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A preliminary summary of the most important developments in economic and living conditions in the month of
March 2022

The living conditions in Syria are getting even more precarious with the regime’s
ongoing floundering economic policies, and its inability to provide basic goods and
services for its people. This has only been made worse by the spread of corruption
in state departments; the decline in the amount and quality of aid received from
the Syrian regime’s Russian and Iranian allies as a result of their preoccupation
with their own issues with the international community; and the reluctance of
countries and companies to make new investments in Syria, making it difficult for
the regime to obtain partners to finance its reconstruction program.
The Syrian pound experienced the largest decline in four months, as the exchange rate reached 3,990 Syrian pounds per dollar at the end of March, compared
to an exchange rate of 3,695 pounds per dollar at the end of February.
In opposition-controlled areas, and the areas controlled by the Autonomous Administration dominated by Kurdish militias, Syrians still suffer the same difficult
conditions, with the de-facto military forces controlling public revenues, and imposing fees and taxes, without providing the necessary and adequate services to
the population, both the local and the displaced.
Service projects are absent, markets are in a state of turmoil, and there is instability in prices and in the flow of goods. Syrians suffer from low wages, widespread
unemployment and a decline in international aid, in addition to the fact that many
international organizations have stopped providing health assistance and educational services in areas outside the regime’s control.
In this context, according to a report published by the international organization Action Against Hunger in late March, the number of Syrians at risk of hunger
reached the highest levels since the organization began monitoring the food situation in Syria.
The World Food Program confirmed that the changes approved by the Syrian
regime regarding government support affect 15% of Syrian families, meaning that
about 600,000 families are no longer eligible to receive government subsidies.
In what follows in this report, we review the most prominent economic and social developments that occurred in Syria in March 2022.
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Index of living conditions in Syria in various areas of control

The living conditions index tracks changes in the prices of 36 basic goods and
services inside Syria, through a monitoring network distributed across the country.
The network abides by international rules of monitoring. The index classifies the
prices according to the areas of control, calculates the average price in each area
of control separately, analyzes the prices, and shows the rates of difference on a
monthly basis, thereby clarifying the main economic variables that affect the lives
of people inside Syria.
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The index compares the average prices of the four categories mentioned in the
table, between the different areas of control in Syria. The index also takes the price
level of the regime-controlled areas as a basis for comparison, hence the figure of
100% in these areas.
The index shows that the average prices in the opposition-controlled and
SDF-controlled areas are lower by 85% and 77% respectively, than the prices of the
regime-controlled areas. For example, the average price of fuel in these areas are
57% and 30% respectively, which makes them lower than the average fuel price in
the regime-controlled areas. The comparison also shows that the average cost of
medical services in the opposition-controlled and SDF-controlled areas are lower
by 95% and 70% respectively, than the average cost in the regime areas. Internet
services in the opposition-controlled and SDF-controlled areas are higher than the
average prices in the regime-controlled areas, reaching 109% and 162% respectively. As for the average cost of renting a housing, it is lower in the opposition-controlled areas, reaching 70% of the average rents in the regime-controlled areas, but
is higher in the SDF areas, at a rate of 117%. The appendix included at the end of the
report includes a list of goods and services covered by the index.
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Living conditions in opposition-controlled areas in
northern Syria

