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1 The Syrian population had previously been projected to number more than 20 million by 2015, 
however since the outbreak of the civil war in 2011, more than 260,000 people have been killed 
and more than four million people have fled Syria (as of February 2016). 

 
 
 
 
 
Summary indicators 

Indicator Value Year 

Population number (last census) 17.9 million 2004 

Population number (2016 estimate) 17 million 2016 (est.)1 

Population growth rate  -9.73% 2014 (est.) 

Population density 95/km2 2014 

Urban composition  57.7% 2015 

Average household size 5.7 2014 

Net migration rate  -1.9% 2015 (est.) 

People with disabilities  N/A N/A 

Age distribution  32.5% under 15 2015 (est.) 

Life expectancy at birth  69.6 years 2014 

Under-five mortality  15/1,000 live births 2012 

Maternal mortality  49 per 100,000 live births 2013 

Malnutrition prevalence 7.2% GAM  2014 

HDI ranking (value) 134/188 (0.594) 2014 
Corruption Perceptions Index ranking 
(value) 159/174 (20) 2014 
People below the poverty line 
(People unable to meet basic needs) 67% 2015  

Hunger Index ranking (value) 8/76 (5.9) 2014 

World Risk Index ranking (value) 102/171 2014 

Gender Inequality Index ranking (value) 118/187 (0.556) 2013 

Literacy rate 86.4% 2015 
 
Sources: CIA Factbook 2015; UNDP 2014; World Economic Factbook 2014; World Bank 2014; 
Transparency International 2014; Human Development Report 2015; Global Hunger Index 2014; World Risk 
Report 2014; Gender Inequality Index 2013; UNICEF 2014; WHO 2013; SCPR 2014; OCHA 2015 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/print/country/countrypdf_sy.pdf
http://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/alienation_and_violence_impact_of_the_syria_crisis_in_2014_eng.pdf
http://www.euromonitor.com/medialibrary/PDF/Book_WEF_2014.pdf
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=2&country=SYR&series=&period=
https://www.transparency.org/cpi2014/results
http://report.hdr.undp.org/
http://ebrary.ifpri.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15738coll2/id/128360
http://ehs.unu.edu/news/news/world-risk-report-2014.html#info
http://ehs.unu.edu/news/news/world-risk-report-2014.html#info
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/table-4-gender-inequality-index
http://www.unicef.org/appeals/files/UNICEF_Syria_Crisis_Situation_Report_13Oct2014_.pdf
http://www.who.int/gho/maternal_health/countries/syr.pdf
http://scpr-syria.org/att/SCPR_Alienation_Violence_Report_2014_EN.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/2016_hno_syrian_arab_republic.pdf
http://www.acaps.org/
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The Syrian Arab Republic occupies 185,180 km2, and consists of mountain ranges in 
the west and desert in the east. A steppe area covers three-quarters of the country, 
between the Mediterranean coast and the desert region. It borders Turkey to the 
north, Iraq to the east, Jordan to the southeast, Israel to the southwest, and Lebanon 
and the Mediterranean Sea to the west. Syria is divided into 14 governorates, which 
are divided into 65 districts and 281 subdistricts. Syria’s capital is Damascus, while 
Aleppo is the largest city.  

 

Hazard profile  
Natural hazards: Syria is vulnerable to natural hazards including drought, flooding and 
earthquakes (Logistics Capacity Assessment 04/2015). Between 2006 and 2010, Syria had 
four consecutive years of drought: 1.3 million people were affected, and 800,000 
people lost their livelihoods (IRIN 09/09/2010). An estimated 1.5 million people migrated 
from rural to urban areas (IRIN 24/11/2009). The worst affected governorates were Al 
Hasakeh, Deir-Ez-Zor and Ar-Raqqa in northwest Syria (IRIN 09/09/2010). Syria is ranked 
102 out of 171 in the 2014 World Risk Index (World Risk Report 2014). 

Floods are usually caused by winter rains (December to February) or melting snow, 
and have caused landslides in the past (Logistics Capacity Assessment 04/2015). They have 
destroyed property, livestock, and vital infrastructure in recent years. Moderate 
earthquakes are occasionally felt in Syria, however they have not caused any 
significant damage in recent years. Northeastern areas of Syria are vulnerable to wind 
and sand storms (Logistics Capacity Assessment 04/2015). 

Environmental issues: 80% of land in Syria is susceptible to desertification (land 
degradation caused by aridity). The long drought increased desertification, which has 
further worsened as a result of over-grazing, a rapidly growing population, and water-
intensive wheat and cotton farming (IRIN 15/06/2010). 

 
Society and communities 
Prior to the beginning of the civil war in 2011, Syria’s population was growing rapidly; 
in 2010 the growth rate was among the world’s highest at 2.4%, and the population 
was estimated to number more than 20 million people (Reuters 03/06/2010). As of early 
2016, more than 260,000 people have died in the conflict and more than 4.5 million 
have fled Syria, leading to a significant decline in the population number (UNHCR 
07/02/2016; SOHR 31/12/2015; 06/08/2015). 

Almost 60% of Syria’s population live in urban areas (CIA Factbook 2015). Syria’s biggest 
cities are Aleppo, Damascus, Homs, and Hama in the steppe region, and the port city 

of Lattakia in the coastal region. Syria’s territory in the Golan Heights (1,150 km2) has 
been occupied by Israel since 1967. As of 2015, an estimated 20,000 Syrians, mostly 
belonging to the Druze minority, and 20,000 Israeli settlers live in the Golan Heights 
(BBC 27/11/2015; Encyclopaedia Britannica 2015). 

Languages: Syria’s official language is Arabic. Kurdish is widely spoken in the Kurdish 
regions in northern Syria. The publication of materials in Kurdish is forbidden under 
Syrian law and Kurdish in not taught in schools (Amnesty International 10/2011). Less 
widespread languages used by minority groups include Armenian, Aramaic (used by 
Assyrians), Turkish (Turkmen), and Circassian (Ethnologue 2015; Encyclopaedia Britannica 
2015).  

Ethnic groups: Arabs constitute the main ethnic group (about 90%). Kurds are the 
biggest minority group, and constitute about 8.5–10% of the population. Other ethnic 
groups include Druze (3%), Assyrians (2%), Armenians (0.5%), Syrian Turkmen 
(estimates vary from 0.5 to 5%), and Circassians (0.5%) (Minority Rights Group International 
10/2011). 

Religion: Islam is Syria’s official religion; 87% of the population is Muslim (74% Sunni, 
11% Alawite, and 2% Isma’ilis and Twelver Shia). 10% of the population is Christian 
(including Greek Orthdox, Syriac Orthodox, and Maronite). 3% of the population is 
Druze – a monotheistic religion loosely related to Islam, Christianity, and Judaism 
(Minority Rights Group International 10/2011). 

Gender equality: Personal status law for Syrian Muslims is governed by Sharia and is 
discriminatory in marriage, divorce, and inheritance matters. Personal status law for 
Syrian Christians bars divorce in some cases (Freedom House 2014). No legislation 
specifically prohibits gender-based discrimination (Social Institutions and Gender Index 2014). 
Domestic violence is believed to be widespread (Freedom House 2014). 14% of the labour 
force are women (World Economic Forum 2014). Women hold 30 out of 250 seats in the 
Syrian Parliament that was formed in 2012 (World Bank 2014). 

