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n 18 April,
Speaker of the
Syrian People’s
Assembly
Hammouda
Sabbagh announced that the nation’s
long-anticipated presidential election
will be conducted on 26 May.
Candidate nominations will be
received during a 10-day window,
beginning 19 April. As of writing,
no candidates have been officially
nominated, yet when all is said and
done, the election is widely expected
to extend Syrian President Bashar
al-Assad’s rule for another sevenyear term.

The Government Chooses
Its Electorate
The announcement puts an end to
weeks of mounting speculation that
Russia — keen to prevent Syria
from taking provocative actions —
would pressure Damascus to delay
the election. Indeed, efforts by the
Government of Syria are already
underway to shape the electorate. In
early April, select Syrian embassies
began to announce pre-registration
initiatives to gather the names and
information of expatriate voters.
Crucially, only those with an official
exit stamp from Syria will be
allowed to participate when overseas
voting takes place on 20 May,
effectively barring voting by the
many Syrians who were displaced
by violence or who fled by unofficial
channels. Moreover, the embassies
so far involved seemingly exclude
countries with large Syrian refugee
populations who are more likely
to vote against al-Assad. At the
same time, additional steps inside
Syria are being taken to ensure that
domestic voting also favours alAssad. Thus far, no plans have been
announced to facilitate balloting for
Syrians residing in the northwest
or northeast of the country, thus

excluding roughly one-third of the
country’s population.

A ‘Do or Die’ Moment
The importance of Syria’s upcoming
election is difficult to overstate.
If the election proceeds as planned,
it will almost certainly grant
another term to al-Assad, who
‘won’ 88.7 percent of the vote
in the 2014 election. Barring
unforeseen developments, such
an outcome will effectively table
substantive re-consideration of
Syria’s political future for another
seven years. Carrying out the
election will also preempt the
work of the Syrian Constitutional
Committee, a UN-led process that
has run aground in the face of
obstruction by the Government
of Syria bloc. In general, the
international community interprets
UN Security Council Resolution
2254 as requiring the approval of an
updated Syrian constitution prior to
the presidential election, as part of
a credible political reform process.
Conducting an election while the
Constitutional Committee remains
hopelessly deadlocked would be a
victory for the contrary viewpoint,
held by Russia and the Syrian
Government, that sequencing
is flexible.
An election that fails to bring about
a credible political transition will
jeopardise the international aid
response. Donor fatigue is already
high, and it will only grow if alAssad cements his place in office
until 2028. The Government of
Syria’s decision to go forward with
the election will force Western
actors to reassess two bedrock
principles underwriting general
policy concerning the decade-long
crisis: vital support to the Syrian
population and al-Assad’s removal
from power. Support to Syrians will
become more important than ever if

al-Assad’s reelection deepens Syria’s
pariah status, yet a victory for
al-Assad will make efforts to provide
that support more challenging
politically, legally, and operationally.
Though the US and Europe will
almost certainly dismiss the
election’s results, it is important
— strategically and morally —
that the international community
not decrease its support to Syria
in response to a ‘victory’ by alAssad. To reduce vital support
would effectively punish the Syrian
population over electoral outcomes
they do not control. As the Syrian
impasse persists, the perilous
conditions facing the Syrian
populace are worsening. Mercenary
recruitment is growing (see: The
Syrian Economy at War: Armed
Group Mobilization as Livelihood
and Protection Strategy). As the
state fails and its economic base
shrinks, transnational criminal
networks are increasingly powerful.
Currently, refugee returns are
frozen, and worryingly, the
pressures to flee the country as a
result of protection and livelihood
concerns are mounting, even as
active conflict ebbs. Such concerns
will grow if al-Assad secures
another term in the May election.
For aid and policy actors, sustained
and targeted implementation —
including in Government-held areas
— will be an imperative. Heightened
safeguards against diversion,
enhanced coordination on all levels,
and a willingness to walk away from
projects in cases of interference
may be vital components of a more
effective approach. Sustaining
such support may be the only way
to ensure that al-Assad alone does
not determine Syrians’ fate, even
if the Government of Syria does
go forward with the presidential
election, come what may.
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All told, the latest salvo of rate changes will likely be a mixed bag
for Syrians. Increasing the rate used to convert remittances — a vital
lifeline — is likely the most powerful weapon in the CBS’s toolkit to
improve Syrians’ economic well-being.
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Figure 1. Syria’s Conversion Rates (date introduced)
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New Exchange
Rates Boost
Remittances
and Aid
DAMASCU S

