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TEN TAKEAWAYS

1. Inthe aftermath of the regime’s consolidation of control over Damascus in 2018, no comprehensive
framework for the return of displaced people and rehabilitation of conflict-affected areas has been
applied. Instead, decisions have been made locally by various governing entities and security
organizations. This localization strategy has left returnees subject to extortion by local security personnel,
criminal gangs, and contractors.

2. Contrary to the official discourse encouraging return and prioritizing early recovery, the regime’s actual
policy demonstrates the opposite. Current regulations and decisions remain restrictive, influenced by
political, security, and economic considerations that serve the regime’s interests, particularly in unplanned
informal areas and those designated for urban development.

3. Just as the Syrian regime effectively employed depopulation and demolition tactics during the conflict
to win its war against rebellious communities, it continues to utilize similar tactics to shape the post-
conflict period. These measures go beyond collective punishment to include strategic economic and
political objectives.

4. The regime views any current return and rehabilitation process as a temporary phase, pending the
accumulation of sufficient financial and political resources for the execution of its pre-conflict urban
development projects. These projects will involve the total demolition of affected areas, which are to
be supplanted by high-end residential and commercial complexes, drastically altering the local socio-
economic and urban fabric.

5. For this indefinite interim period, the regime has allocated fewer resources to the recovery of damaged
areas, with efforts focused on rehabilitating security and government buildings, serving wealthier
neighborhoods, and initiating tourist and commercial projects. Consequently, returnees bear the financial
burden of debris removal, property rehabilitation, and restoration of basic services. Properties owned by
those who lack the capacity to initiate repairs are either looted, confiscated, or purchased by regime-linked

businessmen at undervalued prices.

6. The regime is keeping captured neighborhoods depopulated not only because of legitimate financial
constraints and security considerations but also as a strategic choice to provide fewer services and
recovery assistance to discourage return to these areas. A low or non-existent rate of return will result in
less resistance to the eventual implementation of regulatory and development plans, while minimizing the
amount of financial compensation authorities would have to pay to occupants of properties affected by
these plans.

7. The majority of current returnees come from within regime-controlled areas and are therefore more likely
to obtain security permits. The return of refugees from other countries and internally displaced persons
(IDPs) from other controlled areas remains highly restricted and/or significantly risky. Economic factors,
particularly the desire of the displaced to avoid paying rents in their temporary locations while they own
properties in their hometowns, appear to be the key drivers of such internal return. While these individuals
face lower risks compared to refugees abroad or IDPs in other areas of control, they still encounter
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significant challenges: inadequate security, the continuous threat of looting gangs, a lack of basic services,

financial constraints for property rehabilitation, and limited access to legal support. These difficulties have
driven some to leave their neighborhoods again after returning.

Considering the regime’s reconstruction blueprint, a large-scale, regime-led rebuilding effort might cause
more harm than good. Alternatively, facilitating and encouraging low-risk return of IDPs from within
regime-controlled areas coupled with meaningful restoration of returnees’ properties could pose a
substantial challenge to these plans. This approach could involve the distribution of small and micro-grants
directly to returning IDPs to enable property rehabilitation and the restoration of local economic activities.
Ultimately, re-establishing pre-conflict community structures seems the only viable strategy to safeguard
these neighborhoods from their ultimate dissolution.

The materialization of a strategy to facilitate return requires leveraging financial, political, and legal tools.
This should include providing support for civil society and grassroots initiatives and legal consultation

for returnees. Additionally, donors must associate political pressure and operational conditions with the
implementation of early recovery projects within regime-held areas. These conditions must encompass
guarantees to issue return and rehabilitation permits for potential returnees and improve overall security in
returning areas.

An examination of case studies such as Yarmouk Camp and Daraya reveals that grassroots initiatives,
backed by local figures exerting legal and political pressure on the Syrian regime, constitute the most
effective method to enhance return and demand improved services. Despite the regime’s firm security grip,

hostile legal framework, and chaotic operational environment, reversing its plans is still possible.



Introduction

In October 2022, Syrian Prime Minister Hussain Arnous
inaugurated the commencement of two commercial
tourist projects in Damascus:* Nirvana Complex, a

luxury commercial and tourist development in the

Hijaz area (at the site of a cherished historic building
that was demolished?), and Victoria Hotel, a five-star
accommodation in central Damascus. These projects

are in close proximity to Basilia City and Marota City,
high-end urban development complexes constructed

on lands forcibly depopulated during the conflict.? The
announcement of luxury housing schemes in a country
devastated by conflict and within a city suffering from
massive destruction and housing shortages encapsulates
the contradictions of the regime’s policy for reconstruction
and early recovery not only in Damascus but in the whole
country. This policy can be summarized as minimizing
return and rehabilitation activities in areas where

the regime plans to implement its pre-conflict urban
development plans while concentrating its resources

in “economically profitable” sectors and locations. This
research paper aims to unravel this policy, delving into
its legal, political, and security foundations, drawing key
lessons about the post-conflict landscape in Damascus.

Damascus was selected as a primary case study due to
the city’s extensive destruction and the scale and diversity
of projects implemented in recent years. Since the
outbreak of the conflict in 2011, the city has experienced
numerous rounds of displacement, destruction, return,
and reconstruction. Our objective is to engage with the
various facets of post-conflict policies instituted by the
regime since its recapture of Damascus in 2018. Given the
political, security, and economic significance of the city,

an in-depth analysis of Damascus will provide insights

1 Mohammad Ibrahim, “Premier Arnous lays foundation stone
for two tourism projects in Damascus,” SANA, October 16, 2022,
https://sana.sy/en/?p=287174.

2 Sanaa Ibrahim, “Damascus’ Al-Hijaz Cafe is Gone... The

End of an Era,” Raseef, July 12, 2021, https://raseef22.net/
article/1083496-damascus-alhijaz-cafe-is-gone-the-end-of-an-
era.