The Harmoon Center monitoring team recorded a noticeable rise in the price of
most basic food and non-food items, at varying rates, especially in the last week of
March, days before the holy month of Ramadan. The rise coincided with a decision
by the Turkish government to ban the export of some basic goods, such as grains,
vegetables, vegetable oils, seeds and feed. There was an obvious rise in the price of
meat, eggs, tea, sugar, dairy products, grains, legumes, vegetable oils and all kinds
of fats, in conjunction with a continued shortage of sugar in the markets, especially
in Idlib.
The price of fuel derivatives also increased, after the Al Watad Fuel Company,
which controls the fuel derivatives market in northern Syria, raised the price of
imported fuels on March 5, following a rise in global oil prices as a result of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. As a consequence, the price of a liter of high quality imported gasoline rose to 994 cents, a liter of high quality imported diesel increased
to 970 cents, and the price of a gas cylinder rose to $12 and 630 cents.
Residents in opposition-controlled areas suffer from widespread unemployment
and a lack of economic activity. This is due to low wages and the absence in these
areas of unified government institutions able to regulate the flow of goods and
prices. This is also due to the multiplicity of agencies imposing fees and taxes, and
the presence of two governments, the National Coalition, and Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, in addition to the various armed factions controlling the crossings and their
revenues.
On March 30, trucks loaded with humanitarian aid from the United Nations
entered Idlib governorate from the Saraqib crossing, which connects to the regime-controlled areas. However, the number of UN aid convoys entering from Bab
al-Hawa border crossing with Turkey decreased significantly.
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Living conditions in the areas of control of the Autonomous Administration (SDF)

With the exception of the last week of March when the prices of some basic
items increased with the approach of Ramadan, the markets in the SDF-controlled
areas experienced price stability in March, despite a shortage in some items. The
price stability coincided with an escalation of security tension between the Kurdish
militias and the regime forces, both sharing control over northeastern Syria.
The increase in prices was manifested in bread, flour, rice, ghee and vegetable
oils, with a slight decrease in meat prices due to the weak demand because of stagnation in the markets, and the weak purchasing power of the population.
In March, there were several protests in Deir Ez-Zor, due to the failure to deliver civilian fuel allocations, and corruption in the SDF institutions in northeastern
Syria. The protests were focused in the town of Abu-Hammam, in Ezbet, east of
Deir Ez-Zor Governorate. Teachers in SDF-controlled areas in northeastern Syria
also carried out a strike, calling for an increase in wages and an improvement in the
education system.
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Living conditions in the regime-controlled areas

The government of the Syrian regime continued with its precarious policy of
managing the economic and service sectors, and controlling markets, with the
price of most basic items, especially oil derivatives, increasing. The price of a domestic gas cylinder reached 150,000 Syrian pounds, and industrial gas increased to
180,000 pounds. The fuel crisis extended to diesel, which experienced particular
problems when a second batch of allocations obtained through the government’s
«smart card» system was not distributed. The price of a liter of diesel on the black
market reached 3,750 pounds, while a tank of gasoline increased to 90,000 pounds.
Due to the shortage of petroleum products and the increase in the price of a liter
of diesel from 2,500 to 4,500 pounds, most provinces controlled by the regime witnessed a hike in transportation costs.
In a statement by officials, the Syrian regime admitted that the government’s
stock of wheat and flour would not last for more than 20 days. The statement came
in conjunction with an announcement by the Deputy Minister of Economy that
the government had «made it possible to import wheat and flour from various
sources, sufficient for the whole population to avoid shortages.»(1) The Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) however, estimated that Syria’s wheat production
in 2021 would fall short of expected needs by about 1.6 million tons, partly due to
Syria’s exposure to a severe drought.
An official in the Ministry of Agriculture revealed a decrease in wheat plantation
for the 2022 season, due to a delay in rains, and the reluctance to use rain-fed agriculture at the beginning of the season. The cultivated area amounts to 1.2 million
hectares, which is less than last year’s 1.5 million hectares.(2)
The General Mills Institution in the regime’s government raised the price of subsidized fodder, blaming the increase on a rise in global prices caused by the crisis
in Ukraine. A kilo of corn in the institution increased from 1,200 pounds, to 2,800,
while a kilo of soybean meal rose from 2,200 pounds, to 3,600 pounds. The high
price of fodder, cold weather and a lack of nutrition contributed to the death of a
large number of sheep in several governorates. In a period of less than two weeks,
the price of legumes increased by 40%, the price of a kilo of bulgur wheat reached
5,500 pounds, and a kilo of lentils increased to 6,000 pounds.
(1) https://www.syria.tv/160287
(2) https://www.syria.tv/157789
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The price of building and cladding materials in Syria also increased as a result of
the impact of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. In fact, the price of a ton of iron rose
to 3,900,000 Syrian pounds. The real estate market was in a state of stagnation, and
real estate prices in the capital Damascus, decreased by 15 percent, according to
pro-regime media sources.
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As the living, social, and health conditions of Syrians worsened in the regime-controlled areas, the market declined dramatically. On March 21, the head of Al-Bouzuriya market in Damascus, Muhammad Nazir Al-Sayyid Hassan, confirmed in a
media statement that the market is experiencing turmoil and instability as a result
of food shortages affecting the life of consumers, which in turn has led to a record
increase in prices. Al-Sayyid Hassan explained that deflation is dominating the
market, and that some stores are missing more than 50 percent of their products,
resulting in the closure of many stores and an increase in the number of employees
being laid off.
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Simultaneously, the government’s ability to control the market is absent: the
price of items varies from one store to another, and the corrupt practices of control
patrols affect small merchants. According to a statement by member of the card
market committee, Osama Quzeiz, the weak purchasing power and the high cost
of transportation have caused a 70% decrease in the imports of Al-Hal market in
Damascus.
The poor living conditions of Syrian citizens and the corruption of government
agencies have led to increased desperation among people and a spike in the number of unusual crimes. A member of the Executive Office in the Damascus Governorate, Mazen Ghrawi, for example, reported an increase in the number of people
stealing manhole covers to sell as scrap iron.
In terms of health, the number of people who have received a vaccine against
coronavirus remains low. The Director of Primary Health Care in the Ministry of
Health in the regime’s government announced that the number of people who have
received a full vaccine has not exceeded 1,100,000, and that the number of recipients of a first dose has only reached 1,900,000, while only about 7,000 have received
a booster dose.
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Displacement and asylum