O

n 15 April, the Central Bank
of Syria (CBS) released a
bulletin stating that the exchange
rate for incoming money transfers
by UN agencies and international
aid organisations would be increased
to 2,500 SYP/USD. This comes a
week after a new exchange rate
for importers, merchants and
manufacturers was set at 3,375 SYP/
USD (see: Syria Update 12 April
2021). Meanwhile, local media have
reported that exchange shops in
Syria raised the conversion rate for
remittances to 3,175 SYP/USD for
money entering Syria from Lebanon,
Iraq, the UAE, Jordan, Kuwait, and
Turkey. Meanwhile, the CBS has
also set the official exchange rate
at 2,512 SYP/USD. As if to create
further confusion, on 13 April
President Bashar al-Assad dismissed
Hazem Qarfoul as CBS governor
without explanation.

Conversion Rate Chaos
The introduction of multiple new
conversion rates in such quick
succession has plunged the Syrian
economy into a state of acute
uncertainty. Local sources report
that Syrians are struggling to keep
up with the rapidly changing rates
now in use for many aspects of daily
life. Although the official Central
Bank rate is now 2,512 SYP/USD,
the concurrent use of no fewer than
half a dozen rates (figure 1) suggests

Purpose CBS Official CBS Import,
(14 April)
Manufacturing,
and Industrial
(7 April)

SYP/
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2,512

3,375

Unofficial
Unofficial
Black Market Remittance
Exchange
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Rate
(16 April)

CBS
International
Organisations
(15 April)

Military
Waivers

3,000-3,175 3,175

2,500

2,525

the ‘official’ rate is all but irrelevant,
as carve-outs allow the state to
manipulate sector-specific rates to
achieve ambiguous fiscal targets.
Meanwhile, the reasons for Qarfoul’s
dismissal remain unclear. That his
firing coincides with a spate of rate
changes suggests the CBS may
enter a period of dynamic activism
in response to Syrians’ growing
economic peril.
All told, the latest salvo of rate
changes will likely be a mixed
bag for Syrians. Increasing the
rate used to convert remittances
— a vital lifeline — is likely the
most powerful weapon in the
CBS’s toolkit to improve Syrians’
economic well-being. As inflation
has shredded domestic livelihoods,
remittances have become an
increasingly critical backstop,
although rates differ depending on
the country of origin. Aid has also
become a central pillar of the Syrian
economy as other sectors wither.
Increases in the conversion rate
used by international organisations
will also boost their spending power
inside Syria, good news for donors
and beneficiaries alike.
By contrast, rate changes
for importers, merchants,
manufacturers, and the industrial
sector will likely mean higher costs
are passed on to Syrian households.
Nearly three times higher than its
mid-June 2020 rate of 1,256 SYP/

USD, the new industrial rate is
a stark jump. That said, as Syria
Report has noted, the change may
also impart stability by reducing
the incentive for traders to buy
dollars at favourable (i.e. subsidised)
rates and dump them on the black
market. Apart from the industrial
rate, each of the newly introduced
rates has narrowed the gap with
the black market, which, at the time
of writing, is between 3,000 and
3,175 SYP/USD, according to local
sources and Syrian Pound Today.
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COVAX Delayed as
NES Locks Down
during Ramadan
N O RT H E AST SY RIA

O

n 11 April, the Autonomous
Administration of North and
East Syria announced a 10-day
lockdown beginning on 13 April in
all areas controlled by the Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) in northeast
Syria. This includes a curfew,
the closure of all international
borders and regional crossings,
and the suspension of work in
administrative institutions. Since the
beginning of 2021, the Autonomous
Administration has imposed several
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Figure 2. COVAX Inequity in Syria: Per Capita Allocations
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In parallel, Autonomous
Administration health officials
also accused the WHO of failing to
provide adequate medical assistance
and vaccination deliveries. In
another disappointing setback,
the WHO representative in Syria
has since confirmed that the
first consignment of AstraZeneca
vaccines to be provided through the
COVAX facility has been delayed
until May due to insufficient supply.

