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Note: This paper was prepared for presentation at the University of Massachusetts Amherst Political 

Economy Workshop April 3, 2018.  Rather than develop a narrow or specific argument the paper pulls 

together various elements of the conflict’s past and present to provide an overview and hopefully 

stimulate discussion about current status and options moving forward. Since the paper is still in very 

rough form I would kindly ask that it not be widely disseminated. Despite the length, there are still 

some gaps here that I can share in the workshop including some updated macroeconomic data. 

1. Introduction  
March 15, 2018 marked the seventh anniversary of the Syrian conflict which the United Nations has 
called one of the biggest humanitarian catastrophes since World War II2. The UN Office for 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs estimates 13.1 million people requiring assistance to achieve 
daily survival needs out of a pre-war population of about 23 million people. About 419,000 of those 
were in besieged areas and there’s a total of about 2.98 million in either besieged or hard to reach 
areas due to the conflict3 . Half of those in need are youth or children. An estimated 69 percent of 
people now live in extreme poverty, supporting their families on less than US$2 per day, of which 
an estimated 1.7 million live in abject poverty, characterized by severe deprivation of the basic food 
required to survive. About half of the population is involuntarily displaced, with about 6.5 million 
internally displaced, and over 4.81 million refugees outside Syria’s borders primarily in Turkey, 
Lebanon, Jordan and elsewhere in Europe and other countries. There are estimates of over 470,000 
people killed and that around 10% of the population inside Syria has been killed or injured due to 
the armed conflict, many with permanent physical disabilities4. 

These numbers though extremely revealing, don’t tell the story of how Syria has become the focus 
of a regional proxy war and global geo-political battles, the evolution of the conflict, nor the nature 
and dynamics of the war economy that has developed in the country. That part of the story has 
been severely contested in the public sphere. Syria itself was a relatively unknown country in the 
West prior to 2010 due Syria historically being part of the socialist bloc and a regional adversary to 
US allies particularly Israel. On its part the ruling government had ‘killed politics5’, with bans on 
independent media and virtually all forms of independent political parties, unions, syndicates 
peasant organizations as well as civil society organizations, outside those on religious lines.  There 
is no vast history of independent scholarly knowledge production and open deliberation about 
politics to draw upon, compared to say a relatively free country like Egypt.  The country became 
‘known’ to the world after the uprising turned civil war, often with the consequence that 
discussions about the country’s present and past got filtered to the outside world through the 
Manichean prism of the conflict itself, often times interpreted by key informants or activists on both 
sides of the conflict6. Following debates in progressive forums and social media about Syria feels 
like witnessing a proxy war that unfortunately mirrors the violent conflict taking place in Syria 
itself. The polarization in the debate has meant that there is contestation not just on interpretation 
and policy options but much of the debate is even on the validity of basic facts and events about the 
conflict, such as the chemical attacks in Ghouta in August 2013 and Khan Shaykhun in April 2017. 
Moreover these debates do not follow traditional divisions of opinion such as mainstream/ 
alternative dichotomies or pro or anti- US foreign policy. There are sharp divisions on the very 
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basic facts of the conflict within left/progressive/radical circles and also points of agreement 
between segments of the left and liberal-interventionist or conservative US foreign policy sectors.  

Second, the change in the media landscape played an important role in the way the conflict has 
been narrated. The Syrian conflict took shape just when new international media networks such as 
Al-Jazeera, Al-Arabiya, Al-Mayadeen, RT, Press TV, Telesur had risen to challenge the dominance of 
Western media (BBC, US media). At the same time social media platforms such as Facebook and 
Twitter have come to play important roles as sources of information. However, many of these news 
stations and new media platforms on several occasions transformed into the policy arms of their 
patron states. For example, while Al-Jazeera’s rise starting in 1996 had revolutionized the 
knowledge and news production landscape in the region and increasingly the world, its Arabic 
language broadcast since 2011 has closely echoed the foreign policy of Qatar and 
disproportionately broadcast the perspective of the Muslim Brotherhood and Turkey with whom 
Qatar had strong alliances and marginalizing voices with contrarian views. In a way that meant the 
news media has shifted back to the ‘older’ days, but with more sophistication and greater reach. 
However alliances in the region are constantly shifting and media coverage shifts accordingly. So 
understanding the knowledge production about Syria involves an appreciation of often times the 
rapidly shifting alliances underlying the conflict.  

Finally the conflict also fueled a pre-existing notion of a Sunni-Shiite conflict that has its deeper 
roots in the Arabian Gulf oil-rich states (led by Saudi Arabia) reaction to the 1979 Islamic 
revolution in Iran, but which has ratcheted up in the aftermath of the US invasion of Iraq. This 
happened alongside the heightening of other identitarian tensions including Arab-Kurdish, Muslim-
Christian, Turkish-Arab, Iranian-Arab, and so on. In this context mythmaking and disinformation 
has become rife and exaggerated tales of massacres, ethnic cleansing, and so on from one side 
against the other have become difficult to disentangle from actual and proven episodes of those 
atrocities7.  

This paper will not sort through all the contested issues but my concern is to shed light on three 
aspects of the conflict in particular that are necessary to better think through the options moving 
forward. First the nature of the divisions within Syria and the spectrum of opinion within Syrian 
society around the conflict and how this spectrum of opinion shifted and why, particularly on the 
role played by militarization of the uprising. Second, there is a lack of clarity and often radically 
conflicting accounts about the role of the West, primarily the US and the EU, and their regional allies 
(Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, UAE) in the conflict as well as the role of Iran, Hezbollah and the 
Russian Federation. More broadly, there is minimal discussion of the regional nature of the conflict 
and how events elsewhere in the region have a direct impact on what is taking place in Syria. Third, 
the impact of the conflict and these different actors on the destruction of Syrian state capacity is 
missed in the narrow framing and interpretation of the unfolding war as pro or anti-Asad, or 
debates about Kurdish statehood, Islamic extremism. Understanding these issues is crucial for 
understanding what a balanced and minimally just political settlement might look like as well as the 
prospects for longer-term processes of peace and reconciliation within the country.  

Finally I will end with debates around the war economy in Syria, and questions of economic 
reconstruction. These debates have to do with what should be the role of external actors, if any, 
toward economic reconstruction in Syria. There are real intellectual and political dilemmas here 
however that are not easy to resolve given the multiplicity of actors with veto power over the 
process. I will develop the framework of a regional conflict complex8 to illustrate how the current 
war economy to diminish state capacity and fragment the country and suggest possible ways to 
reverse this particularly through the actions of external actors. 
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2. Lead up to the conflict: geo-politics 
Long-part of the socialist bloc during the Cold War, Syria’s self-imposed isolation started to change 
in the 1990s with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the rise of uncontested US hegemony in the 
region, the decline in assistance from the oil-rich Arab countries, and the dwindling domestic 
resources. It’s centralization of power and suppression of independent movements, coupled with 
de-mobilization of the radical wing of the Ba’ath, along with significant expenditures on military 
and security apparatus and shrewd policy making had seen Syria transformed in the post-
independence years as a location for geo-political maneuvering by its larger and wealthier 
neighbors to a country that itself projected its power regionally, giving rise to the famous “no war 
without Egypt, no peace without Syria” axiom9. Syria’s 1950s had witnessed intense elite rivalry 
between a nationalist bourgeoisie, absentee landlord oligarchy, and rising radical movements 
including Arab socialist as well as strong communist parties. The rivalry and fear by the ruling elite 
of a communist party takeover led to a literal dissolution of the country, unheard of in post-colonial 
history, into a wider Union (United Arab Republic) with Egypt in 1958 under the leadership of the 
immensely popular President Gamal Abdel Nasser, who proceeded to suppress the communist 
party, but also dissolved every other political party as well. While conservative movements staged a 
coup in 1961 and seceded from the UAR, the radical Baath Party staged another coup and assumed 
power in 1963, and suppressed elite rivalry through destruction of the oligarchy and national 
bourgeoisie (nationalization and land reform). After the 1967 Arab-Israeli war defeated Nasser and 
the radical Baath, President Hafez Al-Asad, part of the more conservative-pragmatic wing of the 
Baath emerged in an internal Baath Party coup in 1970 called the ‘corrective movement’ and made 
amends with sections of the merchant class as well as conservative Arab States such as the oil rich 
gulf states previously the target of the radical Baath ire. Nevertheless Asad retained the anti-
imperialist anti-Israeli discourse and alliances of the Baath as well as a state socialist model of a 
large public sector and full control of the ‘commanding heights’ of the economy, while leaving a 
small space for a merchant class that often acted as intermediaries with regional and international 
capitalism, particularly in times of severe austerity or isolation. The economic motto became 
‘ta’adudiyya’ or economic pluralism which meant in practice tolerating a space for private sector 
initiative, while a large public sector provided cheap consumption goods, subsidies, and free access 
to healthcare and education benefitting urban workers and peasants. Poverty was a fact of 
everyday life for most Syrians throughout this period, as Raymond Hinnebusch famously said, but it 
was a poverty of not having very much rather than a poverty of deprivation.  

