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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Ten years into the Syrian conflict, the Syrian society is disintegrating further and deeper with each 
passing day of the continuing displacement of more than half of its population, the continuing and 
increasing repression and corruption of the Syrian regime, fragmentation of the country as 
various state and non-state actors seek to cement their presence and influence, and the complete 
collapse of the political process.

The reality of everyday life for Syrians displaced within Syria, but also, and increasingly, for Syrian 
refugees in the neighbouring countries and elsewhere, is bleak. A large majority of the displaced 
still wants to return, but the guarantees of a safe environment and the reform of security 
apparatus which displaced them in the first place seem to be a distant prospect. Yet, in the push 
for the normalisation of the Syrian regime led by its Russian allies, displaced Syrians are 
increasingly facing pressure to return to face almost certain prospects of arbitrary arrest, forced 
disappearance, extortion and harassment. 

Governments like that of Lebanon and Denmark are now transparent about their intention to 
ignore the reality in Assad-held parts of Syria and are using various measures to coerce Syrian 
refugees into premature return, where their basic security and living needs are supposed to be 
guaranteed by a regime that is still imprisoning under torture tens of thousands of Syrians, 
regularly shelling schools and hospitals and starving millions besieged in Idlib. Policies of these 
governments are rooted in a false narrative of “improving security and living conditions” in areas 
of Syria controlled by the Syrian regime. Reality seems not to matter.

One of the factors contributing to such blatant misrepresentation of life in Assad-held Syria is the 
failure of agencies such as the UNHCR to comprehensively and factually report on the threats 
facing returnees, as well as the levels of corruption and deterioration in living conditions even for 
Syrians who never left regime-held areas. The reasons for this are myriad, from the lack of access 
to the direct pressure from the Syrian regime (we have reported on this repeatedly). 
Consequently, it falls to organisations and movements like the Syrian Association for Citizens’ 
Dignity to fill this information gap. 

This report is yet another attempt to shrink the space for denial of the reality of the dire state of 
affairs in Syria among the relevant policymakers. It is the fourth such report that offers an insight 
into the views and perceptions of Syrians on some of the most relevant issues that must shape 
any conversation on the possibility of a safe, voluntary and dignified return of displaced Syrians 
and the eventual political solution that could offer a hope of a lasting peace in Syria. It should be 
read in the context of our previous reports for a full picture of the trends and the extent of decline 
of security and living conditions, even for those who never left Assad-held areas, let alone the 
returnees. 

The report focuses on the lives of people in Assad-held areas, with more than 500 interviews 
conducted on issues such as the sense of safety, living conditions, corruption, impact of Covid19- 
pandemic and perceptions of the impact of the US-EU sanctions. Conducted under strict security 
protocols to protect those interviewed as well as our researchers in the circumstances in which 
voicing any criticism of the regime’s conduct amounts to risking one’s own and the lives of their 
family, the report paints a picture of a society decomposing under the brutality, paranoia and 
corruption of a regime which is targeting even those that remained loyal to it throughout the 
conflict, let alone those that it sees as disloyal or opposed to its rule. The nosedive in the economy 
and cancerous corruption at all levels of government is causing its security apparatus to intensify 
the use of arbitrary arrest and forced disappearance as tools of making extra money through 
extortion and “bleeding” of families of those arrested, desperate to secure their release or some 
information on their whereabouts. 
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KEY FINDINGS

One of the most tragic insights revealed by this research is that Syrians in Assad-held areas, 
including those who were forced to return, started regarding the violence and repression of the 
regime’s security apparatus as a normal fact of life. Arrests and extortion are now being accepted 
as threats one lives and develops strategies to cope with, especially as the living conditions 
deteriorate further in the collapsing economy. 

However, Syrians still dream of a life of dignity and freedom and this report is just another 
reminder of this fact. Illustratively, despite misperceptions about the sanctions imposed on the 
regime for its crimes and human rights violations, the majority of those interviewed, including 
those who never left Syria, stated that they are willing to endure even harsher sanctions if that will 
lead to the removal of the regime and the reform of its security apparatus. 

The conversation that must dominate any policy discussions on Syria is that on the creation of a 
safe environment for all Syrians. Only this will create conditions for a safe, voluntary and dignified 
return of over 13 million displaced Syrians, which is the key to any political solution and lasting 
stability of Syria and the region. This report is another reminder of this basic truth about Syria. 
Those who choose to ignore or minimise its importance in fact choose to actively participate in the 
prolongation of the suffering of Syrians and the consequential prolongation of instability of the 
region and beyond.

Large number of Syrians feel unsafe, with the perception of safety heavily tied to the area's 
perceived threat to the regime. People forced to return to regime control from displacement or 
through “reconciliation” do not feel safe, with significantly higher levels of fear in their daily lives. 
Their feeling of insecurity is being informed by events that were directly witnessed or 
experienced.  Some 50 per cent of people in the Assad-controlled areas don't feel safe, including 
those who never left; 67 per cent of returnees from outside Syria don’t feel safe, and those in the 
reconciliation areas fear worst with 94 per cent saying they don’t feel safe. Most cite the security 
authorities' grip and rampant insecurity and crime as their reasons for not feeling safe. That said, 
there are no safe areas, with some of the more practical safety parameters showing that security 
is poor everywhere, resulting from security policies by the same authority. 

Syrians still want to see a political solution to the crisis. Most of the participants in this study (72 
per cent) expressed support for a political solution that changes the behaviour of the security 
apparatus and its policies. They also cited a political solution as being essential for refugee return 
and were willing to tolerate ongoing economic hardship if it resulted in a solution to the crisis.

Detainees and their desperate families face uncertainty and are forced to pay bribes and 
extorted. 72 per cent  of the respondents with detained loved ones stated that money was 
requested from them or that they actually paid money in exchange for simply obtaining 
information about the whereabouts of the detainee, and 60 per cent  of them stated that this was 
in exchange for promises to release the detainee. Families don’t know where their loved one is 
detained in 53 per cent  of cases and can’t visit them in 71 per cent  of cases.  

Syrian regime’s and Russian guarantees mean nothing in practice. Campaigns of arrest and 
enforced disappearance are still ongoing, including against those covered by “reconciliation 
agreements” and those who have been included in regime-issued amnesty, which highlights a 
lack of any kind of security guarantee in Syria. 19 per cent  of those arrested were covered by 
amnesty while 26 per cent  were covered by “reconciliation agreement”. The amnesty laws are 
almost illusory, used to falsely demonstrate goodwill without the real release of those detained 
for political reasons and do not represent a guarantee. 
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Corruption is rampant, and it is spreading at an increasing rate, with perceptions of corruption 
growing exponentially larger in the last year relative to the previous eight year period – 54 per 
cent of respondents see that there are very high corruption rates in 2020 compared to 39 per cent 
in 2019, up from 20  per cent in 2011/ meaning the perception of corruption jumped massively in 
the last year alone. People say they won't report it either, with over half saying there is no point in 
reporting corruption. 48 per cent of respondents said that they do not have access to the judicial 
system to tackle corruption issues. 59 per cent  of respondents said they need to pay bribes to 
obtain their citizenship rights, such as obtaining documents or securing government permissions. 
Detainees and their families particularly suffer from the rampant corruption. 

Those who live in regime areas don't necessarily support it and its policies. Far from being a 
popular leader, some 75 per cent  of people in Assad-controlled areas are dissatisfied with the 
regime's behavior. 89 per cent of the participants reported dissatisfaction with the current 
situation in all aspects, whether security, living, economy or services. This shows that it is 
important not to equate those who remained living in Assad's areas of Syria, which people may do 
for any number of reasons, with loyalty or approval. Moreover, Syria is a cemetery of freedoms: 78 
per cent  of people in Assad-controlled areas think they do not have freedom of expression, while 
85 per cent  think that their right to participate in peaceful demonstrations is not protected. Those 
who are dissatisfied have no way to express it. 

People think it's not safe for return, but think return is a necessary for the future for the country 
and any political settlement - Only 26 per cent of participants recommended displaced people to 
come back to regime-controlled areas and approximately half of participants are seeking to leave 
such areas; there is still an overwhelming belief in the need for displaced people to come back and 
play a major role in the reconstruction of stabilisation of the country. 70 per cent  of the 
participants think that the return of the displaced is a prerequisite for Syria's recovery.
Living conditions have declined, with purchasing power plummeting and living costs rising. People 
are cobbling together multiple forms of income to make ends meet. Despite this, they watch 
regime patrons reap the rewards and are forced to pay bribes for services. 

Covid-19 has been rife, with protection hard to find and skewed based on the area's perceived 
threat to the regime. 58 per cent of those who had contracted Covid or had a loved one contract 
Covid said they did not receive the necessary health care. Respondents don’t feel like they can 
access appropriate medical care, with 87 per cent  of those in “reconciled” areas and 70 per cent  
of those in areas conquered by the regime militarily saying they couldn’t access care.

Despite the fact the regime's narratives on the Caesar act have some traction, and people do 
think Caesar has impacted their lives, a very high number are under no illusions why the 
sanctions exist and a very surprising number would endure further pain from sanctions if it is 
used to bring about lasting change -  86 per cent of respondents agreed that one of the reasons 
for imposing sanctions on the Syrian regime is their practices and security policies. As a result of 
the regime’s war of narratives, 53 per cent considered that the poor economic conditions were 
due to the sanctions and economic boycott that began several years ago, in addition to the recent 
US sanctions (Caesar Act). However, more than half of the population is ready to endure more 
temporary hardship if this will lead to sustainable changes. This should be used to better plan 
policies that leverage sanctions for genuine behaviour change and a political settlement. 
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Since mid2019-, the Syrian Association for Citizen’s Dignity (SACD) has been building                                   
a comprehensive body of research and information on the displacement issue in Syria, enabling a 
holistic approach to understanding and ultimately addressing this unprecedented humanitarian 
catastrophe. This approach focused on three major areas:
1. The security and living conditions in regime-controlled areas
2. The motives behind Syrians’ decisions to leave their homes and later attempts to return
3. The current return conditions for displaced Syrians

This is an extended update of a report issued in October 20191,  which focused on security, living 
conditions, and rights in areas held by the Syrian regime. It also focuses on major new 
developments in the last year: the Syrian regime’s response to the COVID19- pandemic, and the 
impact and perceptions of the US and EU sanctions.

The report also examines emerging trends and patterns in security and living conditions in 
regime-controlled areas. It provides new data and also explains the changes in context. It is 
important to note that the displacement status of some Syrians has changed since the 2019 report, 
not only in terms of new displacements (especially internally in/to Idlib and Hama due to the 
Russian-led offensive), but also due to the settlement of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in new 
parts of regime-controlled areas becoming permanent due to the lack of alternative options. This 
report addresses how this new situation has shaped the expectations and thinking of affected 
Syrians.

Although this is a stand-alone report, we also recommend that readers review the key findings 
and executive summaries of previous reports to help build a fuller view of how displacement has 
evolved over the last 2 years, and most importantly how Syrians think about their present and 
future .

PREVIOUS REPORTS

https://syacd.org/wp-content/uploads/05/2020/SACD_Vengeance_Repression_and_Fear_EN.pdf

mid -2019

COVID -19
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This quantitative research report is based on structured interviews with 533 people in September 
and October 2020.  Interviews were conducted using identical questionnaires to collect the 
opinions of Syrian Citizens' residing in regime-controlled areas on the following key issues:

Due to clear security threats and censorship challenges from Bashar al-Assad’s regime, all 
interviews were conducted in person or remotely using encrypted communication, to protect 
respondents and interviewers. All names have been modified to protect respondents’ identity and 
security. 

The risks of participation were fully explained to both respondents and researchers, and the 
respondents’ informed consent2  was obtained before commencing the study, in accordance with 
the policies of SACD’s Data Collection and Analysis Unit.

A total of 20 researchers (12 male and 8 female) conducted the survey. All researchers have at 
least 6 years’ experience in similar projects and have undertaken the necessary tailored training 
to ensure that research is carried out safely and privately, while observing the highest-quality 
standards.

Security conditions
Living conditions and basic rights
Impact of economic sanctions
Regime’s handling of the COVID19 pandemic

2Informed Consent is a voluntary agreement to participate in research after the participant has had the risks of taking part 
explained and he or she indicates their willingness to proceed.

The sample is representative of various segments of Syrian society in the majority of Syrian 
governorates presently under regime control, taking the following parameters into account:

     Geographic distribution by governorates
     Gender
     Age
     Displacement status
     Education

The sample included participants from eight Syrian governorates under the regime’s 
control—Damascus, Damascus countryside, Aleppo, Homs, As-Sweida, Daraa, Latakia, and Hama 
(Figure 1). The survey was not administered in Tartous due to logistical challenges.

Aleppo - 2020 Lattakia - 2020

Study Sample
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The study sample also included respondents with four types of displacement status in 
regime-controlled areas (Figure 2):

1. Syrians who have been in areas controlled by the regime since the beginning of the conflict in
2011: 

2. Those who were forcefully displaced from areas within regime control, but both their original
         homes and current locations are in regime-controlled areas: 23 per cent (122 participants)
3. Refugees who have returned to regime-controlled areas: 9 per cent (46 participants)
4. IDPs who have returned to their original homes in regime-controlled areas: 5 per cent

(29 participants).

