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Executive Summary

This study aims to shed light on the role of warlords, formed and supported
by the regime during the conflict in Syria. Over the course of the war, warlords
have amassed huge fortunes and filled the financial vacuum created by the
chaos and upheaval of the past decade. They have gradually risen to assume
the highest economic position in the country and become the most dominant
force in the Syrian economy that now shape current economic and financial
policies of the Syrian state.
The objective of the research revolves around a number of questions. What
are the circumstances that paved the way for the emergence of warlords? What
are the mechanisms by which warlords were formed? What is their social, economic and security status? How does their rapid enrichment relate to the intervention of warlords in the realms of politics and security? Who are the most
prominent war profiteers in terms of their origins, formation, influence, size of
their wealth, and their regional and local connections?
The research seeks to examine the link between the role of the ruling elite
and the geographical origins of the new warlords, and to assess the ruling elite’s
political and economic motives for supporting warlords as an alternative to
the old economic elites. In doing so, the research traces the path of warlords
from the baseline up to the leadership of the Syrian economy, where the old
elites have found themselves either marginalized or displaced altogether. The
research attempts to monitor the impact of these changes on the type of economic policies that have been implemented in the Syrian state, as well as to examine the broader, catastrophic effect that this phenomenon has had on living
conditions in Syria.
Due to the ongoing conflict in Syria; the lack of government transparency;
and the difficulty in obtaining any official data on the subject, this study was
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prepared through fieldwork, using information gathered from people living
within the country, in addition to the many articles that have been published
on websites, and any available documentary evidence. The research uses a descriptive, analytical, and inductive approach in order to monitor war profiteering, examine its variables, and understand the consequences that the rise of
warlords has had on Syrian society in general. The study begins by examining
the effects of the rapidly changing war economy in Syria after 2011, and the
subsequent loss of control over the economy by the regime, before looking in
greater detail at the context of violence, and the way in which financial profit
became a major goal of the war itself, that helped to perpetuate the conflict in
Syria.
The new dynamics in Syria have allowed a group of previously marginalised
people from the lower socioeconomic strata to exploit the war conditions in
order to accumulate vast fortunes, gradually reaching the top of the financial
leadership, at the expense of the old elites (both the historical elite, and those
who achieved prominence after 2000 following Bashar’s ascension to power).
This later group included people like Rami Makhlouf, Imad Ghriwati and Muhammad Hamsho, who had previously been seen as irreplaceable and constituted the very heart of the regime and its principal financial arm.

With the transformation of the Syrian economy into a war economy that
strived to provide funding to ensure the continuity of the conflict,”(1) and was
(1) Networks of “war trade” between the regime and the opposition in Syria (dangerous information), Al Bawaba,
26/11/2014, seen on 12/13/2021: https://bit.ly/3hnCwmD
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based “on exploitative and intermediary activities” rather than production,(2) at
the start of the war, many members of the old elite adopted a “wait and see”
strategy, or withdrew from the Syrian economic arena altogether. This was
largely due to their political views, or the desire to protect their assets from the
risk of a deterioration in the security situation as a result of military escalation
or foreign sanctions. Among them, were Ratib Al-Shallah and Imad Ghriwati,
both of whom held the position of President of the Federation of Chambers of
Commerce; Bassam Gharway, Secretary-General of the Federation of Syrian
Chambers of Commerce; and Imad Hmaisho and Firas Tlass.

The withdrawal of prominent economic figures created a void in the ranks of
the old elites, which motivated the new aspirants, through their assigned jobs
in the militias, commerce. and local mediation, to take advantage of the situation by accumulating wealth and replacing the old, established elites.
Figure (2) shows the relationship between the retreat of the old elites and the
emergence of the new war profiteers

(2) - ESCWA, Syria after eight years of war, 2018, seen on 5/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3ykALjN
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The sanctions imposed on well-known economic figures led them to resort
to fraudulent methods to provide the regime with basic commodities and funding, especially in the supply of oil and wheat, often using creative means. Their
role eventually expanded to include the destruction of the economy of besieged
areas, as a key goal of the regime, which adopted a “starve or kneel” policy, utilizing food as a weapon of war to force local populations into submission.
As the war progressed, the regime made a conscious decision to sponsor
war-profiteers, and allowed them to exert influence through political groups
loyal to the regime, such as Maher al-Assad’s Fourth Division, through his office director, Brigadier General Ghassan Bilal, Khodr Ali Taher, otherwise
known as Abu Ali Khodr, and Amer Khaiti; as well as the Presidential Palace,
which sponsored both Saqr Rostom, the leader of the National Defense militia,
and Hussam al-Qaterji, through Major General Bassam al-Hassan, the security
enforcer of Bashar al-Assad.
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Other war profiteers have received support from various security and military agencies, such as military intelligence and state security. The Air Force Intelligence, for example, formed a cover for the rising wealthy warlords through
its former director, Major General Jamil al-Hassan, and Brigadier General Suhail al-Hassan, dubbed as the “Tiger,” while Ali Muhanna, commander of the
Sahabat Regiment, was known to have opened a mall in Tartous worth billions
of Syrian pounds, in collaboration with a number of other officials, such as the
governor of Tartous.

Figure 1 shows the most important sponsors of the war profiteers.
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By looking at the emergence of the new war profiteers, it is possible to examine the relation between their social and economic positions, and the functional roles that have contributed to their formation. As they were formed
against the background of war, the absence of rules and laws meant that their
backgrounds or origins, financial activities, and their sources of wealth were
often overlooked. What was important instead was the multiplicity of local and
regional sponsors that endorsed them. Contrary to the traditional perception
of warlords, the lack of ties to any particular geographic area meant that the
power and influence of the new war profiteers was solely derived from their
relations to the authorities, and from the privileges that were bestowed upon
them to carry out their functions and ensure the survival of the regime.
The mechanisms for their rise was due to a combination of birth, re-birth and
security selection, with the role of the new war profiteers including: financing
the war; controlling the fiscal buffers granted to the members of small militias;
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controlling illegal markets resulting from the war economy; and undertaking
profitable combative functions.
The new war-profiteers in Syria can be categorized according to three main
groups based on the sources that contributed to their initial formation, in addition to their group of external networks. The first group is a mixed group of
war-profiteers who used to be combatants, group leaders, and local mediators. While Abu Ali Khoder, the Katerji brothers (Hussam, Muhammad Bara,
and Muhammad Agha), and Saqr Rostom, were all militia fighters for example,
Muhieddin al-Manfush and Amer Khaiti were local commercial intermediaries. The latter took advantage of the war conditions and sieges to gain exclusive
control of trade exchange between Ghouta and areas held by the regime, and
enjoyed freedom of movement across both regions, in addition to operating a
number of other facilities.

The second group is comprised of war-profiteers who became businessmen
through commercial work, but who also contributed financially to the militias,
or even established militias that were, in theory, affiliated with them. Although
they were not leaders of these militias as such, and were not known to have
been responsible for taking military decisions in the field, they still managed
their businesses as if they were members of the militia, operating according to
the logic of force, and are known to have dealt violently with their commercial
opponents. The most prominent warlords in this category are people like Samer Al-Fawz, who founded the Shield of the Coast militia, which participated
in the battles of Lattakia and Homs; Waseem Al-Qattan, who exploited one of
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the crossings leading to Ghouta; and Samer Al-Debs, who, although a member
of this group, is not known to have had any public involvement with militias.

The final group of war-profiteers includes fronts used by the Al-Assad family, in other words, those people who suddenly appeared in the Syrian economy and occupied positions that were not commensurate with their previous
economic activity and financial backgrounds, and who were entrusted in roles
that were known to have been a part of the Al-Assad family’s economic activities. These activities were previously run by Rami Makhlouf, who operated as a
partner and treasurer for the family business, before the new class emerged as
fronts and assumed management of these economic roles. The most prominent
members of the new class include, Yasser Ibrahim, who is often referred to as
“the treasurer of the Republican Palace,” and who officially holds the position
of director of the financial and economic office in the Presidency of the Republic, known as the “secret office.” He is also charged with collecting money from
merchants and industrialists, under the threat of arrest or seizure of assets.
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His sister, Nisreen Ibrahim, formed a front for Asma’ al-Assad, by managing
the two well-known telecommunications companies, Syriatel and MTN-Syria,
after taking control of them from Rami Makhlouf.
Hussein Ibrahim, the father of Yasser Ibrahim, is one of the most important
fronts who sits on the board of directors of Syriatel, after the Wings Company,
which previously owned 40% of Syriatel’s shares, was ceded to unknown parties, according to the company’s disclosures for the 2021.(3) This reinforces the
suspicion that the real owner is not in fact the nominal owner.

Urgent Notice Regarding Change of Shares of Board Members in Syriatel
Communications Company, No. 1428, dated 12/12/2022
(3) Syriatel Communications, Emergency Disclosure of the Change in the shares of Board Members in Syriatel, No. 1428,
dated 12/12/2022, seen at: https://bit.ly/3MGvt6j
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In addition to the aforementioned groups, the implementation of international sanctions has helped to cast light on the presence of an additional
network, one formed of new personalities residing abroad who, for the most
part, had no previous involvement in the Syrian economy, and who also accomplished for the regime functions of dual nature, mainly in the financial and military sphere, including coordinating the supply of chemical materials. Among
these are Mudallal Khoury, who resides in Moscow and holds dual Russian citizenship; Suleiman Maarouf, who is based in Britain and has British citizenship;
Samir Anis Hassan who lives in Syria; and Bashar Kiwan, who holds French
citizenship but currently resides in Spain. Spain has refused to extradite him to
Kuwait, where he is wanted on charges of money laundering.(4)

Figure 3 shows connections between the roots of war profiteers

(4) See: The mystery behind Spain’s refusal to extradite Syrian businessman Bashar Kiwan to Kuwait, Al-Mashhad, 2/9/2020,
seen on 1/5/2022: https://bit.ly/3s3cavI
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In looking at the rise of war profiteers, it is important to understand the role
of the President’s wife, Asma’ al-Assad. Once dubbed as the “Rose of the Desert,” she has now transformed into the ‘Iron Lady of Syria’ and is one of the
most important sponsors of the new fronts, especially in the fields of telecommunications, food, and the so-called philanthropic sectors.(5) New faces associated with her include Lina Kinaya, and her husband, Hammam Msouti, who
was brought into the People’s Assembly by Asma. Another new face is Ahmed
Khalil, owner of the Telespace Company, in partnership with Ali Najib Ibrahim,(6)
who is also a part owner of the Al-Sanad company which specializes in security
protection, and whose name was mentioned in a number of newly established
companies, along with that of his two daughters, 20-year-old Rana and 21-yearold Rita Khalil. They are the co-founders of Wafa Telecom, the third largest mobile operator in Syria.(7) This serves to highlight the Al-Assad family’s control
over major sectors of the Syrian economy, and their continuous attempts to
circumvent Western sanctions, which have become - according to the Syrian
Minister of Economy - a “Syrian skill.”(8)

(5) look: Doron Paskin, How Asma Assad transformed from ‘Desert Rose’ into Syria’s ‘Iron Lady’, ctech, 16/5/2020.seen in
27/1/2022, in https://bit.ly/3Laoou2
(6) See: Asma’..a newspaper reveals with documents the ways Syrian regime circumvented sanctions, Al Hurra, 23/3/2022,
seen on March 25, 2022: https://2u.pw/UOgt6
(7) - See: Tessa Fox and Karam Shaar, Syria: Shell Companies to Avoid Sanctions on Elites Close to Assad, Daraj, T Guardian, 3/27/2022 Accessed on 3/3/2022: https://bit.ly/3w6xQIB
(8) See: Asma’..a newspaper reveals with documents the ways the Syrian regime circumvented sanctions, Al Hurra,
23/3/2022, seen on March 25, 2022: https://2u.pw/UOgt6
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Regardless of what is said about Asma’ Al-Assad’s previous experience related to her background in finance and administration in Britain, in a country like
Syria where one is able to wield power simply by virtue their proximity to the
president, as the president’s wife and partner, Asma’s dominance over multiple
sectors of the Syrian economy through a series of fronts that constantly work in
her favor, requires no special economic skill or business acumen.
While this study sheds light on the most prominent war profiteers, tracing
their career, illegal economic activities, the sources of wealth, and their proximity to the center of political decision-making, it is also important to note the
forced retreat of the old elite, the decline in the scale of their economic activities, and to examine the fate of their properties.
The Al-Assad-Makhlouf feud helped to convey a clear message to the old elites
about their need to withdraw in order to clear the path for the newcomers and
submit to the latter’s hegemony. The fate of the old elites was a choice between
marginalization, due to their inability to compete, or their total removal from
power and the seizure of their assets, as in the case of Imad Hmeisho, a pioneer
in the auto industry and an agent for the Chinese Chery companies and Iranian
Saba,(9) and Imad Ghriwati, the top agent for importing cars into Syria (Jaguar,
Ford, Lincoln, Land Rover, Kia ) and the owner of the Syrian Company for manufacturing cars.(10) Many of the old elites accepted subordinate roles, such as
Hashem Anwar al-Akkad, whose presence has decreased in recent times, while
others have acquiesced completely, offering payments and apologies to the regime in order to retain a nominal position, as in the case of Haitham Joud.

(9) See: Mawaddah Bahah, Syrian Cars… Made in Time of War, Marada, 23/3/2017, last seen on 3/22/2022: https://bit.

ly/3FvI4a5

(10) The head of the Federation of Syrian Chambers of Industry, the head of the Damascus Chamber of Industry and its
countryside, and one of the founders of (Al-Dunya) channel, Imad Ghriwati from Dubai, resigns..!! The Syrian community
in the Gulf states, seen on 17/4/2022: https://bit.ly/383ttGo
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The figure shows the fate of the old elites and what has become of their
properties.
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A comparison between the old businessmen and the new war profiteers
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Old Rich

New Rich

Benefitted from their relations with
decision-making authorities, but
demonstrated some independence,
and were exposed to competition
and the risk of loss and bankruptcy. Had a role in creating their own
wealth.

Took advantage of the opportunities created for them by the regime
to protect its own power, without
demonstrating any independence
or initiative. They have no role in
creating their own wealth, and are
merely tools for the regime.

Established their fortunes over a
number of years through legal activities

Became rich in just a few years
through illegal activities

Maintained friendly relations and
ties with Arab and foreign companies

Maintain no relations or friendships
with Arab or foreign companies

Retained investments abroad that
gave them power or a sense of independence from the regime. They
live in the fear of the possibility of
sanctions

Have no investments abroad to give
them a sense of independence

Cultivated private relations with
those in power internally, established over many years

Lack any social power

Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

Included in sanctions, and unable
to help the regime to avoid exposure to punitive measures

Were initially excluded from sanctions, which enabled them to accumulate wealth and become indispensable for the regime

Supported the regime during the

While they have never supported

early years through their activities
to circumvent sanctions or by forming and supporting militias. They
feel that they have done the regime
a favor

the regime in the past, they owe everything, including their positions,
to the regime.

Have some sense of dignity

Willingly accept all of the conditions that are imposed on them by
the regime and act as nominal owners of companies and tools for the
regime. Lack any sense of dignity

Consider themselves to be partners
of the men in power, and are reluctant to relinquish their companies
to members of the Al- Assad family

Largely see themselves as servants
of the men in power, and accept any
decision that is imposed on them
by the Al- Assad family, including
transfer of ownership of companies
to Al-Assad’s new agents.