3 Soha Sharhan and Nihal Arab, “Marota City: A Multi-Billion
Dollar Project Under Scrutiny,” Syria Indicator, May 16, 2024,

https://syriaindicator.org/en/blog/marota-city-a-multi-billion-
dollar-project-under-scrutiny/.
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into what reconstruction under Syria’s current political
circumstances might look like.

The paper is structured into four sections. The first
section provides a historical overview of the roots of the
urban crisis in Damascus, followed by an examination of
the patterns of destruction and displacement during the
conflict. The subsequent section delves into the legal,
political, and security frameworks governing several
aspects of early recovery and reconstruction efforts,
such as return, debris removal, housing rehabilitation,
and regulatory plans. The projects related to early
recovery that have been implemented by the Damascus
Governorate Council (DGC) will be quantitatively analyzed
in the third section to scrutinize the council’s geographic
and sectoral priorities. The final section will investigate
two case studies, namely southern Damascus and the
Qabun area, to assess the current applications of return
and rehabilitation.

The researchers conducted 10 interviews with current
residents or displaced persons from Damascus between
May and December 2023. Data on early recovery projects
were gathered from the Facebook pages of Damascus and
Rural Damascus governorate councils and triangulated
with secondary data from local Facebook pages that
provide regular updates on the situation on the ground.

Historical Roots of Urban Crisis in
Damascus

The paradox of Damascus, designated by the United
Nations as the Arab cultural capital® in 2008 yet
consistently ranked as the worst city in the world to live in
for 10 consecutive years from 2013 to 2024, encapsulates
much of the city’s complex and contradictory tale.® The
degradation of living conditions in what is believed to be

4 “Damascus: The Arab cultural capital,” Al Jazeera, February 2,
2008, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2008/2/2/damascus-the-
arab-cultural-capital.

5 Neela Debnath, “The 10 worst cities in the world to live

in,” Independent, August 30, 2013, https://www.independent.
co.uk/news/world/the-10-worst-cities-in-the-world-to-live-
in-8790121.html; “The world’s most liveable cities in 2024,” The
Economist, June 26, 2024, https://www.economist.com/graphic-
detail/2024/06/26/the-worlds-most-liveable-cities-in-2024.
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Map 1: Urban growth in Damascus (1916 - 2009). Source: ETH
Studio Basel.

the oldest continually inhabited city in the world traces

its roots back several decades before the outbreak of

the conflict in 2011, and is marked by a pattern of urban
development that has fostered socio-economic disparities
and a stark dichotomy between well-regulated high-class
neighborhoods and impoverished informal settlements.®
Since the 1970s, such segregation has been aggravated
and politicized by several planning policies and regulations
applied by the Syrian regime.

Damascus is not only economically segregated but is also
ethnically and religiously fragmented. Christians have

had an enduring presence in the old city for centuries,
coexisting with the Sunni majority. Alawites, who migrated
from coastal areas to work in the public sector and the
army, are concentrated in the informal neighborhoods

of Mezzeh 86 and Eish al-Werwer. Similarly, the Druze
population is mainly situated in Jaramana.” For decades,
the Kurdish community resided on the slope of Qasyoun

6 Barend Wind and Batoul Ibrahim, “The war-time urban
development of Damascus: How the geography- and political
economy of warfare affects housing patterns,” Habitat
International 96, February 2020, pp. 1-14, https:/www.
sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0197397519309464.

“

7  Yahya al-Aws, “’Alawites’ in the season of forced migration to
the Syrian countryside,” Homs Revolution, July 12, 2012, https://
homsrevolution.wordpress.com/2012/07/12/ILJ8J9§90-‘9§-

poueaTldegsd-ldduugs-ldsl/-

Mountain in Rukn al-Din, later joined by new Kurdish
migrants who fled the Jazira region during periods of
drought in the 1980s. Finally, Palestinian and Iraqi
refugees found shelter in Yarmouk in 1948 and Jaramana
in 2003, respectively. Due to limited residential mobility,®
coupled with public employment and housing policies,
these segregation lines have shaped the socio-spatial
characteristics of Damascus for decades.

Like many other major cities, Damascus’s urban landscape
is far from homogeneous. The spatial inequality is so
evident that it can be easily observed with the naked
eye from an aerial view. The most significant division lies
between formal and informal areas. The peripheries of
Damascus, particularly along the southern and eastern
edges, have seen a proliferation of informal settlements.
This has been a direct consequence of the government’s
failure to provide adequate housing to accommodate
population growth and the influx of newcomers and
rural migrants. This predicament has been further
exacerbated by liberalization policies that privatized

the housing market, leading to a surge in real estate
prices. These policies have prioritized profitable luxury
urban development projects over affordable housing.’
Even when affordable housing was built, it was primarily
allocated to public employees and army soldiers,*° often
driven by political and sectarian considerations. This
approach has further deepened the divide in the urban
landscape of Damascus.

While the official policy toward informal areas, as
manifested in early laws issued in the 1960s and 1970s,
stipulates the demolition of all buildings in violation

of existing codes, including informal housing units, in
practice, the regime has tended to balance between
three approaches: rehabilitation (improving existing
structures), penalization, and renewal (demolishing

8 Wind and Ibrahim, “The war-time urban,” 2020.
9 Ibid.

10 Kheder Khaddour, “Assad’s Officer Ghetto: Why the Syrian
Army Remains Loyal,” Carnegie Middle East Center, November 4,
2015, https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2015/11/assads-
officer-ghetto-why-the-syrian-army-remains-loyal.



Map 2: Informal areas in Damascus, 2000. Source: Wind & Ibrahim.

and reconstruction).** Beginning in the 1980s, the state
initiated the provision of basic services to these haphazard
areas, while retaining the authority to demolish properties
whenever it deemed necessary. Additionally, while offering
narrow legal windows for some owners of illegal housing
to regularize lands division (Law 33 of 2008) or obtain a
building license for existing informal buildings (Law 46

of 2004),*? the regime encouraged private real estate
developers to construct social dwellings and/or renovate
the informal areas on public lands (Law 15 of 2008).%3

11 Valérie Clerc, “’Mixity’ in Urban Policies directed towards
Informal Settlement Areas in Damascus, a Concept for Public
Decision?”, 23rd ENHR Conference (European Network on
Housing Research), European Network on Housing Research
(ENHR), July 2011.