Figure 1. Respondents’ distribution, by governorate

Figure 2. Respondents’ distribution, by displacement status
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The sample was also representative of three types of areas based on their current situation, which 
allows us to conduct a complete trend analysis (Figure 3):

Reconciliation areas were under opposition control for periods of the conflict. They 
returned to regime control when opposition forces, along with thousands of civilians, were 
forcefully displaced after years of military attacks and sieges. Citizens' who decided to 
remain signed “reconciliation” agreements with the regime under Russian guarantees3. 
Examples include Daraa and the northern countryside of Homs; 53 participants4  live in 
such areas (10 per cent). 

Areas returned to regime control by force were under opposition control during the 
conflict, but the regime and Russia recaptured them in military offensives without any type 
of agreement. Most (or all) residents were forced to flee or relocate. Examples include 
Daraya, East Aleppo, Eastern Ghouta; 148 participants live in this kind of territory (28 per 
cent). 

Areas that have remained under the regime’s control since 2011 were never under 
opposition rule. Examples include western Aleppo city, Latakia, central Damascus; 332 
participants live in such areas (62 per cent). 

3https://syacd.org/reconciliation-agreement-in-daraa-insecurity-continued-repression-and-collective-punishment
4The number of participants in each type of area was calculated based on the percentage of the population of that governorate with 
respect to the entire population of the governorates included in the study, taking city vs. countryside into account.

Figure 3. Respondents’ displacement status, by type of area
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The sample included 61 per cent males (327 participants) and 39 per cent females (206 
participants) (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Respondents’ breakdown by gender
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The sample comprised four age groups distributed as follows:
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The sample included a diverse mix of participants with different educational qualifications to more 
accurately address the issues of employment and living conditions (Figure 5).

In terms of age distribution per gender, the sample is segmented as follows:

Figure 5. Respondents’ highest educational qualification 
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This study presented similar challenges to those encountered in the 2019 report. Undoubtedly, 
security challenges remain the most menacing, but the situation in regime-controlled areas posed 
new challenges, which fall into three main categories:

 Displacement typologies/categorization
      Coverage and outreach
      Continuity between surveys (trend analysis)

Displacement categorization: The first challenge was to understand the new displacement 
dynamics in regime-controlled areas, and how to correctly categorize citizens’ displacement 
status in a way that is representative and provides appropriate context. 

The temporary halt in large-scale military operations over the last 18 months, along with the 
prolonged displacement of IDPs in regime-controlled areas, has led to the settlement of some who 
would have been considered––and would self-identify as––IDPs one or two years ago. These 
Syrians gave up on going back to their original homes and settled in regime-controlled areas due 
to a lack of better options. Their new “displacement status” affected their survey answers.

This difficulty was coupled with another one: the challenge of assessing the long-term intentions 
of people who recently returned to regime areas. In our previous report, 59 per cent of interviewed 
returnees expressed their desire to leave regime-controlled areas if they have the chance, while 
84 per cent did not recommend that other displaced people return. In this report, 49 per cent of 
those surveyed reported considering leaving regime-controlled areas. While this might seem to be 
an apparent decline, it is important to understand the context and motives of such responses, and 
how displaced Syrians have come to understand the new reality.

Coverage and outreach: The second challenge was how to expand the sample’s coverage to 
include governates and areas typically categorized as “pro-regime”, and how to gain access to 
Syrians with a more diverse political background. This seemingly unsurmountable challenge, 
especially within the security context and Syrians’ extreme reluctance to take part in such surveys, 
was overcome through a long and meticulous process of relationship building and networking.

Continuity (trend analysis): To address the third challenge, this analysis sought to establish 
continuity with the 2019 report to detect trends and identify emerging patterns. This was very 
difficult to accomplish for two reasons: (1) it was not possible to administer the survey to the same 
participants and (2) due to the dramatic changes in some aspects of Syrians’ situations, some 
questions or topics have ceased to have value, or their context has dramatically altered. 

Additional Challenges
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Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the 
question “Do you feel safe?“

5https://syacd.org/reconciliation-agreement-in-daraa-insecurity-continued-repression-and-collective-punishment/

As of March 2020, with the support of Russia and Iran, the Syrian regime increased its control to 
approximately 60 per cent of the country’s territory. It regained control of most of the areas 
previously held by opposition factions in Aleppo, Daraa, Eastern Ghouta, southern Damascus, 
Homs, and Hama. Yet these developments have not translated into stability or security. Daraa is 
the best example5  of the lack of security and the failure of regime policies. This consolidation of 
territorial control has not increased the population under government rule, since Syrians have fled 
almost every area that the regime captured. More than 13 million Syrians—54 per cent of the 
pre-war population—are currently displaced outside the country and in areas beyond the regime’s 
control. 

However, the Syrian regime and Russia are pushing a normalization narrative in an attempt to 
create a misleading image of life getting “back to normal” in Syria, and the false notion that 
regime-controlled areas are safe.  This narrative is used as a premise for a disingenuous call to 
start the premature return of displaced Syrians in order to pressure the international community 
to fund reconstruction and the restoration of basic services in areas under the regime’s control.

The regime defines a “safe environment” as the absence of military offensives and full-scale 
operations. However, a truly safe situation entails a much wider range of issues, conditions, and 
rights that must be provided to all Syrians. These broader considerations are prerequisites for 
the return of displaced people and for a comprehensive and sustainable political solution in Syria. 

The Syrian regime and its allies were the only parties conducting full-scale military assaults on 
civilian areas in Syria during 2019–2020. In Hama, Idlib and Aleppo, the regime’s attacks shattered 
its own definition of “safe environment”, causing the displacement of an additional 1.3 million IDPs 
during this period. While such a narrative is expected from the Syrian regime and its allies, it is 
concerning that some Western governments are starting to adopt a similar definition of a “safe 
environment” in Syria. This report highlights Syrians’ own feelings and views of safety within this 
environment, through an extensive survey and analysis. In an upcoming document, the SACD will 
present in detail the conditions for a safe environment as defined by the Syrians themselves. 

Only half of the respondents reported 
“feeling safe” in their current locations 
within regime-controlled areas (Figure 6). 
This analysis breaks down respondents’ 
concept of “feeling safe” according to: 
expectations based on conditions before 
moving into regime-controlled areas, 
current displacement status and history of 
each respondent and the region they last 
lived in, as well as considering whether 
this feeling is based on perceptions or 
experience.

Feeling Safe

Figure 6. Feeling of safety, all participants

50%

50%
Yes

No
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There is a considerable difference in feelings of safety based on displacement status and origin of 
displacement (Figure 7). Refugees who returned from abroad to regime-controlled areas feel the 
least safe: 67 per cent did not feel safe and feared for themselves or their families, and 62 per cent 
of returning participants from another region in Syria did not feel safe.

IDPs who moved within regime-controlled areas felt the safest, followed by those who had not left 
their original area since the beginning of the conflict.  Syrians who remained in regime-held areas 
either did not feel threatened enough to flee, or a lack of options forced them to stay.

Participants’ sense of safety was highly affected by the gradual adjustment and adaptation that 
those who stayed in regime areas had to go through, which made them aware of the security and 
legal threats they face and forced them to develop strategies to manage them. In reality, the 
security situation is equally dangerous for all of them.

Refugees and IDPs contemplating a return to regime-controlled areas (as well as most of the 
country) do not have sufficient information about security and living conditions from a reliable and 
independent source. Thus they rely on narrow and limited perceptions, or incomplete and 
misleading information.

Figure 7. Feeling of safety, by respondents’ previous locations

Yes No

38% 62%Returning from another
region in Syria

33% 67%Returning from
outside Syria

64% 36%IDPs

49% 51%Did not leave

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Do you feel safe?“
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6https://bit.ly/2UL35u4

Reconciliation areas feel the most unsafe: 94 per cent of those living in these areas report feeling 
insecure (Figure 8). This shows the fragility of the security situation in the reconciliation areas, and 
debunks the myth of a successful “reconciliation” model. It also calls into question the viability of 
reproducing this model elsewhere in the country.

This sense of insecurity is caused by the regime’s continuous violations of the terms of the 
reconciliation agreements on security and conscription, and the widespread assassinations and 
arbitrary arrests. Multiple reports suggest that these areas, and their inhabitants, remain 
problematic from the regime's point of view, and that they are regularly denied access to services 
and face security raids and limited freedom of movement at far greater rates than other areas. 

However, more than half (52 per cent) of respondents who remained in regime-controlled areas 
since the beginning of the conflict do not feel safe, while approximately one-third (29 per cent) of 
those who today live in areas captured by the regime by force do not feel safe. This low percentage 
is due to the fact that Syrians who moved to areas captured by the regime mostly consider 
themselves loyalists and believe (or are almost certain) that they will not be targeted by the 
regime’s security forces. Normally they have not taken any part in any activity or openly expressed 
anti-regime sentiments; most of those who opposed the regime (or have family members who did 
so) have left.

The survey data shows that capturing territories by force had a “cleansing” effect on the 
population and led to what regime head Bashar Assad once called a “homogeneous society“6. 

Figure 8. Feeling of safety, by type of area 

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question
“Do you feel safe?“ broken down by type of area.

Yes No

6% 94%Reconciliation areas

71% 29%Areas controlled by the
Syrian regime by force

48% 52%Areas that remained under the
regime's control since 2011

Feeling Safe by Area Type
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The main source of insecurity remains 
the regime’s security policies and 
practices, which are almost identical in 
all areas controlled by the regime, 
regardless of how they were captured. 
Another major factor (expressed by 65 
per cent of those polled) causing the 
sense of insecurity is the escalation of 
organized crime such as kidnapping, 
extortion and murder (Figure 10). The 
increase in such activities appears to 
be correlated with the collapse of the 
economy and the fact that the regime is 
unable to pay full salaries to the 
security forces who collaborate with 
organized crime targeting vulnerable 
civilians, especially displaced people.

Despite varying degrees of “feeling safe” in different areas under the regime’s control, people 
in all areas experience similar levels of rights violations and insecurity. This confirms that 
similar security policies and threats exist in all regime-held areas; thus no areas are safe for 
refugee returns.

Reasons for Not Feeling Safe
Figure 10. Sources of feelings of insecurity

Syrian’s sense of insecurity is evidence based. Most of the participants who reported feeling 
unsafe said that this was due to the violations of rights, abuse, and extortion that they experienced 
first-hand, against themselves or others from their family or community. The percentage of people 
who witnessed direct violations was consistent across all types of areas (Figure 9). 

Insecurity: Evidence Based or Perception, by Area Type

Figure 9. Basis of insecurity, by area type and direct vs. indirect experiences

Action I experienced Perception

68% 32%Reconciliation areas

74% 26%Areas controlled by the
Syrian regime by force

62% 38%Areas that remained
under the regime's control

since 2011

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question, “Do your feelings of insecurity depend on the 
actions you have experienced or your perceptions?“

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question "What are the reasons for you feeling insecure?"
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These numbers refute another dangerous aspect of the regime’s narrative about the safe 
environment, where the regime focuses in a misleading way on the de-escalation or absence of 
full-scale military operations as a main and sole indicator of a calm and safe environment. While 
the large majority felt most insecure due to actions of the regime's security apparatus, it is 
indicative that identical percentage (44 per cent) of participants expressed fear due to the ongoing 
war or conflict and its ramifications, and the activities of semi-official militias. 

Some participants attributed their fear and insecurity to other reasons:

Fear of reprisals from other sects where we were accused of 
crimes against them. And the regime used the youth of our sect in 
its war and to maintain its survival, so we became caught 
between the hammer and the anvil.

The country's overall 
situation is unstable. We're 
always stressed, and every 
day, there's a new crisis.

I'm required to perform 
reserve military service, 
so I'm out of sight.

Fear of hunger and 
poverty.
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While some causes of insecurity vary between different types of regions, the most prevalent and 
consistent source in all areas is still linked to a fear of the security forces (Figure 11). Even in areas 
controlled by the regime since 2011, a high percentage of respondents (57 per cent) reported that 
the security forces’ authority was one of the reasons they did not feel safe—this rises to 90 per 
cent in reconciliation areas. This indicates that the security forces are used to terrorize and 
subdue citizens rather than provide stability and order and bring a sense of security.

The deteriorating economy has a noticeable impact on the security situation:  88 per cent of 
respondents from reconciliation areas highlighted the increase in crime due to poor economic 
conditions, as did 67 per cent of respondents from areas under constant regime control. 

Nearly half of the respondents from both reconciliation areas and areas under permanent regime 
control fear the presence of regime-affiliated militias. The role, authority and chain of command of 
these groups are not clear. Syrians are not sure how to deal with them or what kind of mandate 
and authority these militias have. There is no doubt that they are causing major damage and fear 
to civilians.

The Syrian regime continues its repressive policy of arbitrary detention and arrest in most areas 
under its control (Figure 12). This includes arresting individuals who signed personal settlement 
documents ("reconciliation agreements") in reconciliation areas and elsewhere. Arrests also 
target individuals who criticize the regime or express their opinions about its policies or declining 
living conditions. The Syrian Network for Human Rights documented at least 908 cases of 
arbitrary arrests and detention in 2020, carried out by regime security forces8. 

This particular survey shows that 40 per cent of respondents confirmed that at least one of their 
relatives was arbitrarily arrested between 2011 and 2020. This demonstrates the widespread 
impact and relevance of the detainee issue for Syrians who still hope to see their loved ones 
released, and information provided on the fate of those who have been detained or forcefully 
disappeared.