Since 2017, the regime has taken a series of steps to entrench the new war
profiteers, by dissolving some militias and removing them from the financial
profit framework, while legalizing other specific militias and granting them licenses as security companies, and the right to earn a financial profit. The Saraya
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Al Areen 313 militia affiliated with the Military Intelligence for example, was
transformed into the Al Areen Company for Security Guards, while the Shield
Military Security Militia in the Syrian coast became the Al Daraa Company for
Security Guards. (11)
The regime quickly integrated these war profiteers into politics, largely
through the People’s Assembly, as in the case of Hossam Katerji, Hammam
Msouti, and Bilal Al-Naal. It also incorporated them into the economy, by appointing the majority of them as members of the Chambers of Industry and
Commerce, or by naming certain individuals as president of the chamber after
their appointment. In addition, many were socially rehabilitated through their
charitable donations, with the regime pointing towards the investments made
by war profiteers as evidence of the revival of the Syrian economy.
The role of the war profiteers in the Syrian economy was evident in the accelerated crisis which followed their emergence, with this newly-created class
of people monopolizing economic decisions in Syria, as partners of the regime,
and the regime’s regional allies, Iran and Russia. Their increasing power was
reflected in their decisions to abolish subsidies on basic goods, such as bread,
sugar, tea, rice, oil, and fuel, and scrapping free medical services and free education, which had previously formed a social security net established under
Baathist rule for decades.
With the combination of a government deficit and the elevation of war profiteers, according to official statements, the functional role of the regime was
limited to the management of shortages through implicit partnerships, monopolistic methods, and exclusive supply contracts.(12) Under such an arrangement, the Ministry of Internal Trade was transformed into a commercial cover
and a mediator that enabled the new war profiteers to impose prices of their
(11) See: Manhal Barish, Private Security Companies in Syria: New Agents in the Service of the Regime, MIDDLE EAST
DIRECTIONS, 28/7/2020, seen on 12/27/2021: https://bit.ly/39dpQhl
(12) See: “The Minister of Oil: We are managing shortage, not abundance, and whoever has better suggestions, let him
submit them.” Snak Sirian, 9/17/2020, accessed on February 25, 2022: https://bit.ly/3vAzpQA
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goods on to the markets, and in the ministry’s 1,600 retail outlets.
The militia mentality in the management of the Syrian economy, both formally and informally, by war profiteers, has led to an unprecedented deterioration in living conditions, and a humanitarian catastrophe, manifested in the
decline in the purchasing power of all citizens; a lack of public services; a scarcity of most basic items, including food and medicine; and the reduced value
of incomes and wages, which reached only one dollar per day. This was compounded by the successive increases in prices that have exceeded international
standards, as a result of the monopolies created by the war profiteers, and the
violent measures which they resorted to against their competitors, including
the destruction and burning of property, in order to extort more money.
The coincidence between the rise of war profiteers in the Syrian economy,
and the severe deterioration of economic and humanitarian conditions in Syria, demonstrates the active role of war profiteers in deepening this crisis, with
Syria now one of the most food-insecure countries in the world. An estimated
14.6 million Syrians are forced to depend on aid to secure their essential needs,(13)
while the rate of food has insecurity increased by 32% from 2020, and 9% in
2021.
As a result of this deterioration, successive increases have been imposed in
the price of energy carriers, medicines, transportation, and foodstuffs, reaching ten times the international standards in 2019, with a severe shortage and a
rise in the price of petroleum products. This has generated repeated waves of
price increases for all commodities, without exception. In 2021, oil derivatives
alone rose four times in seven months,(14) constituting an increase of 250%, despite the relative stability of the exchange rate during this period, while the
price of a liter of subsidized gasoline reached 1,100 Syrian pounds from 450

(13) OCHA, Humanitarian needs overview, Syrian Arab Republic, February 2022, https://2u.pw/2ouDY
(14) Fuel burns the livelihood of Syrians: the price has risen 4 times in 7 months, Al-Araby Al-Jadeed, 10/16/2021, seen on
2/23/2022: https://bit.ly/3KhzNY6
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Syria pounds.(15)

Ministry of Internal Trade and Consumer Protection, Resolution No.
3598, dated 11/12/2021
(15) Raising the price of subsidized gasoline to 1100 pounds, Syrian Arab News Agency, SANA, 11/12/2021, seen on 4/2/2022:
https://bit.ly/3OYOXER
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After 2011, the regime’s need to find ways to transition to a war economy intersected with the personal motives and individual aspirations of marginal individuals who took advantage of the circumstances of war, and their positions
in it, to create wealth from scratch or to accumulate additional wealth.
These individuals benefited from a lack of accountability in return for services they performed for the regime, and exploited the dynamics of the economy by investing in illegal markets; conducting smuggling operations at border
crossings; engaging in human trafficking; and involving themselves in the illicit
arms and drug trade, often making profits out of besieged areas, and initiating
chaos and violence to achieve their own personal goals.
As the war persisted, the need to make a profit appeared to be a goal in itself, with war profiteers deliberately exploiting the situation in order to enrich
themselves and ensure their own continuity. The relation between the war profiteers and the regime was based on a formula in which security, military, and
later economic services were provided in exchange for financial benefits, and
a certain proportion of shares and partnerships. The war revenues flowed in a
hierarchy to the centers of decision-making power and influence.
Just as the regime had cultivated economic elites in the past, building up
elites, such as Rami Makhlouf, its own political image, the rise of war profiteers seemed to mirror the regime’s reproduction of its earlier historical experience. However, while the authority bestowed upon the old economic elites
after 2000 was achieved in a relatively smooth process, the new war-profiteers
have emerged against the background of violence, born in the context of war
and conflict.
In addition to the regime’s desire to replace the old elites, and its active intervention in perpetuating the rise of new war profiteers in the Syrian economy,
a number of factors related to the Syrian war contributed significantly to their
initial formation.
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I: The Most Important Factors Influencing the Rise of
War Profiteers

A. The Rapid Transition to a War Economy and the Association of
Violence With the Profit-Making Factor
Throughout history, the security function in Syria has been linked to profit. With the outbreak of the Syrian revolution, the regime expanded the areas
of profit available to security forces in a more comprehensive way by granting
virtually unlimited powers to all armed forces, whether regular or irregular.(16)
This led to the militias and their leaders to gain control over all aspects of the
Syrian economy and commerce, especially in the realm of transport.
It was the control of security checkpoints, for example, which allowed militias to make huge profits from the very start of the Syrian revolution, combining the dual function of security with economic interest. This was apparent
particularly during times of siege, when militia forces were able to control the
flow of goods entering besieged areas, charging individuals enormous sums of
money in return for the provision of basic goods, such as bread or infant milk.
By exploiting the dire humanitarian needs resulting from the siege, the militias
were able to make a profit out of punishing people. This provoked a great deal of
anger and resentment. In one of the earliest signs of opposition to this phenomenon, on May 1 2001, a petition was signed, entitled ‘the milk statement,’ that
rejected the grueling economic siege imposed on beleaguered populations.(17)
From a situation in which individual fighters were able to make a quick profit at checkpoints, a more fixed system of commercial rules developed for the
exchange of goods in besieged areas, under the supervision of the locally dom(16) See: The security reality in Syria and ways to govern it, Omran for Strategic Studies, 27/1/2017, seen on 3/2/16/2022:
https://bit.ly/3yc85tg

(17) See: Syrian Intellectuals Demanding an End to the Food Siege on Daraa, France 24, 1/5/2011, viewed on 9/1/2022:
https://bit.ly/3BVhRQe
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inant militia. This led to the regime naming exclusive agents from across the
boundaries, granting them the right to cross checkpoint barriers in both directions in order to deliver requested items, in exchange for agreed payments. This
was the case of Muhyiddin al-Manfush in Eastern Ghouta, and Amer Khiti, and
the Katerji brothers in Aleppo, Raqqa and the northern regions.

Figure shows how the siege of Eastern Ghouta generates profit for armed
parties and their trader allies, on both sides of the conflict
The ability to make profits was not limited to the checkpoints separating the
regime and the opposition. Rather, all of the regime’s checkpoints soon turned
into investment opportunities: functions and tasks were distributed; chains of
command determined; hierarchy shares were structured for those in charge
of them; and fees and levies were collected from the transit of both goods and
individuals, although at lower rates than those imposed on the besieged areas.
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With financial profit becoming one of the main features of the war in Syria,
the regime recuperated the rewards to shore up its own position, drawing on
its previous experience in managing corruption. The most profitable sectors
of the checkpoint trade were allocated to the most influential and reliable individuals in each sector separately, while minimum profit margins were left to
smaller fighters, in order to encourage them and to recruit them into the ranks
of the regime, despite the intensification of the conflict the high physical risks
involved in the war.
The profit factor affected the course of the battles and the maps of military
control, and often resulted in long-term local agreements, such as in Abu Dali,
an area that connects the southern countryside of Idlib to the northern countryside of Hama, where the line of contacts remained, for a long time, a free
zone between the regime and Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS).(18) Also included in
the free zone was the relatively small Morek crossing, where daily revenues are
estimated to have been between $30,000 to $50,000 for each side.(19) Fights over
control of the crossings have shaped the map of military influence, and is also
the reason behind security operations within the same militias.(20)
The growing profitable role of checkpoints was an important factor in the
breakdown of local agreements and truces between neighborhoods, and led
to the massacre of civilians. In Homs, for example, whenever a truce seemed
imminent, the head of the National Defense militia, Saqr Rostom, deliberately
provoked sectarian violence in order to keep the conflict going, and benefited
directly from the money made at checkpoints.(21)
(18) See: Khaled Tarkawi, The Economics of War in Syria, Jusoor Center for Studies, 11/16/2018, accessed on 4/1/2022:
https://bit.ly/3spvQKW

(19) - See: Abdullah al-Hassan, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham and the War on Commercial Crossings, May 2018, seen on 5/1/2022:
https://bit.ly/3FoD4nA

(20) : What is the link between the Damascus bombings and the decision to remove military checkpoints? The capital’s
voice, seen on 2/7/2017: https://bit.ly/3tchc9b
(21) See: Lawrence Al-Atassi, what is the link between the Homs bombings and the security empire of Saqr Rostom? Al-Modon website, 22/2/2016, accessed 17/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3vogEzR
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Having turned into investment opportunities, the checkpoints were often
sold over a certain period of time in return for agreed amounts. The names
given to checkpoints often reflect the sums that were collected from them on
a daily basis. The Zabaltani checkpoint in Damascus opposite Al-Hal market,
for instance, is commonly referred to as the “million checkpoint.”(22) The profits
made from these checkpoints became so lucrative, that in some areas, public
auctions were held to rent the roads supervised by these checkpoints. Thus, according to one account, in the northern countryside of Homs, contract auctions
were arranged in the Abu Rahil tent every month over the demarcation of the
crossings.(23) The contract was granted to the local merchant who offered the
largest sum of money, usually paid in cash to the local strongman, or ‘Ghawar,’ a
name derived from a popular character portrayed on television by Duraid Lahham.(24) A successful bid would then allow a merchant to transport commercial
convoys and cars loaded with goods across the checkpoints for free.
This system, applied by the regime and its militias across the country, was
part of the overall war economy and led to the creation of huge profits for those
who were either actual investors or agents that organized the collection of fees
at checkpoints for officials higher up in the security and political apparatus. Located at the top of the hierarchy is Maher al-Assad, commander of the Fourth
Division, a brigade that owns the largest number of checkpoints in Syria,”(25) estimated at some 500 throughout the country.(26)

(22) : Salam Al-Saadi, The Million checkpoints in Syria, Al-Araby Al-Jadeed, 13/4/2015, accessed 16/2/2022: https://bit.

ly/35AMzSv

(23) See: Ayman El-Desouky, Fourth Division Economy Network during the Syrian Conflict, MIDDLE EAST DIRECTIONS,
13/1/2020, viewed on 5/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3C505dp
(24) Two people were known as “Ghawar” in Syria, Abu Ali Khoder, referred to as the “Ghawar of Aleppo”, and Yusuf Khanat
from Homs. Both worked in the exploitation of checkpoints.
(25) Osama Makiya, royalties at military checkpoints between Nassib and Aleppo exceed 500,000 pounds, Al-Hal Net,
10/24/2021. Accessed on 3/11/2022: https://bit.ly/3L21zrX
(26) Talal Mustafa, Hossam Al-Saad, Wajeeh Haddad, Diagnosis of Syrian Societal Destruction (2 out of 3) Indicators of family and societal disintegration in Syria, Harmon Center for Contemporary Studies, seen on 9/1/2022: https://bit.ly/389rQH5
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Figure No. (1) shows the actors in the service of the war rich

B. Finding New Ways to Circumvent Sanctions
Early sanctions imposed on the regime led to a decline in its functions, and
the retreat of some actors.(27) Because of this, there was an urgent need to find
different mechanisms for making profit and to rely on new and unknown people to circumvent international sanctions and to fill the void internally.(28)
Successive sanctions therefore paved the way for the rise of individuals, who
previously had no economic background, or limited economic experience, to
assume a prominent position in the Syrian economy. Their presence was further reinforced by the void created by Rami Makhlouf who withdrew from the
investment field and claimed to have switched to humanitarian work three
(27) See: The sanctions imposed on Syria, Reuters, 24/11/2011, accessed: 16/2/2022: https://reut.rs/3teOLHF
(28) See: Annex at the end of the research, names of Syrian businessmen subject to Western sanctions.
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months after the start of the Syrian conflict.(29) One such individual, who appeared to have come out of nowhere and rose to the top of the Syrian economic
structure without having any previous connections, was Samer Al-Fawz. Other
individuals who have now become well-known, include Waseem Qattan and
Adel Al-Olabi, but none perhaps are as famous as Samer Al-Debs, who can be
considered as a combination of the old and new elite.
All of these men began to engage in internal investments which were, in the
past, the exclusive preserve of privileged businessmen closely associated with
the regime and its inner circle.
The new figures from the world of commerce were characterized by their
lack of an established economic background; the unknown origins of their
money; and by their relatively young age, most of whom were around forty
years old.
Economic sanctions paved the way for previously unknown militia members, who lacked any kind of foreign investments, to replace others who were
involved in somewhat suspicious deals with terrorist groups, before being exposed early on. The Katerji brothers, for example, replaced George Haswani,
owner of Hesco, a company that specializes in the production of natural gas,
who quit after being targeted by economic sanctions.(30) The brothers continued to supply the regime with oil shipments from areas controlled by ISIS and
the PYD.
The implementation of sanctions also meant that it was necessary to rely on
new individuals residing abroad, and who, more often than not, had no previous involvement in Syrian economic activity. These people completed both
financial and military tasks for the regime, that included supplying the regime

(29) - See: Syrian businessman Rami Makhlouf announces his abandonment of trade and heading towards charitable work,
France 24, 4/8/2011, seen on 20/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3pnnTE5
(30) - See: Uday Abdullah, Katerji Group. Bribery and profiteering from Iranian influence in Syria, Al-Hal Net, 12/30/2021,
seen on 01/28/2022: https://bit.ly/3hEZ7LL
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with chemical weapons.(31)
As a result, people like Mudallal Khoury, a Syrian with Russian citizenship,
gained prominence.(32) Khoury, employs his companies and banking networks
to offer financial and military services. Other individuals include, Samir Anis
Hassan, who has a family connection with Zou l Himma Shalish, also known
as the godfather of Russian investments in Syria; Mazen Al-Terzi, who was arrested for a short time in Kuwait on charges of money laundering for the Syrian regime;(33) and Bashar Kiwan, partner of the son of Major General Bahjat
Suleiman, Haidara Suleiman. Bashar Kiwan fled Kuwait after being sentenced
to five years in prison on charges of money laundering. Suleiman Maarouf,
who is related to Muhammad Nassif, the former Assistant Vice President, also
belongs to this group.(34)

C. Filling the Vacant Positions left by the Economic Elites
The cohesion of Syrian businessmen and their support in rallying around the
regime did not prevent cracks from occurring, which, although not major, allowed the new war profiteers to take advantage of the absence of the old elite
(31) - See: Tariq Sobh, Assad’s “whales” and faces of economic corruption in Syria, Syria TV, 5/2/2021, seen on 12/17/2021:
https://bit.ly/3HAk70k

(32) Ibid
(33) See: Pro-Justice Organization, Businessmen Network for Financing the Syrian Regime and Circumvention of International Sanctions, 1st Edition 2020, pg. 97,175,179 https://bit.ly/3M5ocND
(34) See: Khaled Al-Terkawi, Wealthy Syrians in Wartime, Jusoor Center for Studies, 5/7/2021, seen on 12/13/2021: https://
bit.ly/3KilIdl
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in order to improve their positions.
The solid structure of the old Syrian elites, and their willingness more or less
to fall in line behind the Syrian regime, accounts for their rise prior to the war.
Historically, this group of economic elites can be divided into two categories,
those from the world of corruption who managed to accumulate wealth under
the regime through their abuse of power and influence, and traditional elites.
Traditional elites were not allowed to form any independent, self-regulating
networks, and were weakened under long-standing Baathist rule. They were
forced to make alliances and partnerships with corrupt privileged elites in order to protect their interests, which rendered them unable to break the bonds
that had been established and take any decisive positions without jeopardizing
their own interests and personal and family security.(35)
With chaos gradually intensifying in Syria after the start of the war, it was
this category of traditional elites who were the most fearful for their wealth and
less loyal, that gradually reduced their business interests in Syria and relocated abroad. This includes industrialists, like Bassam Ghraoui, who previously
worked as a general secretary for the Federation of Syrian Chambers of Commerce and in the Damascus Chamber of Commerce between 2009 and 2012,
who left Syria for Hungary.(36) Similarly, Imad Ghriwati, another member of the
traditional elite, left for Dubai, resigning from his position as President of the
Federation of Syrian Chambers of Industry, which he held between 2006 and
2012, in addition to a position he held as head of the Damascus Chamber of
Industry and its countryside.

(35) It is worth noting that this analysis applies to big businessmen, such as the sons of officials, as well as to others who
benefited from their relations with the regime and corruption networks, but attempted to establish their own wealth. As
for the majority of medium and small businessmen, they made their fortunes from market activity. However, some in this
category practiced corruption, paying bribes to officials, without which their businesses would not have survived. Both
Hafez al-Assad, and Bashar, were keen to keep businessmen fragmented and under strict control, to prevent them from
forming a “class of their own.” This meant that the business sector did not have a position as a class, but rather had individual positions.
(36) See: Joseph Daher, Syrian Chambers of Commerce in 2020 The rise of a new businessmen elite, 4/15/2021, MIDDLE
EAST DIRECTIONS, viewed on 7/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3voAYRI
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Subhi Joud Ladkani, a Sunni who, together with his sons, founded the Syrian
Holding Company with a capital of $80 million with the support of the regime
in 2007, acting as a front for Rami Makhlouf, an Alawite, who preceded him in
establishing the Cham Holding Company, also retired quietly in 2011.(37) His son
Haitham Joud, moved to Lebanon for a number of years before returning back
to Syria after the death of his father, Sobhi, in 2016.(38)
Finally, Firas Tlass, son of the former Defense Minister, Mustafa Tlas, also
departed from Syria to Dubai, with his property confiscated. He was later sentenced to death in absentia for his political stances.(39) Even Nizar Al-Assaad,
who had previously been a close associate of Muhammad Makhlouf and the
Al-Assad family, left for Beirut following Rami Makhlouf ’s attempts to seize his
LEAD company. Relocating his business abroad, largely to Algeria, Al-Assaad
established the Emirates Lead Company, and followed in the footsteps of other
traditional elites.

