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Introduction:

It has been ten years since the war in Syria broke out. The situation is unre-
lieved, as a political solution to end this bloody conflict is still out of reach. Ac-
cording to statistics issued recently by UN agencies, more than 6.6 million refu-
gees are distributed on neighboring countries and EU countries, while number 
of internally displaced people is estimated to be 6.7 million(2).

Nowadays, civilians in Syria are also suffering from economic consequenc-
es of the conflict, due to harsh depreciation of SYP exchange rate against US 
Dollar and loss of purchasing value. In addition, inflation increased, and essen-
tial materials are no longer sufficiently available amid constant power outages. 
This was accompanied by adverse losses in Syrian economy estimated to be 
around 530 billion US dollars (9.7 times the GDP of Syria before war)(3)

Furthermore, there are more than 13.5 million Syrians in need for humani-
tarian aid, and 60% are threatened by hunger in 2021(4). Syria was considered 
one of the poorest countries in the world in 2021(5). The situation deteriorated 
due to the spread of corona virus, rendering it more tragic because of the fragile 
catastrophic condition of the health sector(6).

Amid this colossal destruction of the capabilities of the Syrian state, the re-
percussions of the conflict on human capital, and the absence of a political 
solution to this blood-soaked conflict, discussing repatriation has become a 

(2)  UNHCR, Syria emergency, https://bit.ly/3oum0nS 

(3)  Syrian Center for Policy Research, report of impact of conflict, May 2020 https://bit.ly/3wJuLOK.

(4)  United Nations, As Plight of Syrians Worsens, Hunger Reaches Record High, International Community Must Fully Com-
mit to Ending Decade-Old War, March 2021, https://bit.ly/3qAvT6f 

(5)  POPULATION BELOW POVERTY LINE, https://bit.ly/3qBf1Mv 

(6)  Mazen Gharibah and Zaki Mehchy, COVID-19 Pandemic: Syria’s Response and Healthcare Capacity, London School of 
Economic, March 2020, https://bit.ly/3kUlX43

https://bit.ly/3oum0nS
https://bit.ly/3wJuLOK
https://bit.ly/3qAvT6f
https://bit.ly/3qBf1Mv
https://bit.ly/3kUlX43
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very complicated issue. Thus, this humanitarian crisis was turned into a tick-
lish file which is being tossed by countries as a negotiation card whenever topic 
of settling the Syrian file is brought to the table.
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Displaced Syrian in Context of War:

Over the past years, as a result of war, there were waves of displacement and 
forced immigration to escape grip of security men and military operations, and 
to seek a safe refuge. This started right from the first day of the Syrian revolu-
tion, as a consequence of raids carried out by Syrian regime’s army and its se-
curity apparatus against revolting areas. 

Campaigns of forced displacement increased from 2012 until late 2015, 
during which the regime took two approaches to suppress the uprising: The 
first is military; by applying all possible force to suppress protests, extensively 
and destructively targeting out-of-control areas with arms, and thus making 
living there almost impossible. The other was punitive; punishing every rebel 
and targeting civilians, firstly, on the ground that they host the opposition. Sec-
ondly, targeting vital facilities, such as, water and electricity stations, and road 
and transportation network, forcing the area into a siege. Thirdly, relief convoys 
carrying medical and food aid are ceased. This drives civilians to escape, as 
staying in such circumstances is difficult. Thus, numbers of displaced people 
and refugees increase.

In the wake of the Russian intervention in late 2015, forced displacement 
operations increased and became in masse with large numbers. Till this day, 
period of Russian intervention witnessed 16 case of mass displacement of civil-
ians in areas under the control of armed opposition groups. 

These forced displacement campaigns were preceded by a violent bombard-
ment by the regime and its allies, to force people living there to accept imposed 
conditions; either restoring control over cities, or displacement as a collective 
punishment to those who refuse accepting terms of settlement and reconcil-
iation. In most cases, the destination of displaced people is areas under the 
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control of armed Syrian opposition forces in Northern Syria(7).

In addition to these waves of immigration and campaigns of mass displace-
ment, the rest of the areas controlled by militias and “extremist groups”, like 
Lebanese Hezbollah, SDF, and ISIS forces, witnessed campaigns of forced dis-
placement. Such as, Al-Qusayr, Deir Ez-Zor, Raqqa, Tal Rifaat, and Manbij. This 
was depending on the  form of control of these groups that usually carry out 
systematic cleansing and killing of civilians.

Syrian regime sought also to force what is called a state of “homogeneity”, 
a form of (Urbicide(8)) carried out by militias or dictatorial regimes(9) aimed 
to eliminate all those who protest their reign. Hence, a process of change oc-
curred in a way homogeneity go along with the policies of the Syrian regime.