More Restrictions, Fewer
Options, Longer Waiting
Times
The northeast Syria lockdown is
expected to be extended through the
end of Ramadan, although pressure
to relax some of the more onerous
restrictions will grow, particularly
in economically distressed
communities. Especially hard-felt
are restrictions on mobility and the
closing of commercial crossings,
given that the region remains
highly reliant on Government

Program (HNAP). The figures
compare with 12,260 returns from
abroad in Q1 2020 and 12,238 in
Q1 2019. Notably, of the Q1 2021
returnees, 71 percent returned from
Lebanon, according to the report.

Point of No Return

Source: WHO via Reuters, population figures via HNAP

sets of restrictions to limit the spread
of COVID-19, with limited success.
On 12 April, the region’s Health
Authority warned of an imminent
humanitarian disaster in northeast
Syria due to the rapid spread of
the virus during the ongoing third
wave of infections. With quarantine
centers running at full occupancy,
the Health Authority also admitted
that actual numbers far exceed the
official tally.
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areas for goods of all kinds (see:
Infographic: Northeast Syria
Trade Dynamics).
Delay in the supply of vaccines is
further unwelcome news for the
region, and indeed, all of Syria.
Northeast Syria was already at
a disadvantage, being slated to
receive the smallest per-capita
allotment of COVAX vaccines (see:
Syria Update 6 April 2021). When
the vaccines do arrive, logistical
and coordination issues will also
emerge. Transferring the vaccines
to the northeast will require
coordination through Damascus,
which the Syrian Government
may use as an opportunity to
extract political or economic
concessions from the Autonomous
Administration.
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2,744 Returns
in Q1 Point to
Refugee Standstill
VA R I O US LO C AT IO N S

A

mere 2,744 Syrian refugees
returned to their communities
of origin in the first quarter of
2021, according to a report by the
Humanitarian Needs Assessment

The slow pace of returns to Syria
should highlight the conditions that
make return unattractive, unsafe,
and in some cases impossible (see:
Syria Update 8 March 2021).
It is not surprising that economic
factors are a growing need among
returnees. On the other hand, it is
important to recognise that security
and protection concerns remain
among the push factors motivating
displacement in the first instance.
Indeed, the decline in large-scale
military offensives in Syria should
not be mistaken for a decrease
in security concerns. Localised
issues — including personal status,
the justified fear of persecution,
unfair judicial procedures, and
arbitrary treatment by a pervasive
state security apparatus —
remain rampant.
That being said, the HNAP figures
should be interpreted advisedly.
The data is compiled based on
self-reporting, and it counts
refugees as returnees only when
they return to their communities
of origin. Nonetheless, recent
UNHCR and HNAP figures are in
broad agreement: few refugees are
returning to Syria. Whereas UNHCR
data indicate that 9,351 returnees
left Lebanon for Syria in 2020,
HNAP data show 8,883 returnees
from Lebanon in the same period.
Such evidence belies efforts by
Russia and others to present Syria
as safe and attractive for returnees
(see: Syria Update 2 November
2020). Donors and relief actors must
contend with the reality that large-

06

Syria Update | Whole of Syria Review

scale refugee return remains out of
reach, even as major host nations
such as Lebanon undergo dramatic
upheaval of their own.
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Interim
Government
Introduces Syrian
Revolution
Curriculum
E UP HRAT ES S HIELD, A Z A Z

O

n 13 April, the Syrian Interim
Government Ministry of
Education announced that it
was introducing a new historical
curriculum covering the events of
the Syrian uprising, from March
2011 to the present. Interim
Government Minister of Education
Hoda Al-Absi stated that the course
on contemporary Syrian history
would be part of basic curriculum, to
be taught to middle schoolers in 7th
and 8th grade, and high schoolers in
11th and 12th grade. The curriculum
will be implemented in areas under
control of the Interim Government,
namely Azaz and the Euphrates
Shield area.