Instead, it was those who emerged from the world of corruption and established clientelist relations with the ruling authority that strengthened their adherence to the regime, rallying around the regime in a show of solidarity and
(37) – See: Syrian businessman Haitham Joud chose gradation and refused easy enrichment, Asharq Al-Awsat, 6/14/2007,
seen on 1/13/2022 at https://bit.ly/3vG9IMX
(38) - See: Haitham Joud returns to the fore..but accompanied by Nabil Tohme, Economy, Finance and Business of Syrians,
13/2/2018, seen on 1/3/2022: https://bit.ly/3MtjNUj
(39) See: Firas Tlass, in response to his death sentence: I feel that I am equal with 23 million Syrians, Economy, Finance and
Business of Syrians, 6/16/2013, seen on 5/1/2022: https://bit.ly/39KYakb
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unity. Principal figures include Rami Makhlouf, who pledged to fight alongside
the regime until its very end;(40) Nabil Tohme, who has interests in real estate
investments and the hotel industry, as well as artistic production and publishing; and Issam Onbouba, one of the major manufacturers and importers in the
Syrian food industry.

Financially, the gap created by the retreat and departure of traditional economic elites manifested itself in the amount of withdrawals from Syrian banks.
By 2012, Syrian banks had lost half of their deposits,(41) while the percentage of
businessmen leaving Syria had reached 70% by 2013.(42) Despite the absence of
an any census or official accounts, the large number of businessmen who left
the country can be explained by the disruption to their work as a result of the
start of the war. As much of the conflict expanded to areas where their factories
and companies were located, especially in Ghouta in the suburbs of Damascus,
in the industrial areas of Aleppo, and in the oil and gas production areas of Deir
ez-Zor, Reqqa and the Syrian Badia, this caused factories to suspend production.

(40) See: Rami Makhlouf, cousin of Bashar al-Assad: There will be no stability in Israel if there is no stability in Syria, France
24, 11/5/2011, accessed 17/2/2022: https://bit.ly/38eV3A2
(41) See: Investigation - Syrian banks in a struggle for survival after the crisis widens, Reuters, 23/2/2012, seen on 1/25/2022:
https://reut.rs/3MnkTAO

(42) See: Marwa Al-Itouni: 70% of Syrian businessmen are outside the country, who are they, 32/1/2013, seen on 26/2/202:
https://bit.ly/36EQ8Il
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The total amount of Syrian funds deposited in Lebanese banks, owing to the
flight of capital, was estimated to be around $16 billion. Bashar al-Assad’s reference to the link between the crisis in the Lebanese banking system and the
freezing of Syrian deposits in them, with Syria’s own economic crisis, constituted additional confirmation of the size of those funds.

A video in which Assad links the living and economic crisis in Syria to the
crisis of Lebanese banks and the freezing of Syrian deposits there
https://bit.ly/3GJhta9
While it is difficult to calculate exact figures, given the lack of precise data
on the link between the numbers of businessmen leaving Syria and the closure
of their businesses, the gap in the Syrian economy contributed greatly to rise of
war-profiteers, filling the void left by their departure.
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The factors that drove out many of the traditional elites in Syria, such as their
political positions, a fear of sanctions, and the economic crisis, contrast with
those factors that have accelerated the growth of new elites: namely political
loyalty, a willingness to exploit violence in order to accumulate wealth, and an
indifference to external sanctions. The newly-accumulated wealth has become
part of the internal Syrian economy.
Figure No. 2 illustrates the relationship between the retreat of the old
elites and the rise of the war profiteers
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D. Controlling the flow of goods to and from the regime: the importance of transport in internal trade
Controlling the flow of commodities to and from the most densely populated
parts of Syria, accounts for the rise of warlords and their rapid accumulation
of wealth.
With the high risks associated with transporting goods to secure the needs
of the population and the regime, transporters and those supervising the passage of goods at checkpoints became the most important actors in the internal
trade process, and were responsible for collecting fees on behalf of the elite.
The most important checkpoints were those that belonged to the 4th Division
Brigade headed by Maher Al-Assad who owned about 500 checkpoints across
Syria.
While the majority of importers from abroad paid road fees to ensure the
safe passage of their goods, the regime controlled internal suppliers by choosing individuals to distribute goods with great security and care, and granting
certain individuals the right to supply basic items, especially oil and grain.
Husam Katerji, for example, was given the right to the transport basic items
to Damascus. Sugar importation was granted to Tarif al-Akhras, a relative of
Bashar al-Assad’s wife, Asma’ al-Akhras, who has come to dominate the trade
of most foodstuffs, including edible oils, which he jointly controls with Samer
al-Fawz and Issam Anbouba.(43)
During the war, the trade in tobacco was also monopolized by smuggling
networks affiliated with Maher al-Assad, who subjected the National Tobacco Company to distribution mechanisms through exclusive agents affiliated
with him. This was in addition to Maher’s control of the iron and scrap trade,
through his well-known associate, Muhammad Hamsho.(44) The import of elec(43) See: Mansour Hussein, regime officials lie to each other because of the scandal exposing oil monopolists, Orient Net,
1/11/2021, seen on 2/8/2022: https://bit.ly/3EMi5ur
(44) Muhammad Hamsho is one of the businessmen whose companies were taken over by Maher al-Assad. Originally from
a poor family, Hamsho was associated with Mudar Hawija until 1995, when he deferred to the authority of Maher al-Assad.
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trical equipment is restricted to specific persons, albeit to a lesser degree.
The establishment of monopolies largely depends on the facilities and privileges granted to the importer. Other merchants however, faced severe restrictive measures and harassment which forcibly removed them from the market.
Even fruit and vegetables, in their periodic supplies, were subjected to selection
processes with the most loyal suppliers given contracts and the ability to cross
checkpoints.
The understanding between the major suppliers approved by the regime,
and those in control of checkpoints, was the key to the growth in power and
wealth on both sides. The understanding, for example, reached by Husam Katerji with ISIS to transport oil, enabled Katerji to replace George Haswani as the
principal transporter and supplier of oil, increasing supply from 300 tanks (45) to
one thousand tanks,(46) becoming one of the major actors in the Syria economy.
Similarly, Abu Ali Khoder went from being a chicken seller to a powerful figure
through his role collecting fees and managing the transportation of goods on
behalf of the 4th Division.
The growing bilateral relations between the transporter and those in control
of military checkpoints enabled them to control the flow of goods and limit
supplies to suit their own interests. By limiting the flow of goods and deliberately creating scarcity, this raised the price of goods which were unavailable on
the market and generated huge profits for both sides.
As transport fees increased exponentially with increased levels of demand,
generating huge profits, the bilateral understanding between the transporter
and those at the checkpoints developed into a tripartite relationship between
During the war, he was a pioneer in scrap trading, the iron industry and real estate. However, he was recently marginalized
by the regime and prevented from standing in the People’s Assembly elections. There has been no news about him since his
marginalization.
(45) See: Abdullah Al-Ali, Al-Qatirji Group for Oil Transport in Syria, Activity Unstoppable by Borders and Conflicts, Northern Syria Observer, 10/3/2018, viewed on 9/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3M602mc
(46) Ibid
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the transporter, checkpoint, and the merchant. In regime-controlled areas, the
merchant had a reduced role as a partner. Katirji, who acted as a transporter
on behalf of other traders and supplied the besieged city of Deir ez-Zor with
foodstuffs, moved to the role of transporter and merchant, taking advantage of
his distinguished relations with the checkpoints controlled by the regime and
ISIS.(47)
The flow of goods has played a crucial role in the current conflict, with the
intensification of sieges, in many cases, leading to a rise in military escalation.
In 2017, the regime took control of the Barzeh and Qaboun tunnels, and closed
the Al-Wafideen camp crossing near Harasta on the international highway between Damascus and Homs, which used to supply Harasta and Douma areas
with most of their needs. The regime also tightened its siege on Eastern Ghouta. However, this proved counterproductive, and only provoked Ahrar al-Sham
and Faylaq al-Rahman into armed conflict, which enabled them to take control of the vehicle management in Harasta, reaching the Abbasid borders in
Damascus. Realizing its tactical error, the regime opened some crossings, but
doubled the fees levied.(48)

(47) See: Pro-Justice Organization, Businessmen Network for Financing the Syrian Regime and Circumvention of International Sanctions, Edition 1, 2020, p. 63 https://bit.ly/3M5ocND
(48) See: Aws al-Mubarak, what happened in Eastern Ghouta? Al-Jumhuriya Net, 24/6/2018, seen on 1/2/2022: https://bit.

ly/3vk6LDb
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II. The Dual Roots of the War-Profiteers in Syria

In Syria, the concept of warlords associated with the Syrian regime is similar
to the notion found in public perception, but is somewhat different. The rise of
warlords and their growing influence was not a substitute for regime influence,
but neither were they entirely independent of the regime. Rather warlords
could be considered as a reflection of the regime’s desire to exploit its forces
and the overall economic crisis. Formed as local entities, and encouraged by
the regime, the emergence of warlords helped to achieve mutual benefits in
terms of exerting control and generating money, and enabled the regime to fill
the emerging void created by the conflict.
In this context, the mechanism for the rise of war-profiteers was a correlative mixture of birth, re-birth, and security selection. Warlords were effectively
organized within a framework that included the control of financial margins
granted to small militia members, the growth of their profit, and the ability to
sustain themselves financially in their combat role.
This shift in the concept of warlords led to the hybrid birth of the war-profiteers. Drawn from multiple social and economic backgrounds, the factors for
their rise and the circumstances of their emergence are different. Some of them
were formed from their direct role as militia, and rose to prominence because
of this role. This includes militia leaders, such as Abu Ali Khoder and Katerji.
Others played the role of a local mediator in their areas, taking advantage of
the war conditions, specifically through cooperation with the militia, such as
Mohieddin Al-Manfush and Amer Khiti. A few small traders rose to the rank of
what is commonly referred to as a “whale” in the local expression, such as Samer Al-Fawz, Wasim Al-Qattan, and Samer Al-Debs, who is linked with Maher
Al-Assad through commercial partnerships,(49) a feature that would not have
(49) Sawsan Al-Shaer, Russian-Iranian conflict within the Assad family, Asharq Al-Awsat newspaper 10/3/2019, seen on
11/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3vocVC5
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been possible or permitted by the pre-war Syrian economic elite.
New figures, without any established background or economic skills, rose to
the fore and acquired companies and assets that would previously have been
the preserve of the former economic elite. This appears to confirm that many
are simply fronts for more well-known owners, such as Yasar Ibrahim, Lina
Kinaya, her husband Hammam Msouti, and Ahmed Khalil.
Features of the hybrid origins of war-profiteers

There are three different categories of war-profiteers, militia, trade, and
fronts for the regime, divided according to the way they came to power and
the characteristics they have in common. However, the boundaries between
the three groups is not rigid and their functions and roles often intersected,
with members moving from one group to another during their initial rise, before they were approved as actors in the official Syrian economy. Wealthy indi-
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viduals moved from the world of business to the world of militia with relative
ease due to their prominence and the networks that supported them. The most
prominent economic fronts for the Al-Assad family emerged from both sources (i.e. business and militia) and often intersected. Among all three groups of
war-profiteers (militia, trade, and fronts), it was the militia that had the most
important and decisive role.
Figure 3 The decisive role of the militia in the rise of the war profiteers

41

Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

The connection between the hierarchical structure of the Syrian economy
and the power of the authority sitting at the top of the pyramid can, to some
extent, explain the reasons why it has been so easy to replace the old elites
with the new ones without fear of repercussions. One of the reasons for this
phenomenon is the close relation between wealth and influence in Syria. The
exclusion of a great personality like Rami Makhlouf from the Syrian economic
sphere, despite his vast economic power, established social connections, and
political and kinship ties, was only made possible because he lost his influence.
In the nexus between wealth and influence, the former emanates from the latter and is dependent on it. This is complicated in the case of newly rich warlords, who move between the various groups.
The role of the militia can be seen as the most important gateway to influence. War profiteers from the world of commerce could not have emerged
without the cooperation and support of a militia. As a result of this, some
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businessmen established their own militias, under the guise of security companies. Many became involved in conflicts, especially over the control of oil
installations, similar to the situation in the Shaer field, which was protected by
fighters, hired by Rami Makhlouf, as employees of the Qasioun Security Guard
Company, together with militia members affiliated with the Al-Bustan Association.(50) Members of other security companies fought battles with the Fourth
Division, or against the opposition, to protect gas fields in Eastern Syria,(51) and
also managed checkpoints and collected fees.
Other traders were involved with land-based militias, providing them with
funding or sponsorship, in a show of loyalty, and proof of their participation
in the conflict, a necessary condition for their acceptance in club of the new
elites. Samer Al-Fawz, for example, funded the Military Security Shield Forces
militia under the supervision of the Air Force Intelligence Directorate.(52) Wassim al-Qattan took control of one of the border checkpoints and smuggling
crossings in Eastern Ghouta.(53) Similarly, George Haswani funded the Al-Qalamoun Shield group consisting of two thousand fighters in areas adjacent to
the Lebanese border.(54) While information may be limited, it is rare, and even
impossible, to witness a warlord who has not had direct involvement with militia groups.
In fact, militias, with their political and security connections and dominance
during the war, turned into the main route for access into the club of the new

(50) - See: The regime insists on disappointing its supporters and holds a funeral for 20 unidentified bodies from Al-Shaer
field, Zaman Al-Wasl, 2/11/2014, seen on 13/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3Owtp2s
(51) See: Manhal Barish, Private Security Companies in Syria: New Agents in the Service of the Regime, MIDDLE EAST
DIRECTIONS, 28/7/2020, seen on 12/27/2021: https://bit.ly/39dpQhl
(52) - See: Salam Saeed, Jihad Yazigi, Reconstruction of Syria: The Construction of a Socially Just Peace or Consolidation of
the Regime?, Salam Saeed, FRIEDRIHC EBERT STIFTUNG, 12/2018, accessed 16/12/2022: https://bit.ly/3k2NvTE
(53) Ibid
(54) See: Aurora Sutimano, The Syrian Economic Elite, Prestige Networks and the War Economy, Civilian Voices, T. Maya
Milani, 11/16/2016, accessed on 12/15/2021: https://bit.ly/3K6AMKZ
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elites, a club that goes beyond those traditionally linked to the regime.(55)
However, while the growing distance between the regime and its old economic elites allowed the regime, and the ruling family in particular, to take
control over the investments of many of the old elites, the fact that there was
gap between the two was a sign of the lack of sufficient loyalty or obedience
towards Al-Assad by the departed businessmen.

