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Maison du Futur and Konrad Adenauer Stiftung Syria/Iraq Office hosted a day-
long-closed-door workshop discussing the role of local, regional, and global 
stakeholders in shaping the economic future for Syria. While the Damascus 
regime has begun to instrumentalize a narrative of “reconstruction” in the 
Russian-driven effort to secure its rehabilitation, it is important to underline that 
the Syrian tragedy may not be at its closing chapter, and that there is still no 
concrete project of reconstruction in circulation. As of now, much of the 
regime’s actions in recaptured areas seem punitive in character, or more 
oriented towards restoring the stifling security order, than to proceed towards 
meaningful considerations of reconstruction. Still, while the regime’s 
“reconstruction” claims are unverified at best, reducing the historic suffering of 
Syrian society may require engagement of the international community in 
general and the West, in particular. To raise funds and invest efforts necessary 
to rebuild a shattered country, all actors with a stake in avoiding and reversing 
the collapse of Syria need to address the question of how to rescue the country 
from an economic disaster. Only then, can the grim reality facing Syria be 
altered and solutions for the country’s future identified. 

The conference analyzed the most important variables that will determine 
Syria’s potential path and address their possible effects on the evolution of the 
country’s economic trajectory, and identified the suitable course to invite 
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capable actors into the endeavour of ensuring a viable, and hopefully 
prosperous, economic future for a pivotal nation-state in a troubled Middle East. 
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The first session entitled “Syria in its eighth year of war: Political and 
Military Realities” kicked off with the first panelist discussing the current 
situation in Syria on the political, security, and economic fronts. On the political 
and security fronts, there is currently a semblance of political stability and 
social revival: The Syrian State is conveying the message that there is stability 
in areas under its control and chaos in opposition-held areas.  Several indicators 
signal that security has seemingly been restored such as the removal of most 
checkpoints, the ability to travel inside Syria, the reopening of schools and the 
decrease in electricity cuts.  
The Syrian government virtually controls all areas it has regained; however, 
Syrians view differently the military presence of Russia and Iran. They are 
more relieved by the Russian presence than by the Iranian one due to the nature 
of these actors’ involvement in the war: Iran’s interference has been direct and 
critical, whereas Russia has interfered through supporting the State. On the 
political level, ties between Syria and Gulf Countries (GCC) are improving – 
For instance weekly flights between the latter and Damascus are taking place, 
economic exchanges are mending and diplomatic relations are on the verge of 
being restored, UAE’s Minister of State for Gulf Affairs, Anwar Gargash, said 
last June that Syria’s suspension from the Arab League was a mistake and Saudi 
Crown Prince made on March   a statement to Time magazine that “Bashar al-
Assad is staying. Saudi Arabia for a quite a while now is seeking to pull Assad 
into the Arab fold so that it can weaken his alliance with Iran”. GCC have a 
problem with Iran's role in the region, not with Syria or Assad. However, 
reconstruction will not take place until American sanctions against Iran are 
abolished. 

 

The second panelist tackled the reality of the Syrian opposition by observing 
that what is left of the opposition is minor (in Idlib and Kurdish areas) and by 
stating that “Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) (previously al-Nusra) has 
rechristened and rebranded itself, solding the move to Western media as a 
complete break from al-Qaida driven by the determination to solely focus on 
Syrian issues and to secure broader unity among opposition factions. However, 
Turkey has failed to repel HTS from al-Qaeda, which leads to inquire of 
Turkey's intentions: does it want to take control over North parts of Syria, or is 
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it solely trying to maintain stability in this area to have fewer refugees crossing 
its borders (as an offense in Idlib will lead to one million more refugees in 
Turkey)?  

Opposition entities other than HTS (relying on Turkey for its survival) or those 
accepted by Western powers will not have a role in the political scenery. 
Nonetheless, there is a modest and gradual emergence of civil society in Idlib. 
As for opposition groups in Kurdish areas, they have a "de facto" agreement 
(regarding administrative division) with the regime until they find a significant 
agreement regarding Turkey (which will depend on American presence in the 
region) and they are relying on external powers (mainly the United States) to 
protect them from Turkey -which allegedly is quietly orchestrating a 
demographic shift especially in Afrin, changing the balance of its population 
from predominantly Kurdish to majority Arab; the once overwhelmingly 
Kurdish population in Afrin dropped from 80% to 50%. The Russian-Turkish 
agreement is essential to the course of the conflict; at the moment, Russia has 
leverage over Turkey and Putin is running out of patience due to the fact that 
Turkey has failed to distance HTS from al-Qaeda. 