Syria’s strategic location and its frontline status in the Arab-Israeli struggle as well as its Arab 
nationalist revolutionary anti-imperialist discourse allowed it to extract locational rent from its 
conservative Arab neighbors. Its ability to control independent resistance movements that might 
challenge Israel or the Western conservative states meant that these had come to both loathe the 
regime as well as accommodate to its usefulness and pragmatism on issues such as anti-terrorism, 
intelligence sharing and in the ‘war on terror’ era: extraordinary rendition10. For example Syria was 
part of Operation Desert Storm, openly participating in an attack on a neighboring Arab state in 
which the Ba’ath Party was in power no less. In return Syria was given the green light by the US to 
consolidate its power in Lebanon. Syria was firmly outside the Western orbit, but carefully 
managed the red lines drawn by the US, only crossing them when the regime’s existence itself was 
thought to be at stake. Following the 1973 War, the Camp David Agreement between Egypt and 
Israel and eventually the collapse of the Soviet Union, the entire tide in the Arab world began to 
shift toward the US orbit. The regime’s anti-imperialist posture could therefore be credibly 
maintained as long as it did not fully follow their path of surrender. In a post-Soviet world the US 
demanded not just a lack of opposition but unconditional surrender. By rhetorically refusing US 
diktats even while pursuing a pragmatic foreign policy, the Asad regime walked a fine line between 
remaining firmly in the ‘resistance’ orbit while toeing the line. However its own power and 
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autonomy were gradually on the wane. An unchanging factor during this time was Syria’s strategic 
alliance with Iran that developed right after the Islamic Revolution and continues until this day11.  

In 2000, when the current President Bashar al-Asad came to power, he began reaching out to new 
allies, chief among them Turkey and Qatar who would both be sources of economic investments as 
well as act as conduits or go-betweens with the West12. This process ground to a halt in the 
aftermath of the US invasion of Iraq and threats by Bush II and the neoconservatives that Syria 
would be next. The Israeli-Lebanese 2006 war marked the end of a period of serious pressure on 
Syria and opened the door for a Western rapprochement, led by then President of France Nicolas 
Sarkozy who invited Bashar al-Asad as a guest of honor to attend Bastille Day celebration in France 
in 2008, thus signaling the end of Western isolation13.  

The second half of the first decade of the new millennium therefore witnessed Syria attempting to 
reposition itself geo-politically. Its alliance with Iran and Hezbollah were long-standing but Syria’s 
government had always attempted to avoid becoming a full client state to a regional and 
international power and privileged policy autonomy, even in the heyday of the ties with Soviet 
Union. However by this time, Syria was beginning to be thought of as the weak link. Having been 
driven out of Lebanon in 2005 following the assassination of then Prime Minister Rafik Hariri, and 
with serious economic crises due to diminishing oil resources, the Syrian leadership decided to seek 
new allies and strong relations with Turkey under the AKP and personally with President Erdogan 
as well as Qatar were developed. Syria was not included in Bush’s infamous ‘axis of evil’ speech 
alongside Iran, Iraq, and North Korea, and the Syrian government itself unofficially sent out signals 
to the West that it was not completely satisfied with its alliance with Iran14. 

Regionally, much more powerful forces were at play. Chief among them was a new “Cold War” in 
the Middle East between Iran and Saudi Arabia. The administration of George Bush had 
significantly increased the pressure on Iran as well as, through its invasion and toppling of the 
ruling governments in Afghanistan and Iraq had managed to overthrow Iran’s two biggest enemies 
to its east and west in a matter of three years. When this happened Iran flexed its muscles and 
cultivated financial, security, military and para-military ties on a regional basis, often drawing on 
sectarian connections. The toppling of Saddam Hussein’s regime and the increasing power of Iran 
was used by Saudi Arabia and other Gulf States to fuel a narrative of Sunni victimhood and their 
foreign policy discourse officially and un-officially mobilized an anti-Shiite sectarian discourse.  

In fact, over the first decade of the millennium there was increasing convergence between several 
Gulf states and Israel in identifying Iran as the biggest regional threat to their national security and 
attempts by them to further goad the United States in laying siege to the country, sanctioning it or 
even attacking it militarily. For example, according to leaked US diplomatic cables, King Abdullah of 
Saudi Arabia had repeatedly urged the United States to attack Iran to put an end to its nuclear 
program. The leaked cables also demonstrate that officials from Jordan, Bahrain, UAE, and Egypt 
had referred to Iran as an existential threat15.  The fact that these leaks were made in late 2010 
meant that the terrain was already set for a geopolitical showdown, and Syria would be the place 
over which this showdown would take place.  

3. Brief history of the conflict: 2011-2018 

3.1 Initial stirrings 
The conflict has significantly evolved since its origins, however understanding the evolution is 
important to understand the debates that surround the conflict. March 2011 to June 2012 mark the 
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start and end of a conflict in Syria that can be characterized primarily as an uprising against an 
authoritarian government similar to other ‘Arab spring’ demonstrations, in other words the 
beginning and end of the Syrian uprising. Significant changes took place during this time period. 
The very first Arab ‘Spring’ protests in Syria took place on 17 February 2011 in the centre of 
Damascus, in the old commercial district of Al-Hariqa, following a police officer’s assault on the son 
of a shop owner. The second protests also took place in Damascus, on 22 and 23 February, when a 
group of youths held a vigil outside the Libyan embassy in solidarity with opponents of Muammar 
Qadhafi. Protests were also ongoing in Kurdish areas of the northeast. Mass protests did not begin 
elsewhere, including in Dara’a, until mid-March 201116. Initially, both the regime and opposition 
activists focused their attention largely on urban (and Kurdish) areas, where unrest was thought 
most likely; in consequence, security and police forces appear to have been redeployed away from 
more peripheral areas, including Dara’a17. This trend continued more sharply after militarization as 
the governmental forces got stretched. The outbreak of mass protests in this supposedly 
conservative and quietist town thus caught the regime (and some activists) by surprise. 

In Daraa, the initial demands of the demonstrations in Syria revolved around basic civil rights, 
freedoms and a variety of governance issues. For example in the petition presented by the residents 
of Dar’aa in the south of Syria early on in March 2011, the list of demands included among other 
issues: removing the head of the Political Security Branch and Governor from their offices, 
apologizing to the families who had been offended by the Governor, meeting the President, political 
reform and allowing more freedoms, removing unjust laws regarding land selling and speculation 
(particularly Law No. 48 and 26), and lowering the price of fuel18. 

 It was within this context that, from 22 March, state security forces unleashed a level of violence 
against protesters in Dara’a which was beyond anything elsewhere in the country up to that point, 
with regime repression providing the impetus for further local mobilization19. Dara’a also 
benefitted from its location adjacent to Jordan, which enabled protestors to utilise established 
cross-border networks for arms, funding and escape. Syria’s civil war, in sum, was not initially a 
‘rural’ uprising, nor even an uprising of the ‘urban peripheries’, but instead became such as a result 
of regime repression, which placed a premium on securing large urban centers, combined with the 
opportunities structures afforded by rural and peripheral location. Local coordination committees 
(LCCs) became the preferred mode of organization for opposition activists. The LCCs were 
independent of one another and shaped by the local cultural, political climate in which they existed 
and therefore range from the secular-liberal to the Islamist and even salafi.  

March also witnessed demonstrations taking place simultaneously and spreading elsewhere to Al-
Qamishli and Al-Hasakeh governorates (March 12th) where thousands of Kurds demonstrated in the 
Day of Kurdish Martyrs, demonstrations in Salamiyeh, Latakia, Homs, Hama, Deir-ez-Zour, Raqqa 
and Dar’aa March 25th, and so on. Notably, large pro-government rallies often officially sponsored & 
mandated for public sector employees and students, but that many people also went to voluntarily 
were taking place such as large demonstrations that took place in March 29 in Aleppo and 
Damascus20. 

In this time period, throughout 2011, as today, there was a wide spectrum of opinion about the 
events in the country that couldn’t be simply captured through the ‘pro’ or ‘anti’ lens. As one 
journalist described it: “there are the loyalists who want to execute the Dar’aa governor [for his 
brutal treatment of demonstrators], and the oppositionists who believe in Bashar al-Asad21.” 

We now know that while violence against demonstrators, including killings, torture and sexual 
assault were taking place and widely reported, there was anti-government violence taking place as 
well, even as far back as March 201122. While these were marginal compared to the overwhelmingly 
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non-violent protests, they were increasing in frequency, leading up to a large scale killing of 120 
security offices and soldiers in Jisr al-Shughour in June 3-6 2011. That these and other incidents 
were downplayed, ignored, or their existence disputed by the opposition, gave the government and 
its supporters conviction that there is a steady but inevitable lead up to regime change akin to what 
was to take place in Libya. The Libyan intervention, the declaration by Turkey in August that a 
military intervention into Syria is possible, along with evidence of increased pumping of weapons 
into Syria from Turkey and elsewhere all sent sharp signals to the regime that regime-change was 
in order. This served to entrench the regime and its allies and to transform their response from 
brutal counter-demonstrations to an all out war. 