(55) - See: Khaled Al-Jaratli, 1 year on the “Caesar” Law.. Rich people are getting richer in Syria, Enab Baladi, 20/6/2021,
seen on 18/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3sqwEPN
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III: The Most Prominent War-Profiteers According to
their Rank

The new war profiteers can be classified into four groups:
1- War profiteers from militias
2- War profiteers from the world of commerce
3- War profiteers as fronts for senior officials (e.g. Bashar al-Assad, Maher
al-Assad and Asma al-Akhras).
4- War profiteers from foreign networks
The following figure shows the most important members of each of the
groups of war profiteers.
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The most prominent war profiteers according to their rank

A. Militia Profiteers
The militias played a dual role in producing war profiteers. While the first
group emerged from fighters who were involved in the ongoing conflict, such
as Abu Ali Khoder, the Katerji brothers, and Saqr Rustom, the second group
emerged from local mediators and merchants, who were not known to have
participated in militia fighting, and did not establish private militias. Instead,
they use their connections with the existing militias and their positions to trade
with the warring militias, or to pass goods between areas, in spite of the siege.
Among the most prominent members of this group are Muhyiddin al-Manfush
and Amer Taysir Khiti in Eastern Ghouta.
The first group in this category emerged from war-like acts. Since the beginning of the war, they have established fighting groups affiliated with them, in
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cooperation with the security services, and have worked to exploit the violence
ravaging the country in order to reap huge profits and accumulate enormous
wealth. They have used all methods available to them, including kidnapping,
looting, and smuggling through crossings (internal, border crossings, and
those with other parties). They have also been involved in the illegal trafficking
of drugs, antiquities and weapons, and in imposing fees and illegal charges on
the passage of goods and people. They have monopolized goods in isolated and
besieged areas, transferred funds, and taken over property that was destroyed.
The members of this group were directly sponsored by the most important
security actors in the Syrian regime, namely the Republican Palace, the Fourth
Division, and Air Force Intelligence. Since their inception, they have often been
associated with one or more of these actors. Those close to Abu Ali Khoder for
example, reveal that he still visits Asma al-Assad three times a week, and also
meets with Maher al-Assad and one of the security branches, carrying huge
amounts of money for them in convoys that escort him.
According to local sources, delegates from the Fourth Division take part
in the tasks assigned to Hussam Katirji, who is affiliated with the Republican
Palace and is personally close to Bashar al-Assad. The tasks carried out by the
delegates include escorting Al-Qatirji’s oil convoys, and ensuring his personal
security. They are granted small financial privileges, and are given a car from
Katerji. The presence of delegates from the Fourth Division with Al-Qatirji is
not simply meant for personal protection or security support, but rather, serves
as constant reminder of the need for subordinates to submit to the main leader,
reinforcing their role as mere partners or agents. Unlike other militias, the militia belonging to Al-Qatirji and Abu Ali Khoder was not abolished, although it
has been subject to some changes.
The job of survival of the members of this group made it important for them
to continue their militia role. Abu Ali Khoder’s security guard company still
operates at checkpoints and imposes fees. The Security Missions Company of
Al-Qatirji, is also doing the same, as is for Rustom Saqr’s Martyr Foundation,
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which acts more of a militia, even if it has a charitable role as cover.
The term checkpoint services, or “Tarfiq,” implies forcing commercial convoys and cargo trucks to pay fees, usually a customs duty, according to the TIR
system , in return for goods passing through the checkpoints without inspection or harassment, under the pretext of protecting them.(56)
1) Abu Ali Khoder (Taher Ali Khoder)(57)
Khoder Ali Taher, otherwise known as Abu Ali Khoder, 45 years old, from
the city of Safita in Tartous, is perhaps the clearest example of a militia leader
within the new business group. Coming out of nowhere, and with no previous
commercial experience or social connections, he established a local militia
with two thousand members, developed with the support of Maher al-Assad.
Prior to being entrusted with the tasks of managing checkpoints, tarfiq, and
protecting oil supplies and their sources to ensure the flow of resources to the
regime, the militia was engaged in oppressing local populations and fighting on
a number of different fronts.(58) Khoder’s son-in-law, Ihab al-Ra’i, held the position of security manager for the business, which was one of the largest security
companies in Syria.(59)
Abu Ali Khoder, who was not mentioned in the press prior to 2017, formed
the financial arm of Maher al-Assad’s Fourth Division, and made his vast wealth
out of managing its affairs, mainly its 500 checkpoints which are distributed
throughout all main roads and border crossings. Since 2016, he has been ac(56) The TIR system is a global transit system that connects 68 countries around the world, and requires customs escorts
in the transit country for goods and trucks without charging them any additional amounts of money.
(57) At the time of writing, news emerged that Abu Ali Khoder, who fled Syria with $3 billion following the arrest of his
brother and son-in-law, both in charge of his Citadel Security Company, had returned to Lattakia under house arrest. The
news was neither confirmed nor denied, but the sum of $3 billion has been disputed. His case demonstrates the level of
instability suffered by the new elites as individuals, and is additional confirmation that they are considered employees or
fronts, and can easily be disposed of if they cross the regime’s red lines.
(58) See: Pro-Justice Organization, Bashar al-Assad Businessmen Network, https://bit.ly/3pnrjGV
(59) - Ahmed Al-Khalil, icon of the Tarfiq companies for Maher Al-Assad.. Special details about the citadel company, the
economy and business of Syrians, 12/18/2019, seen on 6/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3Hpz2dR
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credited as the most important Tarfiq contractor for the Fourth Division.(60)
The revenue collected by Khoder includes the checkpoints fees imposed on
the transportation of people and goods, and levies imposed on the entire operations within the Syrian economy,(61) in addition to and border inter- with the
opposition. Among his many titles, he is commonly referred to as the “Prince
of Crossings” and the “Ghawar Aleppo”, in addition to a number of local titles
bestowed upon him in Tartous, such as “Abu al-Fuqara” or “father of the poor,”
because of his local charitable work.
As evidence of his growing influence, the Minister of Interior was forced, in a
humiliating retreat, to cancel a previous circular stating that public authorities
were prevented from dealing with him.(62) Regardless of what the prohibition
circular says about possible conflicts between different axes of power in Syria,
the original circular serves to highlight the attempt by the Al-Assad family to
cover up its relationship with militias through various fronts, in order to distance itself from them.

(60) See: Ayman Desouki, Fourth Division Economy Network during the Syrian Conflict, Middle East Directions, 13/1/2020,
seen on 12/21/2021: https://bit.ly/3C505dp
(61) For example, the Fourth Division names officers to oversee customs and ports and no economic decisions can be
made, even at low levels, without the consent of these delegates and the guarantee of their quotas.
(62) - See: Abu Ali Khoder’s case to the fore.. The Minister of Interior cancels his previous circular that bans dealing with
him, Syria News, 11/3/2019, seen on 11/23/2022: https://bit.ly/36GmjXv
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A circular from the Syrian Minister of Interior that prohibits any dealings
with Khader Ali Taher

The Minister of Interior cancels his previous circular that bans dealing
with Khader Ali Taher. Dated 10/02/2019
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Abu Ali Khoder’s investments include many important sectors of the Syrian economy, such as telecommunications, tourism, real estate and investment
projects. He also acquired the exclusive rights for the trade and distribution of
tobacco, spirits, and mineral water, taking advantage of his authority and immunity to monopolize the control and distribution of goods, and significantly
increased price differences between the official price and the market price.
He was thought to have been a mediator between Asma’ Al-Assad and Maher
al-Assad, which reinforces the idea that he acted as a front for the Al-Assad
family, and was a partial heir to Rami Makhlouf. This is evidenced largely by the
fact that he sent members of his security company to raid the offices of Syriatel,
affiliated with Rami Makhlouf,(63) as part of the company’s transition to Asma’
Al-Assad.
In 2020, Khoder, together with ten of his companies, was the target of multiple European and American sanctions.
2) The Katerji brothers
The Katerji brothers are Muhammad Baraa Katerji, 45, Hussam Katerji, 39,
and Muhammad Agha Katerji, who is 31. The focus is usually on one of them
because it is hard to tell them apart, although the middle brother, Hossam
Katerji, usually steals the media spotlight.
Before the revolution, the Katerji brothers owned a commercial office in Damascus,(64) from where they participated in petty corruption, such as transferring recruits or obtaining loans from public banks, in exchange for relatively
small bribes. They would often use their extensive clan relations in Aleppo and
Reqqa, which they inherited from their tailor father, for their own benefit. Prior
to the conflict, they worked in limited trading activities until 2013, when they
(63) See: Imad Karaki, The Assad-Makhlouf conflict is renewed: the stage of extreme pressure, Al-Araby Al-Jadeed,
12/1/2021, seen on 13/1/2022: https://bit.ly/35dcQ9G
(64) See: “Al-Qatirji: How Awlad Al-Khayyat became whales,” Jisr Press, 1/2/2019, accessed on 6/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3Mb-

pJSC
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were selected by Presidential Palace, on the recommendation of Zoul-Himma
Shalish, Bashar al-Assad’s cousin, to urgently retrieve wheat from grain silos in
northern Syria, where fighting had erupted between opposition factions and
Al-Assad forces and militias. They were asked to transfer the wheat to the regime’s silos, which were empty at the time. In order to do this, they formed a militia, known as the Al-Qatirji Group, which contributed to the ongoing fighting,
but was primarily aimed at protecting its own commercial convoys. Within a
short period of time, they emerged as the main supplier of wheat to the regime.
From wheat to oil, since 2015, their activities have expanded, and they soon
replaced George Haswani, establishing a transportation company that has 300
tankers, forming a wide network of relationships with all the actors, and concluding many exclusive agreements with ISIS and the SDF militia to extract
oil, and with the Euphrates Shield forces, through another mediator, Yasser
Al-Hazwani.(65)
In 2017, their fighting group obtained a security license under the name of
the Security Missions Company, whose Tarfiq is one of its most important activities. Along with the Citadel Security Company, owned by Abu Ali Khoder, it
is considered to be one of the most important security companies that is active
in Syria in the Tarfiq field.
The Katerji brothers rose to prominence faster than Abu Ali Khoder. Hussam Katerji entered the People’s Assembly in 2016 as a rising businessman, and
his brother, Baraa, was registered among the members of the regime group in
the Constitutional Committee. The Al-Qatirji empire expanded in various economic sectors, such as tourism, real estate, the cement industry, mining, engineering and mechanical industries, as well as transportation, services and
holding companies.(66) The company has five repair rigs and two deep drilling
(65) – See: SDF defector: Its oil revenues are estimated at $120 million per month, Iqtisad, 19/4/2021, seen on 3/15/2022:
https://bit.ly/3HqGG7Y

(66) A promotional video for the company, posted on the Katerji Company for Engineering and Mechanical Industries’
Facebook page: https://bit.ly/3P6oohl
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rigs. It also owns Al-Sahel and Rusafa refineries in partnership with the Syrian government.(67) In 2020, Bashar al-Assad issued three laws, including Law
No. 28 and Law No. 30, which approved the establishment of two companies to
build oil refineries by a subsidiary of the Katerji Group, with the capital of each
company set at 10 billion Syrian pounds as the starting amount. Law No.28 approved the establishment of the Rusafa Refinery Company, a private joint-stock
company that builds, operates and manages a heavy oil refinery. As for Law No.
30, it approved the establishment of the Al-Sahel Refinery Company, a private
joint-stock company that builds, operates and manages a refinery for refining
condensed oil.
What is striking and surprising is that, contrary to the customs where the
public sector’s share in the participatory companies is 51%, the government’s
share in both companies did not exceed 15% of the whole capital. The public sector was represented by the Ministry of Oil and Mineral Resources, and
the General Organization for Oil Refining and Distribution of Oil Derivatives,
while the second party, the Arfada Oil Company (Al-Qatirji), owns 80% of the
company’s shares, with the Lebanese company, Salizar Shipping, obtaining the
remaining percentage, 5% of the shares.(68)

(67) - The researcher reviewed the laws 28/29/30/ of 2019 published in the first issue of the Official Gazette in the part one,
issued on January 8, 2020. He also reviewed, in the same issue of the Official Gazette, the resulting agreements with the
aforementioned parties, which are Arvada Oil Company, the Lebanese Salizar Shipping Company, and government parties
represented by the Ministry of Oil, and the General Organization for Oil Refining and Distribution of Oil Derivatives.
(68) – See: Approval of the establishment of two companies with a capital of 20 billion Syrian pounds to build two oil
refineries, who are they, 9/1/2020 Viewed on 6/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3sikrMO It is worth clarifying that the refineries mentioned here are small refineries, with limited production capacities that do not exceed hundreds of barrels or a few thousand per day. Refineries are a costly investment. There is no oil production that exceeds the capacity of Homs and Baniyas
governmental refineries, and their combined capacity is about 240,000 barrels of crude oil per day. It seems that these two
refineries were established in order to create additional profits for the Al- Assad family. As Al-Qatirji is one of the fronts, he
uses some of the oil he transports from SDF-controlled areas, and some of the condensate oil produced in the fields of the
central region.
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Promotional video for the Qatirji brothers’ mechanical engineering company https://2u.pw/Rt4bQ
Thus, Al-Qatirji is the only private sector representative to be licensed for oil
refining in Syria. They have also established the Aman Holding Company, the
Al-Qatirji International Group, and many other companies, and just like Abu
Ali Khoder in the coast, Al-Qatirji also holds the title of “Father of the Poor”
in Aleppo. The sanctions mentioned the two brothers, Bara’a and Husam, by
name, in addition to entities affiliated with them, but the younger brother, Muhammad Agha al-Qatirji, was excluded, even though he is still affected through
the sanctioned entities.
3) Saqr Rostom
Saqr Rostom, 47 years old, hails from Khirbet al-Hamam in Homs. Prior to
the revolution, he was an engineer who was known for his corruption. Dismissed from his position as investment manager and procurement official in
the industrial zone in Hassia, he was transferred to the Technical Services Department in the Homs municipality, where he worked until 2011.
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With the outbreak of the Syrian revolution, Rostom joined the Al-Bustan
Association and participated in the suppression of demonstrations. Then,
in mid-2011, he established the nucleus of the National Defense Militia, with
the support of his uncle, Major General Bassam Hassan, a security advisor to
Bashar al-Assad, with his 10,000-strong militia group actively participating in
the fighting.(69) He was responsible for committing various crimes, including
murder, robbery, kidnapping, tashbeeh, and setting up checkpoints. In 2013,
Rostom was transferred to Damascus, after being accused of fraud, claiming
salaries for thousands fake employees registered in the National Defense. He
was appointed as Secretary-General of the National Defense Forces, and established the Al-Shaheed Charitable Foundation, with the support of Asma’
Al-Assad, to represent the face of the growing Al-Bustan Association. Rostom
also founded the Ayloul Tourism Investment Company, and was a co-owner the
Damas Investment and Real Estate Development company, which owns a number of restaurants and shops.(70) He acquired important real estate properties,
through a combination of force and coercion, and has remained as the de facto
governor of Homs, despite being transferred to Damascus.(71)
He is the only Syrian that appears on the US list of sanctions against North
Korea.
4) Mohieddin Manfouche
Mohyiddin Al-Manfush is one of the most important war profiteers in Syria.
From a simple local merchant in the town of Misraba who ran a modest cow
farm and a small cheese factory, he rose to become the main supplier of most of
the main foodstuffs in Eastern Ghouta during the siege, after being selected by

(69) Document 7: Saqr Rostom, The Absolute Governor of Homs, National Defense..Our Syria, 2014, seen on 8/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3HGBPQc

(70) - See: Bassam Youssef, Looting lingers in memory.. Al-Qilijia School in Damascus becomes a restaurant, Syria TV,
11/5/2021, viewed 3/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3JYxv03
(71) Zaman Al-Wasl, Secret Document Revealing National Defense Crimes in Homs, Our Syria, 2014, last seen on 1/25/2021:
https://bit.ly/3HqIca3
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the regime.(72) He entered into agreements with the regime in order to pass food
through government checkpoints, in return for fees of around $4 per kilo. The
last agreement made occurred in 2017, which enabled him to transport 5,000
tons of food a month, or about 160 tons per day, through the regime’s Al-Wafidin and Maliha checkpoints.(73)
As well as securing the passage of his products through regime checkpoints,
Al-Manfush’s business grew, and he was responsible for distributing cheese
and dairy products to the Syrian capital, Damascus, and across all regime-held
areas. In doing so, Al-Manfush gained wide freedom of movement and a high
degree of immunity within militia areas in Ghouta, which allowed him to
move personally in an armed convoy consisting of several cars, although the
full extent of his personal and commercial relations with the militia remains
unclear. Despite the poor quality of the food that he traded, much of it beyond
its expiry date, Al-Manfush charged twenty times higher for his products than
normal prices.(74)
In addition, due to his close relationship with the regime, Al-Manfush was
given the freedom to travel outside of the country, and since 2016, has established companies and factories in Turkey and Europe.(75) His freedom is part
of the regime’s endeavor to expand its external networks, many of which have
been reduced as a result of sanctions. In 2018, Al-Manfush acted as a mediator
between the regime and militias to rebuild Ghouta,(76) and obtained a govern-

(72) With facts and figures, a biography of one of the war whales from Eastern Ghouta to Turkey, Zaman Al-Wasl, 21/1/2020,
seen on 6/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3tfioZe
(73) See: An unprecedented breakthrough in the Eastern Ghouta crisis... What has changed? Sanak Sirian, 28/11/2017, last
seen on 25/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3MvbAPv
(74) See: Uwais Akkad, Muhyi al-Din al-Manfush, from the godfather of the siege of Ghouta to a clean investor in Europe,
Enab Baladi, 12/1/2020, seen on 21/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3IEVuRG
(75)
(76) See: Special to Enab Baladi: Al-Manfoush removes the ruins of three towns in Ghouta under a contract with military
housing, 19/5/2019, seen on 3/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3t9nNkG
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ment license to remove much of the rubble and war debris in the area.(77) He is
one of the largest buyers of destroyed real estate in Ghouta, and because of his
growing influence with Amer Khaiti (see below), he was chosen to run Bashar
al-Assad’s electoral campaign in Ghouta at a cost of two billion pounds, in
which Bashar attended personally to cast his vote.
5) Amer Khaiti
The ascension of Amer Khaiti, born in 1980, to the ranks of war profiteers
seems murkier than the others. Prior to the war, he moved between several menial jobs, including livestock trading in Douma, and selling vegetables after the
war. During the siege of Ghouta, he was involved in two major checkpoints that
were considered to be the gateways into Ghouta from Damascus: Al-Wafideen
and Al-Maliha Camp. Khaiti exploited the displacement of the population and
internal migration to expand his business and buy and sell real estate. He also
opened several exchange offices in Ghouta, and was heavily involved in the
drugs trade, with the cooperation of the Iranians.(78) Between 2014 and 2016,
Khaiti was able to launder his money by investing in projects in Turkey, Sudan
and Egypt, where he resided during this period. With the entry of the regime
to Ghouta, Khaiti returned to Syria, with the backing of the regime and Russia,
as powerful and wealthy individual, and took up a seat in the People’s Assembly. There are many reports which confirm his active involvement in the drugs
trade and the production of drugs in Syria, in cooperation with regime figures,
particularly Maher Al-Assad, through his office manager Ghassan Bilal.(79)

(77) Ibid
(78) - Taym al-Hajj, Wassim al-Khatib, Sila Abdel-Haq- Amer Khaiti...a war billionaire who is close to Al-Assad and his wife,
and a Hezbollah drug dealer, Syria TV, 6/7/2021, seen on 5/1/2022: https://bit. ly/3soQoU2
(79) Orwa Khalifa, Election of Appointed People, Al-Jumhuriya Net, 20/7/2020, last seen 1/2/2022: https://bit.ly/35fPBMj
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The table below highlights the common features between wealthy war
fighters and commercial brokers
Common Features of Militia
Wealthy