12 “Explained: Law No. 33 and Documenting Real Estate
Ownership in Informal settlements,” The Syria Report, January
10, 2023, https://hlp.syria-report.com/hlp/explained-law-
no-33-and-documenting-real-estate-ownership-in-informal-
settlements/.

13 “Property Law,” Syrian Law Journal, undated, https://www.
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It can be argued that the regime’s ultimate goal has always
been the demolition of all informal areas and integration
with the government’s regulatory and development plans.
This vision was unachievable prior to the conflict due to a
lack of financial resources and the coercive power needed
to evict, relocate, and compensate hundreds of thousands
of residents in these areas. Nevertheless, the outbreak

of the conflict presented a unique opportunity for the
Syrian regime to realize its plans, given the widespread
displacement and destruction that ensued. The strong
correlation between urban informality, destruction, and
displacement is not merely coincidental; it is a pattern
observed in other major cities such as Aleppo,** Homs,
and Hama.® If one conclusion can be drawn from this, it is

syria.law/index.php/main-legislation/property-law/.

14  Valérie Clerc. Informal settlements in the Syrian conflict:
urban planning as a weapon. Built Environment 40, no. 1, Arab
cities after ‘the Spring’, (2014): 34-51.

15 “No Return to Homs,” PAX, November 29, 2020, https://
paxforpeace.nl/publications/no-return-to-homs/; “Demolition



e
0 1 2 km

Free Syrian Army
Syrian Regime

Contested

Map 3: Military control in Damascus as of December 2012. Source: Institute for the Study of War, Dec. 7, 2012.

that the destruction was not solely a necessity to secure
military victory, but also a politico-economic endeavor.
This study argues that the regime-led reconstruction is
unlikely to be less destructive and hostile for the urban

environment and society than the war.

Damascus During the Conflict

The Syrian uprising commenced with the first protest
erupting in Damascus’s Souk al-Hamidiyeh on March 15,
2011, followed by another near the Umawi Mosque three
days later. As the demonstrations spread throughout

the country, activists in Damascus managed to organize
thousands of revolutionary activities. Over time, these
activities became concentrated in specific neighborhoods,

of informal housing in Hama as another example of planned
displacement,” Syrian Association For Citizen’s Dignity, January
18, 2022, https://syacd.org/demolition-of-informal-housing-in-
hama-as-another-example-of-planned-displacement/.

including Midan, Barzeh, Qabun, Qadam, Rukn al-Din,

Kafr Souseh, and Jober. Learning from Tunisia and Egypt,
the Syrian regime exhibited less tolerance for protests in
the capital, prioritizing the prevention of protesters from
reaching central areas like Abbassiyyin Square. To achieve
this, the regime implemented a strategy of dividing the city
into security sectors, separated by numerous checkpoints.
The capacity of different neighborhoods to solidify
mobilization was affected by the aforementioned socio-
economic and sectarian lines of segregation. Mobilization
primarily persisted in informal, densely populated, and

socially homogeneous neighborhoods.

To safeguard protesters and repel security incursions,
local cells of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) emerged in most
rebellious neighborhoods. The FSA’s operations gradually
concentrated in southern Damascus (al-Hajar al-Aswad,
Tadamun, Qadam), the eastern periphery (Qabun, Barzeh),
and areas adjacent to western Rural Damascus (Kafr
Souseh, Madamiyet Elsham). Nevertheless, the Syrian
regime swiftly regained control over some areas like



Photo above: Assad regime’s airstrikes over Yarmouk Camp, April 24, 2018. Photo by Rami Alsayed/Anadolu Agency via Getty Images.

Midan, Kafr Souseh, and Mezzeh. By July 2012, the initial
military control line was established, primarily confining
the FSA to the southern and eastern outskirts. However,

in 2014, jihadist groups such as the Islamic State in Iraq
and Syria (ISIS) and Jabhat al-Nusra took control of parts
of southern Damascus, including Yarmouk Camp, al-Hajar
al-Aswad, and Qadam, adding additional complexity to the

map of military control.?®

Despite their retreat to the city’s fringes, the
geographical connection with Rural Damascus enabled
the FSA groups to hold their ground and gradually
encroach upon regime-held positions. In response,
between 2013 and 2014, the regime employed
different strategies across the city. First, to prevent
Qabun from serving as a link between opposition
forces in Damascus and Eastern Ghouta,” the regime

16 Jeffrey White and Andrew J. Tabler, “The ISIS Battle for
Yarmouk Camp: Troubling Implications,” Washington Institute for

Near East Policy, April 10, 2015, https:/www.washingtoninstitute.
org/policy-analysis/isis-battle-yarmouk-camp-troubling-
implications.

17 Mazen Ezzi, “On the edge of the capital: social engineering

10

depopulated and razed significant portions of the
neighborhood. Second, harsh sieges were imposed

on neighborhoods in southern Damascus, such as
Yarmouk, al-Hajar al-Aswad, and Tadamun. Third, the
regime initiated truce or “reconciliation” agreements
with other neighborhoods, often facilitated by

local intermediaries. Some neighborhoods, such as
Barzeh, Tadamun, Qadam, and Yalda, acceptef truce
agreements, thereby allowing the regime to concentrate
its military efforts on remaining opposition-held areas.

The varying trajectories experienced by former
opposition-controlled neighborhoods have played a role
in shaping their humanitarian and security conditions
throughout the conflict as well as the patterns of
displacement and destruction. Besieged neighborhoods
in southern Damascus endured dire humanitarian crises
and extensive destruction, setting them apart from
other areas that entered truce agreements with the
regime. Qabun and Jober, initially depopulated, evolved
into frontlines between regime and opposition forces.

in north-eastern Damascus,” European University Institute,
November 1, 2021, https://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/72942.
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Map 4: Destruction in Damascus. Source: UNOSAT (2016), updated by author based on satellite images (2023).