Reasons for Insecurity by Area Type

Detentions

Figure 11. Reasons for feeling insecure, by area type

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question "What are the reasons for you feeling insecure?"

Areas that remained under the regime's control since 2011 Areas controlled by the Syrian regime by force Reconciliation areas
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7https://www.numbeo.com/crime/country_result.jsp?country=Syria
8https://bit.ly/3yXg9vw
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Nearly one-fifth (19 per cent) of the arrests were against people who have previously been 
covered by some kind of amnesty laws and decrees issued by the regime (Figure 13). Roughly a 
quarter (26 per cent) of those arrested had signed personal or collective reconciliation 
agreements, which are supposed to indicate an even stronger promise/guarantee by the regime 
(Figure 14). 

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Have any of your relatives been arbitrarily arrested?“

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question "Were the arrested persons covered by any kind of amnesty?"

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question "Did the arrested person sign a personal reconciliation?"

Figure 12. Prevalence of arbitrary arrest

Figure 13. Arrests after amnesty provided (all types)
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Figure 14. Arrests after amnesty provided (personal reconciliation agreement)
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These results confirm that the regime does not respect its own agreements and decrees, and that 
it is very difficult for Syrians living in regime-controlled areas (or planning to return) to make an 
informed decision about their future, demonstrating again the lack of any real guarantees.

The percentage of arrested people amongst participants since the beginning of the conflict varies 
considerably, but it confirms that the trend is still ongoing (Figure 15). There was a noticeable 
increase in 2019 and 2020 (up to September) compared to 2018, despite the fact that the regime 
was launching major military offensives on Idlib and Aleppo in 2018 and gaining more territory. 

A major reason for the drop in the percentage of arrested people or relatives over the last 10 years 
is that the regime conducted a very aggressive and discriminatory arrest campaign in the first few 
years that targeted of dissidents and activists in areas under regime control, forcing everyone who 
opposes the regime to flee these areas. The vast majority of activists in regime-controlled areas 
have been killed, arrested or forced to flee. 

In parallel to these practices, as the regime gained more territory by force, Syrians generally fled 
these areas, especially those who believed they were wanted by the regime, which minimized the 
chance of new arrests of people seen anti-regime. Once the regime "ran out" of opposition 
sympathizers it turned on its loyalists and Syrians who entered "reconciliation agreements". 
These  facts help explain why security conditions and the fear of detention are amongst the biggest 
deterrents to the return of Syrians to regime-controlled areas.

The survey also showed that 82 per cent of the arrests of participants or their relatives were 
without a court order, despite the fact that Article 53 of Syria’s current constitution, issued in 2012 
under Decree 94, prohibits arbitrary detention and torture (Figure 16).

This unsettling figure demonstrates that it is difficult to secure incremental improvements and 
policy changes in the security and justice sectors when amnesty decrees and reconciliation 
agreements are followed by strong regression to draconian measures and behaviour. Most of 
the regime’s security-related activities are taking place outside any legal framework. These 
findings confirm that a complete security sector reform is needed.

Note: Data collection took place in September 2020. More arrests likely occurred later that year.

Figure 15. Timeline of arrests 
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Over half (53 per cent) of the participants’ detained relatives are being held in unknown locations 
(Figure 17). Such detainees cannot be visited, and no information about their cases (or the reasons 
for their arrest) can be obtained. This violates international laws and conventions that guarantee 
the rights of detainees. For example, the International Convention9  on the Protection of All Persons 
from Enforced Disappearance states: “Ensure that a person deprived of his/her liberty is 
imprisoned only in an officially recognized and controlled place”. It also stipulates the importance 
of: “Ensuring that every person deprived of liberty has permission to contact his/her family, lawyer 
or any other person of his choice, and receive their visit in accordance with the conditions 
stipulated in the law.”

The cases of holding detainees in unknown locations also present an irregular distribution over 
the last 10 years, but it seems to be more flagrant in the early years of the conflict, when only 21 
per cent of detainees were held in known locations (Figure 18). Despite the decline in the 
percentage of detainees held in unknown locations to an average of one-third in recent years, it is 
still a devastating percentage and entails systematic violations of basic human rights and 
increases the fear factor among Syrians.

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Were your relatives arrested with a court order?“

Figure 16. Arrests with a court order

9https://www.ohchr.org/ar/HRBodies/CED/Pages/ConventionCED.aspx

18%

82%
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Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Is the place of detention known?“

Figure 17. Detentions, by whether place of detention is known
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The gravity of the arrest issue is further exacerbated by denying the basic rights of the detainees 
and their relatives. Figure 19 illustrates that a large majority of respondents (71 per cent) cannot 
visit their detained relative.

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Is the place of detention known (by year of arrest)?“

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Could you visit your detained relative?“

Figure 18. Detentions, by whether place of detention is known and year of arrest

Figure 19. Access to detained relatives
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My brother was martyred 
under torture and we did 
not know where he was. We 
got the news of his death 
four years after he died.
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Arrests have also become the starting point for a considerable number of extortion cases. Many 
arrests are carried out without any legal order, as mentioned above, and without apparent reason. 
In many cases the arrests are carried out by militias or agents without proper identification. As a 
result, a considerable percentage of the detainee's families do not know who made the arrest. 

These practices make detainees’ families more vulnerable to extortion by official and non-official 
parties and individuals. Detainees’ families, out of desperation, are usually willing to pay bribes to 
find out where their relative has been taken, and to try to visit them or communicate with them. 
The survey found that 72 per cent of respondents with detained relatives had paid (or were asked 
to pay) money to find out where the arrested person was (Figure 20). Extortion of detainees’ 
relatives is carried out systematically.

The same type of extortion applies to releasing detainees: 60 per cent of the people interviewed 
paid (or were asked to pay) to release the detained person.

Extortion and Detentions

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Did you have to pay in order to find out the whereabouts of       
an arrested relative?“

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Have you been asked, or have you paid money to have the 
detained relative released?“

Figure 20. Percentage of detainees’ families that paid bribes to locate them

72%

28%
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Figure 21. Percentage of detainees’ families that paid bribes to release them
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It is clear beyond any doubt that there is systemic abuse of detainees’ rights, and that militias and 
officials linked to the regime make illegal arrests to extort money from detainees’ families as a 
source of income. These practices are further supported by a network of lawyers, judges, heads of 
security branches and militias operating in regime-controlled territory, which completes the circle 
of extortion and power abuse.

Most of those arrested are 
arrested for no reason, 
false reports, extortion or 
money from their parents
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The survey discussed the perception and impact of the 18 amnesty decrees issued by the Syrian 
regime since the start of the popular uprising in March 2011. Examining the timing and scope of 
those decrees reveals the following patterns: 

These patterns can be easily observed in the last two amnesty decrees issued by the regime 
(mentioned in the first bullet above). Decree 6 was issued on the pretext of combating the 
COVID19- pandemic by emptying prisons of detainees covered by the decree, which was limited to 
a very specific type of crime (Drug smuggling crimes - kidnapping - trading in non-Syrian currency 
- bribery - escaping from military service).  According to the Syrian Network for Human Rights10,  it
was a “hoax” that resulted in the release of a very limited number of detainees: they documented
only 96 out of 130,000 detainees ,those arrested for political crimes. Their report also noted that
the regime released detainees imprisoned for either criminal offences or avoiding military
conscription. Those accused of terrorism or “weakening the national sentiment”—the regime’s
main charges against political dissidents, activists or members of opposition groups—were
excluded.

Decree 13 was issued just before the May 2021 presidential elections, using the same approach 
and implementation as used for previous decrees. There are no official numbers indicating how 
many people benefited from it. It is clear that amnesty decrees are political tools used by the 
regime (sometimes successfully) to relieve international pressure and mislead both Syrians and 
international actors.

These patterns are clearly reflected in our survey results. The vast majority of respondents (64 per 
cent ) confirmed that amnesty decrees are not useful and were not made on good faith but are a 
means of external propaganda (Figure 22). Regime officials and cronies exploit them for financial 
gain by extorting affected citizens and their relatives. For example, officials demand bribes in 
exchange for including a family member’s name in the amnesty regulations—taking advantage of 
the absence of executive regulations, and the power the security services enjoy within the judicial 
and legislative authorities.

Amnesty decrees are usually issued when the regime is: (1) under pressure or scrutiny by the 
international community (e.g., decree 6/2020),     senses high levels of domestic discontent
(3) needs to improve its image before key events such as elections (e.g., decree 13/2021).
Most are partial decrees with several exemptions targeting individuals and sectors of society 
that should be covered by them, and end up excluding the release of detainees who were 
arrested for their role in the uprising or for their political position.
Even with the partial and selective nature of amnesties, the implementation and execution of the 
decrees further diminishes their impact; they are often implemented with a considerable level 
of corruption and extortion.

Amnesty Decrees

10Syrian Network for Human Rights, Two Months Since Issuing the Amnesty Decree, the Syrian Regime Released only 96 of Nearly
130,000 Detainees and Arrested 113 More, 15 May 2020,

https://bit.ly/3CQZpIN

COVID-19
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“The amnesty included people who were arrested a long time ago and it was proved that the 
reason for their arrest was mere suspicion and injustice.”

“This amnesty is similar to previous decisions in which political or prisoners of conscience 
were not released.”

“The amnesty does not include the reasons that led to the arrest of hundreds, including 
helping families, providing medicine, etc., and even demonstrating against the regime.”

“Even after he's released, he's still a stalker and an observer.”

“The amnesty was issued to ease public pressure. It did not include prisoners of conscience, 
only criminals and robbers.”

“Only those they want to release are released, even if they are pardoned.”

“Everything is politically planned. There's nothing in good faith.”

“The regime does not know goodwill”

“The amnesty is designed in a way that does not include a large number of detainees, the 
conditions are difficult to release prisoners, and confidence in these decrees has become 
almost non-existent.”

“I've never heard of a murderer and a forgiving at the same time.”

“When amnesty decrees are issued every once in a while, officers and those responsible for 
implementing the decision make unimaginable sums. They take gifts and bribes in exchange 
for [including names] on amnesty lists. Very few Syrians benefit from this decision.”

“We see an increase in thefts and crimes in Damascus after the amnesty of some detainees. 
When we ask about the perpetrators, we find that they were pardoned a little while ago. In 
fact, amnesties are issued to increase confusion, suffering, and a loss of the sense of 
security.” 

Figure 22. Participants’ opinions about the reality and usefulness of amnesty decrees 
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Approximately one-fifth (21 per cent) of respondents indicated that these decrees were issued in good 
faith and held benefits to citizens and contributed to improving the general conditions (Figure 23).

“I feel that occasional amnesties are a good gesture to help people hold onto the hope of a better 
future.”

“Although I do not support the amnesty because it is granted to the terrorists who destroyed the 
country and killed Syrians, I trust that it was issued in good faith until the end of the state of war 
in the country.”

“Rebuilding trust requires such actions with goodwill on both sides.”

“The ruling authority wants to restore security and harmony among the people.”

While 15 per cent of respondents said these decisions were made in good faith and for a precise 
purpose, they held the people in charge of implementing those decrees responsible for 
manipulating and altering their scope and substance.

“The heads of the security branches make the amnesty law a source of theft. The name of the 
person who pays more is written on the amnesty lists even though he is detained by mistake or 
often for no reason.”

“There are genuine attempts by the regime to relieve the pressure on it, but there is a 
disagreement between the judicial institutions on the one hand and security agencies on the 
other.”

“Corruption exists within the security departments. I don't trust they enforce the law.”

“Through my work as a lawyer, I cannot say that the pardon is issued in bad faith, but I see how 
the pardon is misapplied for personal or security purposes by the system or to release certain 
figures who do not deserve a pardon.”

“No executive instructions are issued with the pardon, and each agency applies it according to its 
will.”

Note: figure shows participants’ 
responses to the question «Were 
your detained relatives released 
due to amnesty laws?»11 

11 Fake pardon: detainees released after they finished their full sentences or they were arrested before the pardon for no reason 
and released  to raise the number of beneficiaries

Figure 23. . The effect of the amnesty law on the participants and their relatives:
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Of participants who were in theory covered by the issued amnesty decrees, 79 per cent did not directly 
benefit from them, nor were there any releases of people in their communities due to the amnesty 
laws. The 21 per cent of participants who cited positive effects from the pardon decrees were divided 
over their effective value. Only 12 per cent believed their benefit was real; the rest said that the people 
who “benefited” from the amnesty had either already finished their sentences or had been arrested a 
short time earlier for no reason.

A further categorization of the detainees who did not benefit from the amnesty laws revealed the 
following (Figure 24):

82 per cent did not benefit from the amnesty decrees because their detention was without trial
8 per cent of detainees are not subject to amnesty criteria
10 per cent of cases not released for unknown reasons despite meeting the amnesty criteria.

The survey results demonstrate that amnesty laws have a very limited impact on detainees’ 
situations, and are usually selectively executed, depriving even eligible cases from benefiting.

11 Fake pardon: detainees released after they finished their full sentences or they were arrested before the pardon for no reason 
and released  to raise the number of beneficiaries

Figure 24. Detainees who did not benefit from amnesty laws
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Hama, 2020

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question "How do you evaluate the practices and policies of the regime 
currently in areas it controls?"