Common Features of Militia Middlemen

From modest backgrounds of unknown social and economic origin

From modest backgrounds and unknown social and economic origin

Continued involvement in their
militia role until now

Established good relations with all
parties

Popularly referred to as the “Father
of the Poor” in their areas

Took advantage of the humanitarian conditions of the war

Blurry status as fronts for the regime
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Enjoyed freedom of movement to
and from besieged areas

Have exceptional economic and
political influence

Traveled abroad and established
companies before returning to Syria

Established a firm relationship with
one of the central pillars of power
(Asma, Maher and Bashar)

Established a firm relationship with
one of the central pillars of power
(Asma, Maher and Bashar)

Included in subsequent sanctions
that were imposed

Included in subsequent sanctions
that were imposed

Made their fortunes through violence, force, smuggling and organized crime

Made their fortunes from the food
trade and monopolies established
during the siege. Involved in currency exchange, real estate and the
drugs trade

Have legalized their wealth through
money laundering and are fully integrated into the Syrian economy

Have legalized their wealth through
money laundering and are fully integrated into the Syrian economy

Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

Expanded the scope of their
post-merger investments

Expanded the scope of their
post-merger investments

B. The Most Prominent War Profiteers From the World of Commerce
1) Samer Zuhair Al-Fawz (44 years old, Lattakia)
Since 2014, Samer Al-Fawz has asserted himself into the Syrian economic
arena, mainly through trade investments. His role is largely to act as moral support and a front for an economically dilapidated regime that wants to cover up
output investments, with incoming investments in order to claim that Syria is
attracting new economic investments. In 2013, Al-Fawz was arrested in Turkey
after admitting to the murder of the Ukrainian businessman of Egyptian origin,
Ramzi Matta, in Istanbul. He was released after six months of imprisonment in
Turkey, in a suspicious deal widely thought to have involved Iran, and has since
found a safe haven for himself and his money in Syria.(80)
The regime’s need for someone to help it to circumvent international sanctions intersected with Al-Fawz’s own personal ambition to belong to the elite,
something which his own father, Zuhair al-Fawz, the founder of the family’s
business through a shipping and import company, had failed to achieve since
the 1990s, despite his closeness to Hafez al-Assad.(81) In a short space of time,
the son, Samer, was able to establish his financial empire in Syria, and seemed
to be one of those set to succeed Rami Makhlouf, even before the latter’s business empire had collapsed.
In his drive to expand his business empire, Samer Al-Fawz bought the Four
Seasons Hotel in Damascus from Al-Waleed bin Talal. Under the guise of a
merger, he took over the business of the Syrian car tycoon, Imad Hamisho, and

(80) See: Muhammad Diranieh, Samer Al-Fawz. What do you know about the largest business whale of the Bashar al-Assad
regime, Al-Jazeera website, 12/7/2018, seen on 01/26/2022: https://bit.ly/3JYlcAX
(81) See: Tariq Sobh, Assad’s whales and faces of economic corruption in Syria, Syria TV, 5/2/2021, seen on 12/17/2021:
https://bit.ly/3HAk70k
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the business of Imad Ghriwati, whose property was seized by the regime.(82) In
addition, Al-Fawz stole the property of Muwaffaq Al-Qaddah, and built a factory for refining white sugar in Homs for half a billion dollars and a production
capacity of one million tons annually.(83)
Other assets include, cable and iron factories, the Emaar (Motoroz) company which specializes in car trading, and spare parts, the Al-Fawz Trading Company, Al-Fawz Holding Company, the Aman Holding Company, and many other food, real estate, tourism and media companies. Al-Fawz was co-founder
of the Al-Dunya TV channel, before launching his own TV channel, the Lana
Channel. He also owns the Marota and Basilia City projects, through the geographically-connected Damascus Cham Holding Company. The projects span
an area of more than a thousand hectares from the Damascus Mezzeh neighborhood to Darayya in the Damascus countryside, from where residents have
been evicted since 2015 according to Decree No. 66 of 2012. In their place, he
built luxury apartments, shopping centers and malls, with previous residents
granted meager compensation, insufficient to even buy a house in the two
project areas.
Samer Al-Fawz’s sudden commercial expansion into Syria in just a few years
was only made possible through his privileged relations, first with Iran, and
then with Russia, as well as his militia-sponsoring activities. In particular, he
was affiliated with the Military Security Shield Forces which was formed in
the coast and participated in the battles of Latakia and Homs. He was known
for his aggressive approach in excluding his competitors and stealing their
property,(84) and was involved in the widespread purchase of real estate that

(82) - See: Muhammad Diranieh, Samer Al-Fawz. What do you know about the whale of the largest business of the Bashar
al-Assad regime, a previous reference.
(83) - See: including a factory for the production of sugar with a capacity of one million tons annually.. New facilities enter
into production in Hisya Industrial, SANA, Syrian Arab News Agency, 10/3/2021, seen on 17/2/2022: https://bit.ly /3MXGj83
(84) - See: Muhammad Diranieh, Samer Al-Fawz. What do you know about the largest business whale of the Bashar al-Assad regime, Al-Jazeera website, 12/7/2018, seen on 01/26/2022: https://bit.ly/3JYlcAX
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benefitted Iran, the first country he visited after his release from prison.(85) His
constant movement between Russia, Turkey and the UAE, only adds to questions about his economic role and his local and regional connections, and he
has been included on the external sanctions list.
2) Wassim Qattan (44 years old, Damascus)
Waseem al-Qattan’s name first emerged in 2017 as a result of his investment
in Qasioun Mall for a sum in excess of one billion Syrian pounds.(86) This marked
the start of his rise and his multiple investments ever since. He has held several posts, and was appointed, without election, as president of the Damascus
Chamber of Commerce in February 2018. There is little that is known about his
previous economic career, with the exception of his position as commercial
manager for a branch of Syriatel.(87)
After various media appearances, Al-Qattan won several government contracts to invest in “hotels, commercial complexes, and shopping centers,”(88) including the famous Yalbugha complex and the Galaa Hotel in Mezzeh.(89) Some
media sources have linked his wealth to smuggling and illegal activities which
took place during the siege of Ghouta,(90) especially since he was an investor
for one of the main checkpoints there.(91) He has invested in several sectors,
including goods, services and real estate, and owns various companies, such
(85) Ibid
(86) Wassim Al-Qattan, the story of a “business giant” who appeared in 2016 only, Economy, 7/30/2020, seen on 2/14/2022:
https://bit.ly/3EGUont

(87) Ibid
(88) Joseph Daher, Political Economy in Syria Consolidating Pre-War Orientations, Arab Reform Initiative 10/30/2020,
viewed on 1/16/2022: https://bit.ly/3vEvLDB
(89) The project came to fame because of its location in downtown Damascus in “Marjeh Square.” The implementation of
the project began in 1980. The construction of the projecte however, has not been completed yet, 40 years after its implementation and is an example of a failed government administration.
(90) See: Salam Saeed, Jihad Yazigi, Reconstruction of Syria, Building a Socially Just Peace or Consolidation of the Regime?
FRIEDRIHC EBERT STIFTUNG, 12/2018, accessed 16/12/2022, at: https://bit.ly/3k2NvTE
(91) Ibid
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as the Mourouj Al-Sham Group for Investment and Tourism; the Adam Trade
and Investment Company; the Waseem Al-Qattan Company known as TWA, or
WK; the Larussia Furniture Company; the Intersection Point Company,(92) and
Intersection Co. Ltd.(93) Like Al-Fawz, he has also been included on the external
sanctions list.
3) Samer Al-Debs (60 years old, Damascus)
Samer Al-Debs is from a well-known family, with historical ties to industry.
With the advent of nationalization in Syria during the 1960s, the family’s factory was seized, and the role of the family declined markedly. The early nineties,
however, saw Samer Al-Dibs re-establish the family’s economic position, and
his family – if not his Samer specifically – was listed among the top 100 families in Syria in 2009 for their activity in the textile industry. Since 2007, he has
been a member of the People’s Assembly, and has also served as the head of the
Damascus and Rural Chamber of Industry since 2014. In addition, he is also a
member of the Syrian-Chinese Business Council.
Since 2011, al-Dibs has been under the media spotlight for his high-profile
role in the commercial field, and has become one of the regime’s principal
economists, accompanying Bashar al-Assad on a number of tours of economic
facilities.(94) His wife, Ghalia Midani, also appeared in the media after al-Dibs established various companies in her name to circumvent sanctions.(95) In August
2020, the campaign group, Pro Justice, reported that Al-Debs was involved in
threatening and blackmailing a number of regime opponents.(96) He was known
(92) Joseph Daher, Syrian Chambers of Commerce in the year 2020 The rise of a new businessmen elite, Joseph Daher, MIDDLE EAST DIRECTIONS, seen on 6/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3voAYRI
(93) See: The Syrian Waseem Al-Qattan is under US sanctions.. How did he become a businessman overnight? Al Hurra,
29/7/2020, https://arbne.ws/35fSZH1
(94) Samer Al-Debs.. for the economic companion of Assad’s tours, Enab Baladi, 30/6/2021, seen on December 29, 2022:
https://bit.ly/3soWHqD

(95) Sawsan Al-Shaer, Russian-Iranian conflict within the Assad family, Asharq Al-Awsat, 10/3/2019, seen on 11/2/2022:
https://bit.ly/3vocVC5

(96) - See: Pro-Justice Organization, Businessmen Network for Financing the Syrian Regime and Circumvention of Interna-
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to have a close association with Maher al-Assad and his commercial fronts, including people such as Muhammad Hamsho and Khaled Kaddour. He has been
subject to sanctions since 2016.(97)

C. Wealthy War-Profiteers/Fronts for the Al-Assad Family
By fronts, this refers to those people that suddenly appeared in the Syrian
economy, and achieved a level of importance that far outweighed their previous economic activity, or their financial background. They were permitted
by the regime to assume a role at the very heart of Syria’s economic activities.
Owing to the regime’s security functions and the changing economic dynamics
in the country, this allowed the Assad family to consolidate its control over the
Syrian economy in a way that left little to no independence for economic elites,
beyond the realm of the Al-Assad family. The concept of “fronts” is therefore
broadened to include, not only the “Nouveaux-riches” that emerged during the
course of the war, but also the old remaining elite that was tied to the regime.
With the the removal of Rami Makhlouf, who had previously acted as the
chief treasurer to the family, and managed its entire economic affairs, his role
was divided up between Maher and Bashar, the latter represented by his wife
Asma’ Al-Assad. This division imposed meant that those acting as economic
fronts for the regime were subordinated to either Maher or Asma, with some
fronts managing common activities that fell into the purview of both. This is
the case of Abu Ali Khoder who appears to operate economic activities for both
Maher and Asma. While there is no information available about the division of
labour or the share of their economic activities, it is clear that there is some
competition going on between Maher and Asma, with the balance perhaps
tipped more in favor of Asma’ Al-Assad.
The positions held by these economic fronts vary according to their background, economic history, and their ability to generate financial profit. While
tional Sanctions, I 1, 2020, p. 157, https://bit.ly/3M5ocND
(97) Previous Reference, page 158
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some of the remaining old elites in Syria were forced to transfer shares that
they owned to the Al- Assad family in exchange for the permission to continue
to work, those from the world of militia or administration, were often treated
as junior employees or agents who perform their roles in exchange for shares,
the size of which remains unknown.
1) Yasar Ibrahim (40 years old)
Yasar Ibrahim benefited from the background of his father, Hussein Ibrahim,
who previously held the position of Director of the Remote Sensing Authority,
and is related to the Asad family by marriage. His wife is the sister of the Lebanese Alawite deputy, the Akkar-born Abdel Rahman Abdel Rahman. (98) Yassar rose to prominence in 2018, when Asma’ Al-Assad transferred him to the
Martyrs’ Office in the Ministry of Defense after he had proved his loyalty in the
world of the militia.(99) Ibrahim established his reputation as one of the founding partners in the security company, “ISIS Hunters,” or “Al-Sayyad.” Licensed in
2017, the company is based in Suqaylabiyah in Hama, and is considered to be a
front for the Russian Wagner militia.(100)
Yasar Ibrahim and his two sisters are perhaps the clearest example of Assadist fronts. Prior to 2011, they were largely unknown, and had never been part
of the economic elite. During the course of the war however, they mysteriously became owners of the “Al-Assad-Makhlouf ” Investment, a powerful Syrian
communication companies, as well as acquiring investments in “oil, food and
construction,” amongst other interests.(101)

(98) See: Asma’ Al-Assad preparing to take over the MTN telecom company, Al-Jumhuriya Story, 9/8/2020, seen on 7/1/2022:
https://bit.ly/3vkuzXD

(99) See: A close associate of Asma’ Al-Assad obtains a license for the third operator in Syria, Middle East and North Africa
Observatory, 22/2/2022, seen on 23/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3hqk1Xm
(100) - See: Firas Faham, Operation In The Dark, How Russia’s Wagner Recruits Syrians, Nida Post, 12/2/2022, seen on
13/2/2022 at: https://bit.ly/3K6Qztf
(101) The Washington Post narrates how a close associate of al-Assad seized MTN, translated by Ruba Khaddam al-Jami,
Syria TV website, 8/12/2021, seen on 10/12/2022: https://bit.ly/3hlB2Jw
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When Yasar Ibrahim became director of the financial and economic office in
the Presidency of the Republic, dubbed as the Secret Office, he turned into the
biggest front for Bashar and Asma’ Al-Assad, and their economic arm. Besides
managing the family’s businesses, his position allowed him to take control of
Syria’s economy and to impose regular fees on all economic actors,(102) with
companies forced to comply with levies or risk facing confiscation of their businesses. Along with his father, his sisters Lama and Nisreen, and his brother
Mayar, Ibrahim played an important role in the transfer of shares of the mobile
phone companies, Syriatel and MTN to the new owners. Yassar was entrusted
with the liquidation of both MTN and Syriatel, and the seizure of their shares,
besides managing the affairs of the Secret Office. He also seized the shares of a
third operator, Wafa.
2) Nasreen Ibrahim
Between 2020 and 2021, Nasreen held the position of Vice Chairman of the
Board of Directors of MTN, representing the TeleInvest Network Ltd, and is the
general manager of Tulip, which was established in 2015. She is known for her
closeness to Asma’ Al-Assad and is subject to economic sanctions.(103) TeleInvest owns 25% of the shares of MTN Syria, and its board of directors has been
headed by Yasar and Nisreen Ibrahim since 2019.
3) Lina Al-Kinaya (42 years old)
Lina al-Kinaya has played multiple roles for Asma’ Al-Assad. She started as
an official in Asma’s Ferdous Foundation, and managed the office until 2008
when she was appointed as director of the Follow-up Office in the Syrian Presidency. This is office is known to be the hub from where Asma’ Al-Assad manages the so-called anti-corruption operations, and is as a cover for managing the

(102) Orwa Khalifa, Muhannad Abu Al-Hassan, The Secret Office for financial blackmailing, Al-Jumhuriya Net, 3/1/2022,
seen on 17/1/2022: https://bit.ly/36GBuQt
(103) - ...Amendments in a Syrian company preempting her appointment as a judicial guard on “mtn”, Enab Baladi,
28/2/2021. Viewed on 3/2/2022 at: https://bit.ly/3Hx4PcJ
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economic elite, and controlling the country’s economy.(104) She remained in this
position until 2021. Lina owns many companies, including the Letia Company
with 52% of the company’s shares.(105) She was also listed among the owners
of the smart card project, linked to Asma’ Al-Assad and her brother, and owns
three other companies, together with her husband and two daughters.
After her marriage, her husband, Hammam Al-Masouti, went from being an
employee in a public hospital to a so-called whale, managing medical tenders
for public authorities, and established relations with many in the economic
elite, such as Muhammad Hamsho and Samer Al-Debs. Al-Masouti founded
and managed the Roshana company and owns shares in many companies that
he manages with his wife. These include Soran, Laetia, Leah and Poly Medix,
all of which fall under American sanctions for being fronts for Assad and his
wife Asma’. Al-Masouti was also involved in various and unspecified real estate
activities, and since 2016, has been a member of the People’s Assembly, and
chaired the Foreign, Arab and Expatriate Affairs Committee in the Council.(106)
Although Asma’ Al-Assad, through her partnership with Bashar and the family, supervises economic fronts, like Qaterji and Abu Ali Khoder, she did not
play a part in establishing them. However, there are other local agents who rose
to the fore thanks to their exclusive relationship with her and her patronage,
offering them security and social protection. She has often selected individuals based on their loyalty as well as their commitment to feminist concepts
and philanthropy. Lina Kiyana and Hammam Msouti are prime examples of
this category. Because of her closeness to Asma’ Al-Assad, in September 2021,
Lina was appointed as an assistant minister for presidential affairs,(107) despite
(104) - See: Osama Makiya, How the couple “Lina Al-Kaniah: and “Hammam Msouti” became war profiteers with the support of Asma’ Al-Assad, Enab Baladi, 15/1/2021, seen on 16/1/2022: https://bit.ly /3IA6Qqg
(105) See the Official Gazette No. 20, Part Two of 2019, p.11
(106) Guide to Arab personalities: Who are Muhammad Hammam and Muhammad Adnan Msouti: https://bit.ly/3tdHmZg
(107) - President Bashar al-Assad issues a presidential decree, Baladna News, 10/1/2022, seen on 3/16/2022: https://bit.
ly/3ymnreT
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being later subject to the Western sanctions. It is clear that Asma’ Al-Assad’s
influence has increased in governmental and official sectors, and she appoints
those close to her in ministerial or sensitive positions. Indicative perhaps of
her influence is the fact that Asma’s portrait, along with that of her husband,
Bashar al-Assad can be found in ministerial and government offices.