They also functioned as supply routes for food and
fuel to the besieged Eastern Ghouta area through an
extensive network of underground tunnels.*®

Beginning in 2016, the Syrian regime adopted a new
strategy, targeting each opposition enclave in Damascus
and Rural Damascus individually with intensive
bombardment campaigns. Barzeh became the first
neighborhood to fall entirely under regime control in
May 2017, leading to the displacement of those who
refused to engage in so-called reconciliation agreements
with the regime, many of whom were transferred to
northern Syria. By mid-2018, all other opposition-
controlled areas in Damascus and Rural Damascus
followed suit. Opposition-controlled neighborhoods
experienced varying degrees of displacement during the
conflict. Some, like Qabun and al-Hajar al-Aswad, were
nearly depopulated, while others such as Barzeh, Yalda,
and Babella managed to preserve a relatively sizable

18 Ezzi, “On the edge of the capital,” EUI, 2021.

19 “Syria war: Rebels start leaving Damascus district of
Barzeh,” BBC, May 8, 2017, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
middle-east-39843202.

portion of their local population due to agreements

with the regime.?® The displaced sought refuge in other
neighborhoods within Damascus, relocated to different
towns or cities within regime-controlled territories,
moved to northwest Syria, or fled the country altogether.”!

The interplay of war, siege, truce, and displacement

has allowed the Syrian regime to gain full control over
Damascus. However, even five years after the regime’s
return to full control, the city is far from entering a phase
of recovery. Very few steps have been taken to address the
destruction caused by the war, initiate a genuine process
of social reconciliation, or facilitate the return of refugees
or IDPs. On the contrary, the destruction and ruination of
areas formerly controlled by the opposition have continued.
Some areas have been razed to serve as recycling sites for
rubble, while others have been converted into open sites

for the regime’s military and militia groups to extort locals.

20  “Syria Community Profile Update: June 2017,” REACH,
August 4, 2017, https://bitly.cx/0107.

21 Raymond Hinnebusch and Omar Imady, “Syria’s
Reconciliation Agreements,” Unknown Publisher, 2017, https://
research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/handle/10023/11737.
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By the end of 2023, the number of returnees in Damascus
did not exceed 27,300 people.??

Legal and Political
Framework of Return and
Reconstruction

Following the complete takeover of Damascus in 2018, the
Syrian regime implemented a series of laws, regulations,
and decisions to exert control over the processes of return
and rehabilitation. This section will provide an in-depth
analysis of the legal framework governing the current
reconstruction efforts and plans in Damascus, with a
particular focus on neighborhoods that were formerly
under opposition control but were recaptured by the
Syrian regime between 2016 and 20218. The discussion
will center around four key areas: the return of IDPs

and refugees, debris removal, property rehabilitation,

and urban regulatory plans, and will shed light on the
conditions and regulations that have shaped the post-
conflict landscape in Damascus and influenced the
decisions of residents regarding return and rehabilitation.

Considering the dynamics of return and rehabilitation,
Damascus can be abstractly divided into five categories,
excluding neighborhoods that remained under the regime’s

control throughout the conflict:

1. Areas recaptured by the regime in mid-2013 at the
outskirts of southern Damascus such as Hjeireh,
Thiyabiyeh, and Sbeineh. The return to these
towns has been mainly restricted since recapture,
due either to the high level of destruction or to
their proximity to strategic locations such as
Iranian militia headquarters in Sayyeda Zeinab or
Damascus International Airport.

2. Neighborhoods that engaged in political truce
agreements with the regime in 2014 but were

militarily recaptured in May 2018. The return and

22 “Syrian Arab Republic: IDP Movements and IDP
Spontaneous Return Movements Data,” OCHA Services, February
8, 2024, https://data.humdata.org/dataset/syrian-arab-republic-
idp-movements-and-idp-spontaneous-return-movements-data.
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rehabilitation have been somewhat less restricted
there due to the relatively lower level of destruction
and displacement. Examples of such neighborhoods

are Barzeh, Yalda, Babella, Beit Sahm, and Qadam.

3. Neighborhoods that were militarily captured
by the regime and suffered higher levels of
displacement and destruction, such as Yarmouk,
al-Hajar al-Aswad, and Tadamun. Return to these
neighborhoods is conditional, based on factors like

the level of destruction and security considerations.

4. Neighborhoods that were totally destroyed mainly
by bombardment during the conflict or later
bulldozed by the regime, as in Jober and parts
of Qabun and Tishrine. These areas are officially
designated for development, and return has been
entirely restricted.

5. Neighborhoods where urban development has
already started as in Marota City and Basilia City.
Existing buildings have been razed, and alternative
housing options have been promised.

Return

In theory, conflict-affected neighborhoods are categorized
into internal sectors (A, B, C, etc.) based on the level of
damage as assessed by technical committees assigned

by the governorate council. Although the council officially
holds the authority to announce return decisions, the
security committee is believed to be the final decision
maker in this regard. This is substantiated by the fact

that affected areas are also divided into security zones,
each under the influence of a specific military or security
branch, primarily Military Security or the Fourth Division.
These entities effectively control movement to and from all
affected neighborhoods through their checkpoints.?

Return is permitted individually to each sector based on

its level of damage and security status. Return regulations
may differ from one neighborhood to another, but there
are three common prerequisites for all potential returnees:
providing proof of property ownership, demonstrating the
structural stability of the building, and obtaining security

23 Interview with a resident of Yarmouk Camp, March 20, 2023.

clearance to enter the area. In effect, the combination of
these three requirements poses significant challenges
for a large portion of IDPs and refugees who resided in
now heavily damaged areas and lack official ownership
certificates or have connections — or relatives (up to the
fourth degree) with connections — to opposition groups,

whether in governance, civil society, or military capacities.