Figure 25. Perceptions of security in areas recaptured by the regime

Respondents were more than twice as likely to state that Syrian regime behaviour had worsened 
rather than improved. Instead of becoming less brutal as it retakes territory, the regime is 
behaving more problematically according to those living under its control. Respondents maintain 
that ‘fighting terrorism’ was not the reason for the regime’s brutal practices, and there is no 
discernible connection between increased regime control and increased safety in those areas 
(other than the cessation of the indiscriminate attacks on civilians that occur during military 
operations). 
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Due to the difficulty of establishing commonly agreed standards for “good” or “acceptable” 
conditions, this section used the security situation in 2011 just before the start of the peaceful 
demonstration as the baseline. Approximately 82 per cent of respondents confirmed that the 
security conditions in 2011 were not suitable to guarantee a minimum level of a “dignified life”.

Most of the study participants (72 per cent) expressed support for a political solution that changes 
the behaviour of the security apparatus and its policies (Figure 26). This result further reinforces 
the outcome of the survey performed as part of the June 2020 “We Are Syria” report, which found 
that 73 per cent of the participants (all displaced outside regime-controlled areas) insisted on the 
need for changes in the policies of the security forces—an almost identical percentage to the 
Syrians currently in regime-controlled areas. Such a change must be factored into any political 
settlement. 

Participants offered a number of examples of security standards that would help them have a 
decent life:

“The security branches are a demon that must be eliminated in Syria. It is a terrifying system 
that controls people's lives, livelihoods, and destinies. It should be completely dismantled, 
separated from the government, and transformed into departments whose mission is to serve 
and secure the citizen, not the other way around.”

“Dismantling the security services and turning the security branches into parks.”

“Dismantling the security services and changing the entire security system, even the idea of 
security in the minds of the people, where it must be transformed from fear of the security 
apparatus to trusting and relying on it.”

“Security systems must be monitored. They should stop controlling people and interfering in 
civic affairs.”

“The end of the war should lead to an easing of security measures.”

“The state security systems are costly, so they must be restructured, and their numbers 
reduced.”

“Abolition of the security services and assigning their duties to the police and judiciary.”

“Civil courts should be responsible for public security.”

“Changing branch heads and those involved in murder and holding them accountable.”

“Repeal the emergency law and stop arresting.”

“Changing regime, restructuring of the army and security systems, and preventing arbitrary 
arrest.”

“Security must protect individuals, not the ruling regime. This political system must change.”

Evaluation of Security Conditions
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Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Do you support a political solution that reforms the security 
system?“

Figure 26. Support for security sector reform
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RIGHTS AND 
FREEDOMS
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Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Do you think that you enjoy freedom of expression?“

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Do you think that you can freely express your opinion?“ 

Figure 27. Perceptions of freedom of expression

Figure 28. Freedom of expression by type of region

The number of people who felt they were able to freely express their opinion varies according to 
the type of region, but remains overwhelmingly negative in all areas. It would be impossible to hold 
any kind of free and fair election with such low levels of free expression. A safe environment in 
which to express opinions and thoughts is a critical first step to any eventual pathway to 
democracy and should be factored in to any political settlement.  
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More than three-quarters (78 per cent) of surveyed participants said they were unable to express 
their opinion freely and show their true positions on key issues (Figure 27). Open criticism of the 
“Syrian state” rather than the “regime” has increased considerably over the last year due to the 
collapse of the economy and services, and rising levels of discontent in regime-controlled areas. 
Despite this, in recent months the government has cracked down and arrested several loyalists for 
criticizing the current conditions in the country. 

Freedom of Expression
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The vast majority of participants (85 per cent) believe their right to peacefully demonstrate is not 
protected (Figure 29). This result confirms that the regime’s position regarding the expression of 
opinions has not changed, and that the right of assembly is still a red line, despite the fact that the 
current Syrian constitution guarantees this right.

Peaceful Protests

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Do you think that your right to participate in 
peaceful demonstrations is protected?“

Figure 29. Perceptions of freedom of expression

"There are limits to freedoms in Syria, and this is known to everyone."

“I can express my opinion freely on anything except politics and the regime."

“We do not have freedom of expression. Yesterday they arrested two journalists loyal to the 
Syrian regime because they expressed their opinion ... So how can we express our opinion?”

“As a writer, I can't write any text without reviewing every word I write. I'm held accountable 
for any letter they feel uncomfortable with, even if it's a criticism of the garbage bin place.”

“Certainly not: my nephew has been banned from taking the college exam because his 
mother criticized the dean on Facebook.”

“That doesn't need a question. When you walk down the streets and look at the buildings, 
you'll know the answer.”

“I cannot do that even though I am a lawyer from Qardaha .. like my friend Abdulaziz, who 
has been forcibly disappeared.”

“I can't: the evidence is that I don't dare to tell you my full name.”

“That is why the war took place—because the people decided to express their opinion.”
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Participants emphasized that the level of corruption in Syria is growing rapidly, even since the 
2019 survey, after doubling between 2011 and 2019 (Figure 30). 

Corruption

“Last year, on the day students decided to peacefully protest because no decision was 
issued about taking a supplementary exam, security forces arrested everyone walking in 
the street.”

“The slave has no right to protest against his master: this is the regime's view of the Syrian 
people—as slaves.”

“Because I am an officer.”

“I'm a government employee, and any protest could lead to being dismissed from my job.”
“The government considers the expression of dissenting views as terrorism and destruction 
of the country, which must be punished violently.”

“Nine years is enough to find out the answer.”

“When I tried to protest peacefully in previous years, I was arrested for conspiring against 
the state and weakening national and national sentiment.”

“Protest is culturally strange for Damascus and I don't want to put myself in a 
confrontational attitude with a government that doesn't talk to the people.”

“The recent peaceful protests in As-Sweida, during which nothing was broken, even 
windows, were met with violence and arrests by policemen, security forces, state 
employees and members of the Syrian Arab Ba'ath Party. In addition, university students in 
Sweida were forced to confront these demonstrations, and were threatened with dismissal 
and arrested if they did not comply with orders.”

“Two of my sons were arrested during peaceful protests.”

Figure 30. Corruption rates, 2020–2011 

2019 2020

54%

23%
20%

3%

39%
35%

23%

3%

Before 2011

20% 19%

33%

24%

4%

Very high corruption rates High corruption rates Average corruption rates

Low corruption rates There is no corruption

37



After almost 10 years of conflict, no respondents described the current situation as “corruption 
free”. More than three-quarters (77 per cent) of the respondents believe that corruption is 
widespread, with a high or very high rate in 2020 (Figure 30).

A number of factors have exacerbated the spread of corruption, including recent regime policies 
and the powers granted to specific bodies, without restrictions or controls; the country’s declining 
economic situation; and low salaries for government workers.

One way in which corruption manifests in the lives of ordinary Syrians is the need to pay bribes 
and use personal relationships and networks of influence to access their rights as citizens (Figure 
31). Most of the participants' testimonies indicated that bribes are normal in government 
institutions and are known to officials. This is partially because government workers receive low 
pay and consider bribes an essential part of their income. According to the survey participates, this 
applies to most government institutions, even in so-called benign areas of life that the government 
controls, such as accessing food and fuel, education, and employment. 

“We are currently paying bribes for our right to bread, our right to heating, our right to water, 
our right to electricity and our even right to life.”

“The most important right is the right to a decent life. We only get this right by paying bribes, 
even though we don't have the money to pay them at all.”

“My son goes to a public school. I paid bribes and gave gifts to his teachers so he wouldn't be 
beaten, despite his right to learn without insults and violence.”

“You can't succeed in some subjects if you don't pay bribes or offer sexual favours to the 
professors who teach them. I could not pass a course from the first year for these reasons.”

“Of course there are bribes for security branches, party staff, mayors, junior and senior staff. 
You have to pay to get anything you want in this country, even if it's your right.”

“I hope they pass a law that makes bribes legal and defines the percentage of added interest. 
It'll be better because you have to pay to get anything you want.”

Note: Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Do you think you have to pay bribes to obtain 
your citizenship rights?“

Figure 31. Necessity to pay bribes
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“You must pay a bribe when you conduct any business or when you want to get anything that 
is considered your right. Bribery has become normal, and I expect it to be enacted by law in 
the future.”

“Because an employee needs a bribe to improve his living, so I don't get my rights without 
bribes.”

“Corruption is widespread and employees' salaries are low, so they ask for bribes from 
citizens.”

“Mismanagement, administrative corruption in Syria and the presence of powerful men who 
use their positions in graft have led citizens to resort to bribery to get their basic rights.”

“We pay at all the security barriers between where we live in As-Sweida and where we grew 
up in Dar'a so that we can pass, although it's our right. In addition, we pay a lot of money to 
get gas or any official papers.”

“In poor economic conditions, the official in charge of people's rights resorts to public bribery 
because his salary is not enough.”

“I have the right to fill my car with fuel, but I pay a bribe to get the fuel because it's not 
available.”

More than half of the respondents (52 per cent) do not believe they have fair and transparent 
access to the judicial system, as their rights are impacted by corruption and a lack of 
independence (Figure 32).

The Role of the Judicial System in Corruption Cases

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Do you think that (in cases of corruption) you can go to 
court and get a fair result?“

Figure 32. Perceptions of judicial impartiality
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More than half (52 per cent) of participants said they did not believe it was useful to report 
corruption (Figure 32). Most respondents believe that corruption occurs with the blessing and 
supervision of responsible departments and officials, and that the regime shows no real interest 
in fighting corruption.

“The judicial system follows the security apparatus and cannot issue any decision without 
reference to it.”

“It's the courts of terror: the lawyers get 5 million or more, the wages increase according to 
the lawyer’s ability to win the case. In the end, they work for corrupt judges.”

“There is no real law authority because the regime is a dictatorship.”

“The judicial institution is the most important institution that protects corruption.”

“You can protect your rights through the judiciary in certain cases if the judge is impartial or 
the opponent has no authority.”

“The judicial institution is the most corrupt institution. If this institution were honest, if this 
institution were fair, the country's situation would be completely different.”

“I am a lawyer and I know very well that the judicial system in Syria suffers from corruption 
up to 80 per cent, unfortunately.”

“You can object and file a complaint, but no result can be obtained. Rather, it may cause 
trouble to the person who filed it if it is against a powerful man in Syria.”

“From my personal experience, I couldn't get a fair decision from the person who was 
supposed to be the enforcer of the law in my work.”

“Simply, we live in a country where objection is forbidden.”

“Administrative institutions follow the security apparatus, ministries, and others. I'm afraid I 
will become the perpetrator instead of the complainant if I file a complaint against one of the 
powerful men.”

“The manager will know about the objection. In fact, he knows all the irregularities and is 
considered a partner.”

“The existing administrative system is based on a false basis, as it is governed by the security 
apparatus, and most of its employees are corrupt people.”
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Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Are you thinking of leaving your current residence?“

Figure 33. Plans to leave current residence

More than half of Syria’s pre-war population is now displaced. According to the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees, Syrians represent the largest group of forcibly displaced 
persons in the world12 . More than 13 million Syrians have been forced to leave their homes since 
2011, when the protests against Bashar al-Assad’s regime began. Roughly half of them were 
forced to leave the country; Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon and Germany host the largest numbers of 
Syrian refugees. The other 6.2 million are internally displaced, mostly in the north-west and 
north-east of the country, in areas outside the control of Assad’s forces.13 

Despite the current situation in Syria, the regime and Russia have been promoting a reassuring 
narrative about the end of the conflict, a return to normality, and the possibility of the return of 
displaced people in an effort to encourage reconstruction funding and undermine the political 
process.

This section explores the intentions and views of those in regime-controlled areas about their 
residency and desired location now and in the future. Nearly half (49 per cent) of the participants 
indicated that they want to leave their current places of residence within areas controlled by the 
Syrian regime (Figure 33).

Participants’ reasons and motives differed in their search for possible ways to leave. Respondents 
highlighted the following reasons (they could select more than one) (Figure 34).

For those currently living in Syria, economic reasons are the main reason to leave since they have 
acclimatized to the new security reality and learned to navigate it. For those outside Syria, security 
reasons are the primary barrier to return.

Leaving Regime-Held Areas

12 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees “Global trends, forced displacement in 2019”
13 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, ‘After 9 years of tragedy, resilience and solidarity, the world must not forget displaced Syrians’, 10 March 2020,                     
https://www.unhcr.org/news/20%press/5/3/2020e67ade92d-9/6years-tragedy-resilience-solidarity-world-must-forget-displaced-syrians.htm
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“I left Syria and lived in a European country. I have experienced the huge difference between 
living in Syria and living in a country that respects human beings. I went back to Syria 
because I couldn't take my family with me outside Syria. Now I hope to have the opportunity 
to go back and take my family out of Syria.”

“I am tired of stress and long working hours without a decent life.”

“The lack of any services, the use of the smart card, and the humiliation of people to get the 
essentials.”

“I couldn't afford the country's situation and way of living there.”

“I want to secure my children a better life, and a foreign nationality.”

“The most important reason is that I want to live in a country that is not ruled by the Assad 
family and those like them, in a country where my dignity and my rights are preserved.”

When asked about advising displaced persons whether to return to the country, only 26 per cent of 
respondents indicated that they encouraged people who left Syria to return (Figure 35). They did 
so because they believe their return can help improve the country's situation as most skilled 
people and experts had left the country.

Figure 34. Respondents’ reasons for wanting to leave their current residence
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“The return of merchants and capital creates job opportunities for the youth and the 
country's economic recovery.”