 

The third panelist, in his intervention entitled “Looking ahead: Syria after the 
conflict” affirmed that the absence of war does not mean peace. The situation is 
still very messy as five main external powers – Russia, the United States, 
Turkey, Iran and Israel –interact with local actors and have long term agendas 
which are however shaped under a short-term rule: Syria under Assad. As for 
foreign actors’ long-term agendas, the panelist outlined them as follows: 

- Iran: Having more presence in Syria primarily through a proxy resembling 
Hezbollah and a new relationship with Israel. 

- Turkey: Occupying both sides of the border directly or indirectly. 
- Russia: Declaring victory, legitimizing Assad’s regime, assuring security, 

and engaging in reconstruction. 
- United States: Frustrating Iranian ambitions; a long “wish-list” to be fulfilled 

with no real strategy to achieve it.  
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Due to the messy situation and complicated relations between different actors, 
there is always a risk of escalation and a potential for massive escalation. 

Despite external powers' various agendas and interests, the common ground is 
Assad's survival: It is not a victory, but good enough for Assad since he locally 
succeeded at defeating the opposition with practically no risk of re-insurgency, 
and has overcame the animosity shown by regional powers. Moreover, there is 
a post-war rationalization and a state of international diplomacy regarding 
Assad. He concluded by noting that the United Nations’ role was devoid of 
substance and Staffan De Mistura’s legacy was pathetic. 

The session ended with a Q&A:  

Can you clarify Turkey’s intention towards HTS and elaborate about the 
strategic power-sharing between Syria, Iran and Russia? Will China play a 
role in reconstruction? 

Turkey is messing with the West by trimming nastiness of the edges and 
leaving the core intact: It needs HTS as a means of pressure on other actors. 
Regarding power-sharing, Russia has leverage over it and locals are glad about 
that; a short-term goal is for Syria and Russia to take control and decrease 
Iranian influence; however, the three powers still need each other for the 
moment. As for China, it has practically invested modest amounts due to its 
understanding of the war’s complexity, but it is gradually getting in; it has 
established two cultural centers, a larger embassy and more diplomatic 
relations.  

How doable is the reconstruction process? 

Reconstruction will be very messy with no political process and specific 
mechanisms. Syria’s fate is still unclear, and that of the refugees undetermined. 
Western powers are unwilling to get involved in reconstruction due to the 
above-mentioned and due to Iran’s involvement. 

 

 
The second session entitled “A survey of Syria's socio-economic state” begun 
with the first panelist addressing Syria's survivalist economy by remarking that 



 

6 
 

the predatory/war economy has had negative impacts on the Syrian society. 
Several phenomena have emerged from his war economy such as militias 
providing healthcare, bribery and other aspects of petty corruption, the the so-
called checkpoint economy, and the civil documentation economy due to 
exploiting many citizens’ loss of  their civil documents; and positive aspects 
such as creating network-based social mechanisms under which Syrians 
support, assist and depend on each other.  

The economy of predation will transform into a non-war economy but some of 
its aspects will persist. The panelist added that women are filling men's gaps 
and currently forming 80% of the workforce.  

 

With respect to Assad's complex relationship with the private sector, the second 
panelist indicated that the Syrian regime was aware of the importance of 
building alliances with traders, consequently building its own group of 
businessmen by giving those privileges; the post-war apparent stability 
consequently led to low debt, satiety, and limited inflation and unemployment; 
thus generating relative stability and public satisfaction. The regime even 
insured free services, subsidised bread and fuel, and increased employment in 
the public sector (which comprised 28% of Syrian workforce. However, 
favouritism precipitated unbalanced growth between social factions; there were 
limited expenditures and resources, no palpable efforts to improve the 
economy, expansion of the black market and absence of real investments. The 
balance between economic stability and limits on democracy was minimal, 
leading to several reforms mainly in 1985, 1991 and 2002. Nevertheless, 
marginalization and favouritism provoked a rentier economy and increased 
government expenditure. This rentier economy linked to a rentier way of 
thinking showed that the State was unwilling to develop the system and win 
business sectors. The above-mentioned led to regression of the private sector 
and a large number of Syrians working in an informal economy. 

 

The third panelist approached relief efforts in opposition-held areas through 
funding and aid by indicating that the local attitude towards aid is cynical: some 
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regard it as easy revenue and others as funds available in function of 
circumstances. The panelist added that convoys are being blocked, 
humanitarian aid is used as a weapon and there is a remarkable lack of 
governance and stability regarding the latter. 