According to recent statistics issued by the HNAP in October 2021, Syrian 
population is dispersed on Syrian governorates as showcased in the table be-
low:

(7)  Maen Talaa, Aljazeera Center for Studies, Issue of Refugees and Displaced People on Paths of Crisis and Settlement in 
Syria, March 2020 https://bit.ly/3c60xvU

(8)  Sharp, Deen, Claire Panetta, Khaled Adham, and Susana Galán. “Beyond the Square.” NY: Terreform/Urban Research 
(2016).

(9)  Sawsan Abu Zain al-Din, Aljumhuriya Website, How Assad Wrest Homogeneous Syria from us? April 2019, https://bit.
ly/34JwkQM

https://bit.ly/3c60xvU
https://bit.ly/34JwkQM
https://bit.ly/34JwkQM
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Demographics Distribution and Political Context:

After Sochi agreement between Turkish presidents Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
and Russian president Putin in March 2020(10), the pace of military action de-
creased significantly. With fighting lines being held, Syria was divided into four 
main areas of control by the following parties of opposing parties: Syrian re-
gime, SDF, Organization for the Liberation of the Levant, National army forces 
backed by Turkey, with the presence of Islamic State (ISIS) cells active in Syrian 
Desert (See map No.1). There are also military bases (estimated to be around 
476 foreign bases) spread on the Syrian territories of four main countries: Rus-
sia, Iran, Turkey, and the United States(11).

(10)  Aljazeera English, Erdogan, Putin announce Idlib ceasefire after Moscow meeting, March 2020, https://bit.ly/3DdXVI5 

(11) Military bases are distributed as following: 
131 Iranian bases and military sites in 11 governates.
116 bases and military sites for Hizballah in 11 governates.
114 Turkish bases and military sites in 5 governates.
83 Russian bases and military sites in 12 governates.
33 American bases and military sites in 3 governates.
(Source: Jusoor For Studies and Harmoon Center for Contemporary Studies) (https://bit.ly/3cdm7hZ )

https://bit.ly/3DdXVI5
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Map No. 1: Distribution of areas of control in Syria(12)

According to statistics by HNAP issued in recent report in October 2021, 
20,975,446 Syrians live in Syria (See map No. 2). They are scattered in four differ-
ent areas of control inside of Syria. The largest number is in the area controlled 
by the regime (66%), followed by two armed forces areas (14%, 7 %, respective-
ly), and finally areas controlled by Kurdish forces (13%) (see the figure below)(13) 

(12)  Source: Aljazeera English (https://bit.ly/30xeKjh )+ Liveumap: https://syria.liveuamap.com/

(13)  Source: HNAP in last report, October 2021, modified by the researcher

https://bit.ly/30xeKjh
https://syria.liveuamap.com/
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Syria has witnessed the first real diaspora since its formation, which is un-
precedented in recent Syrian history. According to statistics, Syrians constitute 
the largest number of refugees in the world (distributed in more than 127 coun-
tries around the world)(14). Global Peace Index (GPI) indicates that Syria is still 
the second least peaceful country in the world(15). It’s also still considered an 
unsafe country for repatriation according to UNHCR classification. Based on 
data and reports issued by UN agencies and humanitarian organizations, num-
bers of voluntary returns weren’t high, but they remained low. According to re-
cent report issued by HNAP in October, the percentage of people who returned 
to Syria are less than 1% of the current Syrian population. This confirms that 
conditions for voluntary return have not been achieved yet, which means an 
absence of a safe environment for the return of displaced people.

In terms of stance towards refugees, countries concerned with Syrian de-
mographics can be divided into three categories, including two main ones: 
Displacing countries (led by Syrian regime itself), and countries hosting the 

(14)  Human Rights Watch, “Our Lives Are Like Death” Syrian Refugee Returns from Lebanon and Jordan, October 2021, 
https://bit.ly/306FTJE 

(15)  Human Rights Watch, “Our Lives Are Like Death” Syrian Refugee Returns from Lebanon and Jordan, October 2021, 
https://bit.ly/306FTJE 

https://bit.ly/306FTJE
https://bit.ly/306FTJE
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refugees. As for policies and stances toward demographics, they differ in ac-
cordance with their stance of the conflict and the extent of their involvement. 
They also differ according to their internal contexts in relation to this file. The 
third stance, however, has to do with the Syrian opposition and human rights 
agencies (See figure below):

Number of Syrian refugees by hosting countries around the world(16)