Protracted displacement: 560,000 Palestinian refugees are registered in Syria – as of 
2016, an estimated 450,000 remain in Syria, 95% of whom are dependent on 
humanitarian assistance. More than two-thirds, 280,000, have been internally 
displaced in the course of the current conflict (UNRWA 14/01/2016). The first wave of 
Palestinian refugees arrived in Syria in 1948. Palestinian refugees were among those 
who fled to other parts of Syria when Israel occupied the Golan Heights in 1967. 
Palestinian refugees also arrived from Lebanon in 1982 (UNRWA 01/2011). In 2007, an 
estimated 1.5 million Iraqi refugees lived in Syria (Minority Rights Group International 10/2011). 
In January 2015, an estimated 127,000 Iraqi refugees remained (UNHCR 01/2015). 
 

http://dlca.logcluster.org/display/public/DLCA/1.1+Syrian+Arab+Republic+Humanitarian+Background;jsessionid=46F740C7B9D99166A7E15E5A9A1F317A
http://www.irinnews.org/report/90442/syria-drought-pushing-millions-into-poverty
http://www.irinnews.org/report/87165/syria-drought-response-faces-funding-shortfall
http://www.irinnews.org/report/90442/syria-drought-pushing-millions-into-poverty
http://ehs.unu.edu/news/news/world-risk-report-2014.html#info
http://dlca.logcluster.org/display/public/DLCA/1.1+Syrian+Arab+Republic+Humanitarian+Background;jsessionid=46F740C7B9D99166A7E15E5A9A1F317A
http://dlca.logcluster.org/display/public/DLCA/1.1+Syrian+Arab+Republic+Humanitarian+Background;jsessionid=46F740C7B9D99166A7E15E5A9A1F317A
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-act-now-stop-desertification-says-fao
http://www.reuters.com/article/2010/06/03/us-syria-population-idUSTRE6522FS20100603
http://www.syriahr.com/en/
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sy.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14724842
http://www.britannica.com/place/Syria#toc278797
https://www.ethnologue.com/country/sy
http://www.britannica.com/place/Syria#toc29952
http://www.britannica.com/place/Syria#toc29952
http://www.minorityrights.org/5266/syria/syria-overview.html
http://www.minorityrights.org/5266/syria/syria-overview.html
http://www.minorityrights.org/5266/syria/syria-overview.html
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2014/syria#.Vd7kYPmqpBc
http://genderindex.org/country/syrian-arab-republic#_ftnref2
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2014/syria#.Vd7kYPmqpBc
http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2014/economies/#economy=SYR
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SG.GEN.PARL.ZS
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-regional-crisis-emergency-appeal-2016
http://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/syria
http://www.minorityrights.org/5266/syria/syria-overview.html
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e486a76&submit=GO
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Historical background 
Independence: The territory that was to become the modern state of Syria was a part 
of the Ottoman Empire until World War One, when Syria briefly gained independence 
before coming under French mandate in 1920. In 1945, Syria gained independence 
from France, and the last French troops left the country in 1946. In 1948, Syria, as part 
of the Arab League, become involved in the Arab–Israeli War, during which 100,000 
Palestinian refugees arrived in Syria. Syria saw several consecutive military coups and 
a brief union with Egypt in the United Arab Republic (1958–1961), but until 1963 no 
government was able to hold power for an extended period of time, as a result of high 
levels of political instability (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2015; Commins and Lesch 2014). 

Ba’athist Syria: In 1963, the Syrian Ba’ath party seized power in a military coup, and 
Syria became a one-party authoritarian state. Following internal power struggles 
within the party, and the loss of the Golan Heights to Israel in the 1967 Six-Day War, 
Hafez al Assad became leader in 1970. In 1973, the Syrian constitution was amended 
to include the provision of the Ba’ath Party as the “leader of the state and society”. 
Hafez al Assad was to remain in power until his death in 2000, when his son Bashar 
al Assad came to power. The al Assads, belong to the Alawite minority. The highest 
positions among military and government officials have been vastly dominated by 
Alawites since 1970 (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2015; Commins and Lesch 2014; Pierret 2014). 

In the 1973 Yom Kippur War, Syria attempted to regain the Golan Heights from Israel. 
Despite military successes, the attempt ultimately failed. In 1976, Syria became 
involved in the Lebanese civil war, fighting Lebanese Sunni forces, which fuelled Sunni 
resentment against Assad’s rule in Syria and led to the Islamist uprising. Islamist 
groups, most importantly the Muslim Brotherhood, had been the strongest opposition 
to the Ba’ath party since it seized power, and, in 1978 this opposition escalated into 
protests and sporadic attacks on security forces and members of the Alawite 
community. The uprising ended with the Hama massacre in 1982, when security 
forces killed between 10,000 and 25,000 people (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2015; Commins 
and Lesch 2014; BBC 09/07/2012). 

Civil war (2011– ): While Bashar al Assad was initially seen as a reformer, he soon 
continued the repressive politics of his father’s rule. Opposition voices were 
persecuted, and activists continued to be subjected to harassment, arbitrary arrest, 
and mistreatment. After a decade of economic stagnation, years of drought, and 
inspired by protests in neighbouring countries in the so-called Arab Spring, protests 
by anti-government activist groups began in southern Syria in March 2011 and spread 
across the country in the following months.  

 

Control of terrain in Syria, December 2015 

 
Source: ISW 12/2015. Blue circles highlighting shift in control since September 2015. 
 

The peaceful protests were met with force by security forces, and protesters were 
arbitrarily arrested in large numbers. By May, 1,000 protesters had been killed. 
Members of the opposition began to take up arms, joined by members of the security 
forces who were defecting on a large scale. By 2012, the conflict had turned into civil 
war. In the next years, the conflict developed as the number of warring parties 
increased, to include Jabhat al Nusra (JAN), Islamic State (IS), and Kurdish armed 
groups such as the People’s Protection Units (YPG), among many others. In 
September 2014, a US-led coalition began airstrikes against IS targets in Syria. Russia 
launched its first airstrikes supporting government forces in September 2015. As of 
January 2016, an estimated 260,000 people have been killed, 6.6 million people are 
internally displaced, and 4.6 million people have fled Syria (UNHCR 31/12/2015; SOHR 
31/12/2015; Encyclopaedia Britannica 2015; Commins and Lesch 2014; International Crisis Group 
09/09/2014; 06/07/2011). 
 