History Is Written by the
Winners, Sometimes
For students, the pitfalls of
introducing a revamped educational
curriculum abound. Deviating
from the Government of Syria’s
standardised curriculum will
affect student certificates; it can
therefore have knock-on effects on
university placement and already
dismal career prospects. Students

educated in the new curriculum
will likely be blocked from working
in other parts of Syria, particularly
Government-held areas, an impact
that will harden the borders
between Syria’s already polarised
regions. Ideological alterations may
also be significant. Although the
substance of the changes remains
unknown, it is not difficult to
imagine an ideological portrait of
the conflict period that will deepen
social divisions and further isolate
opposition-held areas from the other
regions of the country.
Donor-funded education
programming will largely be
spared the direct impact of these
changes as long as the curriculum is
implemented only in the Euphrates
Shield area and Azaz, which receive
far less education-sector support due
to concerns over Turkey’s role there.
However, the broader international
community will certainly feel the
impact of changes that rewrite
Syria’s modern history in a way that
deepens social tensions, rather than
alleviating them.
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Government
Hikes Fuel Price
as Allocations
Are Upped
DA M ASC U S

O

n 16 April, the Ministry of
Internal Trade and Consumer
Protection raised the litre price
of 95-octane fuel to 2,500 SYP
(78 cents USD), an increase of 25
percent. Relatedly, the director of

operations and maintenance at
Syria’s state petroleum company
declared that the fuel crisis
had entered a period of “gradual
relaxation”, as fuel allocations are
now expected to increase to 75
percent of their previous levels.
Fuel allocations were slashed in
late March in response to an acute
shortage stemming in part from
blockage of the Suez Canal, which
halted Iranian oil shipments (see:
Syria Update 31 March 2021). On
12 April, media sources reported
that three Iranian oil tankers had
arrived in Syria with 3 million
barrels, enough to sustain Syria for
roughly two months.

Crisis Averted — For Now
The arrival of the tankers has eased
one of Syria’s worst fuel shortages
in memory. Though the transit
paralysis across Government-held
areas has finally subsided, increased
fuel costs had not been anticipated.
These price hikes contrast with
the gains made by the Syrian
pound, which recovered more than
30 percent of its value against
the dollar since mid-March. In
dollar terms, however, the cost of
95-octane fuel has almost doubled
since 15 March (see: Syria Update
22 March 2021) from 43 cents
USD per litre to 78 cents USD as of
16 April. High costs of imported and
cross-line oil supplies likely account
for the raise, which has driven the
Government to rely even more
heavily on the civilian population to
provide revenues.
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>> Open Source Annex
The Open Source Annex highlights key media reports, research,
and primary documents that are not examined in the Syria Update.
For a continuously updated collection of such records, searchable
by geography, theme, and conflict actor — and curated to meet the
needs of decision-makers — please see COAR’s comprehensive online
search platform Alexandrina. Note: These records are solely the
responsibility of their creators. COAR does not necessarily endorse
— or confirm — the viewpoints expressed by these sources.

The Syrian Government Allows the
Sale of Dollars for Certain Sectors to
‘Cover Imports’
What Does It Say? The Damascus
Chamber of Commerce announced
it would sell dollars to merchants
and industrialists during the month
of Ramadan at three different rates,
reducing the exchange rate every 10 days
(3,250/ 3,100/ 2,900/).
Reading Between the Lines: As
household spending typically increases
during the month of Ramadan,
preferential rates are likely to encourage
spending upfront during the holiday
season.
Source: Al Souria
Language: Arabic
Date: 11 April 2021

Hours after the Russian withdrawal
| Pro-Iranian militias enter
Al-Shahba area, north of Aleppo
What Does It Say? Iran-backed militias
entered the Al-Shahba area hours after
Russian forces vacated the area, with
their nominal intent being the protection
of Shiite communities there.
Reading between the lines: The event
speaks to cooperation between Russia
and Iran, yet it also reveals the greater
extent to which Iranian groups have
succeeded in building a local base
through material support, protection,
and religious affinity.
Source: Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights
Language: English
Date: 14 April 2021