There is no central security body that is responsible

for issuing returning permits. Typically, local security
headquarters and checkpoints oversee issuance within
their areas of influence. However, this decentralized
process exposes potential returnees to extortion

and demands for bribes and royalties by checkpoint
personnel. For instance, return permits to Tadamun have
been influenced by the National Defense Forces (NDF)
which routinely request bribes from applicants via local
mediators. Furthermore, the multiplicity of actors and
authorities often results in contradicting decisions. For
instance, although returnees in theory only need to apply
for security permits through the local council in Yarmouk
Camp?* and Daraya,?® their entry could still be denied at
local checkpoints. Returning without obtaining a security
permit can lead to arrest. For example, in April 2023,

15 people were arrested in Yarmouk Camp for entering
without a permit or staying for more than 24 hours for
those holding visiting permits.2® Permitted returnees

are not allowed to host visitors for more than 24 hours;
violators risk imprisonment.

In addition to return permits, people can also apply for
short-term property visitation permits, typically valid for
just one day. This option is usually pursued by individuals
seeking to assess the condition of their properties,
especially in areas where full return is not yet permitted.

It is also utilized by those who may not wish to return

24 “Report on the status of the Yarmouk Camp,” Action Group
for Palestinians of Syria, April 4, 2022, https://actionpal.org.uk/ar/
reports/special/yarmuk camp-m.pdf.

25 “Regime’s checkpoints around Daraya extort residents in
new ways,” Sham Network, September 13, 2021, https://shorturl.
at/0Cm7t.

26  “Arrests and security pressure in the Yarmouk Camp and
complaints about delays of return permits,” Action Group for
Palestinians of Syria, April 28, 2023, https://shorturl.at/COrEr.
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immediately but want to observe the status of public
services and the real estate market. Other residents
temporarily return to inspect their properties and secure
them by installing doors and locks to prevent vandalism
and looting.?” Visiting permits are usually issued directly
at local checkpoints and are often associated with bribery
and extortion.

Notably, in recent years, the Syrian regime has relaxed
restrictions in some areas, such as Yarmouk Camp and
parts of Qabun, for both political and economic reasons.?®
As will be demonstrated in the case studies, the easing
of return to Yarmouk Camp can likely be attributed

to political pressure exerted by various Palestinian
factions.?° In other cases, such as in Qabun and

27  “Property Fraud and Poor Services in the Yarmouk
Palestinian Refugee Camp,” The Syria Report, July 09, 2024,
https://hlp.syria-report.com/hlp/property-fraud-and-poor-
services-in-the-yarmouk-palestinian-refugee-camp/.

28 “Report on the status of the Yarmouk Camp,” Action Group
for Palestinians of Syria, 2022.

29 “Palestinian Factions in Syria Push For Urgent Return
of Displaced Families to Yarmouk Camp,” Action Group for
Palestinians of Syria, December 22, 2020, https://actionpal.
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Photo above: Civilians and pro-government forces walk down Thalateen Street in Yarmouk refugee camp, southern Damascus, May 24,
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Tadamun, the failure by the regime to obtain adequate
investment to implement regulatory plans might explain
the loosening of restrictions on return. For instance,

after denying return to Tadamun for two years, as the
neighborhood was slated for complete demolition

and redevelopment, the regime eventually permitted
conditional return in September 2020,3° presumably after

putting the development plans on hold.

Despite these efforts to encourage return, results have
continued to be limited. According to the United Nations
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA),** between 2016 and 2023, only 27,303 people
returned to Damascus from outside the city, as seenin
Figure 2. In fact, the actual number of returnees might be
even lower, as many IDPs return temporarily to check on

their properties before leaving again. The data shows that

org.uk/en/post/11057/action-group-for-palestinians-of-syria/
palestinian-factions-in-syria-push-for-urgent-return-of-displaced-
families-to-yarmouk-camp.

30 Katrin Qintar, “Allowing the residents of Tadmun to return to
their houses upon proving their ownership,” Syria TV, September

15, 2020, https://shorturl.at/XewKX.

31 “Syrian Arab Republic: IDP Movements,” OCHA, 2024.
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Figure 2: Returnees to Damascus (2018-2023). Source: UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

return rates were higher between June and September
2018, following the end of military operations in southern
Damascus. Return movement also increased during 2022

before completely plummeting in 2023 due to the regime’s

failure to restore basic services and facilitate rehabilitation,

along with lack of security and financial assistance.

The return to regime-controlled areas from surrounding
countries such as Jordan and Lebanon continued to be
minimal as of 2023,32 with the majority of returnees

to Damascus coming from other regime-controlled
areas as they are more likely to obtain security permits.
According to a 2024 survey conducted by the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), fewer than 2% of
Syrian refugees across the Middle East expressed their
willingness to return to Syria over the next year and
55% stated they never want to return.®® However, as will
be discussed in the following sections, the large-scale
destruction in most affected neighborhoods, coupled
with the absence of legal frameworks and mechanisms
to support property rehabilitation, remains a major

obstacle to return even for those residing within regime-

32 Muhsen AlMustafa, “The Selective Return of Syrian
Refugees,” Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy, January 23,
2023, https://timep.org/2023/01/23/the-selective-return-of-

syrian-refugees/.

33 “Ninth Regional Survey on Syrian Refugees’ Perceptions and
Intentions on Return to Syria,” UNHCR, June 30, 2024, https://
data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/109624.

controlled areas. To put this claim into perspective, in
Qabun, only one quarter of the whole neighborhood was
considered suitable for return.** In Western Harasta,
local media sources claimed in 2020 that only 40 houses
in the whole town might be suitable for return under
current requirements, a town with a pre-war population
estimated in 2004 at 68,000.%®

Debris Removal

Law 3 of 2018 is the main legal framework governing

the removal of rubble from buildings damaged by either
natural or unnatural causes, including those considered in
violation of building codes and slated for demolition.*¢ The
law stipulates that each administrative unit is responsible
for identifying affected areas and establishing technical
committees tasked with categorizing damaged buildings,

34 Sulafa Jbour, “The regime follows the tactic of mass
destruction in eastern Damascus,” Al Jazeera, April 19, 2017,

https://shorturl.at/dzRPu.

35 “The regime imposes conditions on the return of Western
Harasta and refuses houses rehabilitation,” Zaman al-Wasl,
November 2, 2020, https://www.zamanalwsl.net/news/
article/131522/.