 

Political stakeholders  
Ba’ath party: The Ba’ath party has ruled Syria since the 1970 coup. Bashar al Assad 
has been leader since his father’s death in 2000. The secular Syrian Ba’ath Party 
(officially the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party – Syria region) was founded in 1966 after the 

http://www.britannica.com/place/Syria/History#ref403990
https://books.google.ch/books?id=wpBWAgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.britannica.com/place/Syria/History#ref403990
https://books.google.ch/books?id=wpBWAgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.brandeis.edu/crown/publications/meb/MEB77.pdf
http://www.britannica.com/place/Syria/History#ref403990
https://books.google.ch/books?id=wpBWAgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.ch/books?id=wpBWAgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-18582755
http://iswresearch.blogspot.ch/2015/12/control-of-terrain-in-syria-december-23.html
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php
http://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=41779
http://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=41779
http://www.britannica.com/place/Syria/History#ref403990
https://books.google.ch/books?id=wpBWAgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/middle-east-north-africa/syria-lebanon/syria/155-rigged-cars-and-barrel-bombs-aleppo-and-the-state-of-the-syrian-war.aspx
http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/middle-east-north-africa/syria-lebanon/syria/155-rigged-cars-and-barrel-bombs-aleppo-and-the-state-of-the-syrian-war.aspx
http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/middle-east-north-africa/syria-lebanon/syria/108-popular-protest-in-north-africa-and-the-middle-east-vi-the-syrian-peoples-slow-motion-revolution.aspx
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original Arab Ba’ath Party, founded in 1947, split into Iraqi and Syrian branches. The 
party was founded on an ideology of Arab nationalism and socialism. In 2010, nearly 
10% of Syria’s population were members, and many positions in the public sector, 
military, and government have traditionally been reserved for members. Prominent 
positions in the party and in the military have mainly been given to members of the 
Alawite minority – often to members of the al Assad family (Pierret 2014; BBC 09/07/2012; 
17/05/2012; Al Jazeera 10/10/2011). 

Pro-government forces: Government forces aim to regain territory taken by armed 
groups since the conflict broke out in 2011, and to strengthen President Assad’s 
position. Pre-crisis, the Syrian Arab Army consisted of 325,000 troops, but by late 
2014 the number had dropped to an estimated 150,000 troops, due to high combat 
fatalities, defections, and desertions. Government forces are supported by Hezbollah 
forces, Iranian military advisers, and Russian airstrikes. Pro-government militias, 
existing outside of the Syrian armed forces, are also reported to be fighting opposition 
groups, and believed to be financially supported by the government and pro-Assad 
businessmen (ISW 13/02/2016; 15/12/2014; Lund 02/03/2015; Carter Center 2013). 

Islamic State (IS, formerly the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant) aims to build a 
caliphate, based on the group’s reading of Sharia law, in Iraq and Syria – and 
eventually to establish a global caliphate. IS has an estimated 30,000 troops in Syria 
and Iraq, with foreign fighters accounting for about two-thirds. The group that was to 
become IS emerged in Iraq in the early 2000s as a Sunni Islamist insurgency group 
fighting the US occupation of Iraq, where it began attacking Shia targets with the aim 
of inciting sectarian conflict. The group declared the creation of an Islamic State in 
Iraq and Syria in 2014, after taking over large swathes of territory, exploiting the 
political instability in the two countries (Stanford University 2015; BBC 02/12/2015; NBC 
28/02/2015). 

Kurdish groups: Syrian Kurdish groups are fighting to establish an autonomous or 
independent region in the majority-Kurdish areas in northern Syria. The People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) are the military branch of the Democratic Union Party (PYD). 
YPG claims to have 40,000 fighters. The Kurdish groups have been in de facto control 
of Kurdish zones in the north, known as Rojava, since government forces withdrew 
mid-2012 (Reuters 14/08/2014; International Crisis Group 22/01/2013). 

Other opposition groups and alliances are predominantly fighting to overthrow the 
Assad government and establish a new government, although the various groups 
differ in their view of this new state. Hundreds of armed opposition groups have 
emerged in Syria since conflict began. Islamist groups like the Al Qaeda-affiliated 
Jabhat al Nusra (JAN) seek to establish a state based on Sharia law, while other 
groups seek a secular state. Various alliances between armed groups have been 

formed to advance both military and political goals, and alliances frequently shift as 
groups seek short- and longer-term goals (ISW 29/12/2015;  07/10/2015;  BBC 13/12/2013). 

 

Foreign relations  
Syria is a member of the UN, the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund, in 
addition to the Arab League and the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation. 

Russia: During Hafez al Assad’s rule, Syria became closely aligned with the Soviet 
Union, and after its collapse remained allied with Russia. Keeping Assad in power 
remains important to Russia to maintain a strategic and political presence in the 
Middle East. Russia has a naval base in Tartous – its only military base outside the 
former Soviet Union. Russia has supported the government financially and militarily. 
In September 2015, Russia began airstrikes in support of government forces (ISW 
30/09/2015; Borshchevskaya 2013; Kreutz 2010). 
Israel: Syria has never recognised the state of Israel, and there are no diplomatic 
relations between the two countries. The Golan Heights have been occupied by Israel 
since the 1967 Six-Day War, and the two countries remain formally at war. Israel has 
remained neutral in the Syrian conflict, but sporadic cross-border fire exchanges have 
occurred in the Golan Heights since 2012, and Israel has conducted airstrikes on 
Hezbollah targets in Syria (Reuters 20/12/2015; NOREF 2013; Rabinovich 2009; Hof 2009). 

Iran: Syria and Iran have had a strategic alliance since the Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988). 
Syria has become increasingly dependent on Iran for military and financial support 
since the onset of conflict. Iran has sent military advisors and equipment to aid the 
Assad government to stay in power, in addition to aid worth billions of dollars. Iran 
has also assisted pro-government militias, and Iranian Revolutionary Guard forces 
and military advisers have been reported in Syria (ISW 13/02/2016; Godzari 2015; Fulton et al 
2013).  

Turkey: Before the onset of the Syrian civil war, Turkey and Syria had a relatively close 
relationship, both diplomatic and economic. However, relations deteriorated rapidly 
after the onset of conflict. Turkey called on Assad to implement reforms, and when 
that did not happen, Turkey assisted the creation of the Syrian National Council as an 
alternative government and the establishment of the Free Syrian Army. Turkey fears 
that the increased influence of Kurdish groups in northern Syria will strengthen 
Kurdish independence groups in Turkey, and has on several occasions targeted YPG 
positions in Syria in cross-border operations (BBC 19/02/2016; Hinnebusch 2015; Phillips 2012; 
Bishku 2012). 

Saudi Arabia: Relations between Syria and Saudi Arabia have traditionally been tense, 
and further deteriorated with the onset of the civil war in Syria. Saudi Arabia has had 

http://www.brandeis.edu/crown/publications/meb/MEB77.pdf
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-18582755
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-18084964
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2011/10/20111010122434671982.html
http://iswresearch.blogspot.ch/search/label/Syria
http://iswresearch.blogspot.ch/2014/12/the-assad-regime-under-stress.html
http://carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=59215
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/syria-conflict/Pro-GovernmentParamilitaryForces.pdf
https://web.stanford.edu/group/mappingmilitants/cgi-bin/groups/view/1
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29052144
http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/isis-terror/isis-numbers-foreign-fighter-total-keeps-growing-n314731
http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/isis-terror/isis-numbers-foreign-fighter-total-keeps-growing-n314731
http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-mideast-crisis-syria-ypg-idUKKCN0QJ1LV20150814
http://www.crisisgroup.org/%7E/media/Files/Middle%20East%20North%20Africa/Iraq%20Syria%20Lebanon/Syria/136-syrias-kurds-a-struggle-within-a-struggle.pdf
http://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/syrian-opposition%E2%80%99s-political-demands
http://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/syrian-opposition-guide
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-24403003
http://iswresearch.blogspot.ch/
http://iswresearch.blogspot.ch/
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/russias-many-interests-in-syria
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/kreutzengrussiasyrianov2010.pdf
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-jaramana-idUSKBN0U301G20151220
http://www.peacebuilding.no/var/ezflow_site/storage/original/application/ea883668809494555f78ac913f12a8ff.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/%7E/media/research/files/papers/2009/3/syria-israel-rabinovich/03_syria_israel_rabinovich.pdf
http://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/resources/mappingpeace.pdf
http://iswresearch.blogspot.ch/search/label/Syria
http://iranprimer.usip.org/resource/iran-and-syria
http://www.irantracker.org/sites/default/files/imce-images/Iranian_Strategy_in_Syria.pdf
http://www.irantracker.org/sites/default/files/imce-images/Iranian_Strategy_in_Syria.pdf
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-33690060
https://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/bitstream/10023/6068/1/Turkey_Syria_Relations_Orient_I_2015_Hinnebusch_1_.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/public/Research/Middle%20East/1212bp_phillips.pdf
http://www.mepc.org/journal/middle-east-policy-archives/turkish-syrian-relations-checkered-history
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close ties with the West, while Syria has historically been allied with the Soviet Union, 
and the two countries have generally been far apart in both foreign and domestic 
policies. Saudi Arabia cut diplomatic ties with Syria in 2012, and has called for the end 
of the Assad government. Along with other Gulf states, Saudi Arabia has provided 
substantial military and financial assistance to Syrian opposition groups (BBC 
30/10/2015; Berti et al 2012; Sunayama 2007). 