“Some local actors promise reforms provided they receive funding and aids, but 
there is not seriousness and pro-activism to reform. Western states will not 
provide funding and humanitarian aid in the absence of transparency, credibility 
and monitoring. This improvement should take place before investment and 
reconstruction.”  

 

 

The session ended with a Q&A:  

Is Syria able to absorb funds for reconstruction? Who will be its driving 
force? 

Obstacles to rebuilding Syria are multilayered and overlapping: a lack of human 
capital constrained by conditions imposed by the Syrian Regime which is 
oriented towards politics, rentierism and capturing rather than rebuilding; men 
and youth most of which have a high educational level and expertise have fled 
Syria and established lives abroad; political obstacles to refugees' return to 
Syria; demolishment of properties; scarce resources; no jobs opportunities; 
population impoverishment (85% of Syrians currently live under poverty).  

How can good faith towards conditional reforms in exchange of funding and 
aids be manifested? 

It can be manifested through small steps which are rapidly implemented such as 
increasing the period of “Non Governmental Organizations” accreditation to at 
least twelve months.  

Why is the international community not interested in seeing refugees, 
especially those in Lebanon, return to Syria? 
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The international community wants refugees' return to Syria; however the 
political process and humanitarian conditions for their return should be present; 
which is not the case. Refugees' return is not anywhere in the horizon.  

 

 
During the third session entitled “How to set the scene for foreign 
engagement” the first panelist debated on whether Assad's allies will be 
involved in reconstruction or will retreat. “For the Syrian regime and Russia, 
the coming battle is that of rehabilitation and normalization of the regime on the 
international level; with refugees being an issue and security being another. 
Furthermore, the regime does not intend to rebuild Syria in an integrated way, 
but in a punctual and sporadic way based on retribution of allies and 
punishment of foes.”  

The panelist added that main actors in reconstruction are Russia, Iran, Greece 
and Italy on the international level, and the regime's network of Syrian warlords 
turned into businessmen on the local level. As a conclusion, reconstruction will 
consolidate the reshuffle that occurred to Syria’s demographic map, and 
provided there are no solid sanctions on Iran, reconstruction can happen. 

 

The second panelist tackled reaping the fruits and the question of investment 
from neighbouring countries through putting reconstruction in its geopolitical 
context by exclaiming that it gives rise to several interests and objectives:  

- Europe's main objective is refugees' return;  

- Iran's main purpose is recon and bargain. 

- The regime seeks to establish an economic model which will serve its 
survival; 

- Russia aims to re-engage with the West and avoid sanctions; 

The panelist considered that the elephant in the room is American sanctions 
against Iran which will use its presence in all countries to avoid and resist those 
sanctions; reconstruction is not possible without opening up between Iran and 
the West. 



 

9 
 

The panelist emphasized that the real issue is not economic reconstruction, but 
the demographic and social one and that the political economy of the region 
will be redesigned according to sectarian lines. “Neighbouring countries such as 
Lebanon and Jordan can take advantage of Syria's economic growth as was the 
case further to the reforms in 2000.” 

 

Concerning the role the West will play in reconstruction, the third panelist 
concluded that Europeans will not play a role, and Syrians do not want them to. 
The panelist added that from a European point of view, reconstruction can only 
begin if all conditions (political reforms) are guaranteed. Germany has a very 
firm position and opposes idea of reconstruction as long as there is no progress 
on the political front. American sanctions on Iran (financial sanctions and 
secondary sanctions alike) impact the West's position towards reconstruction. 
The panelist concluded on the refugee question:  “there are still push factors and 
people in the West will slowly understand that the big return will not take 
place.”  

 

 

The session ended with a Q&A:  

What is Russia's capacity and end game in Syria? 

Russia has limited capacities (it has the GDP of Portugal) and it is aware of it; 
thus its interest in extracting resources from Syria and avoiding a confrontation 
with the West. Russia is unable to reconstruct Syria, and its only material 
resource is keeping a grip on the Syrian army.  

Is it possible to envisage real reconstruction in non-Assad controlled areas, 
thus being a solution for refugees' return to Syria? 

This would have been possible two years ago. However today, the only non-
Assad controlled areas are the Northeast and Idlib in the northwest; note there is 
an abundance of problems in the northeast and potential destabilization between 
the United States, Turkey and the Kurds, and a possibility of Kurds drifting 
towards the Regime if their relationship with the United States continues to 
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degrade.  Moreover, there are no incentives for refugees' voluntary return: there 
are no economic opportunities, the regime is taking concrete measures to 
prevent their return, and refugees who grew up outside Syria do not have any 
sense of belonging to Syria.  

 

 

 