(16)  Human Rights Watch, “Our Lives Are Like Death” Syrian Refugee Returns from Lebanon and Jordan, October 2021, 
https://bit.ly/306FTJE 

https://bit.ly/306FTJE
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Firstly: Stance of Countries Involved in Conflict

Most importantly, the Syrian regime, as it’s using refugees file only as politi-
cal card. It doesn’t want the refugees to return for many reasons, mainly, most 
displaced people are opposed to it. Subsequently, if they return, they will pose 
a threat. Absence of a political solution, i.e., al-Assad remaining in charge and 
perpetuating the status quo, means them coming back will cause the situation 
to explode again. Also, repatriation of many refugees will require providing 
more services, food, and medical supplies by the institutions of the state in Syr-
ia. Furthermore, Syrian regime will keep its security apparatus and its grip on 
civilians there. Thus, it won’t make any compromises and won’t commit itself 
to do the returnees any harm, even if they agree for reconciliation and security 
settlement.

Syrian regime also issued law No. 10 regarding ownership(17), which allows 
the creation of organizational areas within the general organizational scheme 
of administrative unites. If this law was applied, a lot of refugees’ and displaced 
people’s properties would be seized if they don’t prove ownership within a short 
period of time specified by the law(18). Syrian regime is using a legal framework 
to take control over properties of immigrants, replacing the residents of these 
areas, especially those of the opposition, by loyalists and foreigners brought 
from abroad. This allows for demographic engineering in line with its exclu-
sionary policies, which is one of the obstacles facing achieving peace in Syria 
in the future.

Also, according to the Syrian Network for Human Rights, Syrian regime took 

(17)  Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy, TIMEP Brief: Law No. 10 of 2018: Housing, Land, and Property, September 2018, 
https://bit.ly/320EaWX

(18)  If this law was implemented without reaching a political solution, new organizational areas will be created, specifical-
ly, in areas that have witnessed military actions, i.e., areas opposed to the Syrian regime, replacing them with other Syrian 
residents loyal to the Syrian regime or foreigners. This means bringing about a demographic change in those areas. Judge 
Abdel Hamid Awak, a day after, law No. 10 of 2018, a constitutional vision, https://bit.ly/30grXMS

https://bit.ly/320EaWX
https://bit.ly/30grXMS
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control of at least 440,000 dunums of agricultural land in the rural areas of 
Hama and Idlib, in 2019 and 2020(19); This means Syrian regime will undertake 
coercive measures against opposing people outside of Syria, through which it 
may work on bringing about demographic change in areas called for overthrow. 
Such as, Homs, Deir ez-Zor, Damascus countryside, Al-Qusayr, and several 
neighborhoods in the capital Damascus(20), where many “Shiite” families from 
Lebanon, Iraq, and Afghanistan settled, as a part of the context of the partici-
pation of Iranian-backed “militias” in The Syrian war and sectarian slogans(21).

The Iranian stance largely coincides with the position of the Syrian regime. 
Tehran exploited measures of displacement implemented by the regime and 
is trying to tamper with the Syrian social fabric through processes of demo-
graphic change in areas controlled by its militias. (Like Deir ez-Zor governor-
ate), which is divided into two areas of influence, the first is controlled by SDF, 
and the second is controlled by Syrian regime forces and Iranian-backed mili-
tias. However, it’s important to note that displaced people who used to live in 
areas controlled by the Iranian-backed militias didn’t come back. These are cit-
ies located on the road linking Iran to Lebanon through Iraqi and Syrian lands 
(Like Deir Ez-Zor, Al-Bukamal, Al-Mayadin, and their countryside). It is noted 
that the density of population in areas under the control of these militias is low 
in comparison with the high population density in the other side of Euphrates 
River controlled by SDF (see map No. 2). Iran aims to maintain and perpetuate 
influence, and therefore Tehran has no interest in the return of refugees to their 
areas.

(19)  Syrian Network for Human Rights, Public Auctions of Forcibly Displaced Lands, Another Method by Syrian Regime 
to Extensively and Systematically seize Properties of the Opposition Extensive, February 11, 2021, https://bit.ly/3ChkudE

(20)  Sasha Ghosh-Siminoff, Demographic Engineering in Syria Sets the Stage for Future Conflicts, Newline Magazine, 
March 2020, https://bit.ly/3ndgwyE  accessed time 10 November 2021.