Hezbollah, a Shia Islamist party and armed group based in Lebanon, has close ties to 
the Assad government. The Assad government has been a vital supporter of 
Hezbollah, and the group would be significantly weakened were the Assad 
government to fall. Since 2013, a significant number of Hezbollah fighters have 
operated alongside Syrian government troops, and Hezbollah has been key in 
allowing Syrian government forces to maintain control in areas along the Lebanese 
border (ISW 12/01/2016; 04/2014; Masters et al 2014) 

US: Since 2011, the US has accused the Assad government of widespread atrocities, 
and called for Assad to go. The US has supported various Syrian opposition groups 
both financially and militarily. In September 2014, a US-led coalition began airstrikes 
against IS targets in Syria (Reuters 24/09/2014; BBC 30/10/2015). 

 

Governance 
Syria has been ruled as a one-party state since 1963. The constitution was only 
recently changed to allow for parliamentary and presidential elections with 
candidates from outside the Ba’ath party. Since the civil war broke out, state 
governance has been limited to government-controlled areas. State institutions have 
to a large degree ceased to function (Freedom House 2015). 

Legal system: The Syrian legal system is based on French, Ottoman, and Islamic law 
(Social Institutions and Gender Index 2014). Syria’s current constitution came into force in 
February 2012, a year after the so-called ‘Arab spring’ protests began. The 2012 
constitution introduced presidential elections, and Article 8, which had previously 
entrenched the power of the Ba’ath party, was changed to an article on political 
pluralism and democratic elections (Syrian Arab Republic Constitution 2012). The 
constitution states that Islamic jurisprudence shall be a major source of legislation 
(Syrian Arab Republic Constitution 2012). 

Political institutions: The head of state is the President. The President appoints the 
Prime Minister and the members of the Council of Ministers. The 250-seat unicameral 
People’s Council is elected through proportional representation to serve four-year 
terms, but holds little independent legislative power. The President holds the right to 
dissolve the legislature (Freedom House 2015; Library of Congress 2005). The Court of 

Cassation is the highest court of appeal. The highest jurisdictional authority in Syria 
is the Supreme Constitutional Court which rules on constitutional matters – its judges 
are appointed by the President (Library of Congress 2005). 

Local government: Provincial governments have had little authority during the 
centralised rule of the Ba’ath party. Governors appointed by the central government 
head the provinces, and are assisted by provincial councils. Each province is divided 
into districts, which are divided into subdistricts. Officials appointed by the governors 
head the districts and subdistricts (Library of Congress 2005). Since 2011, provisional local 
councils have been established in some areas where the government has lost control 
(Freedom House 2015). 
Referendums and elections: Bashar al Assad won single-candidate presidential 
referendums in 2000 and 2007, with 97% of the vote each time. The 2012 referendum 
on the new constitution was claimed to have been approved by 90% of the voters, a 
claim the opposition refuted (BBC 12/11/2014). In 2014, presidential elections with more 
than one name on the ballot were held for the first time – the two other candidates 
were state-approved and relatively unknown. The elections were only held in 
government-controlled areas, with Assad winning close to 90% of the vote (Al Jazeera 
05/06/2014; BBC 03/06/2014). Parliamentary elections which allowed candidates from 
outside the Ba’ath party to stand for elections were held for the first time in 2012 (The 
Guardian 07/05/2012). The Ba’ath party and allied factions won 168 seats, pro-
government independents won 77, and opposition groups won five (Freedom House 
2015). 

Security forces: The President of Syria is the Commander-in-Chief of the Syrian Armed 
Forces. The armed forces consist of the Syrian Arab Army, Syrian Arab Navy, Syrian 
Arab Air Force, the Syrian Arab Air Defence Force, and several paramilitary forces. 
Men are conscripted into the military at the age of 18 for 18 months, women can 
volunteer to serve (CIA Factbook 2015). Pre-crisis, the Syrian Arab Army consisted of 
325,000 troops, but by late 2014 the number had dropped to an estimated 150,000, 
due to high combat fatalities, defections, and desertions (ISW 15/12/2014). Syria has a 
centralised police force, the Syrian Public Security Police, in addition to the 
paramilitary units the Gendarmerie (in rural areas) and the Desert Guard (border 
guard), which supplement the police (Sullivan et al. 2005). 

The Syrian security forces have been accused of a long list of human rights violations 
both prior to and during the civil war (UNHRC 13/08/2015; Human Rights Watch  16/07/2010). 

In 2011, annual military expenditure was USD 2,495 million, or an estimated USD 114 
per capita. This was up from USD 1,732 million and USD 85 per capita in 2008. In 
2010, military spending accounted for an estimated 13.6% of government 
expenditure, and 4.1% of GDP (SIPRI 2014).  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-23849587
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-23849587
https://www.fpri.org/articles/2012/10/syrian-crisis-and-saudi-iranian-rivalry
https://books.google.ch/books?id=LvoBAwAAQBAJ&pg=PA77&lpg=PA77&dq=saudi+arabia+syria+relations&source=bl&ots=s0qf0LPeGu&sig=MwYHR9a2463aNQC9_LzlrDVlRsU&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjZs9b8uprLAhULXBQKHVDPAkE4ChDoAQghMAE#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://iswresearch.blogspot.ch/search/label/Syria
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Hezbollah_Sullivan_FINAL.pdf
http://www.cfr.org/lebanon/hezbollah-k-hizbollah-hizbullah/p9155?breadcrumb=%2F
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-crisis-usa-strikes-idUSKCN0HI03A20140925
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-23849587
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/syria#.VehmOvmqpBc
http://genderindex.org/country/syrian-arab-republic#_ftnref2
http://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain?docid=5100f02a2
http://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain?docid=5100f02a2
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/syria#.VehmOvmqpBc
http://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/cs/profiles/Syria.pdf
http://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/cs/profiles/Syria.pdf
http://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/cs/profiles/Syria.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/syria#.VemCTPmqpBc
http://www.bbc.com/news/10338256
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2014/06/bashar-al-assad-re-elected-syrian-president-20146419457810751.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2014/06/bashar-al-assad-re-elected-syrian-president-20146419457810751.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-27675343
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/may/07/syrians-vote-parliamentary-elections
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/may/07/syrians-vote-parliamentary-elections
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/syria#.VemCTPmqpBc
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/syria#.VemCTPmqpBc
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sy.html
http://iswresearch.blogspot.ch/2014/12/the-assad-regime-under-stress.html
https://books.google.ch/books?id=7S11AwAAQBAJ&pg=PA1327&lpg=PA1327&dq=law+enforcement+syria&source=bl&ots=OAkSZXaq4b&sig=l4fmEgqzno--tmn3AL8vR0Dy8R4&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0CDMQ6AEwBGoVChMInL_3l4bdxwIVxW4UCh0vzgMK#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session30/Documents/A.HRC.30.48_AEV.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/report/2010/07/16/wasted-decade/human-rights-syria-during-bashar-al-asads-first-ten-years-power
https://www.hrw.org/report/2010/07/16/wasted-decade/human-rights-syria-during-bashar-al-asads-first-ten-years-power
http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database
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Corruption: Syria ranked 159 out of out 175 in Transparency International’s 2014 
Corruption Perceptions Index (Transparency International 2014). Corruption is widespread 
in both government- areas and non-government-controlled areas. Corruption was 
also endemic in Syria before the conflict. Members of the ruling family and their inner 
circle are believed to own and control much of the Syrian economy (Freedom House 2015). 