Throughout the early months of 2011, the government put forward various efforts at reform. 
However for each of those the pre-requisite was de-mobilization. There was no history in recent 
Syrian memory of response to street protests and the government gave no indication that this 
would be different. Repression side by side with public acknowledgement of grievances implied the 
regime would dictate the pace and nature of the reforms. At the same time however, the response of 
the government was in fact unprecedented in modern Syrian history. From the government’s 
perspective, public declarations acknowledging the demands for reform, the variety of initiatives 
held were significant concessions. The dynamic between government and anti-government 
protestors was captured by Azmi Bishara23 in a speech he gave in the Doha Arab Center for Studies 
forum on Syria on July 30th, 2011 when he was commenting on regime repression as signs of 
weakness and decay: 

[another sign of regime decay] is increase in the narratives of reform. Which is something 
that objectively must be acknowledged as an achievement for the revolutionaries. This kind 
of speech is not something we used to hear and it was not possible five months ago for Aref 
Dalila to come and attend a forum with us. No one thought it was even remotely 
possible…the  revolution forced [upon the regime] several things that if we deny the regime 
doing them we would deny them on the revolution… who wants to claim that nothing 
happened and there’s nothing going on, to deny that the regime is doing any change ends up 
denying any accomplishment to the revolution… and this does not encourage people. 

The inability to acknowledge these concessions was self-defeating for the oppositional movement 
as the movement denied its own agency and slowly began to see victory as happening only in very 
narrow and very maximalist terms, a trend would continue later. As the center of gravity of the 
uprising began to swing outside the borders of the country, the maximalist language of the uprising 
followed. The discourse of hope generated by the uprising gave way to a discourse of hopelessness, 
since if the regime didn’t fall yet, nothing was happening. This helped create the conditions 
whereby external and military intervention became the only answer. By framing the conflict as or 
nothing, the opposition movement contributed to shutting down the possibilities for politics that 
were created by the movement itself. The ‘miracle’ of the Syrian uprising was that after a long 
period in the ‘Kingdom of Silence’, there was for a brief shining moment the possibility of politics, of 
a process of radical reform, debate, mobilization, and so on. The loss of this moment of possibility is 
perhaps one of the biggest tragedies of the Syrian conflict.  

3.2 Impact of Militarization 
While conditions were deteriorating in 2011, in retrospect, the year 2012 was decisive in sealing 
the path toward the present catastrophe. There were foreign elements embroiled in Syria before 
that date, fighting for and against the regime, but until early 2012 the dynamics of the Syrian 
conflict were largely internal. The regime had beaten down the peaceful movement that started 
around March 2011 and spread to many parts of the country. Partly in anger at the repression, 
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partly in use of weapons pumped in from the outside and partly in anticipation of still greater 
military assistance, namely from the West, the opposition decided to take up arms. 
 
This transformation—militarization—had three main effects. First, it dramatically increased the 
rate of death and destruction throughout the country. The death toll in the first five months of the 
uprising, from March-July 2011, was already high at 1,715. Over the next five months from August 
to December, as more and more street protesters became armed rebels, the number of killed rose 
to 3,130, and to 7,517 over the subsequent five-month period, according to the Violations 
Documentation Center in Syria. By mid-2012, the monthly casualties were almost in excess of the 
total in the entire first year of the uprising. Militarization gave the Syrian regime a free hand to 
unleash its full arsenal of indiscriminate weaponry. Second, the opposition’s shift to a war footing 
prevented large sectors of Syrian society from participating in the struggle to unseat Asad and his 
entourage. Contrary to common belief, the initial uprising was not exclusive to provincial towns and 
the countryside. The capital city of Damascus, in fact, was also the site of early demonstrations, 
which continued, on and off, for almost a year.24 The regime’s overwhelming strength in the city, 
coupled with the alienation of many Damascenes from the trajectory of the uprising, was a big 
reason why these protests did not develop further. There is no way to be sure, but it is possible that 
had the uprising stayed peaceful more and more people would have been emboldened to take to the 
streets. Third, and perhaps most fatefully, the advent of armed rebellion placed much of the 
opposition’s chances in the hands of those who would fund and arm the fighters. Militarization was 
the main conduit by which Turkey and the Arab Gulf states—under cover of the exiled Syrian 
opposition—hijacked the movement inside Syria. When the nucleus of the Free Syrian Army was 
crushed in Homs at the end of February 2012, the regime was on the verge of extinguishing the 
uprising. It was then that the jihadi groups were unleashed. 
 
Close observers could see the writing on the wall. An International Crisis Group report released that 
March warned that the emerging dynamics could set in motion a destructive cycle of violence that 
would be too complex for any one side to stop. 
 

Even if the regime can survive for some time, it has become virtually impossible to see how 
it can  ultimately prevail or restore normalcy. It might not fall, but it would become a 
shadow of itself,  an assortment of militias fighting a civil war…. Gulf Arab countries 
have said they are prepared  to [arm the opposition] and may have begun; it is probably 
unrealistic to stop them. But this, too,  could plunge the nation even deeper into a bloody 
civil war without prospects for a resolution in  the foreseeable future, and almost 
certainly trigger counter-steps by regime allies, thus  intensifying the budding proxy war.25 

 
Further away from the ground, the warning signs were missed or purposely ignored. In US and 
European policy circles, the talk was not of how to arrest the descent into darkness but of how to 
manage the “transition to a post-Asad Syria.” This transition was treated as a fait accompli almost as 
soon as President Barack Obama said the words “Asad must go” in August 2011.  
 
From the perspective of the Syrian opposition, by late 2011 the ‘weight’ of the opposition 
movement had dangerously swung outside the borders of Syria, with disastrous consequences. the 
Syrian National Council (SNC) formed in Istanbul in the fall of 2011. In April 2012 the Friends of 
Syria recognized the SNC as representative of the Syrian people and the following March the body 
was granted Syria’s seat in the Arab League. On March 27, 2012, the SNC published a National 
Covenant for a New Syria, calling for a democratic, pluralistic, civil state; human rights and freedom 
of belief; full rights for women; national rights for Kurds and Assyrians; and restoration of the Golan 
Heights to Syrian sovereignty.  
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That liberal-sounding platform, at least, was what the “international community” saw. Even as it 
professed these goals, however, the SNC was actively helping to make their realization impossible 
on the ground, chiefly by pushing the militarization of the uprising. More and more Syrians came to 
see the SNC and its Turkish and Gulf backers publicly embracing pluralism, while in fact facilitating 
the rise of fanatical forces, and minimizing or dismissing their crimes. Some of the newly prominent 
jihadi militias on the opposition side went so far as to claim the right of takfir, or the prerogative to 
excommunicate other Muslims and make it religiously permissible to kill them. The takfiris were 
forthright in their sectarian hatred of ‘Alawis, Shi‘a, Christians and other religious minorities in 
Syria. 
 
Liberal-minded opposition intellectuals were put to the test at this critical juncture. Some, such as 
‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Khayyir, spoke out against the prevailing trends. Al-Khayyir was a member of the 
National Coordination Council, an opposition body that had remained independent of Turkey, the 
Gulf states and the West and was therefore demonized as much by the SNC as by the Syrian regime. 
People like al-Khayyir and Haytham Manna‘, the former head of the Arab Human Rights Council, 
were vociferous in warning of the corrosive impact of militarization, including the rising danger 
posed by takfiri groups. Others, however, including most of the liberal members of the SNC, 
wavered. Fearing complete military defeat at the hands of the regime, they stood by silently as the 
takfiri groups emerged. Many took rhetorical refuge in a Syrian exceptionalism—“Syria is not Iraq; 
Syria is not Lebanon”—insisting that Syrian society is not and cannot become sectarian. This notion 
was a healthy counter to the essentialist reading whereby the uprising and all subsequent events 
were wholly sectarian in cause, but it ignored the course of events and downplayed the openly 
expressed animus of groups such as Jabhat al-Nusra. It was also a misreading of history: 
Sectarianism in Lebanon and Iraq is not an essential feature of those societies, either. As in Syria, it 
was produced. 
 
The opposition’s duplicity regarding the rise of extremists was disastrous. Aside from its 
contribution to the death toll, it sent a message to many Syrians that the opposition simply wanted 
to take power, regardless of the consequences, and that the promises of a pluralistic, democratic 
state based on citizenship were empty. By refusing to acknowledge sectarian crimes, claiming that 
all evidence thereof was fabricated by the regime to scare minorities, the opposition lost credibility 
among many Syrians and, eventually, in world capitals. The divisions in the country were 
reinforced, as a large segment of the population was thrown back into the arms of the regime.  