The issue of asylum and displacement, inside and outside Syria, is the most important issue in the Syrian crisis. Some international organizations have drawn attention to the discriminatory treatment against Syrian refugees in Europe since the
start of the Ukrainian conflict, and the preferential treatment given to Ukrainian
refugees at the expense of other refugees.
With the approach of the Turkish legislative and presidential elections scheduled for June 2023, the issue of Syrian refugees is being used as political tool by all
sides in the Turkish politics during the election campaign, with Syrian refugees
facing calls to be deported and for greater restrictions to be placed on them.
In a report on March 16, Human Rights Watch highlighted the difference in
treatment of refugees from Ukraine and Syria by the government of Denmark. Syrian citizens residing in Denmark are having their residency revoked and are being
forced to return back to Syria despite a lack of improvement in the Syrian security
situation. The organization called on the United Nations to provide protection for
all refugees, without discrimination, including those from Syria, Yemen, Ethiopia,
and other parts of the world.
Syrian refugees still face a perilous journey in their attempts to escape regime
violence. On March 18, around 12 refugees, most of whom were Syrians, died off the
coast of Tunisia while trying to cross the Mediterranean to Italy.
In Turkey, the Immigration Department suspended the documents of thousands
of Syrian refugees who had been given temporary protection, throwing them into
legal limbo, and depriving them of access to health services. The Turkish Immigration Presidency explained that messages had been issued to Syrians regarding the
suspension of their «temporary protection» identity (Kamlak) in order to notify
them of the need to update their data and establish residential addresses.
On March 25, 43 Syrians returned to Turkish territory, two months after their
deportation to northern Syria, despite having legal documents, bringing the total
number of people who have returned to Turkey to 55 during the month of March.
On a parallel note, during a meeting with his Jordanian counterpart Ayman Safadi, on March 2, the Turkish Foreign Minister, Mevlut Cavusoglu, said that his country wanted to organize a conference on the voluntary return of Syrian refugees, and
pledged to work closely with Jordan in this regard.
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In a session entitled «The Role of the International Community in Managing Refugee Flows: Syria and Beyond» at the Doha 2022 forum, the head of the Migration
Department at the Turkish Ministry of the Interior, Sawas Unlu, announced the
voluntary return of about 500,000 Syrians to the so-called safe areas in northern
Syria.
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Monitoring the regime’s economy