Freedom of expression: Freedom of speech and freedom of the press is embodied in 
the Syrian constitution, however in practice these rights are severely restricted. Media 
organisations need permission from the government to operate, and internet activity 
is monitored. Freedom of assembly is severely restricted, and protests are frequently 
met with force (Freedom House 2015). 

 

Humanitarian and development stakeholders 
 

Hard-to-reach and besieged areas of Syria, January 2016 

 
Source: OCHA 01/2016 

 

The Whole of Syria approach was adopted in 2014, to bring together humanitarian 
actors operating from within Syria and through cross-border assistance in Jordan and 

Turkey. More than 100 humanitarian actors are a part of the Whole of Syria approach 
(Humanitarian Response 2015). All clusters were activated in 2013, and Syria was declared 
a Level 3 emergency by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC 2015).  

Severe access constraints hamper humanitarian assistance in Syria, due to high 
levels of insecurity, administrative hurdles, and fuel shortages. International 
humanitarian actors do not have access to IS-held areas, nor to the estimated 
500,000 people living in besieged areas as of early 2016. 4.6 million people live in 
areas that are not regularly reached by humanitarian actors (OCHA 31/01/2016;  
29/12/2015). The Syrian Arab Red Crescent (SARC) is the largest national humanitarian 
organisation, and international organisations have frequently operated through SARC 
due to the access constraints (ODI 2014). 

As a result of the de facto partition of Syria, operating in Syria requires negotiation 
with a wide range of actors. Blocking humanitarian access is a tactic of war used by 
various parties to the conflict (OCHA 29/12/2015).  

 

Economy  
Prior to the conflict, Syria was classified by the World Bank as a lower middle income 
country (World Bank 2015). Syria’s economy before the crisis was based on agriculture, 
industry, oil, trade, and tourism. In the years before 2011 the economy faced 
considerable challenges due to drought, rapid population growth, corruption, and 
decreasing oil production – economic grievances are considered an underlying factor 
for the 2011 uprisings (SNAP 2013).  

The conflict has significantly impacted Syria’s economy, with key challenges 
including the high level of unemployment, reduced rates of growth, falling productivity 
in the agriculture sector, and real or suppressed inflation (INEC 2014). In 2015, the fiscal 
deficit (excluding subsidies) stood at 20% of GDP according to government data 
(Butter 2015).  By the end of 2014, the estimated total losses since the beginning of the 
conflict stood at USD 202.6 billion (SCPR 2014). Syria’s economy is now dependent on 
imports, financed mainly through external loans and financial facilities (SCPR 2014). 
Gross National Income per capita: USD 1,573 in 2013 (a reduction from USD 2,745 in 
2010) (UNdata 2013). 

GDP per capita: In 2010, GDP per capita stood at USD 4,816, with a GDP growth rate 
of 3.9% (Haddad 2011).  Syria’s GDP is estimated to have declined by 16% compared to 
pre-crisis levels (World Bank 2015).   

GDP composition by sector of origin: In 2010, mining, manufacturing, and utilities 
accounted for 28% of GDP, wholesale and retail trade 22%, agriculture 20%, and 

https://www.transparency.org/cpi2014/results
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/syria#.VehmOvmqpBc
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2015/syria#.VegczvmqpBc
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/acc-11_syr_overview_of_hard_to_reach_areas_and_besieged_locations_as_jan_2016_160131.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/whole-of-syria
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-transformative-agenda
http://reliefweb.int/map/syrian-arab-republic/syrian-arab-republic-overview-hard-reach-and-besieged-locations-january
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/2016_hno_syrian_arab_republic.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/2016_hno_syrian_arab_republic.pdf
http://www.odi.org/comment/8146-geneva-peace-syria-may-be-elusive-but-humanitarian-access-need-not-be
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/2016_hno_syrian_arab_republic.pdf
http://data.worldbank.org/country/syrian-arab-republic
http://www.mapaction.org/component/mapcat/download/2960.html?fmt=pdf
http://inec.usip.org/blog/2014/feb/26/economics-syrian-crisis
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
http://scpr-syria.org/att/SCPR_Alienation_Violence_Report_2014_EN.pdf
http://scpr-syria.org/att/SCPR_Alienation_Violence_Report_2014_EN.pdf
http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=Syrian%20Arab%20Republic
http://www.mepc.org/journal/middle-east-policy-archives/political-economy-syria?print
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/syria/overview
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government services 10%. The conflict has significantly impacted the GDP 
composition by sector: in 2014 agriculture and government services accounted for 
46% of total GDP (SCPR 2014). 
Currency: Syrian pound (SYP). The Syrian pound has depreciated by about 80% since 
the onset of conflict. As of November 2015, USD 1 equals 189 Syrian pounds (XE 
26/11/2015; Butter 2015). 

Inflation: Inflation averaged 51% between January 2012 and March 2015 (Butter 2015). 

Budget: Public expenditure accounted for 27.2% of GDP in 2014 (SCPR 2014). The 
budget deficit stood at 40.5% in 2014 (SCPR 2014).  

Banking: By the end of 2011, Syria’s total banking assets accounted for USD 40 billion, 
with 27% in private banks. Even before the conflict Syria had one of the smallest 
banking systems in the Middle East, with only a minority holding a bank account 
(2011: 157 deposit accounts per 1,000 adults). Since 2011, sanctions have been 
imposed on the Central Bank of Syria by the EU, US, and Arab League (Butter 2015; Landis 
2013; Wilson 2012; Reuters 28/11/2011). 

Unemployment: Unemployment rates increased from just under 10% in 2010, to 
almost 60% in late 2014 (FAO 30/07/2015). 

Labour force per occupation: Industrial sector: 16%, agricultural sector: 17%, service 
sector: 67% in 2008 (CIA World Factbook 2015).  