3.3 Civil and proxy war (mid-June 2012-September2015) 

The ensuing period could be divided into two. First, was the period between mid-2012 until ISIS 
declares itself as an Islamic State in June 2014. During this period, Syria became the epicenter of 
militant Jihad in the world, and funding was pouring into Syria from different sides. Often, funders 
from Turkey, Kuwait, UAE, Saudi Arabia and Qatar often competed with one another and the result 
was a proliferation of militias. Some rebel brigades, rather than receiving funds channeled through 
the Free Syrian Army (FSA) affiliated Supreme Military Council (SMC), or depending on trade in 
looted goods, became intensely concentrated on appealing directly to private outside donors. These 
private donors, most of the time either Syrian expatriates or wealthy individuals and clerics in 
those neighboring countries, also preferred to fund their specific favored brigades directly. Funds 
outside of the distribution channels of the SMC were estimated to be at least in the tens of millions 
of dollars by the end of 2013.26 All this contributed to a continual forming and re-forming of fighting 
units and shifting alliances, based on outside interests in particular battalions.27  
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Fundraising among rebel brigades became highly sophisticated, and often times surprisingly open 
process. Some fighters spoke openly with journalists about the way in which groups with higher 
media profiles -- counted in YouTube hits, Facebook “likes,” and Twitter followers -- receive the 
largest share of the donations. “They taught us, hit, film it: I’ll support you,” said a fighter in an 
interview with TIME.28 In some videos on YouTube, fighters thank their sponsors for their 
generosity, with a few brigades going so far as to name themselves after a Gulf sponsor: One rebel 
group in eastern Syria called itself the “Hajjaj al-Ajmi Brigade,” in a tribute to the Kuwaiti sheik of 
the same name.29 Rebels with a strong social media following spread posts calling for donations, 
announcing drop-off points in neighboring countries. Similarly, prominent fundraisers, especially 
clerics with large followings further spread these videos and also produce their own videos 
showcasing the weaponry they provide to brigades in order to attract smaller funders to join in on 
their donations to their brigades of choice.  

The proliferation of outside funding sources and ability of funders to provide support to their 
preferred brigades directly all but guaranteed the continuing fragmentation of the armed 
opposition, as fighters continually tried to court their current myriad donors while keeping their 
eyes open for new and more lucrative sources of outside funding. During this time period, the FSA 
ceased to exist as a cohesive organization. By mid-2012 a US intelligence report identified a 
thousand different militias in Syria, and the Carter center identified 1050 brigades and 3250 
smaller ‘companies’ in 201330.  

Jihadists played the leading roles in the battles against Syrian government forces since early to mid-
2012, and it was due to them and organizations like Jabhat al-Nusra (main non-ISIS Al-Qaeda 
affiliate in Syria) that they made significant victories against the regime including victories in Idlib 
province, and suicide attacks and car bombings in Hama, Damascus, Dar’aa, Deir ez Zour and 
Aleppo as well as capturing of al-Hamdan air base, al-Mayadin artillery base, in Deir ez Zour, Base 
46 in Aleppo, Marj al-Sultan helicopter base in Damascus province and the Tishrin hydroelectric 
dam in eastern Aleppo31. Of course the incursions into Damascus through Palestinian Yarmouk 
camp as well as the capturing of East Aleppo in July and August 2012 were the most important 
victories. 

However the fragmentation of the opposition militias opened the field for the door for a more 
disciplined, ideologically cohesive, and organizationally superior militia to rise and consolidate 
power. This militia was the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. A lot has been written about ISIS, 
including its roots in consolidating extremist Jihadi doctrine with Ba’ath Party and former Iraqi 
Army political and military organizational structure. The rise of ISIS changed the nature of the 
conflict in several ways that I state here without elaborating on. First, it introduced the United 
States as a more direct actor inside Syria whereas its presence was mainly logistical, financial and 
military support to the opposition. The US has since built up a significant presence in the Northeast 
of the country. Second, it created a serious crisis for the Syrian opposition and its allies, who could 
no longer continue to claim that the main problem in Syria was the Asad government and that the 
Jihadis were peripheral. Though they tried to reorient their narrative to claim that Asad in fact 
created ISIS or both were similar, this didn’t work. Third, the international community response, 
the European countries in particular led by countries like Germany were by now beginning to 
prioritize extricating themselves and winding down the Syrian conflict, particularly given the large 
waves of refugees traveling to Europe. Germany’s Federal Office for Migration and Refugees claims 
to have received around 1.5 million asylum seekers composed of Syrians and non-Syrians between 
2014 and June 2017, the vast majority of whom arrived between July 2015 and February 2016 
(Grote, German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees 2018). The desire to limit this movement 
drove the EU to make a deal with Turkey in March 2016. In the agreement the Turkish government 
would take back refugees and migrants from the EU, mainly Greece, in return for the EU accepting a 
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maximum of 72,000 Syrian refugees directly from Turkey in a one-for-one basis. The Turkish 
government was also promised visa-free travel to Turkish citizens, progress on EU membership 
negotiations as well as a payment of 6 billion euros. The EU-Turkey deal saw the Syrian refugee 
issue completing a transformation from a humanitarian crisis to be supported to a burden and 
threat that needs to be managed and contained. However this mindset extended to the political 
conflict inside Syria as well. The rise of ISIS ended the ‘proxy’ aspect of the war and began a phase 
were regional and international powers, namely the United States, Iran, Russia, and Turkey were 
more clearly involved directly inside the country.  
 

3.4 Russian intervention until today (September 2015-2018) 
The Russian intervention in Syria in September 2015 marked the end not just of the idea of military 
overthrow of the Syrian government but also that of using military pressure to force the 
government to the negotiating table. The opposition would also point to Obama’s decision not to 
attack the regime following the August 2013 Ghouta attacks. From that time on, Russia broke a 
deadly conflict of attrition that was slowly draining the government's forces along with its allies 
given that it was stretched on three fronts (North, East, and South). Russia went on to help the 
government achieve a series of military defeats against anti-government forces throughout the 
country the most important of which was that of retaking East Aleppo. Syrian civilians paid an 
unbearably high cost and critical infrastructure such as medical facilities were repeatedly targeted.   

 
Along the same lines, there was a dilemma in the political process. There was a stalemate in the UN-
sponsored Geneva process largely due to the lack of clarity in the war but also because the parties 
necessary to negotiate a settlement, particularly those who represented fighters on the ground, 
were not there. To that end Russia sponsored the Astana Process which would not only include 
countries like Iran - excluded from Geneva - but also anti-government opposition fighters and 
militias that were brought to the table by Turkey, who was now on board. The US presence here 
was minimal, with a late invitation, signaling both the shift in gravity in Syria but also the lack of 
interest by the US. Unfortunately, to bring Turkey on board, the Astana process excluded 
independent Kurdish or Kurdish-led parties like the PYD/Syrian Democratic Forces. The Astana 
Process succeeded in bringing about ceasefires in different parts of the country and eventually led 
to the so-called 4 ‘De-escalation Zones’ in Idlib, Homs, Ghouta, and the Jordanian border. Those 
zones were the remaining places that had significant anti-government forces present and 
throughout this process ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra (or the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, as it rebranded 
itself) were excluded. 

 
While Russia has been militarily successful politically it has been less so. The best scenario would 
have been for the government and its allies to arrive at the Geneva process with the upper hand, 
then negotiate from that position of strength a political settlement. This would have required the 
government to offer the political opposition significant and serious compromises. But it would have 
ushered in a new stage in Syria. It appears that Russia wanted this to be the course of action. But it 
did not occur. Russia while succeeding militarily has not succeeded politically and each subsequent 
effort such as the latest Sochi ‘Syrian National Dialogue’ talks in January 2018 have descended into 
farce with what amounted to 1500 participants who were supposed to speak to each other over a 
two-day period. 
 
In the aftermath of the battle for Aleppo in 2016, there was a missed opportunity and the Syrian 
government’s desire to push for a full victory must be blamed in large part for this. This has been 
the story of the conflict. Whenever a side is on the upswing, they push for a full victory rather than 
compromise. Playing the geo-political battle and negotiating with outside powers cannot substitute 
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for a historic compromise with one’s own population. Sooner or later the government will run out 
of deals to make with external powers when the ones they should be making are with their own 
population. 
 
Now we are seeing the end of the ‘de-escalation zones’ with attacks in Ghouta and Idlib in the past 
months. This has more or less coincided with the failure of the Russia engineered political solution. 
Why is this happening?  
For their part Syria's regional enemies may have not achieved all their goals but they are in no rush 
to hand the government a complete victory or by legitimizing them through reconstruction.  
 
Russia and its allies point to a variety of incidents where the opposition has violated the de-
escalation zones, however violations were mutual and Syrian government/Russia by far had and 
have the upper hand. However, the chief concern of course is the way the US has positioned and 
entrenched itself in Syria and took the pretext of ISIS to solidify control over territory and 
particularly in oil-rich areas. The last stages of the so-called war against ISIS showed a vicious battle 
and race between the anti-ISIS forces to position themselves strategically in its aftermath.  
 
The US lacks a clear endgame in Syria but it is building up a longer term presence and military 
bases, using ISIS remnants as a pretext and claiming to use its position to push back against Iran 
and Hezbollah, pressure the Syrian regime and so on. A longer-term build up was happening late in 
the Obama administration itself, so this is not a Trump policy alone, but a US military-led policy. 
This stance is causing the Syrian government and its allies to solidify their control over other parts 
of Syria including those previously marked for de-escalation. 

 
The US presence and actions are further pushing Kurdish parties into a confrontation with their 
neighbours. Unlike the United States, which might withdraw to its power bases elsewhere in West 
Asia, the Kurds, Arabs, Iranians, Turkish and others are there to stay (in the region I mean, not 
necessarily in Syria) and need to find a way to come to terms with one another. The Syrian 
government for its part has not been as verbally hostile towards the SDF as it was toward other 
anti-government groups and has sent several signals in willingness to come to terms with the 
decentralisation of Syria. Nevertheless, the escalation and bloodbath in Ghouta was beyond the 
pale. It came in the aftermath of the Sochi conference. This is baffling and in my opinion was meant 
to block the possibility for a settlement. Equally baffling was the destruction in Afrin and its 
occupation by Turkish backed forces. 
 