“The country is suffering from economic deficits due to the migration of minds, experts and 
labour. It's important that they come back to rebuild and develop the country.”

“We need everyone who has experience in a particular field. Syria cannot be the same as it 
was before without the experts.”

“The lack of change, the persistence of the regime in its repressive policies, bad behaviour, 
living conditions and the difficulty of securing the necessary life supplies.”

“Human rights and dignity are being wasted in this country; life is like slavery. Working for 
food that is only enough to feed us.”

“If I am thinking of immigration, why do I advise people to return?”

“Today the price of a litre of gasoline equals 1,500 liras. You have to leave your job for three 
days to be able to fill up with gasoline. Why would I ask them to come back?”
“I will not advise them to move from a good situation in all respects to a bad one in all 
respects.”

“Conditions are very bad in Syria now, and going back is like a death sentence.”
“If they are ready to stand in queues for gasoline and bread, they are welcome in the country 
of queues.”

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question «Do you advise displaced people to return?»

Roughly three-quarters (74 per cent) said they would not advise displaced people to return, due to 
the current situation in regime-controlled areas (Figure 35).

Figure 35. Opinions on whether others should return
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“No, I advise others to travel and escape. I'm an engineer, and my salary doesn't equal half a 
gram of gold.”

“Life is getting harder, corruption is widespread, and there's no future for children.”

“I'm staying here to take care of my kids and my mother, but for those who live abroad, what 
are they going to do here? Are they going to come back to stand in lines for gas and bread?”

“I was outside Syria and I came back. I deeply regret it, even though returning was a 
necessary option at the time, but the dire situation made me regret it a lot. There's no life in 
this country.”

“I returned because of my personal circumstances, but if it was up to me, I would not.”

“After I came back from Lebanon, I didn't see anything encouraging me to advise others to 
come back.”

“I came back to take care of my mother. The situation here is so bad and intolerable.”

“During my return trip to Syria, I paid bribes in all the places I passed from the place where 
the passport was stamped to the doorman and so on, even though there was no violation in 
my papers.”

“In the first two years after I was displaced from Idlib, I had to pay a lot of bribes to the 
security systems so I could do my job and not get arrested.”

“There is no place for traitors, cowards or mercenaries in Syria.”

“The country is not a hotel you can visit whenever you want. Whoever flees the country while 
it needs him, he has no place in it.”

Some of those who advise others not to return believe they have betrayed the country and are not 
welcome back, which is in line with the official narrative expressed by the head of the regime and 
some key figures14. 

The vast majority of those who recommended displaced people not to return (86 per cent) 
confirmed that they based their recommendations on their own personal experiences, rather than 
perceptions.

14 Middle East Eye, “Syrian General Who Threatened Refugees Killed in Deir Ezzor”, 19 October 2017, 
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/syrian-general-who-threatened-refugees-killed-deir-ezzor

44



“It was not up to me, the sectarian situation in Lebanon is very bad. I came back so my family 
isn't killed.”

“I was not able to reunite my family.”

“I came back because the Lebanese harassed the Syrians in the area where I was working.”
“I didn't choose to go back, they just deported me.”

“I didn't intend to return permanently. I was just going on vacation, but I couldn't travel.”

“I have six children and the taxes are too big.”

“I lived in Germany for three years. I could not learn the language and did not feel happy in 
addition to the great costs of life.”

“I'm here to live with my family, so I don't feel sorry. I didn't have enough money to live with 
my family in Lebanon.”

“I am not satisfied with the living or the status of the country, but satisfied with my decision. 
I came back because I couldn't reunite my family in Denmark. I made several attempts and 
failed. Staying with my family is the most important thing in life and more important than 
Europe.”

“I didn't have a decision, I had to take care of my mother because I don't have brothers. She 
was not allowed to travel to the UAE. I should have come back when she got sick and needed 
a heart operation.”

Those who had returned attributed this decision to “push” rather than “pull” reasons: 41 per cent 
cited personal reasons, while economic reasons were behind the return of 19 per cent of 
respondents, and inability to integrate into new host societies was the driver for 18 per cent 
(Figure 36).

Figure 36. Reason for return
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“Allowing people to present their opinions, especially young people and those who have 
developmental thinking and want to make a difference.”

“Transparent elections must be held under international control.”

“Removal of the current regime and a transitional period of government followed by 
elections.”

“End the war, lift sanctions, and agree to elect a new government that satisfies both sides.”

“Constitutional amendments that cancel the work of the head of government and security 
systems.”

“Allowing more freedom of expression.”

“The former regime chief and his son seized power through an illegal change in the 
constitution. The solution is to create a constitution that takes into account the best 
standards in the rotation of power, separates powers from each other, guarantees citizens' 
freedom, and is effectively implemented.”

“A political solution imposed on the Syrian regime by the international community, 
accordingly, the president leaves power, and free elections are held.”

“Freedom of political life and permission for multiple parties. In addition to allowing the 
media to operate without any restrictions.”

“Removing the regime, a political transition, holding elections, allowing different parties to 
represent all groups of the Syrian people, and allowing for more freedoms.”

“A democratic political transition that guarantees the handover of power to the most 
competent and capable parties, in order to transfer the country to better conditions than the 
current situation.”

Participants were prompted to give their views regarding the political conditions in their areas of 
residence, which includes the political system, type of governance, and political freedoms enjoyed.

When asked about the political conditions that provide the minimum basis for living a dignified and 
decent life, 79 per cent of respondents indicated that the conditions in 2011 were inadequate and 
did not meet the standards for a decent living.

The participants expressed a variety of opinions on the political conditions that could bring them a 
decent and good life:

Political Conditions
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This section examines living conditions, 
including employment, salary, and other 
economic issues that impact residents’ 
ability to fulfil their basic needs. 

LIVING
CONDITIONS
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The SACD has monitored the situation on the ground in Syria in a systemic and regular manner 
over the last couple of years. Since the completion of the September 2020 survey analysed in this 
report, it has continued to closely follow the economic and living conditions in regime-controlled 
areas to determine how they have evolved since then.

Syrians’ economic and living conditions have dramatically worsened in recent years, and the free 
fall of the Syrian pound seems unstoppable despite the measures taken by the regime, both 
monetary and security, including arresting and cracking down on foreign exchange agencies and 
individuals dealing in foreign currencies.

The depreciation of the Syrian pound continued after the survey was completed, to reach historic 
lows against the US dollar in March 2021 (US$ 1 = SYP 4,500 and higher).15 The pound stabilized at 
3,500–3,000 in June 2021, but the regime’s issuance of SYP 5,000 notes in January 2021 (the 
highest in the country’s history) sent very negative signs to Syrians in general and economy and 
market experts, and gave the impression that the regime is expecting a further decline.

This depreciation in currency value was accompanied by soaring inflation and a sharp rise in living 
costs. According to the UN World Food Program (WFP), the cost of basic food rose by 274 per cent 
in 2020.16  WFP data released in February 2021 indicates that “a record 12.4 million 
Syrians—nearly 60 per cent of the population—are now food insecure” and that “in just over one 
year, an additional 4.5 million Syrians have become food insecure.” 17

This situation is undoubtably linked to the 10 years of conflict and the policies imposed by the 
regime, but in particular it is due to a series of shocks over the past 18 months that ultimately led 
to the sharpest fall in the value of the local currency. The ongoing financial crisis in Lebanon 
destabilized an already weakened economy in Syria that used to rely heavily on Lebanon’s 
financial system, followed by the effects of the COVID19- pandemic, which are difficult to evaluate 
due to the lack of data, but also to a deeply entrenched network of corruption controlling the Syrian 
economy. All of these elements existed before the new US sanctions introduced with the Caesar 
Act, but together they formed a “perfect storm” of factors that placed the Syrian regime and its 
allies under tremendous pressure to prevent the country from descending into complete anarchy 
and collapse. Nevertheless, the options are limited due to the nature of the regime and its policies, 
and the tremendous contraction of the Syrian economy in the last decade. The country is facing a 
long-term challenge with no solution in the foreseeable future.

Another noteworthy development was the collapse of the transportation system, one of the 
backbone sectors of the Syrian society, in early 2021. This collapse was partially a direct result of 
the domestic fuel shortage, which was further intensified by the disruption of Iranian oil 
transpiration in April 2021. The regime’s reaction was to greatly reduce subsidies on oil products 
and cut fuel allocations for public transportation vehicles as well as government cars. This 
situation forced hundreds of taxis and small bus drivers in Damascus to wait for days to get fuel, 
and the regime had to use an SMS-based system to notify individual drivers of their turn and 
assigned petrol station to try to avoid massive queues.

Another example of the deterioration of economic and living conditions was the government’s 60 
per cent reduction of state employees’ working hours on 4 April 2020 after the fuel and electricity 
crises prevented employees from showing up on time or even being able to commute to work.
All the collected data and published reports about the situation in Syria since the end of 2020 
unequivocally indicate that the living conditions have dramatically worsened, and highlight the 
regime’s inability to take effective measures to stop the decline of the economy.

Economic and Living Conditions Since the Survey

15 Mhttps://sp-today.com/en/currency/us_dollar/city/damascus
16 https://twitter.com/WFP_AR/status/1346762034789175299?s=08
17 https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/twelve-million-syrians-now-grip-hunger-worn-down-conflict-and-soaring

COVID-19
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“I work as a porter, even though I hold a degree in economics to support my family, which 
doesn't have a father.”

“I graduated from the Faculty of Arts. I work in the morning as a driver. In the evening I work 
as an accountant at Shawarma's restaurant to support the family.”

“Our lives have become very difficult with few jobs and resources. My work as a writer 
requires marketing, follow-up and establishing relationships, which has caused me many 
crises in the current circumstances. People don't have time for reading and literature. 
Reading and watching drama are now a luxury for 60 per cent of people.”

The unemployment of women at different ages and educational levels—45 per cent compared to 8 
per cent for men—confirms the lack of job opportunities for women, even though households 
desperately need additional income, and despite the harsh reality that many women have become 
the main and/or sole provider for the family after the death, detention, conscription, or 
disappearance of the husband or father (Figure 37).

Nearly two-thirds (65 per cent) of unemployed participants have graduated from high school, or 
have a university degree, apprenticeship program or postgraduate studies, compared to 68 per 
cent of those who do daily or seasonal work with the same type and level of education (Figure 38).

In general, regime-controlled areas are experiencing a severe shortage of professionals, and even 
craftsmen, due to the displacement and destruction of entire markets and city centres. 

Unemployment

Figure 37. Current occupations of participating groups, by gender

Figure 38. Underemployment and unemployment by educational qualification

Self Employed Unemployed Government Worker Private sector employee

Day-laborer Others Farmer

Male 33% 6%9%18%11%15%8%

Female 45% 17% 20% 5% 4% 1%8%

Post-graduate level University degree Vocational education

Secondary Level Middle School Not have any degree

Day-laborer 16%16%31%18%19%

Does not have
a profession 20% 15%17% 15% 32%1%
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Figures 39 and 40 demonstrate that average incomes in regime-controlled areas have 
dramatically dropped over the last 10 years, along with the purchasing power of individuals and 
households. It is worth mentioning that the current USD exchange rate in regime-controlled areas 
(April 2021) is around 3,500 SYP.

The study analysed participants’ income by gender, occupation, region, and education level in three 
periods of time:18 

Income

18 To account for the fluctuation in the value of the Syrian pound (SYP) against the US dollar (USD), currency exchange rates 
were estimated [based on historical data from- https://sp-today.com/en/  represents the average exchange.
The 2019 rate during the 12 months of 2019. 

Figure 39. Average monthly income, SYP

Figure 40. Average monthly income, USD
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Female participants’ average income has declined drastically—and more than male participants’ 
average income—due to poor economic conditions and the devaluation of the Syrian pound. Given 
the increasing numbers of female-headed households as discussed above, such declines have 
potentially greater impacts on families’ wellbeing. The average income (in dollars) of the working 
women participating in this study is approximately 90 per cent lower than before 2011; men’s 
income has declined by about 86 per cent. Yet the current crisis is widening the gender pay gap: 
female participants’ salaries were approximately 96 per cent of their male counterparts in 2011, 
and fell to roughly 63 per cent in 2020. These reductions are exacerbated by an unprecedented 
rise in inflation during the same period.

Income by Gender

Figure 41. Average monthly income, SYP

Figure 42. Average monthly income, SYP
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The study further shows that there is an increase in the average income for survey participants 
that lived in areas under the regime’s control since 2011 in comparison to those who currently live 
in areas captured by the regime, especially the so-called “reconciliation areas.”

Figure 43. Average monthly income, SYP

Figure 44. Income sources
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Figure 45. Income sources, employed vs. unemployed.

Only 22 per cent of participants who have a job depend only on their main job income. The rest 
rely on other sources of income (e.g., family assistance, savings, selling assets) to sustain 
themselves and their families. 

Remittances constitute a large portion of individuals’ income: 36 per cent of families with at least 
one employed member, and 49 per cent of those with no currently working members, rely on aid 
and remittances from relatives and acquaintances (Figure 45). In addition, 11 per cent of families 
of working respondents (and 18 per cent of those of non-working respondents) receive NGO 
assistance.