36 “Law no. 3 of 2018,” Presidency of the Council of Ministries,
Syrian Arab Republic, February 12, 2018, https://shorturl.
at/8vDOd.
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verifying ownership, and assessing the rubble within a
120-day timeframe.3” Subsequently, residents have only

30 days to prove their ownership claims, otherwise, their
properties will be subject to demolition by local authorities.
It must be noted that the majority of refugees and IDPs are
not able to comply with such a short period of time as many
face security restrictions or are unable to provide ownership
certificates which might not exist in the first place or were

damaged or lost during the conflict.

Despite being issued during the conflict and aimed
ostensibly at addressing the destruction experienced in
Syrian cities, the law has failed to address key aspects of
the problem, such as the urban informality and the massive
scale of displacement, and exhibits several shortcomings.
To name one, it stipulates that owners have the right only to
the rubble’s monetary value, but the local administration is
to estimate the value of the rubble after selling it in public
auctions or recycling it. In both cases, the demolition cost
is deducted from the value of the rubble itself. IDPs with
damaged properties often find their rubble removed by the
municipality, which typically seizes it under the pretext of
covering the demolition expenses.® It is worth mentioning
that only the rubble of partially damaged buildings can be
removed by owners, while destroyed properties necessitate
a different and special permit for removal.

Furthermore, the actual implementation of the law is

no less harmful. People are often left alone to remove

the rubble of their damaged buildings without any
governmental support. Rubble removal initiatives are
primarily led by residents, local initiatives, and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). However, funds
allocated by international NGOs for the purpose of rubble
removal typically target clearing main streets and public
facilities.®® For instance, although the Damascus municipal

37 “Explained: The Destruction of Buildings Under the Rubble
Removal Law,” The Syria Report, November 16, 2021, https://hlp.
syria-report.com/hlp/explained-the-destruction-of-buildings-
under-the-rubble-removal-law/.

38 “The Executive Bureau of Daraya loots the iron from houses to
cover their demolition cost,” Damascus Voice, November 4, 2022,
https://damascusv.com/archives/47310.

39  “With one-third of the population returning, Daraya
municipality announces the completion of debris removal from the
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council announced that it would cover the cost of rubble
removal in Yarmouk Camp between September and
October 2021, in reality, local contractors in charge

of the business of rubble removal, who are mainly
influenced by or affiliated with local militia and security
groups, extorted locals by either demanding payment
for removing the rubble or seizing valuable materials in
exchange for its removal.*?

In other cases, although it blatantly contradicts the

law, debris removal is often made one of the conditions
of obtaining return permits, as observed in Yarmouk
Camp, Tadamun, and Qabun. Not only must residents
bear the cost of rubble removal, but they also are
prevented from receiving the value of the rubble in a
multitude of ways. In fact, before any return takes place
in a neighborhood, valuable materials such as windows,
doors, electrical appliances, and steel and copper pipes
and wires are likely to be looted by pro-regime militia
groups, leaving the remaining rubble nearly worthless.*?
In other scenarios, residents are instructed to move
their rubble to the main roads for removal by the
municipality,*® where it is often stolen before collection,
making it appear as if the municipality aims to make the

job easier for looting gangs.

In conclusion, the implementation of the current framework
of debris removal does not provide financial assistance to
affected residents or safeguarding of their properties from
looting or contractors’ extortion, and in important ways,

obstructs or prevents effective rehabilitation.

city,” Athr Press, January 23, 2022, https://shorturl.at/M6Mel.

40 “Yarmouk Camp: residents complain about the exploitation
by debris removal contractors,” Enab Baladi, September 22,
2021, https://www.enabbaladi.net/514727/.

41 “Yarmouk Camp: Residents complain about the exploitation
by debris removal workshops,” Action Group for Palestinians of
Syria, September 22, 2021, https://shorturl.at/AkcFW.

42 “Yarmouk Camp: Theft of iron from demolished buildings
under the pretext of 'making a living' and threats to expose the
perpetrators' names,” Action Group for Palestinians of Syria, July

21,2023, https://shorturl.at/dgyLr.

43 “Calls to gather debris in Yarmouk Camp in preparation for
its removal,” Enab Baladi, September 17, 2021, https:/www.
enabbaladi.net/513173/.



Housing Rehabilitation

Like return, the process of housing rehabilitation in
affected neighborhoods is mainly governed by domestic
regulations and decisions made by local municipalities
and security branches. Individuals seeking to rehabilitate
their properties are required to obtain a security clearance
and provide personal and family identification, proof of
ownership, and a technical inspection report to verify the
structural soundness of the property.** In practice, this
means that rehabilitation is not possible in neighborhoods
with high levels of damage, informal areas, and for
properties belonging to displaced persons or those who
were involved in any civilian or governance activities during

the opposition control period.

Legally, there are three types of rehabilitation permits:
light rehabilitation (involving cladding and tiling

work), building rehabilitation (comprising structural
rehabilitation), and building reconstruction. Permits for
reinforcement and partial reconstruction are typically
obtained from the Damascus Governorate Council,*®
unless the land is classified as a heritage site (as is the
case for 6,000 houses in Old Damascus),*¢ and additional
approvals from the Directorate of Endowment and

the Directorate of Antiquities and Museums might be
necessary. Obtaining permits becomes substantially more
challenging in the case of common ownerships (public
and private) as in Souq Srijeh in Old Damascus, where a
state-owned construction company has been ineffectively
repairing the marketplace and streets, while local officials
refuse to issue rehabilitation permits for individual

houses.*” Informal communities seem to be the most

44  “Five Conditions Set by Damascus Governorate for Granting
Renovation Permits for Homes in Yarmouk Camp,” Sham Network,
August 7, 2021, https://shorturl.at/s5FLk.

45 “Explained: Permits for Reinforcement and Partial
Reconstruction in Damascus,” The Syria Report, May 21,
2023, https://hlp.syria-report.com/hlp/explained-permits-for-
reinforcement-and-partial-reconstruction-in-damascus.

46 Habib Shihadeh, “Old Damascus houses are collapsing, and
licensing complications hinder restoration,” Sham Times, January

11, 2020, https://shorturl.at/SE71R.