The Syrian regime’s economic policies contributed directly to a new wave of
price increases.
In an executive plan published by the regime to determine its spending priorities in response to the repercussions of the war in Ukraine, the government announced its decision to stop exporting a number of basic food stuff for a period of
two months. The regime’s government also extended its decision to stop importing a number of items until the end of the year, including cheddar cheese, mobile
accessories, home air conditioners, pipes, locally-produced metal tubes, ceramics
and phones.
The government’s practice of granting import licenses to major traders elicited
complaints of state bias. This was confirmed by a member of the Board of Directors
of the Damascus Chamber of Commerce, Muhammad al-Hallaq, who said that the
procedures for financing imports only benefitted a few financially viable businesses and had led to the exit of many importers from the market.
In an effort to raise treasury funds, the regime announced a tenfold increase in
fees for Syrians leaving the country, raising the cost of departure from 500 pounds
to 5,000 Syrian pounds for each person leaving through a land or sea port, and increasing the charge from 200 Syrian pounds to 20,000 pounds for each private car
leaving through one of the land or sea ports.
In an attempt to encourage citizens to pay additional fees in real estate operations, Law No. 6 of 2022 was issued by the regime on March 13, reducing the percentage of cash contribution in sustainable development, including fees for space,
relocation, real estate registration and the associated stamp fee, from 30% to 10%.
In statements made by Syrian officials, the regime highlighted a number of development programs to cover up for its lack of any real progress in the economy.
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In early March, the director of the northern region branch of the General Company for Construction and Development revealed, for example, that 25 projects
had been carried out last year, including eight projects for the maintenance and
reconstruction of schools in the city and the countryside, as well as service projects
in some city and municipal councils, such as the Sheikh Najjar industrial city, and
in the university city. The success rate of project implementation was said to be
154%, with the total spent on projects amounting to some 5 billion Syrian pounds,
or about 1.3 million US dollars only, a figure that reveals the very limited success of
these achievements.
On March 9, a report by the Chamber of Industries Association on the number of
facilities that were established and authorized according to investment laws, indicated that 634 craft facilities had been established over the past year, with a capital
of 8,906,000,000 Syrian pounds; including 5,903,000,000 pounds worth of machines,
distributed in the engineering, food, chemical and textile industries in most governorates. This compares to 776 industrial facilities which were established according
to Law 21 of 1958, with a capital of 247,214,000,000 SYP, and 26, 680,000,000 worth
of machines, distributed among the four industrial sectors in most provinces.
The figures indicate the low investment rate and the inability of investments to
revive the economy that has collapsed due to government’s diversion of resources to fund the war against its own people. The figures also indicate the spread of
corruption in state institutions. In this context, the Central Agency for Financial
Control revealed that the operations of the commercial bank branch in Daraa has
a shortfall of 450 million Syrian pounds as a result of fraud and embezzlement operations carried out by the treasurer in the deposit operations. Inventory managers
have been arrested while the investigation is ongoing.
The Minister of Oil in the regime’s government renewed a promise to solve the
problem of the severe shortage of domestic gas. In statements to pro-regime media, the minister revealed that 3 million barrels of oil arrive from Iran every month,
and that the amount of oil extracted west of the Euphrates ranges between 16-30
thousand barrels per day. These numbers, if correct, raise questions about the reason for the shortage of oil derivatives in the Syrian market.
March witnessed a notable development as the Baath Party attempted to obtain
a share in the tourism investment market. On March 23, a project to rehabilitate
the Yasmeen City Hotel in Mezzeh, Damascus, was launched, at a cost of 8 billion
Syrian pounds, on the condition it would provide 200 new jobs. The hotel is owned
by the Baath Party, and was restored in partnership with the Syrian businessman,
Wael Nasri.