The survey also showed that 57 per cent of the participants' family expenses exceed their current 
income; many borrow from relatives or acquaintances to make ends meet. Also, 68 per cent of 
respondents said their current income is insufficient to live a decent life. Below are some 
examples from the participants:

Samer is 35 years old, and his family has six members. He works as a day laborer for about SYP
60,000 per month (approximately US$ 19 USD), which pays roughly 40 per cent of his bills. He 
depends on NGO assistance and relatives’ support to make up the shortfall. 

Rami is 45 years old and his family has nine members. He is a government worker with an
income of about 50,000 SYP (approximately US$ 16), which covers only a quarter of his family’s 
basic expenses. The rest comes from relatives’ assistance. 

Nadia is 39 years old and her family has seven members. She is self-employed with an income
of about SYP 90,000 (roughly US$ 28), which pays for approximately 30 per cent of her bills. She 
relies on assistance from relatives and NGOs.

income of another family member Remittances from relatives and acquaintances Current job 

Income-earning assets Working overtime Organization assistance Others

37% 36%

22%
14% 17%

11%

1%

Working

93%

49%
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“Exploitation in society and the emergence of a class of war wealthy that plundered the 
country's goods.”

“For the people of our region, encouraging young people to join the Russians in their war in 
Libya in return for high salaries”

“The conspiracies of the regime's allies and their greed for the country's goods.”
“They want us to leave the country.”

“Youth migration and the seizure of trade and economy by certain individuals.”

“Lack of smart community development policies that mobilize resources properly.”

Figure 46. Causes of economic decline 

About 60 per cent of the respondents traced the causes of the economic decline to the prolonged 
war (Figure 46). Almost the same percentage attributed the current economic situation to 
corruption and state mismanagement. Nearly as many (53 per cent) reported that the poor 
economic conditions were due to the sanctions and economic boycott, as well as the recent US 
sanctions (Caesar Act). Nearly 24 per cent reported that the poor economic conditions are the 
result of deliberate practices by the Syrian regime for political reasons.

The extended engagement and conversations with respondents revealed a perception that the 
current economic situation has pushed young Syrians towards working in armed militias and even 
to being recruited by Russia and Iran. 

Some participants mentioned other reasons for poor economic conditions, including:
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“When you can't buy medicine for a family member, you'll know why I'm upset.”

“We all work at home to pay the house expenses, and we can barely afford it.”

“There are no indications that the living situation will improve in the near term.”

“Because of the high cost of living and the high cost of farming tools and the sale of crops at 
a low price.”

“Because of the low economic level and living on basic needs just to survive.”

“It's a bad feeling when your son asks for something and you can't give it to him.”

“We suffer from extreme poverty despite the hard work of my husband and son.”

“I am 30 years old and still have nothing. I spend all my salary on food, drinks and 
transportation. I feel completely lost under these conditions.”

“I don't want to be a mercenary. I could be killed at any moment, but the cost of living and lack 
of work led me to do so. If I stay alive, I'll stop doing this job when I can secure the capital to 
open a paint shop and its materials.”

Figure 47. Participants’ satisfaction with the economic situation

Only 10 per cent of respondents reported that they were satisfied or very satisfied with the 
economic situation; 90 per cent were dissatisfied, upset or very upset (Figure 47).

Participants volunteered several examples of economic hardship:
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“My husband's salary and mine are not enough for us, even though we do not have children. 
In the middle of the month, we start borrowing from our parents and friends, or we're 
reducing meals or dispensing with other necessities.”

“I haven't graduated yet. I postponed my studies in order to work and help my family.”

“I'm 67 years old and I can't meet my family's needs. I wish I was dead, and I didn't feel that 
way before. My son sends me a remittance.”

“It's not a good feeling to wait for relief aid and a remittance from your daughter.”

“I bake all day on a brick oven. My husband, Abu Emad, has a pension and he works as a 
farmer on our land. My son Ali is a soldier. All of this is not enough for our needs. My 
daughters are studying in college, and their expenses are huge. They deprive themselves of 
everything. We pray to God to help us, we are tired.”

“We live in extreme poverty despite our hard work in agriculture. Our income is not enough 
for us, and we have to borrow permanently”

“I am an officer and my father is a retired officer. My sister works in the private sector. 
Despite all this, our income is not enough for our main needs.”

“I want to pay my debts to the grocer, butcher, and others, but that's not possible. I have debts 
every month.”

19 This decree is an amendment to Decree No. 54 of 2013.  https://bit.ly/3fFT5dP

Figure 48. The effect of foreign exchange trading laws on the participants 

Bashar al-Assad issued legislative decree No. 3 in 2020 imposing severe penalties (at least seven 
years of hard labour and fines of up to twice the amount traded) on people who deal in currencies 
other than the Syrian pound.19  While it is not against the law to possess foreign currency or 
precious metals, security checkpoints can arrest a person for doing so. It is therefore difficult to 
transfer money from abroad, especially from Lebanon. However, a large percentage of Syrians in 
regime-controlled areas rely on remittances from relatives and friends, usually in foreign 
currency, and the official exchange rate is extremely low (sometimes half that found on the black 
market), which makes the mere action of receiving money and converting it into Syrian pounds a 
risky task or a source of loss.

Enacted Laws about Foreign Exchange Trading 

47%

53%
No

Yes

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Were you affected by the laws about foreign exchange trading?“
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“I lose a lot of money when I exchange currencies my relatives send me at the official price, 
because the prices of materials available on the market are calculated according to the 
exchange rate of currencies on the black market.”

“Foreign remittances are prohibited except through currency exchange offices that exchange 
dollars according to the central bank rate, which equals less than a half dollar's value.”

“I hardly receive foreign remittances and there is a difference in the exchange rate.”

“The cost of foreign remittances rose sharply after the enactment of these laws. Along with 
security checks, this has led to a feeling of constant fear. I don't think I'm committing any 
wrongdoing when I get money from my relatives abroad.”

“This decision made us fall into the problem of currency exchange. We have no other choice. 
We buy pounds from the black market due to the difference in exchange rates between the 
central bank and the black market, in addition to security problems and the government's 
threats to foreign currency dealers. We honestly could not bear the burden of life here 
without foreign remittances.”

“I receive remittances from my relatives abroad. Remittance expenses increased after the 
enactment of regulatory laws. There are also security obstacles and a fear of receiving and 
exchanging according to the black market rate because the government exchange rate is 
unfair.”

Figure 49. The opinion about the foreign exchange trading  laws

Nearly half (47 per cent) of respondents said they were negatively affected by the ban on foreign 
exchange trading (Figure 48). Reconciliation areas such as Daraa have been the most affected by 
these decisions. Before 2011 it had the highest expatriation rate in the country (65 per cent) and 
now has the highest percentage of Syrians who receive family support from outside the country. 
The proportion of those affected in other regions was close to 47 per cent .

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Do you think the purpose of the regime decrees was to 
protect the national currency?“
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“It did not protect the Syrian pound and the Syrian citizen. On the contrary, the Syrian pound 
became worthless and prices rose sharply, while the salaries of employees remained the 
same.”

“Protecting the interests of a small group of powerful men and traders.”

“What is this protection? ... Look at prices to see protection”

“The lira is still losing value, prices are increasing and the lived reality is getting worse.”

“Because the controller of the value of the Syrian pound is the same person who controls the 
foreign currency.”

Nearly half (43 per cent) of the participants believe that the decrees and laws related to the 
circulation of foreign currencies were designed to create a new source of revenue and income for 
officials and the networks of corruption associated with the regime (Figure 49).

The vast majority (89 per cent) of participants reported dissatisfaction with the current situation in 
all aspects, whether security, living, economy or services (Figure 50).

Achieving a Decent life

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Are you currently satisfied with the overall situation?“

Figure 50. Overall satisfaction
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The results of this study demonstrate the current deterioration in the economic conditions 
experienced by the participants over the last 10 years. Just over half (52 per cent) of the 
participants indicated that the 2011 economic conditions provided them with a decent economic 
life, while 44 per cent indicated that they did not (Figure 52). Only 1 per cent of participants were 
satisfied that the current economic conditions permit a decent standard of living—a similar level 
as in 2019.

These results show that almost all participants remain dissatisfied with the economic conditions, 
and that the Caesar Act has had little impact on their lives. 

Economic Conditions

Nearly three-quarters (73 per cent) of respondents believe it is impossible to achieve a decent 
standard of living in the current situation, when asked about the security, economy, services and 
political conditions (Figure 51). Participants were also given the chance to provide their own ideas 
about the conditions necessary for a decent life, within these four categories.

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question :When did economic conditions contribute to a “decent life”?»
Answer options: ‘The current circumstances are appropriate for a decent life’; ‘The 2011 conditions are appropriate for a 
decent life’; ‘The 2019 conditions are appropriate for a decent life (prior to Caesar Law enactment)’; or ‘The conditions were 
not suitable for a decent life even in 2011’.

Note: figure shows participants “responses to the question ‘Under the current circumstances, can you have a decent life                            
in all respects?“

Figure 51. Satisfaction with current standard of decent living

Figure 52. Role of economic conditions in respondent satisfaction
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“Raising salaries, wages for workers, securing employment opportunities for young people 
and reducing corruption and theft.”

“Regime change in Syria is supposed to reduce existing corruption and insecurity. Abolishing 
the existence of the regime's economic class, which controls the Syrian economy, and lifting 
the economic sanctions and reconstruction will contribute to the improvement of the 
economic situation.”

“Securing jobs with salaries commensurate with commodity prices, where the average per 
capita income must be US$ 400.”

“Providing long-term loans and reducing unemployment.”

“These conditions are achieved when the seeds of corruption in Syrian society are eliminated 
and when the law is applied to everyone.”

“The elimination of security control, the interference of the security apparatus with traders 
and manufacturers, and allowing imports and exports will improve the economic situation in 
the country.”

“Citizens must get their rights from the country's wealth, which is shared among the 
powerful men.”

“Lifting sanctions, ending the war, returning young people and beginning reconstruction.”

“Adequate economic conditions are achieved by fighting corruption in all its forms, lifting 
sanctions on the Syrian people, opening the doors for investment and providing job 
opportunities. In addition, the government and regime should stop interfering in citizen’s 
livelihoods.”

“Ending the war and achieving stability.”

“Peace will bring economic prosperity.”

“Transforming the economy into a national economy that is controlled by the people, not by 
merchants, officials and gangs.”

Several participants offered their opinions on the possibility of achieving the minimum economic 
conditions suitable for a decent life:
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"Reconstructing the infrastructure, supporting health institutions and Consumer Societies, 
and increasing per capita income."

"Basic services such as water, electricity and food must be provided. I don't know how, but I 
hope that happens."

"By supporting state institutions."

"Repairing dilapidated buildings, rebuilding hospitals, schools and government departments, 
removing slums, extending good sewage networks, power cables and telephone lines will 
contribute to changing the conditions of the services provided."

"Building and developing service institutions."

"By enacting laws to ensure that citizens have access to services without mediation or 
favouritism."

"Employing a government with experience in crisis management."

"Honestly, I see this only by changing the ruling hierarchy."

"The governors will find a solution when the crisis is over."

Some participants discussed the likelihood of achieving these conditions that meet their 
expectations and aspirations:

Almost 52 per cent of participants expressed that returning to 2011 levels of service provision 
would meet the minimum requirements for a decent life (Figure 53). Yet these options are clearly 
relative and conditioned by the current harsh conditions. Almost as many participants (47 per 
cent) reported that service conditions in 2011 were not up the standards of a decent life. For 
example, before the war the city of Damascus experienced regular electricity and water cuts, 
amongst other restrictions and lack of services.

Minimum Services

Figure 53. Pre-war levels of service provision
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"A series of changes and amendments to constitutions, laws and regulations, after that there 
will be a change in the conditions of services."

"End of war and establishing rule of law."

"Fair social policies, restoration of service centres, increased number of services, 
preservation of human dignity and provision of services without the deadly bureaucracy that 
we live in daily."

"Restoring service systems, developing effective action plans in this sector and providing 
services to people in a way that guarantees their dignity and lives."
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SANCTIONS – 
CAESAR ACT

Since the beginning of the brutal oppression of peaceful demonstrations in 
Syria in 2011, many countries (mainly the European Union and United 
States) have imposed sanctions on the regime due to its systematic 
violations of human rights and the documented war crimes committed 
against Syrian civilians. These sanctions included oil imports, freezing 
assets, individual targeting of prominent regime officials, restricting the 
regime's import of equipment and technologies used to oppress the Syrian 
people, and the US Caesar Act, which came into effect in June 2020.
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Figure 54. Respondents’ perceptions of the motivations for imposing sanctions

More than three-quarters (86 per cent) of respondents agreed that one of the reasons for imposing 
sanctions on the Syrian regime is its practices and security policies, while 79 per cent reported 
they were political in nature and sought to remove the regime from power (Figure 54).

Sanctions Reasons
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I do not know
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Within the those who believe sanctions are political in nature it was difficult to identify a positive 
or negative connotation: pro-regime participants would see it from a negative and conspiratorial 
perspective, while pro-opposition participants may interpret it as the international’s community 
way of pressuring the Syrian regime. Of course, some participants are also driven in their opinions 
by their personal experiences and interests.

“Weakening popular support for the Syrian regime and increasing resentment against it.”

“The international community is trying to save face by imposing these sanctions.”

“Iranian presence in Syria.”

“Western countries aim, through sanctions, to pressure the Syrian people to turn against the 
regime.”