47  Juan Qadi, “Damascus: The regime restores a historic
market but prevents its residents from repairing their homes,”

difficult areas in which to carry out rehabilitation work.
According to Law 40 of 2012, only informal properties
constructed before the law’s issuance can obtain light
rehabilitation permits, meaning that buildings constructed
during the conflict cannot undergo rehabilitation, while

no structural enforcement for older buildings is allowed
whatsoever.*® Violation of this law results in the demolition
of the structure, with the violator incurring the cost of
demolition, fines of up to 10,000 Syrian pounds (SYP), and
imprisonment for as long as six months.

In effect, rehabilitation works have been allowed in
Yarmouk Camp since January 2021 and in Qabun since
October 2022 by Decision no. 991.%° However, these
permits were confined geographically to licensed buildings
in less damaged neighborhoods. Rehabilitation remained
forbidden in other parts of Qabun, Industrial Qabun, and
Tadamun, either due to their inclusion in regulatory plans
and/or their extensive destruction.

Furthermore, there have been reports of manipulation

of technical damage by regime-affiliated businessmen
and associates to prevent the return and rehabilitation of
certain areas, with the intention of looting or purchasing
properties at lower prices, as observed in Qabun and
Industrial Qabun. In the former, conflicting decisions
were also made by the different departments of the
municipalities regarding the rehabilitation of factories
and the return of their owners, as the area is supposedly
under development.5® Eventually, owners were allowed
to return in February 2021, but under the condition that
they would be evicted again and their factories torn down

whenever the regulatory plan was implemented, without

Syria TV, December 7, 2021, https://shorturl.at/xoMilL.

48 “112 repair and restoration permits granted for houses in
Old Damascus,” Syria Steps, October 2, 2020, https://syriasteps.
com/?d=207&id=179572.

49  “Report on the status of the Yarmouk Camp”; “Damascus
Governorate to Begin Granting Restoration Permits in Qaboun,”
The Syria Report, October 25, 2022, https://hlp.syria-report.
com/hlp/damascus-governorate-to-begin-granting-restoration-
permits-in-gaboun/.

50 “Damascus Governorate and the Qaboun Industrial Area:
Demolish it or not?” The Syria Report, February 24, 2021, https://

shorturl.at/hgpkg.
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Photo above: Men stand in an alleyway of den”iolished buildings in Yarmouk refugee camp, Damascus, April 6, 2015. Photo by Youssef

Karwashan/AFP via Getty Images.

compensation. Although the municipality announced
that basic services like water and electricity would not
be provided, 500 out of 750 factory owners applied for
rehabilitation permits, demonstrating a clear desire of a

majority of owners to return.

As shown in a previous article,? Syrians are left alone
to bear the cost of housing rehabilitation. Although a
special compensation committee® was established

in September 2012 and provided 20 billion SYP until
mid-2018,% the beneficiary selection process was
heavily politicized, favoring pro-regime communities
while excluding former opposition areas under Syrian
regime control since 2018. Compensation covers only

51 Mungeth Othman Agha, “Coercive deprivation: Unraveling
the Assad regime’s policy on domestic reconstruction,” Middle
East Institute, July 7, 2023, https://www.mei.edu/publications/
coercive-deprivation-unraveling-assad-regimes-policy-domestic-

reconstruction.

52 "Project to restore thousands of homes in rural Damascus in
2019," Al Alam, June 1, 2019, https://rb.gy/w3{7sk.

53 “Damascus reveals the amounts for repairing infrastructure
and affected homes,” Russia Today, September 5, 2018, https://

bitly.cx/T53y.
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30-40% of the estimated value of damage. Moreover,
funds provided by (I)NGOs are considerably limited

and have been politicized and diverted by the Syrian
regime, which forbids rehabilitation projects in informal
areas and gives priority to the families of “martyrs” and

wounded army members.

Besides lacking the financial capacity to rehabilitate
their properties, Syrians encounter numerous other
challenges, security issues chief among them. The
Syrian regime fails to provide security for rehabilitated
properties that might be looted again. Additionally,
the supply of construction materials is monopolized
by security and local military groups, resulting in
unfair price hikes. Moreover, local contractors and
businessmen often extort locals, many of whom
cannot afford rehabilitation or rubble removal and
fear confiscation or demolition of their properties,

to sell or give up valuable construction materials at
underrated prices. Under these circumstances, many
displaced people who own property but cannot afford
to rehabilitate it are forced to remain displaced and pay

rents in other neighborhoods.



Urban Development and Regulatory
Plans

While the Syrian regime was bombarding and bulldozing
several neighborhoods in Damascus throughout the
conflict, it rushed into preparing regulatory plans for
the very same neighborhoods. Several decrees and

laws related to urban development and investment
were issued to facilitate land dispossession and the
implementation of regulatory plans. Beside Law 9 of
1974, which authorizes local administrative units to
appropriate up to half of privately owned land without
compensation,® there are four main recent laws that

govern these processes:*

 Law 15 of 2008, which permits the establishment
of public administrative bodies with legal
personality and financial and administrative
independence. These bodies are responsible
for regulating real estate development and
encouraging investment, catering to both domestic
and Arab investors.5®

e Decree 66 of 2012, which delineates two
development zones in Damascus, situated in the
southeastern zone of Mezzeh and the southern part
of the southern ring.*’

e Law 23 of 2015, which pertains to zoning and
urbanization implementation. It grants the state
the authority to expropriate between 40% to 50%

54  “How Have Various Syrian Laws Been Used for
Discriminatory Purposes?”, Syrians for Truth & Justice, November
10, 2021, https://stj-sy.org/en/how-have-various-syrian-laws-
been-used-for-discriminatory-purposes/.

55 “The Laws Employed by the Syrian Regime to Control Real
Estate Ownership and Lands Before and After the Beginning of
the Popular Uprising in March 2011,” Syrian Network for Human
Rights, May 25, 2023, https://shorturl.at/mZa59.