20

Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

The economic activity of Iran, Russia and the regime’s
allies in Syria

In March, no foreign investment activity was recorded in the Syrian market. Russia’s preoccupation with the war in Ukraine and the fallout from international sanctions prevented it from attempting to control more sectors of the Syrian economy,
while Iranian activity in Syria was limited to a few media statements and meetings
between low level representatives.
The Head of the Iranian-Syrian Joint Chamber of Commerce, Kiwan Kashifi said
that «the Iranian private sector has the will and skills to enter the Syrian market,»
noting that «the joint chamber is making relentless efforts to facilitate the entry
of Iranian investors into Syria,» and that the chamber was working “to remove all
obstacles that could impede cooperation.»
At the beginning of March, discussions were held between the Aleppo Chamber of Industry’s board of directors and an Iranian economic delegation headed by
Hassan Boor, head of trade unions and economists in Iran, on fields of joint economic and industrial cooperation and ways to expand joint ventures.
On March 6, a direct flight was launched between the cities of Mashhad, in northeast Iran, and Damascus. A memorandum of understanding was signed between
the General Organization of Syrian Civil Aviation and Iranian aviation, allowing
each side to operate 60 flights a week. Three Protocols of Syrian-Iranian agricultural cooperation were signed on March 23 between a delegation from the Syrian
Chamber of Agriculture during a visit to Iran, and agricultural scientific research
institutions and universities in Iran.
On March 21,the Syrian regime, Iran, and the Sultanate of Oman, signed a
memorandum of understanding, during the visit by the delegation from the Syrian
Chamber of Agriculture to Iran. As well as establishing a project to offer agricultural services to farmers, the memorandum included provisions for the establishment
of a meat packaging factory, poultry farms for the production of meat and eggs, and
the transfer of nanotechnology in vegetable crops, provided that companies set up
their businesses within three months of signing an agreement.
On March 29, Serbian businessmen discussed the availability of investment opportunities in Tartus, during a meeting with the governor of Tartus and the Serbian
ambassador to Syria.
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In a notable development, the Minister of Local Administration and Environment and Chairman of the Higher Relief Committee of the Syrian regime, Hussein
Makhlouf, held a series of talks with the acting representative of the United Nations
Population Fund in Syria, Karen Dadourian, on ways to develop working mechanisms and deepen joint cooperation between the two sides in the humanitarian
field, until the stage of recovery.
In Damascus, the Syrian Minister of Agriculture met with the Director of the
Office of the Spanish organization, Action Against Hunger, Darius Fetic, who stated that about 20 relief and development projects have been implemented in Syria
in recent years for farmers and for poor rural families in particular, stressing that
there are ongoing projects for the future, which are expected to last for a year to a
year and a half.
On March 17, the Syrian Minister of Tourism and the Pakistani ambassador to
Syria signed a memorandum of understanding to develop joint tourism cooperation.
The Minister of Economy, Muhammad Samer Al-Khalil, held talks with the Brazilian Ambassador to Syria, Fabio Vaz Petaluca, about the possibility of restoring
trade relations between the two countries and exchanging visits between delegations, entrepreneurs and investors.
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Appendix List of goods and services included in the index

Fuel and energy sources

Fodder

Basic Services

Real Estate

Food Supplies

Gas

Barley

Internet

Rents

Tomatoes

Gasoline

Hay

Electricity

House Prices

Potatoes

Diesel

Water

Cucumbers

Wastewater

Olives

Doctors’ fees

Rice

Hospital stays
per Night

Bulgur wheat

Pain Relief
Medicine

Sugar

Antihistamines

Flour

Anti-diarrheal
medicines

Lamb
Veal
Chicken
Bread
Olive oil
Sunflower oil
Fresh milk
Infant Formula
(Milk Powder)
Eggs
Vegetable
Ghee
Milk
Tea

Note: The aforementioned index is based on thirty-six food and service items
mentioned in this table. The items were selected because they are considered the
most essential.
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