that are very important to Sunni sectarian historiography. This, 

and the popular identification of pro-Assad paramilitary organizations with the Shiôa, Alawite, 

and Christian sects, further complicates communal relations in Syria. 

 

Due to business, tribal, and Syrian refugee relationships the FSA has established limited 

strategic depth outside Syria in Lebanon, Turkey, and Iraq and it has used all of these 

countries to regroup, rearm, and rehabilitate its fighters. The northern Lebanese city of Tripoli 

and its adjacent Akkar region in particular are growing into important sites of strategic depth 

for the armed opposition due to their majority Sunni Muslim local populationôs political and 

sectarian positions against the al-Assad government. 

 

 

1.3 Socio-Economic Context  

 

Socialist history 

Syria has a primarily state-planned socialist economy that was instituted by the Syrian Arab 

Socialist Baôath Party following its ascension to power in 1963. The Syrian government under 

President Hafez al-Assad collectivized farmland in rural communities in Syria that had been 

under the control of traditional landlords, granting planting rights to the peasants who had 

worked the land, and organized urban labor into pro-Baôath unions in factories and other 

industries. Historically, Syriaôs urban economy was dominated by mercantile elites in its two 

largest cities, Aleppo and Damascus, and by the landed gentry with large farms outside the 

provincial market towns such as Hama, Homs, Raqqa, and Deir ez-Zor. 
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Corruption  

Opposition demonstrations in Syria were largely caused by a combination of frustration with 

the political oppression of the majority of the Syrian people by the Baôath Party, and by deep 

dissatisfaction and anger towards the countryôs stagnant and corrupt economy. Thus, the 

socio-economic context of the Syrian people immediately prior to the civil war was in many 

ways the ñsparkò. Initial protests in Syria against the rule of Bashar al-Assad were to a great 

degree instigated by its collapsing economy and by the domination of the countryôs economy 

by a syndicate of well-connected people who were viewed as the strongest supporters of 

Baôath Party rule. Syriaôs macro-economy is endemically corrupt and controlled by Syrians 

with close ties to the Baôath Party.  

 

One particularly prominent figure charged with benefiting the most from this state-sanctioned, 

neo-liberal corruption was Rami Makhlouf, the maternal cousin of Bashar al-Assad and one 

of Basharôs closest personal confidants. Rami Makhlouf inherited his fatherôs large, state-

approved business ventures which benefitted from the patronage and approval of Hafez al-

Assad. He has utilized his favored position in Syrian politics to benefit from the economic 

liberalization policies of Bashar Al-Assad, building a personal business empire that is 

reported to control 60% of the Syrian economy. Makhlouf is in control of a diverse portfolio 

of business interests in the real estate, construction, telecommunications, air transportation, 

banking, importation, energy, media, and free trade zone sectors.
38

 

 

Makhlouf is the principal investor and Vice-Chairman in Cham Holdings, which is the largest 

private company in Syria and he was until 2011 a significant investor in Syriaôs largest 

cellular phone company, SyriaTel. Ramiôs influence with the al-Assad government has 

reportedly given his enterprises the ability to win exclusive contracts with the Syrian 

government, exclusive licensing with foreign companies, and the ability to use Syrian security 

forces to intimidate his Syrian business rivals.
39

 In Deraôa, where widespread protests against 

the al-Assad government began, Rami Makhlouf is reported to have worked with Syrian 

security forces to intimidate potential local investors and small business owners in the Deraôa 

duty free shop, and in the gas stations and markets along the highway leading to the border 

crossing. This corruption added to the economic malaise in Deraôa that contributed to 

protesting.
40

 

 

Certain areas of Syria benefitted from the policies of economic liberalization encouraged by 

Bashar al-Assad prior to the outbreak of civil conflict in the country. Damascus and Aleppo, 

traditionally Syriaôs most important and wealthiest cities, experienced significant commercial 

development and international investment, primarily in their tourist industries. In spite of 

these gains, the cities, like the rest of the country, also experienced rising economic disparities 

between rich and poor that were exacerbated by the endemic corruption and economic 

stagnation affecting most Syrians. The Syrian Drought Crisis from 2000-2010 is one of the 

most important events in the recent history of the country, and it is one of the major socio-

economic stress factors that led to revolution. 

 

 

Drought crisis  
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The Drought Crisis was exacerbated by years of Syrian government mismanagement, overuse 

of local water resources, and endemic corruption leading to the relaxed regulation of water 

resources for well-connected Syrian businessmen and farmers. It was considered responsible 

for the devastation of Syriaôs agricultural economy, which is reported to have shrunk by half 

between the years 2004 and 2009. It is estimated that 65% of rural Syrians lived in poverty 

and 25% of rural Syrian young men were unemployed due to the Drought Crisis.
41

 

 

Intense labor competition in menial labor sectors in Syria was the result of the Drought Crisis. 

Competition at the lowest levels of Syrian society became increasingly severe and was 

exacerbated by the near collapse of Syriaôs rural economy. Unemployed and hungry rural 

Syrians were moving to the urban regions of western Syria in large numbers.
42

 Menial service 

sector work in Syriaôs increasingly crowded cities was insufficient to meet the labor needs of 

impoverished Syrians. 

 

The Drought Crisis, and the intense pressure it put on Syriaôs rapidly expanding and young 

population in its major urban areas, created significant social pressures against the al-Assad 

government. The demonstrations in the southwestern city of Deraôa on the Jordanian border 

that inspired the initial widespread anti-Assad demonstrations were heavily influenced by the 

collapse of the local agricultural and labor market in the region. This collapse was indicative 

of economic suffering throughout Syria, and was the result of insufficient local water supplies 

for farming and the competition from hundreds of thousands of itinerant Syrian agricultural 

workers from northeastern Syria.
43

 

 

Syriaôs resident refugee populations, already highly vulnerable prior to the conflict, are 

further threatened by war. Both Iraqi and Palestinian refugees suffer from relatively high rates 

of poverty with low rates of education and school enrollment for youth. Iraqi refugee women 

and female heads of household in particular are vulnerable, with a number of them reported to 

be forced to engage in prostitution to meet the existential needs of their families.
44

 

 

The liberalization of Syriaôs formerly state industry centric economy prior to the civil war, 

combined with a drought crisis in the countryôs most productive agricultural regions, placed 

enormous strain upon the Syrian people. Syriaôs economy, uneven prior to the civil war, has 

been worsening for most Syrians over the course of the conflict, with increasing costs of 

living and shortages of essential goods including food, heating and cooking fuel, and in some 

areas of the country with a large influx of IDPs, increased rents on housing. A reduction in 

Syrian government subsidies further threatens impoverished people in the country.
 45 

 

 

 

                                                           
41

 ñSyria: Drought Crisis Pushing Millions into Poverty.ò United Nations Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs. September 9, 2010.  
42

 ñSyria: Drought Driving Farmers to the Cities.ò United Nations Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs. September 2, 2009.  
43

 Robert F. Worth. ñDrought Withers Lush Farmlands in Syria.ò New York Times. October 14, 2010.  
44

 Melissa McNamara. ñIraqi Refugees Turn to Prostitution.ò CBS. February 11, 2009.  
45

 Jamal Mahamid. ñSyriaôs Frail Economy, Before and After the Revolution.ò Al-Arabiyya. April 1, 

2013.  




































































