D. External networks
The three groups of rising war profiteers cannot occupy all positions in the
Syrian state, and a fourth group should therefore be added, namely a group for
the foreign economic elites. This group is made up of Syrians and non-Syrians
who belong to the old and new elite, all of whom have helped the regime receive
finances and supplies to circumvent international sanctions. Members of this
group have established fictitious companies which finance the regime, providing it with the necessary liquidity. This, has enabled the regime to operate and
to pass deals, some of which remain confidential because they revolve around
military and chemical weapons. These networks have also played a major role
in money laundering, especially the money gained from organized crime. They
have helped the regime to deposit the money abroad or to return it to the Syrian interior as part of the drive to finance the regime.
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The group of foreign economic elites known to have had close relations with
the regime include individuals, such as Suleiman Maarouf and Mazen al-Tarazi,
as well as new figures who emerged due to their ability to bypass sanctions,
such as Mudallal Khoury.
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IV: What Happened to the Old Class?

Before 2011, the top economic elite in Syria were mostly located within one
of two holding companies: the Cham Holding Company, which had eighty
businessmen under the supervision of Rami Makhlouf, and the Syrian Holding
Company, founded by Sobhi Joud, and his son Haitham as the CEO, which included some fifteen high-ranking businessmen.
With the profound changes taking place in the country, the mutual beneficial linkages between the regime and its economic elites loosened, and things
became worse, given the uncertain fate of the regime until 2015. Throughout
that time, the linkages and priorities changed. Some elites, especially in the
industrial sector, rushed to protect their financial assets and transferred them
abroad, while keeping a low profile, in what was seen by the regime as a sign of
silent defection.
The increasing need for financial support during the initial phase of the Syrian uprising led the regime to further impose direct and indirect charges on the
elites. This forced some to leave the country, while others refrained from paying
the amounts requested.
As for those who actually paid, they expected that demands from the regime
would stop, especially since after 2017, the existential threat to the regime had
declined and the role of the militia had diminshed. However, new payments
were imposed on the elites, this time due to the economic crises, with the regime using legal justifications, coercion, and punitive action to force the reluctant elites to pay.
In September 2019, the Governor of the Central Bank of Syria, Hazem Qarfoul, gathered some of Syria’s richest people in a closed meeting at the Sheraton
Damascus Hotel. While the meeting was presented to the public as an attempt
to boost the tumbling currency through donations from the wealthy elite, three
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sources have testified that the meeting was not actually about charitable work.
Instead, the Governor of the Bank listed the assets of the elites and threatened
to confiscate their wealth if they did not make a large contribution to the state
treasury. The sources stated that one of the elites, Fouz, pledged $10 million,
but was told by the Governor of the Central Bank that the amount was insufficient. In reply, he stated that it was merely “a down payment.”(108)
Since the regime has resorted to the use extortion against the businessmen,
some chose to liquidate their businesses and left the country altogether after
eleven years of war. Others however, had no choice but to remain, such as Subhi Al-Rifai, the owner of the sweet factory, Al-Burj and Al-Najma, and Adnan
Al-Nan, the owner of Al-Durra food factories, who nonetheless attempted to
minimize the impact of government demands by branching out to Egypt.(109)
A third group of businessmen relinquished to regime pressure. Maan al-Soussi, for example, paid a large amount in cash to Bashar’s election campaign after
receiving a call from Yassar Ibrahim. Subsequent payments were sent in the
form of checks directed to the Masar program of the Syrian secretariat linked
to Asma’ Al-Assad. Others were forced to pay billions at security branches, such
as Asim Suleiman Suleiman, who was summoned to the Khatib branch, which
forced him to pay.(110)

(108) Suleiman Al-Khalidi, Maha Al-Dahan, Tom Perry, Michael Georgi, Special Report - Collapsing Economy and Family
Conflict Intensify Pressure on President Al-Assad, Reuters, 7/13/2022, seen on 2/16/2022: https://reut.rs/3C4YFzM
(109) Turkey now, Egypt naturalizes three Syrian industrialists .. Who are they? https://bit.ly/3K5DBM4
(110) - Orwa Khalifa, Muhannad Abu Al-Hassan, The Secret Office of Financial Extortion in Syria, Al-Jumhuriya Net,
3/1/2022, seen on 17/1/2022: https://bit.ly/36GBuQt
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A comparison between the old businessmen and the new war rich
Old elite

New elite

Benefited from their relations with
decision-making centers, but were
able to exert some independence/ act
on their own initiatives

Took advantage of opportunities
designed for them by protecting
the regime without acting on
their own initiatives or demonstrating any kind of independence

Were exposed to competition, the risk
of loss and to bankruptcy, and therefore had a role in creating their own
wealth

Had no role in creating their own
wealth, but merely act as tools
for the regime

Made their fortunes over many years,
through legal activities

Made their fortune in a few years
through illegal activities

Have interests and close relations
with Arab and European companies.

Have no significant relations
with Arab and foreign companies

Have investments abroad that give
them some power and are afraid of
being punished

Have no investments abroad that
give them any power or any sense
of independence

Have internal social capital, acquired
over many years

Do not possess any internal social capital

Included in sanctions and are now
unable to serve the regime to evade
the penalties

Were not initially included in
sanctions, which made them useful for the regime for a while
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Helped to support the regime in the
early years, either through activities to
circumvent sanctions, or by forming
militias or support it. They feel proud
of the help that they have provided.

Have not supported the regime,
and owe everything to the regime itself.

Have no sense of dignity and
Have a sense of dignity

Consider themselves partners with
the men in power, and will not easily
give up their companies to members
of the house of Al-Assad

accept any conditions that are
imposed on them
See themselves as servants to the
men in power, and accept any
decision made by the Al-Assad
family to transfer the ownership
of companies to the family’s control

While the emerging elites continue to demonstrate loyalty and obedience
towards the regime as a condition of their existence, the extortion of the old
elites by the regime accelerated their decline. Some of them, like Rami Makhlouf, were excluded from the centre of power altogether. Others, were given a
much reduced role, like Ghriwati, Muhammad Hamisho, and Haitham Joud,
who finally returned to the regime’s fold only after “repenting.”(111) Muhammad
Himsho, Hashem al-Akkad, and Waheeb al-Mar’i, whose property was seized
after his death.. The fate of the old elites can effectively be classified into two
main categories, the first is related to their assets, and the second to the subsequent fate of the elites themselves.

A. The Assets of the Businessmen Who Left Syria
The regime seized the property of those who left in a number of ways that
included precautionary or executive seizure; confiscation under the pretext of
(111) See: Fouad Abdel Aziz, Economics: Dissolving “Syrian Towers” or liquidating businessman Haitham Joud..? 1/11/2020,
seen on 7/12/2021: https://bit.ly/3vqqDEF
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tax evasion; issuing fines for illegal activities; or confiscating assets through a
court ruling by the terrorism court, as in the case of Firas Tlass. Some businesses and properties have been transferred to the newcomers by selling or merging them together. This happened to the properties of Himisho, and Ghriwati,
which were seized by Samer al-Fawz, after being subjected to precautionary
seizure, and to the properties of Muwaffaq al-Qaddah, who was accused of financing groups that were opposed to the regime.(112) These operations demonstrate how influence and coercion were used to acquire their properties.

B. The Fate of Those who Remained Under the Wing of the Regime
The case of Rami Makhlouf is an example of the fate of Syrian businessmen
who stayed in Syria. Rami Makhlouf was at the head of Syria’s economy and
previously enjoyed a great deal of immunity due to his closeness to the regime.
Despite kinship and family ties however, there were early signs that the two
families, Al-Assad and Makhlouf, had split with the departure of Brigadier General Hafez Makhlouf, the brother of Rami Makhlouf, from the country, shortly
after the death of his aunt, Anisa Makhlouf, the mother of Bashar al-Assad.(113)
Anisa’s death coincided with the death of Hafez Maklouf ’s own father, Muhammad Makhlouf who passed away soon after from a short illness. At the time,
Makhlouf held a position high up in the Syrian security establishment.
In 2019, the dispute with Rami Makhlouf burst into public knowledge, when
a precautionary seizure decision and a demand for outstanding fines to be
paid were disclosed. The dispute snowballed and resulted in the seizure of
Rami Makhlouf ’s charitable organization, the Al Bustan Association by Asma’
Al-Assad, who changed its name to the Al Areen Association. Makhlouf ’s two
telecom companies, Syriatel and MTN were also taken over, in addition to his
Sham Holding Company and a number of other companies, which were dis(112) See: Joseph Daher, Al-Assad regime is still leaning on fragments of the Sunni bourgeoisie, syrianuntold, T. Yasser alZayyat, 2/1/2018, seen on 11/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3xNPh3a
(113) There are conflicting reports about the exact date of Hafez Makhlouf ’s exit from Syria, which vary from 2014 and
2017. Makhlouf ’s aunt Anisa died in 2016.
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solved and liquidated.
After being placed in judicial custody, the most important of Rami Makhlouf ’s companies, Syriatel, was subjected to several serial stock transfers. The
Wings Joint Stock Company, represented by the unknown Tariq Khabbaz,
dropped its shares of Syriatel from 40% to less than 1%. The new owner remains
unknown. 18% of the shares were transferred to Hussain Ibrahim, the father of
Yasar Ibrahim, who in turn transferred them to new owners, whose names have
not been disclosed.

Urgent Notice Regarding Change of Shares of Board Members in Syriatel
Communications Company, No. 1428, dated 12/12/2022

74

Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

The process of removing Rami Makhlouf went beyond the financial reorganization of the Al-Assad family assets, and was intended to send a threatening
message to Syrian businessmen who now face two options: either complete
submission to the regime’s diktats, in order to restore the position of the regime
economically, or to suffer a fate similar to that experienced by Rami Makhlouf.

A video of Rami Makhlouf revealing the country that will possess the
third telecom operator in Syria
https://bit.ly/3PO1Hyy
The economic changes in the previously known elite board, and the aggressive economic policies that accompanied the rise of war profiteers to the forefront of the Syrian economy, destroyed the presence of the old elites and led to
a decline in their role.
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Figure No.4 The fate of the old economic elites in Syria
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V: The Transformation of Warlords: From Integration
and Adaptation to Hegemony

Since 2017, the regime’s attempts to restore its authority under the pretext of
consolidating the state, have affected the war profiteers on many levels, especially on their levels of profit, and the extent of their influence.
Reduced levels of tolerance with the militia have limited the extensive freedom that was once granted to them. Some militia groups have been co-opted
into the military, while others have seen their work legalized under the guise
of security companies. Shares and economic interests have been reorganized
based on new understandings, while rewards and punishments have remained
the same, based on the degree of loyalty demonstrated during the war.
While the regime has taken measures to achieve broad political and economic goals, particularly those related to Russian intervention, these measures
have also played a decisive role in shaping the final map of the war profiteers.
The measures reflect the regime’s desire to rid itself of those who were the least
loyal or who chose to flee the country, and to elevate others who demonstrated
greater allegiance, in order to restructure power and maintain absolute control
over security and the economy. The measures re-positioned the war profiteers
at the heart of power, according to the following sequence of steps.

A. Abolition of the Militia’s Military Influence
After the relative relief following Russia’s intervention in Syria, the regime
deliberately limited the role of militias and abolished many of them. This was
in accordance with Russia’s desire to restore the institution of the army,(114) and
an effort by the regime to take over profit streams from the militia.

(114) - See: The Fifth Corps, Military Effectiveness and the Expected Future, Jusoor Center for Studies, 3/6/2019, accessed
17/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3tknBPw
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An attempt to disband the Fifth Corps-Storming Brigade, an intermediary
structure between the militia and the regular army, which was formed in November 2016 with the support of Russia, was the first step in the process of
reducing the influence of militias.(115) In April 2017, under an agreement with
Tehran, the regime took the decision to merge militias with regular units, including local militias that had been sponsored by Iran in previous years.(116) The
Desert Hawks/Suqur Al-Sahraa group, affiliated with Ayman Jaber and his
brother Muhammad Jaber, was one of the most important militias that was
dissolved in August 2017. Its influence had extended to Iraq and Jordan, which
enabled it to seize control of important financial corridors.(117)
The regime used various methods to subdue the existing militias and force
them to comply with its orders. First, it denied them control over the checkpoints, depriving them of an important tool that had allowed them to make
huge financial profits.(118) It stopped their logistical support and cut off their
funding sources. As a result, many militiamen quit, especially after their salaries were suspended for months. The regime also suspended the privileges of
some of the members of militia groups, and revoked security licenses from others, while reducing compensation to the families of those who had been killed.

(115) See: The Fifth Corps under the spotlight again, Al-Gomhoria Net, 15/7/2018, seen on 8/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3Mdrb6X
(116) See: Haid Haid, Reintegration of Syrian Armed Groups, Mechanisms, and Actors, Malcolm Kerr-Carnegie Middle East
Center, 12/17/2018, accessed on 2/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3hsxLrS
(117) See: Suqur Al-Sahraa Brigade: https://bit.ly/3HutqyY
(118) See: Haid Haid, Reintegration of Syrian Armed Groups, Mechanisms, Actors, previous reference.
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Methods used by the regime to subdue the militias

In parallel, the regime adopted the mechanism of merging militias with the
regular army. For example, the Qudsaya and Al-Hama militias in the western
suburbs of Damascus were merged with the 101st Regiment of the Republican
Guard.(119) The Ghaith militia led by Colonel Ghiath Dallah was merged with the
Fourth Division,(120) while the Barzeh Abd Dahiyat al-Assad militias, together
with the majority of militias in Hama, were dissolved. When things became too
complicated, militias were given the option of either going to the contact lines
in hot spots, or being dissolved. The regime also applied pressure through the
courts, selectively prosecuting some militia leaders and members for crimes
and abuses committed during the war.
(119) See: Arabi Post, Tired Allies: The Syrian Regime Rethinking the militias and the Forces Benefiting from this Change,
Arabi Post, 12/9/2018, seen on 5/2/2022: https://bit.ly/35zudRZ
(120) See: Daraa..the regime decides to merge the Fourth Division with Al-Ghaith Militia, Baladi News, May 31, 2020, seen
on February 16, 2022: https://bit.ly/3suhpoV
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The removal of the “non-regular” militias opened the door to the expansion
of “regular militias,” such as the Fourth Division, which increased the number
of its checkpoints and took control over central tax collection. This was done in
cooperation with the security groups that had merged with it, as the former militias were granted legal license from the National Security Bureau.(121) The expansion of regular militias reached its peak in 2017, which constituted a turning point, with the number of private security companies rising to eleven in
December of that year. This number continued to rise over the next two years,
with 75 licensed companies approved by 2019.(122) The decline in the number of
non-regular militias also provided an opportunity for war profiteers to present
themselves as businessmen, after they traded their military uniforms for business suits, setting themselves up as a source of economic strength and stability,
and the key to national recovery after years of war and destruction.

B. Screening/Selecting the War Profiteers
Screening refers to the process of identifying individuals who were allowed
to continue to work within the profit-making field based on their power and
influence. After the decline in the role of militias, the profit-making approach
they had used and their effects on economy were supposed to have stopped.
In reality however, these mechanisms were still used by the regime in order to
create profits for itself.
The main crossings which had previously generated huge profits were gradually and somewhat quietly taken away from warlords who were unable to operate in the new system. Instead, their tasks and roles were entrusted to security
companies that gained legal cover. The share of profits created in this new system was distributed according to balance of power within the regime on one
hand, and between the regime and its allies on the other hand.