An Indispensable Need for
a New Breath
What Does It Say? This article
discusses the need for peacebuilding
projects in Syria.
Reading Between the Lines: While
peacebuilding efforts are ongoing in
different parts of the country, they are
weighed down by both internal and
external geopolitical dynamics. The
report lays out the need for an emphasis
on civil society, which, though poorly
understood, is broadly recognised as
a key to social change and sustained
progress for future Syria.
Source: Forum ZFD
Language: Arabic / English
Date: 2021
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>> Open Source Annex Continued
A US Ambassador Ends his Service
on the Front Lines in Syria
What Does It Say? The article chronicles
the time spent by William Roebuck in
northeast Syria during his tenure as
envoy there.
Reading Between the Lines: In
particular, the article highlights the
difficulties of negotiating and reconciling
with the SDF after the partial US
withdrawal, which opened the door
to the Turkish-backed Peace Spring
intervention in late 2019.
Source: Defense One
Language: English
Date: 31 March 2021

First Pharmaceutical Factory Opens
in Opposition Area
What Does It Say? The first Syrian
pharmaceutical factory in oppositioncontrolled Syria opened on 30 March
in Afrin.
Reading Between the Lines: The
factory is likely a necessary response
to the increasing need for medication
in northern Syria, and its construction
is evidence of the improvements in
services, infrastructure, and governance
in Turkish-controlled parts of
northern Syria.
Source: Al-Monitor
Language: English
Date: 8 April 2021

Jeffrey: The World is Wrong to
Ignore the Catastrophic Situation
in Syria
What Does It Say? James Jeffery,
former Special Representative for
Syria Engagement and the Special
Envoy to the International Military
Intervention Against ISIL under the
Trump administration, stresses how
the international community must
not turn away from Syria due to the
Government’s role in demographic
engineering. He also stresses the
conflict’s humanitarian toll and Iran’s
broader intervention.
Reading Between the Lines: As many
countries seek to return refugees to
Syria, the conditions for return within
the country remain extremely bleak.
Although return remains a key focus
of international actors, it is unlikely
until a sustainable end to the conflict
is achieved.
Source: Al Arabiya
Language: Arabic
Date: 12 April 2021

Visualizing Syria’s 2021 Budget
What Does It Say? Although the
numbers portray a vast difference in
Syria’s budget from 2020 to 2019, the
dollarised increase in state spending is
minimal, reflective of the diminishing
value of the pound.

Reading Between the Lines: The
deterioration of the Syrian economy has
caused myriad budgetary challenges for
the Government. But reported rates of state
spending are highly inflated due to the
Syrian pound’s massive depreciation.
Source: Operations and Policy Center
Language: English
Date: 12 April 2021

The ‘doctor’ keeps watch: Assad
posters loom over shattered Syria –
in pictures
What Does It Say? The images present a
bleak picture of the ruination in Syria, as
seen by a Syrian photographer.
Reading between the lines: The images
are a stark reminder of the conditions in
Syria and the harsh reality its civilians face;
20 million Syrians are forced to endure the
fallout of a conflict that has not ended, but
continues to evolve.
Source: The Guardian
Language: English
Date: 16 April 2021

T he Wartime and Post-Conflict Syria project
(WPCS) is funded by the European Union and
implemented through a partnership between
the European University Institute (Middle
East Directions Programme) and the Center
for Operational Analysis and Research
(COAR). WPCS will provide operational
and strategic analysis to policymakers and
programmers concerning prospects, challenges,
trends, and policy options with respect to a midconflict and post-conflict Syria. WPCS also aims
to stimulate new approaches and policy responses
to the Syrian conflict through a regular dialogue
between researchers, policymakers and donors,
and implementers, as well as to build a new
network of Syrian researchers who will contribute
to research informing international policy and
practice related to their country.

The content compiled and presented by COAR
is by no means exhaustive and does not reflect
COAR’s formal position, political or otherwise,
on the aforementioned topics. The information,
assessments, and analysis provided by COAR are
only to inform humanitarian and development
programs and policy. While this publication
was produced with the financial support of
the European Union, its contents are the sole
responsibility of COAR Global LTD, and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the European
Union.
Contact:
syria-update@coar-global.org