One clue about the lack of US political clarity at this point is that an unexpected voice of reason on 
this was a US four-star general Gen. Joseph Votel, commander of CENTCOM who appealed to the 
world to reconstruct Raqqa. The fact that a US general is appealing to the world rather than to the 
US leadership tells one a lot about the current state of US politics. 
 
Now we are in a very dangerous phase. The US presence, repeated Israeli aggression, Trump’s 
sacking of US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, the repeated signals that Iran will be confronted 
more aggressively in Syria, and the potential withdrawal by the US from the Iranian treaty all point 
to signs of another destructive escalation. The Syrian people are exhausted. The regional powers 
and the US, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Iran should fight their battles elsewhere. Throughout the past 
years the framing of the conflict (by all sides) in narrow terms, such as whether every action is pro 
or anti-Assad has served to distract from the way the Syrian state, its institutions, its environment, 
its capacity to sustain a population, is being destroyed.  
  

http://www.defenseone.com/threats/2018/01/special-report-shattered-raqqa-top-us-general-calls-worlds-help/145393/
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4. Economic impact of the conflict 

4.1 Macroeconomic landscape entering the conflict 
Though the origins of the uprising in Syria are diverse and overlapping, the main roots of the 
conflict lie in deficiencies in Syrian governance and institutional structures. These deficiencies 
interacted with economic and social development in complex ways to exacerbate and magnify the 
problems in each of those domains. Political life was stifled as large sectors of the population were 
excluded from meaningful participation in political deliberation.  The concentration of power 
coupled with restrictions on civil and political rights, the impunity with which various state security 
organs operated, and serious issues with the integrity of the judicial system all served to undermine 
the rule of law along with citizen trust in governmental institutions’ ability to respond to their 
needs and to mediate societal disputes. 

Entering the conflict Syria had relatively favorable macroeconomic indicators. This includes 
relatively low levels of inflation , public debt, government budget deficits, trade and current account 
balance, and relatively high growth rates (of 5% annually). Net FDI inflows were at record levels, 
and high levels of tourism coupled with remittances brought in significant foreign exchange into the 
country. Net foreign reserves were significant around USD 18 billion or around 30% of GDP. On the 
other hand, Syria’s debt to gdp ratio was quite low by regional and global South standards, at only 
23% of GDP in 2010. Most of Syria’s foreign debt was owed to the former USSR and was 
renegotiated with Russia on very favorable terms during the early decade of the 2000s, when the 
Syrian-Russian relationship was re-established after the turbulence (in Russia) of the 1990s.  

Since Bashar Al-Asad’s ascension to power in 2000, the state’s reliance on the private sector grew 
substantially however the difference was qualitative rather than mere quantitative. Previously, 
economic liberalization was done piece-meal and gradual, and largely in response to crises. Under 
Bashar al-Assad there was a more decisive turn towards the market economy. The economic 
leadership under Assad decided, and perhaps with good reason, that the old model was 
unsustainable. However, discarding the model completely represented a dilemma: could the regime 
afford to completely abandon its key constituents, namely the urban workforce and peasantry? The 
leadership debated whether aggressive neoliberalization or gradual liberalization should be 
adopted. The “Chinese model” became a mantra of Syrian officials. Over the 2000-2010 decade the 
government significantly liberalized trade (e.g. Legislative Decree 61 in 2009), including ending 
government monopolies of imports, and liberalized agricultural exports through lowering or 
removal of export duties. Domestically, this has also meant liberalization of prices for most 
commodities (through the "Competition and Anti-Monopoly Law" of 2008). Private banks were 
licensed for the first time and a stock exchange was established. De-regulation of the real estate 
market, including reversal of decade old tenant laws and allowing landlords to more easily evict 
tenants in previously rent-controlled housing (Tenants and Real Estate Law No. 6), and laws 
protecting private property were strengthened. Liberalization and withdrawal of public support 
towards the energy sector in particular prices of diesel, gasoline fuel, gas, and increasingly 
electricity as well as liberalization of prices of agricultural and industrial inputs. However the 
extent of liberalization and rollback of the state in Syria was not as dramatic as its other 
counterparts, such as in Egypt and Tunisia.  
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In fact, the presence of a large public sector remained a key characteristic of the Syrian economy 
with an estimated 7% of the Syrian population working for the state.  As late as 2010, almost 27% 
of the total number of employed in Syria was receiving a government salary32. 

The percentage of government employment varies considerable between Governorates, with 
Tartous, Lattakia, and Quneitra containing 40% or more of total employed as government 
employees whereas Raqqa, Idlib and Aleppo Governorates contained around 21% or less. Overall in 
both the public sector and formal private sector, the percentage of men was far greater than that of 
women. However the data reveals that in 2010, 27% of employees in the public sector were women 
while women only represented 6.6% percent of formal private sector employees. Women were also 
more likely to occupy more senior positions in the public sector. About 14.5% of total employed in 
the category of “Legislators, Senior Officials and Managers” were women in the public sector as 
compared to a mere 3.6% of the private formal sector. In the informal private sector (not shown in 
the table), the percentage of women employed was 9.3%, slightly higher than the formal private 
sector, but still much lower than the 27% in the public sector. Overall women’s labor force 
participation overall in the economy had declined from a high of almost 25% in 2002 to a low less 
than 13% in 2010 this was in large part due to declines in public sector employment. Overall LFP 
declined from 52 to 42% in Syria, masking the real problem of unemployment in the country which 
officially stood at 8% (22% for women). While the private sector increased its share from 34% to 
43% employment, most of those workers were not covered by any form of social security, and real 
wages stagnated from 2005 onwards.  

4.2 Socio-economic Impact of the conflict: a condensed snapshot 
There four main ways (among other ways) in which the conflict had a macroeconomic-impact: 1) 
Loss of life, and injury due to conflict and displacement. This included a drain on skilled workers 
and professionals. For example, in 2010, Syria had almost 35,000 registered doctors with the 
Ministry of Health. Estimates today are that there are less than 13000.  2) Destruction of capital or 
flight of capital, 3) Disruption of internal markets through dividing the country, some areas outside 
government control, loss of control of resources, fragmentation of national economy, and 4) 
Economic sanctions, particularly on purchase of oil, banking sector, affected revenue and financing 
of trade among other things.  

4.2.1 Human suffering: Killing, displacement and migration 

In addition to the terrible death toll, there has been a severe displacement of Syrians. According to 
the UNHCR, there are 5.6 million registered Syrian refugees, and about 6 million internally 
displaced Syrians, amounting to almost half of the pre-war population. The first wave of migration 
took place mid to late 2011 and relied on pre-conflict connections with countries like Turkey, 
Jordan and Lebanon such as employment, business, friendship or kinship ties with people in those 
countries. The second wave started in Spring 2012, particularly in the months of March and April 
when the conflict was completing its transformation into a total military conflict and services and 
infrastructure, including as hospitals and schools were beginning to be targeted and destroyed. By 
the end of 2012 there were almost 500,000 registered refugees with UNHCR, an increase of over 
450,000 from the start of that year. The beginning of 2013 onward witnessed the third wave of 
migration, which saw Syrian territory solidifying into competing areas of control. Migration in this 
period was due to a) continued destruction of basic necessities of life, b) areas taken over by hostile 
or extremist groups, and c) fear of security apparatus. In both waves three and four many young 
men began fleeing in greater force to avoid conscription into the conflict. The rise of ISIS in 2014 
saw a fourth wave of migration out of areas increasingly controlled by them. In addition many 
civilians fled as a result of the often indiscriminate bombing campaigns by all sides that targeted 
ISIS and often led to significant destruction of civilian infrastructure (Davis 2015). A fifth wave of 
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migration, this time destined to Europe took place in 2014-2015. Germany’s Federal Office for 
Migration and Refugees claims to have received around 1.5 million asylum seekers composed of 
Syrians and non-Syrians between 2014 and June 2017, the vast majority of whom arrived between 
July 2015 and February 2016 (Grote, German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees 2018). The 
desire to limit this movement drove the EU to make a deal with Turkey in March 2016 (see details 
below). Many of those making the incredibly dangerous crossing into Europe on land or through 
the Mediterranean Sea were often refugees who had suffered secondary or tertiary displacement 
searching for stability. The deteriorating conditions in the neighboring countries had forced them 
to search for a better life elsewhere.  This journey was not only incredibly dangerous but also often 
involved extremely high expenditures (in the thousands of dollars or tens of thousands depending 
on family size).  Many families liquidated their remaining savings and assets or incurred high 
amounts of debts for their remaining family members. Today the UNHCR estimates that the total 
number of Syrian asylum seekers in all of Europe is around 1 million, most of whom (63%) are in 
Germany and Sweden. The sixth and current wave of migration since March 2016 is taking place 
under the most severe restrictions faced by Syrian refugees and other international asylum seekers 
worldwide. Most of the neighboring countries have fully closed their borders for arrivals from 
Syria. The continuation of the conflict, and the impossibility of return for many Syrians coupled 
with increasingly dire conditions in their locations have meant that illicit smuggling networks 
continue to operate. The irregular migrations to Europe are ‘coping mechanisms’ themselves, only 
explored after alternative means are exhausted (Passey 2018, FMR). 