Main export products: Prior to the conflict: crude oil, minerals, petroleum products, 
fruits and vegetables, cotton fibre, textiles, clothing, meat and live animals, wheat (CIA 
World Factbook 2015). In 2014: phosphates, sheep, fruit and vegetables, and dairy 
products – Syria’s exports dropped from USD 2 billion in 2011 to USD 98 million in 
2013 (SCPR 2014; INEC 2014). 

Main export partners: Iraq, European Union, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Lebanon were 
Syria’s main export partners in 2010 (Butter 2015). 

Main import products: Prior to the conflict: machinery and transport equipment, 
electric power machinery, food and livestock, metal and metal products, chemicals 
and chemical products, plastics, yarn, paper (CIA World Factbook 2015). In 2014: wheat, 
petroleum products, food supplies, medicines, and electric power machinery (Butter 
2015). 

Main import partners: European Union, Turkey, China, Ukraine, and Russia were Syria’s 
main import partners in 2010 (Butter 2015).  

Services: In 2010, services accounted for 28% of the labour force, and 68% of the 
female labour force (Butter 2015). 

Agriculture: Wheat, olives, and cotton are the main crops (Butter 2015; INEC 2014). 
Agricultural production has dropped significantly as a result of the conflict and the 
five-year drought leading to 2011. Syria is now dependent on cereal imports, while it 
was previously self-sustaining in addition to producing a small surplus for export 
(Butter 2015; INEC 2014). Wheat production in 2015 was 40% lower than pre-crisis levels 
(WFP/FAO 23/07/2015). However, as other sectors have been severely affected, 
agriculture now accounts for the largest part of national output (Butter 2015).  

Key industries: The mining sector, including oil production, has seen a 94% 
contraction in real terms since 2010. Revenues from oil exports decreased from USD 
4.7 billion to an estimated USD 0.14 billion in 2015. Gas production has fallen by 
around one-third (Butter 2015; World Bank 2015).  

Remittances: In 2010, remittances accounted for 2.4% of GDP (USD 1.6 billion), with 
93% coming from the Middle East and North Africa (Dean 2015). 
 

Infrastructure  
Airports: Prior to conflict: 93, including 26 with paved runways. International airports: 
Damascus, Aleppo, and Lattakia (Logistics Capacity Assessment 2013). Most international 
airlines have ceased flights to Syria since the outbreak of conflict, but Damascus 
airport remains open for international flights (Flightstats 02/2016). 

Roadway: 97,401km of roads, of which 19,490km are paved (Logistics Capacity Assessment 
2013). Prior to the conflict, Syria had a well-functioning road network, however the 
conflict has caused extensive damage. 

Rail: Prior to the conflict, the main railway route connected Damascus with Aleppo, 
Deir-ez-Zor and Al Qamishli, with another route running from Aleppo to Lattakia. Iraq 
and Turkey could also be reached by train (Logistics Capacity Assessment 2013). As a result 
of the conflict, Syria’s rail network is no longer operating (New York Times 24/05/2014). 

Ports: Syria’s main ports are Lattakia and Tartous (Logistics Capacity Assessment 2013). 
Electricity and fuel: In 2010, 100% of the urban population and 84% of the rural 
population had access to electricity (IEA 2012). As of 2015, electricity is only available 
for 2–4 hours a day in most parts of Syria, while some areas have completely lost 
access to electricity (UNHCR 08/09/2015). Effective electricity generation capacity has 
fallen by more than 70% since 2011, due to disruption of natural gas production. 
Power supply has been interrupted by damaged pipelines (Butter 2015). Fuel prices have 
increased substantially since 2011 (Logistics Cluster 25/09/2015).  

http://scpr-syria.org/att/SCPR_Alienation_Violence_Report_2014_EN.pdf
http://www.xe.com/currencyconverter/convert/?Amount=1&From=SYP&To=USD
http://www.xe.com/currencyconverter/convert/?Amount=1&From=SYP&To=USD
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
http://scpr-syria.org/att/SCPR_Alienation_Violence_Report_2014_EN.pdf
http://scpr-syria.org/att/SCPR_Alienation_Violence_Report_2014_EN.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
http://www.joshualandis.com/blog/the-effect-of-the-conflict-on-syrian-banking-and-economy/
http://www.joshualandis.com/blog/the-effect-of-the-conflict-on-syrian-banking-and-economy/
https://books.google.ch/books?id=Rc77AwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-arabs-sanctions-idUSTRE7AR1A020111128
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Syrian%20Arab%20Republic%2030-July-2015.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sy.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sy.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sy.html
http://scpr-syria.org/att/SCPR_Alienation_Violence_Report_2014_EN.pdf
http://inec.usip.org/blog/2014/feb/26/economics-syrian-crisis
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sy.html
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
http://inec.usip.org/blog/2014/feb/26/economics-syrian-crisis
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
http://inec.usip.org/blog/2014/feb/26/economics-syrian-crisis
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/special-report-faowfp-crop-and-food-security-assessment-mission-syrian
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/syria/overview
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/2015-07-nrc---remittances-to-syria---report-final-(1).pdf
http://dlca.logcluster.org/display/public/DLCA/2.2+Syrian+Arab+Republic+Aviation
http://www.flightstats.com/go/Airport/airportDetails.do?airportCode=DAM
http://dlca.logcluster.org/display/public/DLCA/2.3+Syrian+Arab+Republic+Road+Network
http://dlca.logcluster.org/display/public/DLCA/2.3+Syrian+Arab+Republic+Road+Network
http://dlca.logcluster.org/display/public/DLCA/2.3+Syrian+Arab+Republic+Road+Network
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/26/world/middleeast/damascus-syria-hejaz-railway-station.html
http://dlca.logcluster.org/display/public/DLCA/2.1.2+Syrian+Arab+Republic+Tartous+Port
http://www.iea.org/media/weowebsite/energydevelopment/2012updates/WEO2012Electricitydatabase_WEB.xlsx
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/worsening-conditions-inside-syria-and-region-fuel-despair-driving
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20150623SyriaEconomyButter.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/logistics_cluster_syria_fuel_snapshot_150925.pdf
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Media and communication 
In the 2015 World Press Freedom Index, Syria was ranked at 177 out of 180 countries, 
meaning that Syria is one of the countries in the world with the least free press 
(Reporters without Borders 2015).  

Syria’s media landscape has changed as a result of the ongoing civil war. Reduced 
censorship has been reported in Kurdish-held territories, however independent media 
and freedom of expression are extremely limited or non-existent in IS-controlled areas 
(Freedom House 2015). Media in government-controlled areas remain strongly supportive 
of the government (BBC 13/02/2015). 

Syria was the deadliest country in the world for journalists in 2014. As of August 2015, 
84 journalists have been killed since the war began, and more than 90 journalists have 
been abducted (Institute for War and Peace Reporting 12/08/2015). 
TV: Satellite TV is the most popular media platform: an estimated 96% of Syrians have 
access to satellite TV. Both state and opposition broadcast on satellite TV – the 
opposition TV channels are broadcast from abroad (BBC 13/02/2015; MICT 2014). 

Radio: Radio has become an important platform for Syria’s opposition media – 
operating either from abroad or from areas outside of government control. Some 
NGOs also run radio stations (BBC 13/02/2015). 