“I think the economic sanctions on Syria are a lie to cover up the crimes of the regime and try 
to maintain its existence by the international community, which clearly supports the 
existence of the head of the regime, the continued tension in Syria and the exploitation of this 
matter to achieve international aims.”

“I feel it aims to support the continuation of the regime in power. It's a kind of silly play to 
prevent the Syrian people from rebelling because if the international community really 
wanted to set limits on what the Syrian regime is doing,  it could have removed it from power 
at the beginning and ended its rule.”
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Figure 55. Overall impact of the Caesar Act

Figure 56. Detailed impact of the Caesar Act 

The implementation of the Caesar Act on 17 June 2020 came just after  an unprecedented increase 
in inflation and soaring living costs never before seen in Syria, coupled with a shortage of essential 
materials and the currency plunging to record low values. The law’s impact on the economy and 
the living conditions of Syrians in regime-controlled areas is therefore unclear, especially at the 
time of the survey in Q4  

Nearly three-quarters (73 per cent) of study participants stated that they believe they were 
economically affected by this law (Figure 55).

Looking more in detail at how Syrians believe the Caesar Act affected them, it is clear that the 
perceived impact varied according to their educational levels, employment status, occupation and 
age group. The greatest perceived impact is on the cost of living and the increase in the prices of 
essential goods (95 per cent); the decline in income came second (33 per cent) (Figure 56).

Sanctions Impact

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question ‘Were you affected by the implementation of the Caesar Act?’

“Now you're told anything you want to buy, that its price has gone up because of the Caesar Act.”
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20 The purpose of this section is not to analyse the impact of the Caesar Act on the economy and living conditions, but 
rather to examine the perceptions of Syrians in regime-controlled areas, and how they believe they were personally 
affected by the act’s implementation. 
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Figure 57.  Respondents’ perceptions of effectiveness of the Caesar Act

When the participants were asked whether they considered that the Caesar Act a means of 
pressure on the regime to change its policies and security approach, 44 per cent of respondents 
said they didn't think so, while the rest of the answers varied between agreeing with that or not 
knowing how the Caesar Act may affect the regime’s behaviour (Figure 57).

These results must be assessed with two major caveats in mind. First, the Syrian people have 
been subjected to very strong regime-led propaganda over the last five decades that sought to 
demonize the international community, especially the West, and portray their policies in a 
conspiratorial manner. This trend has continued throughout the last 10 years, and the Caesar Act 
was heavily presented to Syrians as a new episode of the West’s war (especially the US) against 
Syria.

The second caveat is that the international community’s failure (according to Syrian perceptions) 
to stop their suffering, especially when civilians were besieged and starved by the regime or 
bombed and attacked with chemical weapons, and the lack of any clear strategy moving forward 
has deepened Syrians’ suspicions regarding the role of the international community and its true 
commitment to finding a sustainable solution. All of that gave more credibility to the regime’s 
narrative about the intentions of the US and the international community behind the sanctions.

Political Change

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question "Do you think the Caesar Act pressures the regime to change 
its actions and security approach?"

“The imported raw materials were lost, which negatively affected the prices and availability 
of medicines in the market.”

“The difficulty of securing many of the necessities of life by traders and importers, which led 
to an increase in their price. In addition to the increase in the difficulty of securing petroleum 
products by the Syrian government, which has negatively affected our lives in general in 
terms of the availability of electricity, heating fuel, etc.”

“Importation of raw materials and export difficulties increased, leading to sales recession.”

“I noticed the high cost of living and an insane increase in prices. I don't know if this was due 
to the Caesar Act. This was also accompanied by the outbreak of the Corona epidemic.”
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Figure 58.  Willingness to endure the hardship from sanctions if they lead to political change 

One of the most revealing results of the report is the willingness of people in regime-controlled 
areas to sustain further hardship due to sanctions or other means of pressure if it will lead to real 
change in the regime and its policies. 

When asked about their willingness to endure the hardship of living conditions and a deteriorating 
economy for a period of time, provided that it is accompanied by concrete and realistic changes at 
all levels in the country, 56 per cent of respondents expressed their agreement (Figure 58).

Given that most citizens are unable to secure the minimum income needed to live a decent life, this 
finding reveals that the desire for change is still very high, despite the hefty price. 

Sanctions Acceptance as a Means of Change
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When asked about COVID19,    per cent of respondents 
confirmed that they (or a relative) had been infected by the 
virus; 58 per cent of those infected did not receive the 
necessary health care. The survey was conducted in 
September/October, before the end of the major summer 
wave, and before a subsequent second wave in December 
and a larger wave in March/April 2021. It is likely that far 
more have since been infected.  

CORONAVIRUS

32
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“All services in Syria, not just those related to the Coronavirus, are monopolized by powerful 
men and bribe payers. This situation prompts those who need health care to resort to bribery 
and nepotism.”

“Simply, if a relative of the hospital manager needs a bed in intensive care, will he be told 
there are none? Of course not, but the simple citizen is told: Go home and quarantine 
yourself.”

“I was personally cured at home because I don't have enough money to go to the hospital and 
get real care. I was afraid to go to the hospital and die there because of negligence and a lack 
of attention.”

“My answer was yes, but only if I paid money and presented gifts to the doctors. This is what 
happened to me.”

“I gave gifts and paid a lot of money. I was well cared for at the government hospital where I 
was treated when I was infected with the virus, and I'm cured.”

“Private hospitals have the ability to provide quality medical care, but they charge huge 
amounts initially for patient reception, then for staying and treatment; 80 per cent of the 
people can't pay these amounts.”

Figure 59. Access to medical services, by area

Respondents do not feel they can access appropriate medical care. Reconciled areas were rated 
the worst (86 per cent), and 70 per cent of participants in areas under military control said they 
could not access care (Figure 59). Participants expressed their dissatisfaction with and criticism 
of the provision of private health services to those who can afford a large fee that is 
disproportionate to the citizens' income and standard of living.
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Furthermore, 79 per cent of respondents said they did not trust the statistics issued by the Syrian 
regime and do not think it operates transparently.

Approximately 87 per cent of respondents asserted that processes and logistics imposed on 
citizens in order to access basic services or obtain essential goods have contributed to the spread 
of the pandemic.  This was accompanied by tightened security and intimidatory measures by the 
regime, in an effort to silence calls for help from health sector specialists or attempts to get more 
realistic data on the number of COVID19- infections.

These figures are a natural result of the draconian measures adopted by the regime to deal with 
the pandemic, as detailed in the SACD’s briefing published in May 2020.21 

The average estimated cost of essential materials needed to protect individuals from COVID19- 
was about 66 ;22$ per cent of participants were unable to secure these materials.

“The simplest right is that the patient can get a ventilator when he suffocates. You need a lot 
of favouritism to get into Al Razi Hospital.”

“Simple people like us have no right to live, have no access to health care, education, nothing 
in this country.”

“The whole country, with all its services and resources, is devoted to a group of corrupt 
power holders.”

“The centres for providing basic services are crowded with large numbers of citizens whose 
main concern is to secure their needs without regard for preventive measures and social 
distancing; this increases the possibility of the virus spreading.”

“Access to services in Damascus is more important for citizens than preventing the epidemic. 
The people here have no problem dying from the disease but do not accept death from 
hunger and poverty. This has led to a real crisis in service delivery centres. The regime tries 
to hurt people in every way, and it's not interested in people's lives and dignity.”

“State institutions take into account the seriousness of the situation, but the lack of citizen 
capabilities is an obstacle to the measures taken by the government.”

“I am from the country of queues! How can I not get Coronavirus if all the people are 
gathering for bread, gas and so on?”

“The preventive measures provided by the government are just a dead letter in light of the 
lack of services, which leads to overcrowding and an increase in the spread of the virus.”

“I got infected when I was buying meat from the consumer establishment in Mezze. There 
were gatherings and a lack of commitment. Even though I wore a mask, I've been infected 
because of the large number of infections in Damascus.”

“If you take a quick look at the doors of institutions that distribute citizen support materials, 
bread distribution places, clinics and hospitals, you'll know that Corona has spread among all 
people.”

21 https://syacd.org/assads-model-of-fighting-covid-19forget-syrian-lives-use-the-crisis-to-annul-economic-sanctions/
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Figure 60. Impact of sanctions on COVID19- response

Only 30 per cent of the participants believe the sanctions hindered the regime’s ability to handle 
the pandemic effectively; 37 per cent believe the sanctions did not affect how the regime handled 
the pandemic (Figure 60).

“It was affected at the beginning of the epidemic because of panic and confusion, but the 
government was able to get over it.”

“The government has stated several times that it is unable to import medical equipment and 
medicines because of the ban.”

“It certainly affected, but I don't know to what extent. I think medicines and protective 
supplies were excluded from the sanctions.”

“I don't know, but the health sector is very weak because of war, theft and sanctions. The 
burden on the citizens increased, but the officials were not affected.”

“The lack of medicines and medical equipment may be caused by sanctions and import bans, 
but other stupid and unplanned government decisions are not related to sanctions such as 
the wrong timing of the embargo and its lifting, which has had a negative impact on the 
spread of the disease.”

“The receipt of medical aid and tools to cope with the spread of the epidemic in Syria has not 
been prevented despite economic sanctions, so the sanctions have not affected this matter.”

“Because medical supplies are available, but at imaginary prices in terms of income level. 
Much of the medical aid reaches Syria from all countries of the world such as China, India, 
Russia and the United Arab Emirates. Although this assistance is free of charge, not even a 
single mask is provided to any citizen free of charge.”

“Medical assistance for the Coronavirus  is not subject to sanctions or the Caesar Act.”

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question “Did the sanctions have a negative impact on the way the country
deals with the Corona pandemic?“
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“The government says that the reason Citizens' are not being financially assisted in the 
prevailing health conditions is because of the poor economic situation due to sanctions. In 
doing so, the government reveals that it has embezzled billions that have disappeared, and 
nothing is provided to citizens or used to support the economy.”

“In fact, we're hearing about sanctions and the deterioration of the health system, but the 
sanctions are not the reason; this reality has existed for a long time.”

“The regime is able to get everything inside and outside the country. Economic sanctions are 
only a ploy to win the sympathy of the people.”

“Medicines and protective materials were lost from the market shortly after the Caesar Act 
was passed. After a short while they became available again. This means they disappeared 
because of the greed of the merchants, not because of sanctions.”

“According to the government, it is affected by sanctions, so it is difficult for it to cope with the 
epidemic. But at the same time, we see a lot of medical aid entering Syria every week.”

“How do sanctions affect epidemic control tools, while not affecting military capabilities?”

“How to hide my medical negligence and absorb the people's anger... by saying that sanctions 
are the reason?”

“The epidemic has been used to serve many local and international political forums such as 
the fictitious People's Assembly elections. There was no transparency or integrity. The 
anti-crowding argument was used in front of the ballot boxes, and forged and empty papers 
were submitted.”

“The epidemic was used to assassinate many religious figures in Damascus under the 
pretext of being infected with Corona. Many political prisoners were also killed without fear 
of accountability from international courts. The regime also demanded the lifting of sanctions 
under the pretext that it lacked the capability to fight Corona.”

“The regime is trying to put pressure on people in Syria by notifying them that it is in crisis 
because of the sanctions. The regime is trying to direct people's opinion to fight foreign 
countries instead of fighting the responsible state. The regime uses this issue to gain 
international sympathy and seek assistance even from Syrian expatriates in European 
countries.”
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One very revealing issue raised with the participants 
came up when they were prompted to express their view 
on the return of displaced Syrians, and the relevance of 
this step towards the process of rebuilding Syria and 
implementing a sustainable solution for the future.

TRENDS AND 
INTENTIONS
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Approximately 70 per cent of participants believed that the return of displaced Syrians is a key 
issue for the future of the country (Figure 61). This number acquires more relevance if put into the 
following context:

Although 74 per cent of participants recommended that displaced people not return to 
regime-controlled areas in the current conditions, and approximately half of participants are 
currently seeking to leave such areas, there is still an overwhelming belief in the need for 
displaced people to come back and play a major role in the country’s reconstruction of 
stabilization. This desire is linked to the shortage of traditional craftsmen and skilled 
professionals, the relentless drain of brains and youth that the country has been experiencing 
since 2011, and the deep fracture of the social fabric of society. These results demonstrate 
genuine concern about the country’s future despite the grim current reality.

The pro-regime figures and linked media platforms have conducted a vicious campaign 
portraying Syrians who left during the conflict as “traitors” who left the country during 
moments of hardship and threats, and hence they do not deserve to come back. Some regime 
officials have even threatened to kill returnees. The demonization and dehumanization of 
displaced people seems to have had limited impact amongst Syrians in regime-controlled 
areas, but it has to be taken into account when assessing the survey results in this section.

Figure 61. Importance of the return of displaced populations

70%
Yes
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No

Note: figure shows participants’ responses to the question "Did the sanctions have a negative impact on the way the country 
is dealing with the Corona pandemic?"

74



“Through time and the elimination of corruption.”

“Removing the Assad regime, forming a democratic government, rebuilding the state and 
distributing its wealth fairly.”

“By reconciling the disputing parties and the rule of law on all.”

“Through a democratic political transition based on the consent of the people and the proper 
distribution of positions to the right people.”

“Through real political change, the prosecution of criminals from all sides and the 
establishment of Citizens'hip and justice, as well as compensation for those affected.”

“Leaving foreign countries, finding a political solution and a democratic and honest 
government.”