4.2.2 Macroeconomic and sectoral losses 

Unsurprisingly, GDP losses have been significant. Syrian GDP is now estimated at being less than 
45% of its 2010 level having fallen to 25.6 billion from USD 60.2 billion in 2010 (using 2010 prices). 
In monetary terms the cumulative GDP losses are estimated at more than USD 228 billion. If the 
USD 100 billion in estimated physical capital destruction is added, then total losses add up to a total 
of around USD 328 billion33. Losses have hit all economic sectors in the country as they both 
suffered the destructive impact of the war as well as the fragmentation of the country into spheres 
of control under different militias or authorities.  

Mirroring the transformation of the conflict at the time, the biggest losses took place in 2012 and 
2013 (with falls of 28.2 and 16.7 percent) when the conflict transformed into an all out civil and 
proxy war. Different kinds of losses were being incurred at that time that reflected the type of 
violence taking place. Construction was hit the hardest and suffered the largest destruction in 
physical capital stock due to heavy urban fighting in cities like Homs, Aleppo, Raqqa, Deir Ez Zour, 
and the surroundings of Damascus and Dar’aa. It is estimated that the construction sector suffered 
over a 1/3rd of total losses in physical capital stock or about USD 33 billion (i.e. equal to half pre-
war GDP).  The World Bank estimates that in the top 10 Syrian cities by population 27 percent of 
the housing stock has been affected in some way with average 7% total destruction. In Aleppo, 
Syria’s second biggest city 8% of total housing units or a staggering total of about 50,000 units were 
completely destroyed and 154500 partially damaged, just inside the city alone (i.e. not at the entire 
Aleppo governorate level). Equally alarming, half of all medical facilities have been damaged or 
totally destroyed (16%) and the same with the educational sector (53% partially damaged, 10% 
destroyed). This creates all sorts of intuitive and non expected challenges, for example the World 
Bank estimates 14.9 million tons of debris to have accumulated in Aleppo whose removal poses 
organizational challenges and environmental risks and is estimated to take about 6 years of 
continuous work to remove.  

Damage to manufacturing was second following construction with estimated losses of over USD 16 
billion particularly in facilities in Damascus, Aleppo, and Homs. Aleppo, the second biggest city was 
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Syria’s main manufacturing hub witnessed some severe damage. The Ministry of Industry 
estimated in 2014 that more than 720 private establishments were damaged, of which 109 were 
located in the Sheikh Najjar industrial zone, one of four ‘industrial cities’ in Syria, and the biggest in 
terms of investment value (around USD 2.8 billion), chiefly concentrated in textiles and engineering 
industry products, and to a lesser extent foodstuffs and chemicals. Damage to these included 
widespread looting of factories, machines, machine parts and tools, many of which were smuggled 
and sold in Turkey.  

Damages to the power infrastructure in general is also severe with secondary impacts on issues, for 
example, like water delivery (which already witnessed damage to water and sanitation 
infrastructure). Two major power plants and one minor one were completely destroyed (major: 
Zeyzoun Power Plant in Idlib with 544 MW capacity and Aleppo Thermal Power Station in Aleppo 
governorate with 1065 MW capacity; minor: Al-Teem Power Station in Deir ez-Zor 100 MW). Power 
generation in general declined to 16,205 GWh in 2015 compared with 43,164 GWh in 2010 a drop 
of about 63%. Though demand fall dramatically of course the drop in capacity has generated 
constraint in supplying energy throughout the country.  

The government’s strategy was to continue paying the salaries of public sector works and to 
maintain contact with its civil servants throughout the country even in areas outside its control 
(aside from civil servants who defected or fled the country). This is also true of electric generation. 
The electric grid itself is much less damaged than other sectors, and the government strategy has 
been to keep the electric supply running (with load shedding) even in areas controlled by rebels 
through informal understandings and exchange (i.e. barter of oil in rebel controlled areas in 
exchange for keeping the lights on).   

The agricultural sector experienced major losses and agricultural GDP contracted by 40 percent 
between 2011 and 2015 after being on a steady decline in terms of contribution to GDP as well as 
employment in the previous decade. Neglect of agriculture in the era of liberalization (2000-2010) 
was perhaps the government’s biggest error. The Bashar al-Asad era saw reversals in caps on leases 
of land which encouraged cash crops, mismanagement of water resources.  However the policy 
responses that were most catastrophic in exacerbating the decline (and the impact of the 2007 
drought) were the removal in May 2008 of fuel subsidies and in May 2009 of fertilizer subsidies. 
Both lead to dramatic (200-300+%) increases in the costs of fuels and fertilizer. Both were justified 
under ‘rationalizing’ government expenditures and countering the old state socialist unsustainable 
policies. When the impact of the long-term decline in agriculture coupled with other policy failures 
were beginning to more clearly manifest themselves, the government clung to the ‘drought’ story, 
greatly exaggerating its impact, and given a sympathetic UN and other international audience 
concerned with climate change, led to the now widely accepted story of drought led uprising34. 

 Wheat yields, long a major source of food security, have declined over the first few years of the 
conflict by 30-50 percent though buoyed by favorable rainy seasons. Syria had been a net producer 
of wheat for the 20 years prior to the conflict and took pride in its agricultural self-sufficiency as 
part of a strategy of food security developed to cope with severe external particularly Western 
pressures during the Cold War. Pre-conflict production of wheat was about 3.4 million tons and 
dropped to 1.5 million tons by 2015. Favorable rainfall seasons in 2012-2015 (compared to the 
2005-2010 period) however buoyed the agricultural sector and barley production for example has 
remained steady and even slightly increased in the past few years35. Livestock production has 
declined with destruction of cattle, sheep, goats and poultry. Livestock amounted to just less than 
half of agricultural production and high quality Oueis sheep meat exported to the Arabian Gulf 
countries was a significant source of foreign exchange.   
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4.2.3 Government Revenue, Sanctions, and Public Debt 
However the conflict has also implied a significant loss of government revenue, depleted the 
country’s foreign exchange reserves and increased the public debt. The economic sanctions have 
had a significant though neglected impact. Economic sanctions on Syria did not start with the 2011 
uprising. The United States maintains three types of sanctions against Syria. The Syria 
Accountability Act of 2003 prohibits export to Syria of most goods that contain more than 10 
percent US-made components. In 2006, the Bush administration blocked US banks and subsidiaries 
from doing business with Commercial Bank of Syria, which was labeled as a “financial institution of 
primary money laundering concern” pursuant to provisions in the PATRIOT Act. Finally, through a 
series of eight executive orders, Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama have imposed 
progressively tighter sanctions on Syrian companies and nationals, for reasons ranging from 
support for Saddam Hussein’s regime (Executive Order 13315) to “benefiting from public 
corruption.” Executive Order 13572, signed by Obama on April 29, 2011, bars dealings with 
individuals and entities accused of complicity in human rights abuses during the uprising. 

The major blow to the Syrian economy was been struck by the European Union’s36 sanctions. 
According to the EU Commission, Brussels has levied 17 sets of “restrictive measures” against 
Syrian nationals, government entities or private companies, including the suspension of Syrian 
government participation in the Euro-Med regional cooperation initiatives and the European 
Investment Bank’s loans to Damascus. The most onerous measures -- by amount of lost revenue -- 
are the import bans on crude oil and petroleum products. The EU has also halted investment in the 
oil industry and construction of electrical power plants in Syria and stopped supplying the Syrian 
Central Bank with banknotes and coins, which had previously been minted in Austria. 

The impact has been significant, and is somewhat lost amidst all the discussions of the war as well 
as assistance to the government by Russia and Iran, and of course the fact that the sanctions have 
not been as tight or comprehensive (or respected by neighbors and other powers) as those imposed 
against Iraq during the 1990s for example. For example, in 2012, the US Department of Agriculture 
found that the sanctions had a direct impact on revenues and secondary impact on sectors such as 
agriculture: 

The net result of international actions has been to trigger a major depreciation in the Syrian currency 
(50%), dramatically increase domestic inflation, significantly deplete government financial reserves, 
and seriously restrict trade. Though current sanctions do not officially target food or agricultural 
commodities, restrictions imposed on Syrian banks and trading firms have somewhat impeded the 
country’s ability to finance needed imports. According to the Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) 
the nation’s inflation rate stood at 21.0 percent in February 2012, which was sharply higher than last 
year owing to escalating food and fuel prices. The CBS also reported that monthly food price inflation 
reached 25.8 percent in February, compared to an average of 8 percent in 2011. Wheat is the most 
important staple food commodity in the country and is consumed primarily as bread. It is also the 
country’s only strategic food security commodity, and is treated accordingly. The government 
controls the pricing of wheat, flour, and bread throughout the entire public and private sector 
marketing chain. Wheat production is heavily subsidized through the government’s payment of 
premium (above international market) prices to growers, while bread consumption is also heavily 
subsidized through government imposed price controls (averaging 20% below the cost of 
production37). 