(121) See Manhal Barish, Private Security Companies in Syria: New Agents in the Service of the Regime, MIDDLE EAST
DIRECTIONS, 28/7/2020, seen on 12/27/2021: https://bit.ly/39dpQhl
(122) Ibid.
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Warlords were largely selected according to a complex approach, based on
the internal balance of power and the will of the regime’s allies, the extent of their
influence, and their relations with the new war profiteers. The close relations
established by Al-Qaterji with Iran, and later with Russia, for example, made
him desirable to the regime, and qualified him to occupy the most important
position in the Syrian economy. Similarly, Abu Ali Khoder, who emerged as a
protégé of the Iranian-backed Fourth Division, enjoyed the patronage of Asma’
Al-Assad and Russia, and formed a crucial link between them in the multiple
economic fields awarded to him.
Regional and sectarian considerations also played a clear role in the creation
of warlords. Abu Ali Khoder and Yassar Ibrahim, for example, are both Alawites
from the countryside of Tartous. They make up for the lack of Alawite representation from Lattakia, and compensate, to some extent, for the loss of Rami
Makhlouf as a visible economic symbol for the regime. Regional and sectarian
representation is also apparent in the selection of other warlords, such as Samer Foz, a Sunni from Lattakia; Rustom Saqr, an Alawite from the suburbs of
Homs; and Kaseem Al-Qattan, Bilal Al-Naal and Samer Al-Dibs, all of whom,
like the majority, are from Damascus. Muhyiddin Al-Manfush and Amer Khiti are from the countryside of Damascus, while George Haswani, who is from
Al-Qalamoun, and Mudallal Khoury, from the countryside of Homs, are both
Christians with connections to Russia. Often, when a person is selected as a
warlord from one area, this comes at the exclusion of others from the same
area. The rise of Al-Qatirji from Aleppo for instance, came at the expense of the
Al-Berri family.
While the abolition of militias was not intended to have any economic objectives, other than taking over the revenues of specific individuals who emerged
at the expense of other wealthy warlords, far from ending the practice war profiteering, the selection and screening of warlords allowed security companies
to continue to reap vast sums in profit. They constituted the semi-exclusive
portal for the selection of war profiteers, with some companies adopted as per-
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manent agents based on their level of loyalty, their experience, and the cover
they provided for their operators.
While the selection has, to some extent, determined the identity of the new
war profiteers and their spheres of influence within the stable security and military spheres, it has not fully resolved territorial divisions among its members
in areas such as northern Aleppo, Deir ez-Zor and the eastern regions, where
the influence of Iranian-backed security companies conflicts with the security
companies backed by Russia, which is seeking to protect its own oil interests,(123)
and often leads to tension between the two.
Figure No. 6 Factors influencing the selection of war profiteers

(123) See: Middle East, “Private Security Companies” a new arena for Russian-Iranian competition in Syria, 20/2/2021,
viewed on 10/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3hsRTKs
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C. Distribution of Economic Sectors Between the War Profiteers
The economic objectives of the regime include the need to find dividing lines
that would prevent violent confrontations from erupting between the new actors, and to distribute quotas to allow the regime to exert more control over the
collapsed Syrian economy which is unprepared for unexpected fluctuations.
In this regard, Al-Qatirji continued to monopolize the supply of oil in order to
secure part of the country’s oil needs.(124) This is in addition to the 24% covered
by the regime’s own production. Al-Qatirji’s company, the Arvada Oil Company,
established in 2018, has gone beyond supplying oil to establishing small refineries and oil refining.
Abu Ali Khoder continued to financially supervise the checkpoints of the
Fourth Division until he was relocated to two other sectors. The first relates to
telecommunications, and the second revolves around the marketing of materials produced by the public sector, such as cigarettes, mineral water and alcoholic beverages. The daily benefits from tobacco trade are estimated to be
around 13.5 billion Syrian pounds, since the products are sold at twice the rate
of official prices. (125)
Yasar Ibrahim was assigned with a task equivalent to managing crossings
and checkpoints, which gave him the power to impose fees and levies on all
economic activities, including small and medium-sized shops and factories.
Wassim Al-Qattan emerged as a prominent figure in tourism investments,
along with Samer Al-Fawz, who acquired, in addition to the tourism profile,
semi-exclusive rights in sugar manufacturing. He owns the Four Seasons hotel
and Al Sharq Club and Restaurant. Industrial rights were granted to specific
people, with Samer al-Dibs, for example, entrusted with reviving industry in

(124) See: Joseph Daher, see the manufacturing sector in Syria, the current model of economic recovery, MIDDLE EAST
DIRECTIONS, 31/5/2019, accessed on 14/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3sBABRJ
(125) See: Syrian smokers control smokers, Tyre, 11/28/2021, seen on: 2/16/2022: https://bit.ly/3CclMIv
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Damascus,(126) the same duty that was entrusted in Aleppo to Faris al-Shihabi, who has historically been close to the regime.The regime’s control over the
financial, banking and remittances sector was only made possible through repeated arrests of individuals and the closure of many companies and offices
after 2017.
The real estate sector is perhaps the most important sector for the regime,
and seems to be attracting widespread interest. This is because while the sector is currently suffering from stagnation, it is a vast sector that offers plenty
of opportunities for the future. Many of the war profiteers have sought to buy
several real estate properties, especially in devastated areas, and to establish
real estate development companies, waiting for the right moment for the industry to revive itself, before beginning their projects.
The regime has controlled, through a centralized balancing process, the
flow of wealth from the world of militia and illegal profiteering to the general economic framework. It has subjected these assets and their owners to
“institutionalization” steps, which has removed them from the shadow world
to operate fully out in the open. Many wealthy people have been incorporated into the political system as members of the People’s Assembly to provide
them with legitimacy. This includes Hussam al-Qaterji, who has been close to
Bashar al-Assad since 2016; Hammam Msouti, who is close to Asma’ Al-Assad;
and Amer Khiti and Bilal Naal, both of whom gained seats in the 2020-2024
elections. Samer El-Dibs was named as a member of the Assembly in early in
2012. Adel Al-Olabi, the CEO of Damascus Al-Sham Holding, which manages
the governorate’s public properties, was named as governor, and Bilal Al-Naal,
in addition to being a member of the People’s Assembly, assumed membership
of the Provincial Council of Damascus.
Other steps have included the appointment of the new elites as members of
the Chambers of Commerce and Industry. The recent elections in which the
(126) See: Joseph Daher, see the manufacturing sector in Syria, the current model of economic recovery, MIDDLE EAST
DIRECTIONS, 31/5/2019, accessed on 14/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3sBABRJ
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war-profiteers won up to two-thirds of the seats in these chambers, demonstrates this clearly.(127) This gives the elites complete control over economic decisions. Al-Qaterji’s commercial list in Aleppo, for example, won a two-thirds
majority, against the alternative list put up by the industrialist Fares al-Shihabi, who, in turn, complained in the official media about the influence of the
war profiteers. The clip was later removed by the TV channel from its archives.

The industrial Samer al-Dibs’ list and Wasim al-Qattan’s commercial list won
with almost the same percentage of votes. With the exception of Lattakia, all
the provinces under the regime’s control were organized in this way with similar proportions.(128)
The integration into the political and economic institutions was accompanied by active media campaigns for upcoming investments in the public sector,
which were won by members of the elite. This was taken by the government as
a proof of economic recovery and the reconstruction of the state. Companies
were registered and licensed, and their profits followed financial restructure,
all of which helped to provide legitimacy to the process.
In parallel with their official restoration, war profiteers were rehabilitated
socially through their charitable work or regional donations to bolster their legitimacy. Katerji and Abu Ali Khoder were given the title of “Father of the Poor”
(127) See: Joseph Daher, Syrian Chambers of Commerce in the year 2020 The rise of a new elite of businessmen, 4/15/2021,
MIDDLE EAST DIRECTIONS, viewed on 7/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3voAYRI
(128) Ibid.
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in each of their respective areas, thanks to the financial aid they provided. This
aid was often given to the families of their victims, or to workers in their security companies.
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VI: The Impact of the War Profiteers on the Syrian
Economy

The dominance of the new elites on the Syrian economy has reinforced the
regime’s previous trends, and accelerated the decline in the state’s economic
role, limiting it to tax collection. With limited economic resources; austerity
measures; the absence of development policies; and a general collapse due to
the effects of the war, the interests of the war profiteers were reflected in official government policies, which turned into a mere cover for their projects in a
number of areas.

A. Economic Policy Formation
The regime believed that its total grip on the economy through the instruments of war would strengthen it considerably after its strength had severely
diminished over the past few years. These “tools,” it was thought, would help to
create the grounds for the regime’s own economic recovery. Due to the severe
shrinkage in the public revenue base, the government was unable to perform
its traditional functions of service, care, and development, and therefore needed to rely on those elites who had rapidly managed to enrich themselves to prop
up the regime. They were given security immunity, and were allowed to expand
their influence into the regime’s economic decision-making role. As a result,
the government’s entire economic and investment performance has turned
into a platform where the aspirations and interests of that class are expressed.
Owing to the mechanisms of its formation and its structure, the new elites
have revived previous proposals put forward by the regime that center around
privatization; freedom from social support; liberalization of energy prices; removing the burden of the public sector; and limiting the economic role of the
government to tax collection. The government has prepared the legal and legislative grounds for these transformations. Thus, the partnership law issued in
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2016 allowed the al-Qatirji group to take over the Aleppo cement plant and
iron smelting facility through its subsidiary, the Nabad company.(129) Under the
slogan of a partnership with the regime, in 2021, al-Qatirji launched the Pereh
Aleppo company, which redeveloped the land of the old military hospital in
Aleppo,(130) which extends over 75,000 square meters, into tourist resorts and
shops, at a cost of some 1,200 billion Syrian pounds. The exceptional laws also
allowed Qatirji to sign two contracts for the restoration of the Baniyas and
Homs refineries in a rather unusual way,(131) as the value of the two contracts
were in US dollars, instead of Syrian pounds.(132) The value of the contract for
the restoration of the Baniyas Refinery amounted to 100 million Syrian pounds
or $4.5 million, while the value of the restoration of the Homs Refinery was $23
million. These contracts set a precedent in the official dealings of the regime,
with internal contracts concluded with a local entity in hard currency.
Law No. 10 also allowed holding companies to seize Syrian property. Samer Al-Foz, for example, founded the Aman Holding Company,(133) as one of
four companies that took over the investment of the Al-Razi gardens and its
environs, after forcing its residents to move out and demolishing their homes
according to Decree No. 66 of 2012. The decree paved the way for the notorious Law No. 10 of 2018, under which the property of absentee owners could be
seized legitimately, while awarding compensation at an unfair amount to the
owners who are present, enhancing the control of the regime and the holding

(129) See: Seeing the reality of the cement company, iron smelting facility and al-Layramoun factories in Aleppo, Friends of
Syria, 7/10/2021, seen on 01/18/2022: https://bit.ly/3k3Hjef
(130) Al-Qatirji Group and the Ministry of Tourism establish a company to implement the project of the Tourist City Complex in Aleppo, Rebuilding Syria, 15/4/2021 Viewed on 7/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3Cbe55k
(131) See: Katerji pledges $23 million to maintain Homs Refinery, Al-Souria Net, 11/6/2020, viewed on 2/8/2022: https://
bit.ly/3ttfmkv
(132) See: After Baniyas Refinery.. Homs Refinery signs a contract with Al-Qatirji Company, street journal, 6/12/2020,
viewed on 11/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3Cb2fs6
(133) See: Four companies set foot on the “Marota City” project in Damascus,get to know them, Enab Baladi, 12/13/2018,
seen on 2/15/2022: https://bit.ly/3CfPlsY
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companies of the elites.(134)
With the new war profiteers in power, many laws and customs were revisited. Prior to its curtailment in 2017, and shortly after Ayman Jaber obtained the
exclusive distribution rights for tobacco in Syria, the Syrian People’s Assembly
quickly passed a law tightening penalties and fines on foreign tobacco smuggling as protection for the exclusive agent.(135)
Similarly, when Abu Ali Khoder established the EMA telecoms company, the
Ministry of Finance and Communications tightened Abu Ali’s grip over this
sector, and imposed strict restrictions on the import of cellular devices,(136) as
well as high customs duties on every mobile device that entered the country,
even if it was for personal use, in order to allow Abu Ali Khoder to control the
entire market for cellular devices and their accessories.
Observing the relationship between the issuance of these laws and their immediate results reveals the interdependence between decision-making centers
and the interests of the modern elites, to the extent that these elites can use
power for their own benefit. At a time when the regime closed most of the sugar
factories belonging to the public sector under various pretexts, Samer Al-Fawz
for example, was granted a license to set up the largest sugar factory in the
country,(137)with a production capacity of one million tons annually.

B. Freedom From Social Support
The growing deficit and the decline in public revenues prompted a reduction
in social welfare and support that was historically provided for free or at re(134) Human Rights Watch, The New Property Law in Syria Questions and Answers, 29/5/2018, accessed on 3/2/2022:
https://bit.ly/3s9htKv

(135) - See: People’s Assembly, Law 26 of 2017 to Toughen Penalties and Fines for Unregulated Tobacco Trade, 7/31/2017
(136)

Increasing the customs duties on imported mobiles to 30%, Senseria, 4/11/2021, seen on 2/8/2022: https://bit.

ly/3L9DZKs

(137) See: Samer Al-Fawz and Labib Al-Akhwan .. The New Kings of Sugar in Syria, The Syrian House in Germany, 10/3/2021
Accessed on 18/1/2022: https://bit.ly/35y0uZX
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duced prices by the state in the sectors of medicine, education, fuel, electricity,
and basic food items, such as bread, sugar, rice and oil. These subsidies provided help for low-income earners, with incomes at less than $100 on average per
month until the year 2000, $250 in 2011,(138) and currently not exceeding $35 on
average, per month.
The regime has gradually imposed shock policies, and created overlapping
crises. Through the introduction of “smart cards” for example, it determined
the level of subsidies granted to each person, and made repeated cuts to the
quotas distributed to citizens, in a way that was not commensurate with their
needs. A family’s quota of heating oil, for instance, was reduced from 400 liters
annually to 100 liters annually.(139) The oil is distributed in two batches, at the
subsidized reduced price, but many families and regions simply do not get any
oil, due to scarcity and the lack of distribution.
The regime has removed many items and services from the list of subsidies,
and since 2019, it has raised the price of subsidized materials by more than
500%, the most important of which are energy and wheat carriers. The price
of a liter of subsidized heating oil rose, from 180 pounds, to 500 pounds, an
increase of 275%.(140) Subsidized diesel for transportation increased to 1,700
Syrian pounds, at a rate of more than 1,000%, and a container of domestic
gas increased from 2,700 Syrian pounds, to 10,500 Syrian pounds, an increase
equivalent to 388%. The amount of gas in containers was reduced from 12kg
to 10kg, and families are not entitled to more than one container of gas every
75 days.
The price of subsidized sugar and rice, which are rationed, has also increased
from 200 Syrian pounds to 1,000 pounds per kilogram, a rise equivalent to
(138) See: Ayham Assad, Labor Market Imbalances.. Figure 5, the Damascus Center for Research and Studies, September
2019, seen on 1/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3KaMEuP
(139) See: Syria begins distributing heating oil as of September 1 through the smart card, Al Marsad, 8/21/2019, seen on
1/28/2022: https://bit.ly/3v9SZ5G
(140) [ ] - See: Amending a liter of diesel to 500 liras, and a bundle of bread to 200 liras, SANA official news agency, 7/10/2021,
seen on 12/25/2021: https://bit.ly/3rNzkX4
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500%. With time lags for distribution, citizens do not receive more than half of
the prescribed quantity annually, or one kilogram of each item. As for vegetable oil, it is the least distributed subsidized item, and its price has increased by
1,500%, from 600 pounds in 2019 to 8,500 pounds in 2022. In the best case scenario, a family gets two liters of subsidized oil annually. Prices reached 17,000
Syrian pounds in the markets in April 2022, with oil often in short supply. Food
prices also rose by 100% in 2019 until September of that year.(141)
In contrast, the price of non-subsidized items were set at the same rate of
global markets or neighboring countries, and were only later increased by the
regime by about 40%.(142)
While the regime has claimed that the main cause for the rapid decline in
support was due to the catastrophic consequences of the war and the sanctions imposed on the Syrian economy, and that “the government has reached
a stage where it is no longer able to continue with this type of social and economic support,”(143) the control of the trade and supply of subsidized items by
the emerging class of warlords is a crucial element that lies behind the reduction in government support for the provision of food, health and services. This
is, after all, a class that has close ties with the regime, is a partner and sponsor
of the war-profiteers, and has financial partnerships with those at the center
of decision-making power in the Al- Assad family.
Official statements which seem to suggest that a large percentage of the budget is allocated for social support is often taken as justification for the commercial activity of the war profiteers. The government estimates that subsidies

(141) See: The rise in food prices, some of which reached 100% in 2019, Jisrpress, 27/9/2019, viewed on 3/2/2022: https://
bit.ly/3k6NQ83
(142) See: President of the Consumer Protection Association: Our food prices are more expensive than neighboring markets by 40 percent, Economy Today, 8/3/2022, seen on 8/3/2022: https://bit.ly/3rMfXxk
(143) See: Engineer Arnous: The goal of restructuring economic, social and national support, the official Syrian agency
SANA, 10/2/2022, seen on 12/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3HGbZM3
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in the electricity sector total some 5 thousand billion Syrian pounds annually,(144)
despite the fact that electricity is almost always cut-off in most of the Syrian
regime-controlled areas. With that said, supplies of alternative generators and
power generation panels have entered the market and are said to be the most
important daily imports coming from the Nassib crossing into Syria,(145) confirming that “companies close to Al-Assad family” are now involved in this
trade. (146)
Lifting social support has benefitted the war profiteers from high price differences, which according to official sources should have gone to the Syrian
treasury. This class has been able to impose steadily increasing prices on all
subsidized and unsubsidized commodities, since they control all aspects of
the trade and supply process, from production to transportation.