“Through community unity, cooperation and respecting the views of all.”

“By fulfilling the demands of the Syrians and not wasting their dignity, which they paid for 
with their lives and blood, as well as prosecuting the people who ignited this war and the 
beneficiaries of the killing of innocent people. After that there must be reconciliation between 
the Syrian people in a way that guarantees their dignity and rights.”

“A new political system. True transparent elections. Political and administrative reforms and 
international monitoring.”

“By seeking to stop the war, establish peace and reconciliation between the conflicting 
parties, listen to people's demands, and improve their living and service situation.”

“Through dialogue meetings between all groups of Syrian society, especially marginalized 
groups, in addition to the need to establish the principle of sympathy, tolerance and the 
rejection of feelings of hatred.”

“I don't think that's a possibility right now.”

“I think that the issue should go through international negotiations and there should be an 
international obligation on the Syrian side.”

“Despite my approval of the state, there is no solution except to involve all teams and 
encourage understanding by everyone.”

“Through the actual departure of the ruling group, Iran and its followers.”

“A comprehensive change of the constitution and the head of the regime.”

“Returning to Geneva Resolution 2245.”

All participants were given the opportunity to express their opinion on the country's ability to 
achieve a stable peace and rebuild the country. Their views and answers varied as follows:
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“By complying with international agreements, releasing detainees and limiting the powers of 
the security services.”

“Leaving the occupation, enforcing the law, comprehensively changing the government and 
assuming a democratically elected government.”

“By lifting economic sanctions, reconstruction, and securing job opportunities for Syrian 
youth.”

“Peace needs all parties to reach a common solution. I think that a political solution is the 
only solution.”

“Prevention of arms, peaceful transfer of power, return of Syrians and reconstruction of 
Syria by Syrians.”

“Through the drafting of a new constitution that guarantees the rights of all Citizens' of all 
national, ethnic, religious and sectarian affiliations. In addition to applying the law, 
prosecuting the criminals and those who caused the destruction of Syria and compensating 
the victims.”

“By removing the regime and handing over power to people who are aware of the difficult 
reality of society.”

“By removing this regime and fair elections in which Citizens' cast their votes in addition to 
opening economic trade with other countries.”

“The country will reach a stable peace by building a healthy Syrian citizenry, repairing the 
damage and compensating people for all their losses. Maybe this will contribute to peace and 
stability.”

“By restoring the state’s power and prestige over its entire territory, as well as fighting the 
corrupt and the merchants of Syrian blood.”

“Through international agreements, force the Syrian government to cede power and move to 
a transitional period, then hold elections and rebuild Syria.”

“Peace needs a government that everyone agrees with, so the beginning must be to change 
the government from its roots and hold elections.”

“Only the release of young people, the return of the displaced. We must have a real presence 
among the countries and a ruling regime that intends to rebuild the country.”

“Stable peace needs negotiations. For many years, the negotiations between the regime and 
the opposition have yielded no results.”

“By building bridges between the people of the country, restoring rights to their owners and 
addressing outstanding national issues.”
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“Through the changes mentioned earlier in addition to the removal of all the international 
parties that are now fighting in Syria and a national dialogue that brings together all the 
Syrian parties.”

“Yes, it will be possible after the return of all areas under the control of the Syrian army.”

“Decentralized governance.”

“A multi-party system of government.”

“No answer.”

“Syria is as safe and independent as it was.”

“You must go and we will live.”

“I no longer have hope to think about the future.”

“I expect the situation will be bright in the distant future and that all these wars, conflicts and 
diseases will end.”

“If the Syrians return, Syria will be fine, and if they don't come back, it'll stay orphaned.”

“A good and bright future if the regime and government are changed, a real state is built, the 
return of IDPs and refugees as well as the reconstruction of the country.”

“I expect there will be real famine if the current situation continues for another year.”

“In the near term, a black and terrifying future, one of the Russian or Iranian colonies, not a 
homeland.”

“Security will return and prices will stabilize.”

“A divided country whose wealth is invested by other countries that participated in the war.”

“I do not think the country will improve due to the economic devastation and the seizure of the 
country's wealth, which will negatively affect the people.”

“I have no vision, although I wish the best for the country but I am not optimistic, at least in 
the near future.”

“Like the countries which had wars and revolutions that led to their destruction, now they are 
among the best.”

“There will be a number of forces divided by the Syrian regions and the suffering of the 
multiplicity of powers will not end.”

Participants' views regarding the future and potential solutions and personal perceptions varied 
widely:
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“Very difficult question, I cannot answer.”

“Change the head of government only, cancel the sanctions and keep some of the current 
symbols of governance.”

“Without mercenaries on both sides.”

“A platform for civilization as it was the cradle of it.”

“A good future, better than the present and the past, but after great efforts by the government 
and the people.”

“Syria is a unified country and the return of security as it was before 2011, eliminating 
terrorists, gangs and ISIS.”

“This won't happen until so many years have passed, but in the end the sun of truth will rise 
again.”

“Through a political solution whereby Syria can be built, and safety and respect for Citizens' 
can be restored.”

“The near future is very bad because the country is currently under occupation from different 
sides, but we hope that it will be better in the distant future.”
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CONCLUSIONS
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The reconciliation areas present the worse deterioration in the sense of insecurity amongst survey 
respondents. While 74 per cent of participants in the SACD’s 2019 survey reported not feeling safe 
in their areas, this figure increased to 94 per cent in the 2020 survey. Surprisingly, the same trend 
was observed in areas controlled by the regime since 2011, where perceptions of insecurity 
jumped from 39 per cent in 2019 to 51 per cent in 2020. These numbers clearly indicate that the 
reconciliation areas have failed to provide security to Citizens', and that the regime’s security 
policies and general practices are weakening the sense of security amongst Syrians.

Although the overall percentage of Syrians who were arrested or had a relative arrested in the last 
10 years dropped from 53 per cent in 2019 to 40 per cent in 2020, it rose considerably in 
reconciliation areas during this period from 64 per cent to 89 per cent. This is another clear 
indication of the failure of the reconciliation agreements. The percentage of arrested people 
decreased for two main reasons. First, the sample size increased and covered a wider range of 
provinces, some of which, like Latakia, were less affected by regime security policies. Second, the 
regime had already targeted most of the dissidents in the areas under its control by 2019, or 
forced their displacement.

The intention to leave regime-controlled areas specifically in reconciliation areas and areas 
controlled since 2011 has noticeably increased. In the case of reconciliation areas, 48 per cent of 
survey participants in 2019 had the intention of leaving regime-controlled areas, while the 
percentage increased to 68 per cent in 2020. In areas controlled by the regime since 2011, the 
percentage went up from 23 per cent in 2019 to 47 per cent in 2020. These numbers are in line 
with those detailed in a March 2021 Norwegian Refugee Council report22 , which predicted that 
Syria will experience the displacement of another 6 million refugees in the next decade if the 
conflict continues.

As in 2019, the main reasons participants cited for leaving Syria are related to the security, 
economic and living conditions, which means that these key issues that matter most to 
Citizens'—and are the main reasons for their displacement—are not being addressed.

A staggering 97 per cent of participants in 2019 and 2020 believe corruption levels are high or 
very high in regime-controlled areas. In 72 ,2020 per cent of participants assessed the country’s 
2011 corruption levels as high or very high. Transparency International similarly ranked Syria 129 
out of 182 on its Corruption Perception Index in 201123  and 178 out of 180 in 2020.24  These 
numbers clearly indicate that the regime’s policies are fomenting further corruption, which will 
cause further contempt amongst Syrians in regime-controlled areas, and push more people to 
attempt to leave. Most importantly, it will make economic recovery harder.

Dissatisfaction with services is still very high and has slightly worsened since 2019, when 94 per 
cent of participants were dissatisfied with services and considered them worse than 2011. This 
number rose to 99 per cent in 2020, reflecting the severe collapse of the economy and basic 
service provision.

Similarly to the issue of leaving regime-controlled areas, the new survey has shown that fewer 
Syrians living in reconciliation areas and localities controlled by the regime recommend other 
Syrians to return. In 2019, approximately 12 per cent of participants from reconciliation areas 
recommended other Syrians to return. This figure decreased to 4 per cent in another display of the 
abject failure of Russia and the regime in the reconciliation areas. A similar trend was noticed in 
areas under constant regime control since 50 :2011 per cent of participants recommended that 
Syrians return in 2019, but only 21 per cent did so in 2020, reflecting a clear deterioration in the 
overall conditions, and indicating that the return conditions have not yet been met from Syrians’ 
point of view.
22https://www.nrc.no/news/2021/march/syria-another-decade-of-crisis-on-the-horizon-expected-to-displace-millions-more/
23https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2011
24https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2020/index/
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The establishment of a safe environment for all Syrians should become front and centre of the 
political process, and the OSE should push this matter to the top of the political agenda 
concerning Syria in the upcoming months. It is clear from the outcome of this report (and 
previous ones) that the key issues and challenges facing a safe, voluntary and dignified return 
for displaced Syrians, as well as accomplishing a sustainable solution in Syria are all tied to a 
realistic, pragmatic and inclusive definition of the safe environment, and its subsequent 
successful implementation.

The Syrian regime’s guarantees and promises to Syrians are not being upheld. The 
reconciliation agreements and amnesties are not implemented and do not provide long-term 
protection and shouldn't be heralded as a success in their present form. Therefore, the political 
track and any initiatives stemming from it must include extensive confidence building measures 
and external oversight and monitoring of guarantees in order for Syrian people, especially 
displaced ones to have any trust in the capacity of the international community in imposing 
conditions on the regime.

Living within a geographical area does not equate to support for a party to the conflict, with 
those in regime areas deeply dissatisfied and unable to express this, and it would be a huge 
mistake and a sever injustice to consider the current map of influence and dominance in Syria a 
fete accompli, and build assumptions and solution on it. It is essential to ensure that a 
rights-based approach is applied to all proposals and negotiations using internationally agreed 
baselines and principles as a framework. 

There are significant issues with how detainees families are treated; from a lack of information, 
to being extorted in exchange for information. There is an urgent need to tackle the lack of 
access to rule of law, withholding of information, and finding means for providing information 
without bribery. There is far more to be done on the detention issue than is presently being done 
and the office should take a lead from the victims and families organizations. Achieving any 
progress or even partial success on this issue is the litmus test of the international community 
and the OSE in the eyes of Syrians, and therefore, it should become the forefront of the political 
effort, and a prerequisite for any real progress.

Syrians want a political solution, but not at any cost nor without minimum conditions and robust 
international guarantees. Delaying or diverting the political track efforts from the real issues 
(i.e. return of displaced people, fate of detainees, etc) will not resolve or even freeze the conflict 
but rather exacerbate it, and will result in more waves of refugees.  It is essential that efforts to 
secure a comprehensive and sustainable political solution are redoubled.

Achieving a common consensus on the definition of the “safe environment” and the mechanisms 
and guarantees to achieve it should be the next step in the political process and the main 
instrument to revitalize it. This definition must be developed with the crucial participation of 
Syrians. 

Security remains the main concern and threat for Syrians. Security sector reform remains a 
fundamental and critical component of any agreement. Discussing refugee return before any 
such reform or settlement is premature and should not be pursued.

For the OSE:

For all actors working on a political solution:
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Despite living conditions declining, corruption and extortion are thriving. Avoid funding any 
Syrian regime entity, as even basic services such as civil documentation is being overlaid with 
extortion. Pay extra care to ensure programmes do not further bolster the growing perception 
of corruption and inequality.

Service provision is skewed based on the typology of the area within Syria and the background 
and political affinities of the different communities in regime-held areas. Extra care and 
attention must be paid to ensure aid and basic services such as healthcare are available to those 
in reconciled areas and other areas with a more vulnerable footprint.

For major donor states and humanitarians:

Monitoring the conditions against the protection thresholds and for returnees is vital work, and 
the protection thresholds should be adjusted to the reality on the ground and the real threats 
that Syrians face. This should be undertaken as a matter of urgency and effectively 
communicated to policy-makers and refugees alike.

Implementation of amnesties and reconciliation deals must be monitored in a longitudinal 
manner on implementation, rather than on announcement. High numbers of those detained 
believed they benefited from amnesties or reconciliation agreements and it worth highlighting 
in all monitoring against protection thresholds whether the implementation of these 
agreements results in safer outcomes for Syrians. 

The vast majority of surveyed Syrians don’t feel safe in regime-controlled areas, and they have 
deep grievances regarding many security and living conditions . Being vocal about these facts is 
essential to ensure premature or pressured returns are not taking place, and to gain credibility 
in the eyes of Syrians.

Produce accurate reports reflecting the main facts about the reality on the ground, specially 
about the security situation in regime-controlled areas (and in Syria in general), and 
communicate them to key hosing countries, such as Denmark, in order to avoid forced and 
premature return.

For the UNHCR:

The conditions for safe dignified and voluntary return do not exist. Syrians do not feel safe and 
are not safe, despite some reduction in conflict-related violence in some areas of the country. No 
return can occur in advance of a settlement, so securing one is the first step toward this 
eventual return. Focusing efforts on the political track is the only way to secure return and 
states should redouble their efforts in this direction. 

Refugee hosting countries:

There are misconceptions about sanctions in Syria that should be corrected by redoubling the 
effort to clearly and effectively communicate the facts about the sanctions to Syrians and 
countering the regime’s narrative. 

For the US and EU:
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