Economic sanctions began to have a serious impact in mid-2012, affecting all economic sectors, 
especially those dependent on primary production materials, food products and fuel.  Sanctions on 
institutions, firms, and financial transactions and insurance among other things hindered the ability 
of importing basic goods. These conditions opened the door for the establishment of a large black 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/135733.pdf
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market in trading with Syria which raised costs of imports dramatically, and allowed different 
powers on the ground to further control and monopolize the basic goods and services trade. 

As a result of the sanctions, disruption in trade and production, government revenues have declined 
sharply, with oil and non-oil revenues declining by of 95% since 2011. Sanctions and war reduced 
Syrian exports by 92% and the current account deficit reached to just less than a third of GDP in 
2016 and 2017 (up from 0.7% in 2010). The government slashed all investment and capital 
spending to maintain current expenditures, but still that could not offset the decline in revenues. 
The gaps have been financed by drawing on the foreign exchange reserves which have been 
estimated to have declined from USD 18-21 billion to less than USD 1 billion in 2015. Gross public 
debt is now estimated to have reached 150 percent of GDP in 2015 (from 30% in 2010).  
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5. The War Economies: Syria as part of a regional conflict complex 
 

In this section I sketch some of the main elements of the war economy(ies) that developed over the 
past seven years of conflict at three types of circuits: first has to do with external for military and 
non-military purposes, second the war economies generated through territorial fragmentation and 
rise of armed militias, and third at the level of everyday life.  

Though the external dimensions of Syria’s conflict are often acknowledged, analysis of the regional 
dimension of the conflict is missing from public policy or even academic analysis of the Syrian 
conflict. A state-centric approach is not helpful in understanding the conflict and its dynamics since 
2011 not will it be useful to seriously addressing post-settlement peacebuilding efforts. 
Nevertheless while there is ‘spill-over’ of this war economy beyond the region, and the borders of 
the conflict are porous, it is still geographically bound. The concept of a ‘regional conflict complex’ 
as a framework through which to understand the dynamics of the Syrian conflict and the conflict 
generated networks within is more appropriate. Coined by Wallensteen and Sollenberg, a regional 
conflict complex refers to ‘transnational conflicts that form mutually reinforcing linkages with each 
other throughout a region making for more protracted and obdurate conflicts38.” Equally useful is 
Carolyn Nordstrom’s concept of ‘war-scapes’ which refers to the ‘cultural construction of conflict 
that is continually reconfigured across time and space’ through the interaction of the dizzying array 
of actors and factors including arms, arms dealers, soldiers, civilians, intermediaries, NGOs, 
humanitarian workers, supplies and suppliers, businesspeople, and so on. The regional conflict 
complex provides the boundaries of the conflict and the war-scape explains its cultural norms and 
practices its internal logic, language and practices.  

The evolving responses and the official and non-official actions, and generally the aggregate 
outcome of regional and international powers to the conflict has been rather than resolving the 
Syrian fire, to tighten the borders of the fire pit. The EU-Turkey deal around refugees is an example 
of this tightening. From the beginning of the conflict, the response to the refugee exodus, 
particularly by neighboring host countries mixed genuine humanitarian impulse and extensive 
assistance with instrumentalization of the refugee presence for political goals of the host states or 
political parties within them in the Syrian conflict. The mixing of refugee assistance with 
geopolitical calculations culminated in the EU-Turkey deal of 20 March 2016 which Amnesty 
International labelled as a ‘shameful stain on the collective conscience of Europe’ (Amnesty 
International 201739). In the agreement the Turkish government would take back refugees and 
migrants from the EU, mainly Greece, in return for the EU accepting a maximum of 72,000 Syrian 
refugees directly from Turkey in a one-for-one basis. The Turkish government was also promised 
visa-free travel to Turkish citizens, progress on EU membership negotiations as well as a payment 
of 6 billion euros. The crude transactional nature of the deal and violation of the non-refoulement 
principles was just as significant as the symbolic messages sent to other refugee hosting countries. 
If the EU, whose Lisbon Treaty40 and EU Charter of Fundamental Rights41 enshrine human rights 
and international law as core values, was willing to substitute geopolitical expedience and domestic 
politics over international obligations, how can much poorer neighboring countries be held 
accountable for draconian measures on refugee entry or movement42.  

A joint EU-Turkey assessment a year later had in fact applauded the deal and illustrated that it had 
effectively stemmed the flow of refugees and allowed for safer migration, disregarding the often 
coercive methods used by the Turkish government to implement the deal43. Nor could the EU be in 
a position to criticize for example the shooting at or forcible return of Syrians desperately fleeing 
the violence in Idlib northern Syria toward Turkey in subsequent years44. The main aim of the deal 
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was to deter refugees from passing into the EU borders. From that perspective the deal succeeded 
in dramatically bringing down the numbers45.  

5.1 Geographies of protest and the rise of a regional conflict economy 
As discussed in section 3.3 and 3.4, militarization had a transformative impact on the conflict. The 
militarization of the uprising has not been adequately explained by the existing academic and 
public policy literature. The overwhelming accounts simply claim, often without scrutiny that 
government brutality led to spontaneous taking up of arms by defectors from the army, who carried 
along their weapons, or weapons retrieved from weapons depots and storage places raided by the 
FSA, and that eventually, the formations such as the Free Syrian Army were established and they in 
turn made connections and requested military support from the outside. For example Abboud 
(2016) and Al-Shami and Yassin-Kassab (2015) both claim that militarization occurred as a result 
of regime violence. As Abboud (2016) explains: 

The militarization of the Syrian uprising can be attributed to two main factors: first, the 
sustained and brutal violence inflicted on protestors by the regime and its armed proxies 
that encouraged Syrians to take up arms, and second, the failure of the protest to initiate a 
political transition process, such as that which occurred in Tunisia and Egypt (Abboud 
2016, p. 87) 

Abboud’s account is among the best descriptions of the complications of the militarization and how 
it was quickly seized upon by external forces due to the fragmentation of the FSA. However these 
accounts of militarization do not adequately explain many things. First, state repression on its own 
does not necessarily lead to militarization of a protest movement as evidenced by other places in 
the ‘Arab Spring’ countries and elsewhere. If the issue is that the Syrian regime was more brutal 
than its other counterparts then the question becomes degree of brutality rather than repression 
becomes the explanatory factor. However in Egypt, after the overthrow of Morsi, the Egyptian 
security forces committed in August 14, 2013 what was described by Human Rights Watch as “one 
of the world’s largest killing of demonstrators in a single day in recent history” when it attacked a 
peaceful sit-in by supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood in Rab’a Square, killing about 1000 people 
in one day46. 

Rather a better explanation (of spontaneous militarization) may be found in the pattern of state-
society relations that preceded the moment of revolutionary upheaval. The government’s history of 
‘killing politics’ and banning any form of independent movements and informal and formal 
channels of grievance demonstration coupled with a history of overt violence coupled and the 
maintenance of a permanent state of low level counterinsurgency ( i.e. colonial model of rule), may 
lead to violence being the default choice for a rebellion.  

However even if militarization was spontaneous, as Leenders argues, that does not explain why 
some regions within Syria took up arms, while other regions, subjected to equal amounts of brutal 
violence, did not (until later). Leenders argues that part of the problem is that the scholarship has 
uncritically accepted the ‘master frames’ or ‘master narratives’ of the opposition (or the regime), 
which contain a very simplistic story of the evolution of the conflict.  

“Again, a mix of the conflict’s high stakes, a moral imperative not to contradict the regime’s 
victims’ narratives, and fears within the study of violence in the Middle East generally to 
come across as condoning culturalist accounts may have added to the steep challenges of 
studying the Syrian conflict from a distance. Some scholars within Middle East studies may 
also have shared Syrian activists’ frustration with the Left. As Syrian writer Bodour Hassan 
put it, Syrians do not “owe explanations and justifications to those who dismiss their 
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sacrifices and insist on supporting and even glorifying revolutionary violence everywhere 
except in Syria.” This all is understandable as revolutionary narratives have been largely 
drowned by crude depictions of the Syrian conflict as a struggle against jihadist extremism. 
Indeed, initially peaceful and inclusive features of Syria’s popular uprising deserve be told 
and heard. Yet some questionable assumptions and omittances in the opposition’s master 
frame with regard to early anti-regime violence and sectarianism should not find their way 
into scholarly work on the conflict47”. 

Leenders not only notes the uneven geographies of militarization, but also that significant army 
defections were largely taking place after anti-regime violence had picked up, troubling the story of 
the defector-led militarization. Instead Leenders finds evidence of cascading tit-for-tat incidents in 
areas of mixed sectarian populations (Alawites and Sunnis) and that the sectarian framing of the 
events by the opposition and by pro-regime groups, allowed for ethnic type escalation of violence 
and counter-violence. That explains why militarization started in Homs (a famously mixed sect city: 
sizable population of Sunni Muslims, Alawite Muslims, and Christians of various denominations ) 
for example, not Dar’aa, the origin of the uprising and the first place to face the wrath of the regime.  