Print: The three main newspapers are state-run: Al Thawra, Tishrin and Al Baath. The 
Syria Times is a government-owned English-language newspaper (BBC 13/02/2015). 

Internet: By 2014, Syria had around 5.9 million Internet users (BBC 13/02/2015). The 
government uses surveillance to monitor Internet activity, and filters information (BBC 
13/02/2015). 

Telephone: In 2014, 70% of Syria’s population had a mobile phone subscription (World 
Bank 2015). 

 

Food security and livelihoods 
The food security situation in Syria has been significantly affected by the conflict. In 
2010, between two to three million people were considered food insecure as a result 
of the severe drought that began in 2006 (IRIN 09/09/2010). Poverty rates have 
traditionally been highest in the north and the east, while the coastal region has had 
the lowest rates (SCPR 2014). Pre-crisis, the urban unemployed, landless labourers, and 
rural families were the most vulnerable to food insecurity. 62% of the poor population 
pre-crisis lived in rural areas, with 8% of the urban population and 15% of the rural 
population living below the national poverty line (World Bank 2009). 

Food prices have increased drastically since 2011, and Syrians are now spending 
more than 55% of their income on food. Three in four Syrians are unable to meet their 
basic needs (OCHA 29/12/2015; FAO 30/07/2015). 

Food security: As of November 2015, an estimated 8.7 million people are in need of 
food assistance – 6.3 million are considered food insecure. More than 40% of IDPs 
are food insecure. Rates of food insecurity are higher in rural (36%) than in urban 
areas (31%), but the high prevalence of IDPs in urban areas makes the urban–rural 
difference less significant (WFP 27/10/2015). Agricultural production has dropped 
significantly since the onset of conflict, due to lack of or expensive agricultural inputs 
(such as seeds, fertiliser, and fuel), damage to agricultural machinery, irrigation 
systems, and storage facilities, disruptions in electricity supply, and destruction of 
standing crops (WFP/FAO 23/07/2015). 

Livelihoods: As of November 2015, 9.2 million people are in need of livelihood support 
(HNO 2016 11/2015). Unemployment has grown from 10% before the crisis, to 49% in 
early 2014, to almost 60% in 2015 (FAO 30/07/2015). 

Social protection systems/coping mechanisms: The conflict and increasing poverty 
rates have led to greater reliance on negative coping mechanisms, including child 
labour, child marriage, and child recruitment. A majority of the population use 
livelihood and food-related coping mechanisms (WFP 27/10/2015). Households headed 
by women, children, elderly, and people belonging to minority groups are at higher risk 
of adopting negative coping mechanisms (OCHA 29/12/2015).  

 
Health  
Syria’s healthcare system has been severely affected by five years of conflict. Before 
the crisis, 77% of deaths were caused by non-communicable diseases (Kherallah et al 
2012). In 2009, the infant mortality rate was 17.9 per 1,000 live births, and the under-
five mortality rate was 21.4 per 1,000 live births (Kherallah et al 2012). In 2010, Syria had 
a contraceptive coverage of 54% (WHO 2010). 

As of 2015, 11.5 million Syrians lack access to basic healthcare services. Attacks on 
health facilities, displacement and death of health workers, and fuel shortages have 
severely impacted access. Local production of pharmaceutical has dropped by 50%, 
and prices of medicine have increased by 50% (OCHA 29/12/2015). 

In 2012, main causes of death were conflict (43%), heart disease (17%), and stroke 
(7%) (WHO 2012). Over 25,000 people are injured each month (OCHA 29/12/2015). 

https://index.rsf.org/#!/
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2015/syria#.VegczvmqpBc
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14703914
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/helping-syrian-journalists-stay-safe
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14703914
http://www.mict-international.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/syrienstudie_20140813.pdf
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14703914
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14703914
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14703914
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14703914
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14703914
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=2&country=SYR&series=&period=
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=2&country=SYR&series=&period=
http://www.irinnews.org/report/90442/syria-drought-pushing-millions-into-poverty
http://scpr-syria.org/att/Multidimensional_Poverty_in_Syria_EN.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTMENA/Resources/FoodSecfinal.pdf
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Health system: In 2015, only 45% of the pre-crisis health work force is still active (OCHA 
29/12/2015). Half of the 30,000 certified physicians in Syria before the crisis have fled 
(Al Jazeera 28/02/2015). Only 42% of health facilities are fully functioning (OCHA 29/12/2015). 

In 2013, total government expenditure on health was 3.3% of GDP (WHO 2013). Public 
healthcare is free for Syrian citizens, with a ceiling on charges for private providers 
(Sen et al 2013). Pre-crisis, the Ministry of Health operated 1,919 health facilities and 90 
hospitals. Healthcare is provided at three levels: village, district and provincial (SHARP 
2012).  

Maternal health: Pre-crisis, 99% of urban births and 93% of rural births were attended 
by skilled birth attendants (UNICEF 2013). Syrian women have an average of three 
children (WHO 2011). The neonatal mortality rate in 2011 was eight per 1,000 live births 
(WHO 2011). In 2009, the maternal mortality ratio was 52 per 100,000 live births. As a 
result of the conflict, all these indicators are likely to have worsened (Kherallah et al 2012). 

Mental health: In 2011, Syria had 0.31 psychiatrists per 100,000 people (WHO 2011). As 
of 2015, an estimated 600,000 people suffer from severe mental illness. Only 10% of 
primary health care centres provide basic mental health services (OCHA 29/12/2015). 

Vaccination: Prior the conflict, vaccination coverage was over 90% (including BCG, 
DTP, polio, measles, hepatitis B, and neonatal tetanus), but had dropped below 60% 
by 2015. One in three children under five was not reached by routine vaccination in 
2015 (OCHA 29/12/2015). 

HIV: Syria has a low level of HIV prevalence, with an average of 50–70 HIV/AIDS cases 
reported every year (UNAIDS 2012). 

TB is one of the major communicable diseases in Syria. The pre-crisis prevalence was 
23 per 100,000 people. 6% of cases are multidrug-resistant tuberculosis (MDR-TB) 
(Cousins 2015; WHO 2014). Diagnosis, treatment, and prevention of TB has been severely 
affected by the conflict (Cousins 2014). 

Cholera: Cholera outbreaks were reported in Deir-ez-Zor in 2008 (48 cases), and in 
Deir-ez-Zor and Ar-Raqqa in 2009 (342 cases) (WHO 30/11/2015). As of late 2015, no 
cholera cases have been recorded in Syria since the onset of conflict, but the risk is 
high due to a cholera outbreak in neighbouring Iraq and the massive disruption of 
WASH and health services (WHO 30/11/2015). 

Measles and meningitis: 549 children were diagnosed with measles in 2014, 
compared to 26 cases in 2010. Cases of meningitis have also increased since the 
onset of conflict (UNICEF 24/04/2015; Save the Children 10/03/2014). 

Polio re-emerged in Syria in October 2013 with 36 cases recorded, 14 years after the 
country was declared polio-free. While no new cases have been recorded since then, 
the risk remains high due to the destruction of the health system (Cousins 2015). 