C. Simple Monopolies and Violent Monopolies
Between imposing the new war profiteers and removing the old elites, violence has emerged as a major factor in the formation of warlords. Areas of economic influence were delineated with pressure and coercion, and shares were
divided and distributed between the allies on the one hand (Russia, Iran, and
the regime), and the ruling family on the other (Bashar, Asma, Maher). Tracking
the rise of the warlords indicates a link between each of the emerging warlords
with one or other of the actors as sponsors or partners.
Amer Khaiti, Abu Ali Khoder, Samer al-Dibs and Waseem Qattan are all
linked to Maher al-Assad, who is close to Iran. Yasar Ibrahim, Ahmed Khalil,
and Hammam Msouti, Al-Qatirji, who have all risen under Russia’s influence,
are linked to Asma’ Al-Assad. Al-Qaterji, who has multiple loyalties, is unique in
(144) See: More than 5000 billion Syrian pounds, the value of the support provided in the electricity sector, the official
Syrian News Agency, SANA, 9/2/2022, seen on 10/2/2022: https://bit.ly/35R1IiE
(145) See: An average of 80 trucks leave Nassib daily and 60 enter Syria, most of them carry alternative energy equipment,
Syria Daily News, 10/14/2021, seen on 1/15/2022: https://bit.ly/3HF4qFd
(146) - Solar energy.. The Syrian market opens a new gate for the war-profiteers, Al-Modon website, 10/8/2021, viewed on
6/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3vxXkQG
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that he has a direct relationship with Bashar al-Assad, in a complex on againoff again intertwined relations.
Although the affiliations and personal protections for the war profiteers
from local and regional parties do not determine the final demarcation of quota sharing in the Syrian economy, or refer to final alignments in the positions
of their members, they have opened the door for monopolization of important
sectors by each party.
The monopolies established by the warlords in different the economic sectors were created through a series of preliminary steps of a coercive and violent
nature. Warnings and punitive measures were first issued against the old elites
to neutralize and remove them, usually with precautionary seizures, or in the
form of financial fines for administrative violations.(147) Those subjected to precautionary seizures include important figures, such as Muhammad Hamsho,
Haitham Joud, Rami Maklouf and even Tarif al-Akhras, an uncle of Asma’ Al-Assad.(148)
Apart from violence, a set of legislative and administrative steps and government contracts were sometimes used with some individuals to demonstrate
the need to vacate their positions for the new elites as non-competitive subordinates.
The replacement of the old elites with the new ones, usually went smoothly, with the exception of Rami Makhlouf, who showed some reluctance to give
way. The smooth transition did not, however, imply a lack of violence. Monopolies by themselves imply some degree of violence, by excluding some actors
and closing the door to competition. Many large industrialists and merchants
went to the point of closing their businesses, while others retreated and limited
their activities, something which the war profiteers did not actually want.
(147) See: New businessmen enter the list.. What are the implications of seizing the money of the wealthy of Syria? Russia
Today, 12/25/2019, seen on 1/3/2022: https://bit.ly/390Qytl
(148) See: Al-Assad eats his men, Arabi Post, 2022, last seen on February 19, 2022: https://bit.ly/3k4BDRp
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Violence and monopolies were not limited to cover-ups and abuse of power
by the regime, but also included brutal approaches from the militias themselves. When Abu Ali Khoder, who has a monopoly in importing plastic granules, launched a new factory for manufacturing plastic and food wrapping,
two plastic factories that manufactured the same product were set on fire
and destroyed completely in the countryside of Damascus, one in the city of
Sahnaya, and the other in southern Damascus. This only entrenched Abu Ali
Khoder’s position as the leading manufacturer in the field.(149) Abu Ali Khoder
also forced food laboratories to replace their packaging, and to switch to the
models that he manufactured exclusively.

D. Secret Office
Officially known as the Financial and Economic Office of the Republican Palace,(150) the office is headed by Yasar Ibrahim, who is often referred to as “the
treasurer of the palace.” Ibrahim was appointed as its director in May 2020, with
broad powers that go beyond the task of managing the “family economy” to
dominating and controlling all aspects of the Syrian economy. This includes
imposing fees on major and medium-sized companies, based on random
amounts that he determines after raiding their commercial headquarters, or
summoning the managers, with the help of the State Security forces. (151)
Economic actors find themselves with a choice of either having their businesses closed, or being punished if they refuse to make payments to the regime.
In terms of payments, part of the fees imposed on traders and industrialists,
goes to the state treasury through the central bank, as a condition for obtaining a clearance, while the remaining part goes to destinations determined by
the office, and is often siphoned off by Asma’ al-Assad, under the cover of her
(149) See: Abu Ali Khader forces factories in the Damascus countryside to buy his products in a slanderous manner, Syria
TV website, 25/1/2022, seen on 3/2/2022: https://bit.ly/34bvUEO
(150) See: Orwa Khalifa, Muhannad Abu Al-Hassan, The Secret Office of Financial Extortion in Syria, Al-Jumhuriya Net,
3/1/2022 Accessed on 17/1/2022: https://bit.ly/36GBuQt
(151) See: Dia Audi, The Secret Office supplies Al-Assad treasury with royalties, Al-Hurra website, 6/18/2021, last seen on
2/3/2022: https://arbne.ws/3MxTI7o
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‘philanthropic’ activities. There are also unwritten payments and bribes made
to the personnel at the office in order to demonstrate leniency when assessing
fees, or to avoid charges being issued altogether.(152)
With the regime’s growing financial deficit, the secret office expanded its tax
activities to include middle and smaller companies. In September 2021 alone,
the secret office seized the funds of 800 companies,(153) turning it into the regime’s striking force against industrialists and traders. The secret office is the
name that was given to the old Syrian customs office affiliated with the Ministry of Finance, which was closed by the regime in 2009. However, news of its
ongoing activities emerged during the war, but its new affiliations were not verified at the time.(154) There is some suggestion that there is also another secret
office affiliated with the Fourth Division, which plays a similar role.
The practices of the secret office were an additional expense to the high cost
of production which pushed many economic actors to emigrate abroad after
the liquidation of their businesses.(155) The regime has disputed figures about
the number of companies that have been forced to close, but has not denied the
fact that this phenomenon is actually occurring. Many of the industrialists are
skilled craftsmen, technicians, and owners of small and medium-sized shops
and factories. The industrialist, Adnan Al-Nun, who owns the locally known AlBurj Sweets, is one such example. The price of his products rose by more than
20% within a matter of days before suddenly disappearing from the market,
after the secret office stormed his factory.

(152) Ibid.
(153) See: During a month, the secret office seizes 800 companies in the regime-controlled areas, “SANA”, the Syrian News
Agency, 9/23/2021, seen on 8/1/2022: https://bit.ly/3hHVjsM
(154) See: Damascus Merchants at the Mercy of Secret Office Raids, Asharq Al-Awsat, 7/29/2015, seen on 1/4/2022: https://
bit.ly/3vBxds7

(155) See: 47 thousand Syrian industrialists migrated within two weeks, Asharq Al-Awsat, 9/26/2021, seen on 8/1/2022:
https://bit.ly/35zdpe6
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VII: The Effect of Warlords on Living Conditions

The war profiteers have established a new reality where their economic activities are used as functional tools for profit-making as well as for the survival
of the political authority, which has become a partner in their operations. In
managing their economic activities, war profiteers have resorted to utilizing
militias, employing violence, and looting and seizing abandoned properties,
otherwise known as ‘Tehfish.’(156) They have also instigated recurrent crises and
have used them to increase prices, which has become a permanent occurrence.
Providing citizens with goods and even official services has shifted from being
a duty incumbent on those in power, to becoming exceptional activities, where
receiving goods and services is considered a privilege, and where citizens are
expected to pay additional amounts in return for receiving them.
The duality of the regime and the war-profiteers reinforces sieges and the
persistence of sanctions. Al-Qaterji, for example, was able to pass foodstuffs to
the city of Deir ez-Zor during the siege by ISIS, exploiting the reality to charge
high prices and extort huge profits.(157) In a similar way, the regime has used import mechanisms and exerted control over the volume of goods that flow into
Syria, creating scarcity and deprivation through specific laws, circulars, and
procedures.

(156) Tehfish, or looting, is a colloquial expression which means stealing from the homes that were abandoned by their
owners who were forced to leave them. This is a phenomenon practiced by the regime authorities in all the areas that rose
up against the regime. Militias and soldiers stole from homes, shops, warehouses and factories, as well as seizing the buildings themselves. Opposition factions also do the same, and often loot warehouses, factories, institutions, and public and
private sector companies whenever they take control of an area,
(157) See: Pro-Justice Organization, Businessmen Network for Financing the Syrian Regime and Circumvention of International Sanctions 1, 2020 p. 63, https://bit.ly/3M5ocND
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Figure No. 7 The cycle of monopoly and price hikes caused by the war profiteers

With the combination of financial deficit, and the elevation of war profiteers,
the functional role of the regime was limited - according to official statements to managing shortages.(158) Through implicit partnerships, monopolistic methods, and exclusive supply contracts, the Ministry of Internal Trade turned into
a commercial front and a mediator that enabled the war profiteers to set the
prices of their goods in the market and in the ministry’s 1,600 shopping centres.
The rise in the prices of oil derivatives, for example, was reflected in repeated
waves of high prices for all commodities without exception. Oil refining, trade
and supply of the local parts were entrusted to Al-Qatirji. In 2021, oil deriva-

(158) See: “The Minister of Oil: We are managing shortage, not abundance, and whoever has suggestions, let him submit
them.” Sanak sirian, 17/9/2020, accessed 25/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3vAzpQA
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tives rose four times in seven months,(159) increasing by some 250%, despite the
stability of the exchange rate at the time.
The price of historically subsidized bread, increased from 50 pounds to 200
pounds, and was one of the most noticeable developments. Unsubsidized
bread rose to 3,000 pounds, which was almost the same price as unsubsidized
wheat and flour, and twice that of international prices. Al-Qaterji is considered to be the main supplier of wheat coming from the Self-Administration
areas to the regime.

(159) - See: Fouad Abdel Aziz, Fuel burns the livelihood of Syrians: the price has risen 4 times in 7 months, Al-Araby AlJadeed, 10/16/2021, seen on 29/1/2021: https://bit.ly/3KhzNY6
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Comparing the prices of some commodities between 2020 and 2022

99

Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

Items

January
2020

March
2021

February
2022

Overall
Rate of Increase

Unsubsidized sugar

450

2400

3000

666%

Subsidized bread

50

100

200

400%

Unsubsidized oil

1700

6500

12000

700%

Red meat

8000

18000

30000

375%

White meat

1500

4500

8000

533%

Unsubsidized rice

550

2100

3500

636%

The catastrophic effect of the control over the Syrian economy by war profiteers is obvious and reflected in the worsening humanitarian situation in Syria.
In August 2020, the Central Bureau of Statistics announced that the consumer
price index amounted to 2,107%,(160) compared to the prices of basic items for
2010. Professor Steve Hanke, a professor of Applied Economics at Johns Hopkins University in America, and Director of the Troubled Currencies Project at
the Cato Institute in Washington, revealed that the volume of inflation in Syria
in 2021 was 246.04%.(161)

(160) An economist at an American university reveals the size of inflation in Syria for 2021, STEP NEWS, 26/3/2021, viewed
on 1/3/2022: https://bit.ly/3vDjMaV
(161) Ibid.
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By analyzing the data according to its temporal context,(162) we note the cumulative and sequential impact of control over the Syrian economy by war profiteers. Syria ranks as the most food-insecure country in the world, with more
than 14 million Syrians forced to rely on aid to secure their basic needs,(163) an
increase of 9% from 2021, and an increase of 32% from 2020.

(162) See: Syria Response Coordinators, February 26, 2022, accessed on February 27, 2022: https://bit.ly/3Foj6cy
(163) OCHA, Humanitarian needs overview, Syrian Arab Republic, February 2022, https://2u.pw/2ouDY
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Conclusion

In an economy that is based on an economic elite that consists of a mixture
of kinship ties and “favored” networks,”(164) it is difficult to imagine changes in
the hierarchy and formation of economic elites, as long as the political power
supporting them survives. Having attained power, war profiteers will be hardpressed to relinquish all that they have acquired. It was the war economy that
enabled an unknown chicken seller, such as Abu Ali Khoder (Khoder Ali Taher),
to become one of the most important figures in the Syrian economy. In a reversal of fortunes, Khoder exercised his newly granted power to send members of
his security company to raid the offices of Rami Makhlouf, who had been sitting on the “throne” of Syria’s economy since his cousin, Bashar al-Assad, first
assumed power in 2000.
It is also difficult to imagine how a figure with such economic symbolism,
such as Adib Mayala, who served as governor of the Central Bank of Syria between 2005 and 2016, and was Minister of the Economy until 2017, became
an employee at the rank of financial manager in companies belonging to the
semi-illiterate warlord, Hussam al-Qaterji, who seemed to have come out of
nowhere.(165)
It is worth bearing in mind that the old economic elites largely subordinated themselves, as a moral duty, to the regime, and contributed to the looting
and impoverishment of Syrian society. With that said however, the old elite,
as members of the national bourgeoise, still have the capability to restore the
Syrian economy, if given the opportunity, unlike the new elites from the world
of the militia who, with all their violence, still view the Syrian economy as a
(164) See: Aurora Sutimano, The Syrian Economic Elite, Prestige Networks and the War Economy, Civilian Voices, T. Maya
Milani, 11/16/2016, accessed on 12/15/2021: https://bit.ly/3K6AMKZ
(165) See: Adeeb Mayala.. From a minister and governor of the Central Bank to an employee of a militia leader and a war
merchant, Orient, 25/1/2022, seen on 25/2/2022: https://bit.ly/3Lf1yBy
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looting opportunity open to them in a world without control or liability.
By choosing the war economy and boosting war profiteering in the Syrian
economy, the regime has been able to mould the new elites in its own image.
It was consciously and intentionally getting closer to transforming into their
image, in order to justify its acts and disengage from responsibilities. It even
allowed them to integrate the financial and political levels just like itself.
The regime has created war profiteers from the dregs of society, and transformed them from criminals, with no distinguishing qualifications, into economic figures, capable of exerting power. This serves as a reminder to the Syrian people and their marginalized elites, of the relationship between wealth and
influence.
It is certain that the combination of political and economic decline in Syria,
characterized by rampant fraud and criminality, cannot continue as a generalized economic pattern. Ultimately, this will only lead to a lack of confidence in
the reconstruction process and worsen the plight of people who already lack
safety and security, and are on the verge of starvation. The Syrian tragedy is
only accelerated by the presence of the war profiteers who have risen to the
forefront of the Syrian economy.
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Appendix No. 1 List of sanctioned Syrian businessmen
The number of businessmen targeted by sanctions reached 292, with the assets of some 70 companies frozen. The sanctions included: Bashar al-Assad,
Maher al-Assad, Asma’ Al-Assad, and Hafez Bashar al-Assad.
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A list of individuals sanctioned

Countries which imposed sanctions

Ihab Mohamed Makhlouf

USA

Iyad Mohamed Makhlouf

European Union

Ayman Jaber

European Union - USA

Bishr Al-Sabban

European Union 2016

Bilal Naal

USA 2020

Bashar Kiwan

convicted in Kuwait for 5 years for
money laundering, fled to Iraq

Bashar Mohamed Assi

European Union

George Haswani

USA

Hafez Mohamed Makhlouf

European Union

Hossam Ahmed Katerji

European Union-USA 2020

Hussein Foz

European Union

Hayan Mohamed Nazim Kaddour

European Union

Khaled Al-Zubaidi

European Union

Khaled Nasser Kaddour

Britain – European Union

Khoder Ali Taher

USA-2020

Khaldoun Al Zouabi

European Union

Ramy Mohamed Makhlouf

USA – European Union - Canada
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Rana Hussein Ibrahim

USA-2020

Salim Muhammad Daaboul

American 2020

Samer Zuhair Foz

USA-European Union

Samer Al-Debs

USA

Sarah Mohamed Makhlouf

European Union

Suleiman Maarouf

USA

Selim Gerges Altun was sen

sentenced to 6 months in prison before sanctions were removed

Shahla Mohamed Makhlouf

European Union

Tarif Al-Akhras

European Union - Britain - Canada

Amer Zuhair Foz

European Union

Adel Olabi

European Union - USA

Issam Tubea

European Union 2011

Attia Khoury

USA 2016

Adnan Al-Olabi

USA

Amer Hosseini

USA 2020

Ammar Sharif

European Union

Ghada Adeeb Muhanna

European Union

Fares Al Shehabi

European Union

Fadi Saqr

USA- 2020

Bilal Naal

USA- 2020

Kinda Mohamed Makhlouf

European Union

Maen Rizkallah Haykal

the European Union

Mohamed Abbas

European Union
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Muhammad Amer Al-Shweiki

American- 2018

Mohamed Hamsho

USA – European Union

Mazen Al-Tarazi

USA-European Union 2015-temporary
arrest in Kuwait

Mohamed Anas Talas

European Union -2019

Mohammed Baraa Katerji

USA- 2018

Mohamed Essam Shamout

USA

Mehran Khaunda

European Union

Mohamed Zuhair Jamaleddin

European Union

Mohamed Zahi Martini

European Union 2018

Munther al-Assad

European Union

Nader Al-Qalai (died)

European Union

Nabil Tohmeh

USA- 2020

Nisreen Hussein Ibrahim

USA- 2020

Nazir Ahmed Gamaleddine

European Union

Lina Kinaya

USA - 2020

Hala Tarif Al Maghout

European Union

Hashem Anwar El-Akkad

European Union

Hammam Mswati

USA

Waseem Kattan

Sanctions

Wahib Merhi (died)

Sanctions

Yasser Aziz Abbas

USA

Yasar Ibrahim

USA- European Union-2020
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