However Leenders analysis also stops short of examining the way militarization may have been 
induced rather than spontaneously erupting. Particularly how border regions may have played an 
important role in creating corridors of weapons, arms, and fighters (Syrian and foreign). Chief 
among these is that of the Syrian-Turkish border. The AKP leadership in Turkey and President 
Erdogan in particular, after forging close relations with the Syrian government and initially 
adopting a ‘go-between’ posture after the uprising switched to all out confrontation with the Syrian 
government a short period into the uprising.  

The original pretext for intervention into Syria was humanitarian assistance, particularly after the 
first refugees started fleeing to Turkey. As the war intensified the border region and Gaziantep in 
particular became the main conduit for weapons, fighters, and funding into Syria. This was greatly 
facilitated by the fact that Qatar had thrown its political and financial weight in full force behind the 
anti-government forces, and fresh of its seeming victory in Libya, and along with other countries 
began pouring in money and weapons to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars, often facilitated 
by Turkish intelligence (MIT).  

Ali Hamdan, who studies Syrian opposition movements in Turkey, notes how cities like Gaziantep 

became central nodes for wide array of actors to engage in ‘cross-border’ operations in Syria. 

Syria’s opposition-in-exile demonstrates very little institutional coherence, but there is 
instead a very noticeable geography that connects actors inside and outside of Syria. 
Activists, journalists, diplomats, contractors, militants, and so on move through well-
established circuits connecting Gaziantep to Istanbul, Amman, Geneva, and the “liberated” 
territories. What fails to gather under one institutional roof thus does so instead in the same 
neighborhood, and (quite literally) in exile. This has resulted in the clustering of a 
bewildering array of social networks and capacities in space in a way that enables the kind 
of coordination required to draw materials and other support into opposition-held Syria 
from without. These shared spaces of socialization in Turkey and Jordan foster dense 
informal ties among local councilors, activists, and armed groups that contrast with the 
institutional hierarchies characterizing the Coalition, the Interim Government, and the ACU. 
After six years in the “village” atmosphere of Gaziantep, the small community of Syrian 
Opposition actors deepens old friendships and forms new ones, sometimes meeting 
spouses. These efforts were at first organized by the straightforwardly-titled local 
coordination committees or LCCs (tansiqiyyat), but as the regime shifted from police 



21 
 

brutality to military sieges, the nature of the opposition movement changed in tandem. 
Food and basic services disappeared or turned into regime bargaining chips, and so activists 
mobilized local councils (majalis mahalliyya) as an experiment in local 
governance. Although the Coalition in Istanbul tried to co-opt them to bolster its legitimacy, 
the local councils developed in a highly bottom-up manner due to rapidly-changing events 
on the ground. This reinforced the intermediary role of the coordinating class. As a result, 
with time, councils began receiving field visits from activists, consultants, lawyers, medical 
staff, and journalists; meanwhile, councilors, activists, militants, and women crossed 
borders into Turkey and Jordan for workshops, trainings, and medical treatment. Even now, 
as borders grow more securitized, councilors occasionally cross into Turkey to meet with 
donor organizations, negotiating new projects for water treatment, wheat supply, and so 
on48. 

The amount of money and arms pouring into the Middle East during this time period was 

staggering. Diana Bashur calculates the ratio of arms sales made by major arms exporting countries 

to countries supplying weapons to the Syrian opposition, to the amount of money many of these 

countries spent on hosting refugees. 

The supply of weapons, arms coupled with cross border circuits of humanitarian, technical and 
other expertise and funding, not to mention flows of people back and forth increasingly tied the 
border areas in Syria to the neighboring countries economies. This created the carefully managed 
borders of the regional conflict complex. 

5.2 Territorial fragmentation and war economies 

Inside the boundaries of this regional zone, as the Syrian uprising the government lost control of 
significant territory, the country became increasingly fragmented into competing areas of 
territorial control. Over time, a distinct war economy began to take hold, within both regime-held 
and opposition-held parts of the country.  In opposition-held areas, Armed Militias (AMs) formed by 
political entrepreneurs of various stripes have emerged and attempted to carve out spheres of 
influence by rallying local support. They entrenched their power by asserting their control over licit 
and illicit trading networks, smuggled goods and black markets, human trafficking, extortion and 
kidnapping, control over natural energy resources, and foreign funding flows.  In regime-held areas, 
similar forms of illicit and technically “informal” economic activity, have become prominent means 
through which the Assad regime generates badly needed revenue, despite the presence of state 
institutions that continue to perform meaningful economic functions. As in opposition-held areas, 
local economic powerbrokers have emerged in regime-held areas, exploiting connections to the 
regime, ties to loyalist militias, and the status conferred by membership in prominent families to 
gain control over large shares of local economies. In the process, new wartime economic orders 
take shape in which the role of the state remains crucial but is complemented or supplemented by 
non-state and often technically illicit economic activities. In both regime- and opposition-held areas 
the boundary between licit and illicit economic activities has become similarly blurred (Nordstrom 
2004). Though the battle lines in Syria are often seen as a neat demarcation between “loyalist” and 
“opposition” areas, wartime economic orders cut across regime and rebel lines. Rather than carving 
out pieces of the pie, a better metaphor, borrowed from the literature in international political 
economy is that of “spaghetti-bowl” linkages even more overlapping, interdependent, and complex 
than the chaotic boundaries that appear on the usual maps of control over Syrian territory. 

Alongside the AMs we have also seen the rise in opposition-held areas of Local Administrative 
Councils (LACs) and Sharia-based institutions, as well as the reassertion of “traditional” institutions 
such as kinship (family, clan), religious, ethnic and tribal networks. Those new institutions are in 



22 
 

many ways a testimony to the resilience and creativity of Syrian society. There is significant 
evidence that they have all worked hard to meet the needs of citizens in opposition-held areas. 
Some have found themselves in charge of towns whose members are in the tens of thousands as 
well as a significantly large number of IDPs. Even under the best of conditions, such experiments 
run the risk of failure, let alone in a condition of a major armed conflict. The initiative and 
leadership shown by many LACs is a testimony to the ability of Syrians to seek and implement 
solutions to their own problems. All groups barter with one another to obtain the necessities of 
daily life, along with weaponry and military equipment.  

Even as conflict has led to the collapse of Syria’s national economy, however, the emergence of 
multiple, competing economic spaces has been accompanied by, and is in part a product of, new, 
often illicit, transnational linkages, cross-border economic flows, and the rise of new economic 
networks that sustain and benefit from Syria’s economic fragmentation.  These include the now 
well-established networks that move stolen archeological items into global markets, networks that 
manage the movement of weapons and of people into Syria, and of refugees out of the country.  It 
also includes the funding and supply networks on which AMs and even the Assad regime depend.  
In some instances, these networks are anchored in and built onto existing cross-regional and 
transnational economic, communal, and tribal connections.  Others, however, have emerged in 
response to specific economic requirements of AMs and their regime counterparts. Abboud (2017) 
for example argues that that another level of the war economy is found in the micro-level and 
structured around “short-term opportunism and predatory behavior, including taxation, 
kidnapping, looting, aid theft and diversion, the commodification of violence as a form of 
protection49.” 

 In some cases these networks have further exacerbated the fragmentation of Syria, in others they 
have integrated parts of Syria into new geographies of trade and finance. For example, the extended 
control of Kurdish Militias and Political Parties in the Northeast of Syria has bound that region 
much closer to the economy of Iraqi Kurdistan, and similar processes are taking place in Northern 
Syria tying it closer to the Turkish economy. Collectively, however, these networks have become 
essential to the functioning of Syria’s conflict economies.   
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6. Conclusion: the challenges of recovery and peacebuilding 
 

Within less than a decade Syria has been transformed from a middle-income country with a 
relatively self-sufficient resilient and diverse economy to a war torn low-income country. Syria’s 
HDI has dropped from 0.631 in 2010 (118th globally) to 0.443 by end of 2015 (174th globally). We 
are currently witnessing a de facto partition of the country into spheres of influence. The level of 
destruction is too large to be funded by a single country. Required funds at the order of not dozens 
but a few hundreds of billions are required. So long as there is no UN-sponsored and legitimated 
political settlement there won’t be reconstruction funding coming from the US or the Gulf. Iran and 
Russia will not be able to provide the funds and it is not clear how much China is willing to invest at 
this point. This means patchwork reconstruction that is already taking place. Most of what is 
happening on the ground is a crude accumulation by Syrian government allies who are essentially 
being repaid for their loyalty through contracts, land grabs and so on. 
 
The Europeans are more willing to entertain the idea of funding reconstruction for self-interested 
purposes (refugee flow) and have floated the idea of tying funding to a ‘viable political process’ but 
as long as the US has ruled this out, Europe won’t lead on its own, at least not officially. There have 
been previous models of ‘reconstruction from the margins’ that is bottom up reconstruction, but 
these may imply further fragmentation of the country. The US is doing it in its areas, Turkey in 
Jarablus, and so on. This is why a political settlement and end to the military conflict is urgently 
needed. The release of political prisoners, the dignified treatment of Syrians regardless of political 
opinion. Otherwise Syria will be fragmented beyond recognition and the refugees and the internally 
displaced Syrians will be forever banished from their homelands. Syria would be broken forever.  
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