Nutrition 
A rapid nutrition assessment conducted in 2014 found a global acute malnutrition 
(GAM) rate of 7.2% and a severe acute malnutrition (SAM) rate of 2.3% among the 
displaced population (UNICEF 10/10/2015). In 2016, an estimated three million children 
and pregnant and lactating women are in need of nutritional support (OCHA 29/12/2015). 
The nutritional situation is worst in hard-to-reach and besieged areas, where lack of 
access hinders nutrition services and causes food shortages. Several deaths due to 
starvation have been recorded in besieged areas (MSF 15/01/2016; OCHA 29/12/2015; 
UNICEF 10/10/2015). 

The nutritional situation was already poor before the crisis: in 2009, the nationwide 
GAM rate was 9%, and the rate of stunting 23% (Nutrition Cluster 07/2015). 

 

WASH 
WASH infrastructure has been severely impacted by the conflict, due to direct 
damage to production and distribution systems, electricity and fuel shortages, lack of 
maintenance, deliberate disruptions of water supply systems, and overburdening of 
systems due to displacement (UNICEF 17/09/2015). In 2015, 12.1 million people do not 
have access to adequate WASH facilities (OCHA 29/12/2015).  

Water: Syria has seven main water basins, six main rivers, and 166 dams. 90% of 
water withdrawal is used for agricultural purposes, 8% are used for household 
purposes and 2% for the industrial sector (UNFCC 2010; FAO 2008). In 2009, 93% of the 
population had access to improved water sources (WHO 2009). While public drinking 
water pipelines cover most of the country, the quality of water has traditionally been 
lower in rural areas (SCPR 2014).  As of 2015, 70% of the population lack regular access 
to clean drinking water (OCHA 29/12/2015). 

Sanitation: In 2009, 90% of the population had access to improved sanitation (WHO 
2009). Sanitation facilities are less developed in rural areas (SCPR 2014). 

Waste management: In 2009, 92% of households disposed of garbage through a 
garbage collector or had access to designated garbage disposal points. 88% of 
households were connected to sewage treatment. By 2013, the rate had dropped to 
35% (IRIN 02/07/2013; UNICEF 2013; SHARP 2012; Family Health Survey 2009; CBSS 2009). 

Vector control: Cutaneous leishmaniasis (a non-fatal skin disease transmitted to 
humans through sandfly bites) is endemic in parts of Syria, mainly in Aleppo 
governorate. Pre-crisis, vector control included indoor spraying and insecticide-
treated bed nets, but prevention and control measures have been hampered by 
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displacement and limited access to health services, leading to an increase in cases 
also outside Aleppo (Sharara and Kanj 2014; WHO 03/06/2013).  

 

Shelter and NFIs 
2.3 million people are in need of shelter assistance, and 5.3 million people are in need 
of NFIs after five years of conflict (OCHA 29/12/2015). Over one million houses have been 
damaged, including 400,000 completely destroyed (UNHCR 02/09/2015). 

Of the 6.6 million IDPs, 98% live in unofficial settlements and/or in host communities 
and 2% live in communal shelters (IOM 08/2015). IDPs in self-settled camps are 
considered occupants with no legal status, and tensions between IDPs and local 
property owners are reported (IOM 08/2015). Many IDPs are living in unfinished 
buildings, which often lack adequate floors, walls, windows, and WASH facilities (IOM 
08/2015). Other IDPs are living in mosques, basements, schools, hospitals, and other 
public buildings, where they lack access to basic services (UNHCR 02/09/2015). 

 

Education  
Primary and secondary education is free in Syria, and higher education has very low 
fees. Pre-crisis, primary school enrolment was 99.5% for boys and 99.7% for girls, with 
106% completion rate (including over-aged and under-aged students). Secondary 
school enrolment was 67.9% for boys and 67.8% for girls (World Bank 2015;  UNICEF 2013). 
The enrolment rate for tertiary education was 26% (World Bank 2015). Primary school 
education is compulsory. 98% of schools are public (Ménacère 2010). 4.3% of GDP was 
spent on education in 2005. Total adult literacy is 86.4%: 91.7% of men over the age 
of 15 can read and write, and 81% of women (CIA World Factbook 2015; Bacci 2009). 

Since 2011, school attendance has dropped by more than 50%: more than 2 million 
children are out of school in Syria, in addition to an estimated 500,000 refugees 
outside of Syria not attending school. 4,000 schools (25% of all schools) have been 
damaged, destroyed, or used as shelters (UNICEF 01/08/2015; 12/2013). 

 

Protection 
Children: The legal age for marriage in Syria is 17 years for women and 18 years for 
men. In 2006 it was found that 3.4% of girls were married before the age of 15, and 
17.7% before the age of 18 (MICS 2006). Rates of child marriage and child labour have 
increased as a result of increasing poverty (UNICEF 10/10/2015). Various opposition 
groups, including JAN, Kurdish groups, and IS have been found to recruit children 

(NOREF 02/2015). An estimated 12,000 children have been killed since the conflict began 
(SOHR 16/10/2015). 

Sexual and gender-based violence: GBV has been committed by all parties to the 
conflict, including enforced disappearances, rape, forced recruitment, and the use of 
women as human shields (SNHR 27/11/2015; EMHRN 2013). Sexual violence has been used 
as an instrument of torture and as a tactic of war (UN News Centre 19/12/2015). In 2013, 
fear of rape was found to be a primary reason for Syrians fleeing the country (IRC 2013). 
Pre-crisis information is limited, because victims are generally reluctant to report GBV 
due to fear of stigma, social exclusion, honour killings, or reprisals (Global Protection 
Cluster 2013). Circumstantial evidence suggests that female genital mutilation may be 
present in Syria, but no data is available on prevalence (IRIN 01/03/2005). 

Kurdish minority: Kurds constitute around 8.5–10% of Syria’s population. As a group 
with a distinct ethnic identity, they have been marginalised within the context of Arab 
nationalism in Syria, and have been subject to discrimination and repression (Human 
Rights Watch 26/11/2009). An estimated 300,000 Syrian Kurds are stateless, as they or 
their parents were accused of being Turkish agents and stripped of citizenship in the 
1960s (International Crisis Group 22/01/2013; Human Rights Watch 10/1996). The majority of 
Syrian Kurds live in northern Syria, mainly in Al Hasakeh governorate, in addition to 
some areas in Aleppo governorate, most importantly Kobane. Kurdish 
neighbourhoods are also found in the cities of Damascus and Aleppo (BBC 21/10/2014; 
Tejel 2009).  

Detention: 65,000 people have been recorded as forcibly disappeared since the onset 
of conflict, including 58,000 civilians. Detention centres are overcrowded, and 
detainees are subject to torture and extrajudicial execution (Human Rights Watch 
16/12/2015; Amnesty International 05/11/2015). Women in detention have been subject to 
sexual violence, including rape (EMHRN 2015). 

Torture: More than 50,000 detainees have been recorded as tortured in government 
facilities since the outbreak of the conflict, 7,000 of whom have died (Human Rights Watch 
16/12/2015). Torture has also been reported used by other parties to the conflict (OHCHR 
2012). Even before the conflict, torture and other inhumane treatment was recorded in 
government detention facilities (Human Rights Watch 16/07/2010). 

Mines and ERW: An estimated 5.1 million people live in areas where explosive 
weapons have been used – 75% of these areas are densely populated (OCHA 
29/12/2015). The explosive contamination from the conflict includes explosive 
remnants of war (ERW), improvised explosives devices (IED), artisanal mines, UXO, 
cluster munitions, and landmines (UNMAS 2015). 
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