(21)  Shafiq Shukair, Hezbollah: His Account of Syrian War and Sectarian Question (2), Al Jazeera Center for Studies, Janu-
ary 17, 2018, https://bit.ly/3npN1K6

https://bit.ly/3ChkudE
https://bit.ly/3ndgwyE
https://bit.ly/3npN1K6
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Maps No. 2: Distribution if Syrians according to Syrian governorates(22)

As for Moscow, which is trying to ease the isolation of Syrian regime by coor-
dinating with some Arab countries (like Jordan and the UAE), it’s using the card 
of refugees to put pressure on hosting countries, (like EU countries(23)) in ex-
change for a graduate lifting of sanctions imposed on Syrian regime. Because, 
according to The Russia’s point of view, they don’t allow for a recovery for the 
collapsed Syrian economy, which affects the issue of the return of refugees neg-
atively. With the same endeavor, Russia backed the “International Conference 
on the Return of Refugees”, which was held in Syrian capital, Damascus, at the 

(22)  Source: Humanitarian Needs Assessment Program (HNAP) Syria in last report issued in October 2021

(23)  Russian discourse towards EU was playing on the chord of the return of the refugees, and EU’s fears from issue of 
refugees. Russian president Putin, and of course I quote him now from his statement during a meeting with German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel in August 2018, as he literally said that Influx of Syrian refugees at that time was a “heavy burden” for 
Europe. 
The Guardian, Putin urges Europe to help rebuild Syria so refugees can return, August 2018, https://bit.ly/3or5epJ

https://bit.ly/3or5epJ
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end of 2020. However, the attendance was limited to a few countries that do 
not host Syrian refugees in the first place, with an almost complete boycott by 
European countries and countries hosting refugees.
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Secondly: Stances of countries hosting refugees:

Syrians were scattered across countries around the world. Nevertheless, this 
paper is dealing with countries hosting the largest number of Syrian refugees. 
Turkey hosts the largest number of Syrian refugees on its territory (Estimated 
to be around 3,718,332 Syrians)(24), which paved the way for an unprecedent-
ed polarization between Turkish political parties. The Syrian refugee file has 
become a major focus in the discourse of Turkish politicians. Racist discourse 
has generally increased as a result of political tensions, deteriorating econom-
ic conditions, and high inflation rates in the country. Prolonged period of the 
Syrian conflict has reinforced that, for it was not taken into account the war 
would continue for a decade. Continuity of the conflict without a political set-
tlement means a permanent presence by Syrians. Despite attempts by Turkish 
government to integrate Syrian refugees into local communities with various 
means, the latest of which was the naturalization of Syrians(25), the Turkish in-
ternal context and its developments are directly reflected on the Turkish gov-
ernment’s policy in dealing with the refugees file.

Although Jordan did not ratify the 1951 Refugee Convention, it did sign a 
memorandum of understanding in 1998 with the High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees, to protect refugees from forced return(26). Therefore, Amman is dealings 
with Syrian refugees (670,364 Syrians) by trying to balance humanitarian and 
security aspects(27).

(24)   latest report by Human Rights Watch, “Life Is Like Death,” issued in October 2021, it’s to be noted that figures in the 
chart intersect with information from UNHCR, https://bit.ly/3nbnILu

(25)  According to Turkish government statistics, number of Syrians obtaining Turkish citizenship is 110,000, (https://bit.
ly/3wHCg8K).

(26)  latest report by Human Rights Watch, “Life Is Like Death,” issued in October 2021, it’s to be noted that figures in the 
chart intersect with information from UNHCR, https://bit.ly/3nbnILu

(27)  Same source

https://bit.ly/3nbnILu
https://bit.ly/3wHCg8K
https://bit.ly/3wHCg8K
https://bit.ly/3nbnILu
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Despite recent campaign led by Jordan for to reach a rapprochement with 
the Syrian regime, Amman didn’t change its policies towards Syrian refugees, 
nor demanded return to Syria until the appropriate conditions are met.

As for Lebanon, which is basically suffering from various internal problems, 
related to politics, economy and security, Lebanese government is constantly 
calling for the return of Syrian refugees. Lebanese municipalities where Syrian 
refugees reside are adopting strict legislation, like imposing curfews, contin-
uous security checks, and not giving permits necessary for work. In addition, 
regularly taking deportation decisions against those who do not have identifi-
cation papers or for those who entered Lebanese territory illegally.

EU countries, on the other hand, still recommend that Syria is an unsafe 
country, and that no refugee should forcibly return. Only Denmark broke the 
rule and abolished the “temporary protection” for people coming from Damas-
cus and its countryside, homing them in temporary asylum centers till they 
return to Syria and providing some financial support for those who wish to 
return directly.

The peak of asylum seeking in the EU was in 2015, as its share of refugees be-
came around 1.2 million. Despite signing an agreement between Turkey and EU 
countries in 2016(28) to limit illegal immigration, which decreased relatively, the 
refugee flows never stopped and there are always new ways to migrate illegally.

(28)  Al Jazeera Network, Contents of European-Turkish Agreement on Refugees, 2016, https://bit.ly/3Hniapa

https://bit.ly/3Hniapa
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Thirdly: Stance of the Syrian opposition and human 
rights agencies

The official stance of institutions of the opposition and human rights agen-
cies is a position that clearly stems from the basis of political process (Geneva 
Communiqué No. 1) and the relevant Security Council resolutions (2118, 2254). 
This is translated through the official discourse of the opposition that empha-
sizes that refugees should not be forced to return To Syria unless objective con-
ditions are met. Thus, achieving a safe and neutral environment is linked to a 
peaceful solution that guarantees an end to the war in Syria, allowing refugees 
to return voluntarily without being subjected to arrest or torture.

In the course of international negotiations between the regime and the Syr-
ian opposition (Like negotiations of the Constitutional Committee), Syrian re-
gime often touched on the issue of the return of refugees only as a matter of 
media consumption. Because, according to the assessment of the opposition, 
Syrian regime’s main objective in these negotiations is to gain time(29). It is not 
interested in any agreement, neither in the context of the Constitutional Com-
mittee, nor in the matter of securing a safe and neutral environment.

(29)  Al Jazeera English, UN says Syrian constitution negotiations a ‘big disappointment’, October 2021, https://bit.ly/3DtH-
BU1 

https://bit.ly/3DtHBU1
https://bit.ly/3DtHBU1
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Future direction of Syrian demographics:

Including a settlement for displaced people file is a must when discussing 
any political settlement for the war in Syria. United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 2254 elucidated, in one of its articles, that: “Underscores  the critical 
need to build conditions for the safe and voluntary return of refugees and inter-
nally displaced persons to their home areas and the rehabilitation of affected  
areas, in accordance with international law, including applicable provisions of 
the Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, and taking into 
account the interests of those countries hosting refugees”(30).

So far, no initiative aimed to finding a solution to the Syria conflict was suc-
cessful. In this context, three scenarios are to be discussed: 

The first: Syrian bloodshed continues, and the situation remains as it is. In 
this case, if major action stop, migration will probably continue, increasing 
from time to time, due to factors related to security, policy, economy, and per-
sistence of international sanctions; This means, a safe environment is not avail-
able, and therefore, the return of refugees is difficult.

The second: Syrian regime changes its behavior towards displaced people to 
an extent that improves relationship with some countries involved in the Syr-
ian conflict or with countries hosting refugees, in hope for breaking isolation 
and gradually lifting sanctions. In this case, a method of demographic engi-
neering of society will be implemented, so there wouldn’t be what could pose 
a threat to security or trigger a new uprising. Thus, a security approach will be 
implemented to settle displaced people’s situation. 

The third: Reaching a political solution to end the conflict in Syria (Wish 
of the vast majority of Syrians), and by that, implementing an immediate and 
comprehensive ceasefire, supporting the United Nations for a serious politi-

(30)  United Nations, UN resolution No 2254, https://bit.ly/3ouq9YY  accessed time 10 November 2021.

https://bit.ly/3ouq9YY
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cal process that leads to the establishment of a national government with all 
authorities, releasing all detainees, and preparing for a safe environment that 
allows the return of all displaced Syrians. However, this depends on enforcing 
enough international pressure on Syrian regime, so such commitments are ful-
filled. Something which is currently missing.
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Conclusion:

The file of Syrian refugees is part of any negotiation process despite different 
approaches implemented by concerned countries. As for the Syrian regime and 
Iran, they are not interested in the return of refugees because it is not of a ben-
efit. Russia is using the file to support political normalization with the regime. 
As for the countries hosting refugees, the file is linked to internal politics, relat-
ed to contexts of security, policy, and economy.

Although international law for refugees offers three main solutions; Volun-
tary repatriation, integration into the host country, or resettlement in a third 
country(31), discussing a solution to the problem of Syrian internally displaced 
people is kind of complicated, due to the nature of the current conflict. Also, 
the return of the displaced is not an easy process. It requires a safe environment 
that allows them to return, accompanied by other very important needs. Such 
as building homes and repairing infrastructure. It is also necessary to discuss 
rights of housing, land, and property, because they are often a constant source 
of instability, since Syrian regime issued many laws during the war.

(31)  Sultan Barakat and Ghassan al-Kahlout, Siyasat Arabiya Magazine, Return of Syrian Refugees from Neighboring Host-
ing Countries, March 2021, https://bit.ly/3ncIMkL

https://bit.ly/3ncIMkL
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