56 “Explained: Real Estate Development Zones,” The Syria
Report, December 16, 2020, https://hlp.syria-report.com/hlp/
explained-real-estate-development-zones/.

57 “Decree No. 66 of 2012 on the Establishment of Two
Development Zones in Damascus,” The Syria Report, July
18, 2022, https://hlp.syria-report.com/hlp/decree-no-66-of-
2012-on-the-establishment-of-two-development-zones-in-

damascus/.

of properties within zoning areas for public benefit,
without compensation.®®

e Law 10 of 2018, which allows the state to
reclaim properties from individuals who fail to
assert their ownership rights within a designated
time frame, initially set at one month but later
amended to one year, following the designation
of an area for development.®°

In pursuit of its vision, the Damascus Governorate
Council announced in 2018 the preparation of regulatory
plans for all informal areas around the city. However,

it is worth paying attention to the council’s statement
that issuance of a plan does not necessarily imply
immediate implementation, which “might take a long
time.” Announced plans include: Barzeh, Qabun, Jober
(planned for preparation between 2018 and 2019);
Tadamun, Daf al-Shouk, Zaherah, Nahir Aisha, Zuhur
(2019-2020); Qasyoun (Rukn al-Din, Muhajireen,
Marabeh) (2020-2021); Dwail’a and Tabbaleh (2021-
2022); Mezzeh 86 and Dummar informal settlements
(2022-2023); and Madamiyet Elsham (2023-2024). In
November 2023, the council announced that a private
company was commissioned to design a master plan for
a 59,000-hectare area of Damascus and its surroundings.
However, the identity of the company, the details of the
contract, and the fate of previously announced regulatory

plans remain unknown.®°

The five regulatory plans that have been officially
announced and ratified so far within the administrative
borders of Damascus are:

1. Regulatory Plan no. 101 (Marota City): located in
southeast Damascus and spanning over 214 hectares

58 “Explained: How Law No. 23 of 2015 Authorises Property
Seizure During Zoning,” The Syria Report, October 21, 2022,
https://hlp.syria-report.com/hlp/explained-law-no-23-0f-2015-
seizure-of-properties-in-the-name-of-the-zoning/.

59 “TIMEP Brief: Law No. 10 of 2018: Housing, Land, and
Property,” Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy, December 10,
2018, https://timep.org/2024/07/11 /report-pretrial-detention-in-
egypt-through-the-eyes-of-defense-lawyers/.

60 “Damascus City Conceals Identity of Company
Commissioned to Design its Master Plan,” The Syria Report,
December 5, 2023, https://shorturl.at/GdcUH.
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Map 5: Announced regulatory plans in Damascus. Source: Author.

between Mezzeh and Kafr Souseh neighborhoods.
The master plan was announced in December 2012.
It encompasses 2,000 residential units within

186 residential towers (11-22 floors) and 33 plots
designated for investments (up to 50 floors). Based
on Law 66 of 2012, the municipality appropriated 50
plots for public facilities and governmental buildings
and transferred their ownership to the Damascus
Cham Holding Company.®*

2. Regulatory Plan no. 102 (Basilia City): located
adjacent to the Southern Ring Road and extending
into the neighborhoods of Qadam, Assali, and
30th Street. The master plan was officially ratified
in July 2018. It extends over 900 hectares,®?
encompassing 4,000 properties. According to Law
66 of 2012, objections were to be received within
one month of ratification, potentially affecting

61 ““I Had Property and They Stole it From Me!” — Decree No.
66: The Primary Legal Pretext for Property Annexations in Syria,”
Syrians for Truth and Justice, March 29, 2022, https://shorturl.
at/3G8VQ; Mahmoud al-Lababidi, “Damascus businessmen: the
phantoms of Marota City,” European University Institute, April

2019, https://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/62227.

62 “Safira Ismail, "Damascus Governorate Council Approves the
Zoning Plan for 'Basilia City'," SANA, March 26, 2018, https://sana.
sy/?p=731139.
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more than 25,000 former households®® who lacked
access and were unable to object due to security
and administrative reasons.

3. Regulatory Plan no. 104 (Damascus’s Northern
Gate): announced in July 2019 and ratified by
the Decree 237 of 2021.%* The area of the master
planis 215 hectares, including Industrial Qabun
and parts of Harasta in Rural Damascus.®® It alters
the land use of these areas from agricultural and
industrial to residential and commercial. As part
of the plan, all factories will be relocated to Adra
Industrial City. Factory owners were given a one-
year deadline to provide proof of ownership, which
ended in October 2022. Specific committees will
assess buildings within the development area,
determine their number and status, estimate their

value, and convert them into regulatory shares.

4. Regulatory Plan no. 105: encompassing the
residential Qabun neighborhood® and Yarmouk
Camp.®” The plan, which was proposed according
to Law 23 of 2015, was approved in June 2020.8 It
divided both neighborhoods into internal districts
based on their level of destruction. Residents had
one month to submit their objections to the master
plan, resulting in more than 10,000 objections in
Yarmouk Camp alone by August 2020.

63 Ismail, “Damascus Governorate Council,” 2018.

64  “Decree to organize Qaboun and Harasta,” Assaad Alard,
September 21, 2021, https://www.assaad-alard.com/detailes.

php?id=25892.

65 “*Northern Gate’ Project Slams a Door in the Face of
Displaced Damascenes,” COAR Global, September 27, 2021,
https://shorturl.at/9juKV.

66 "Residential Qaboun: How rights are being lost,” The Syria
Report, May 19, 2021, https://bitly.cx/yIKrP.

67 “Yarmouk Camp Zoning Plan: Land Seizure or Political
Scheme?” Palestinian Refugees Portal, September 2020, https://

refugeesps.net/uploads/documents/2020/09/Kzzo4.pdf.

68 “Outside of Law No. 10... Damascus governorate approves
regulatory plan of al-Qaboun and Yarmouk Camp,” Enab Baladi,
June 30, 2020, https://bitly.cx/g30H.




5. Regulatory Plan no. 106: announced in June 2022,%°
this plan includes Jober, Qabun, Arbin, Zamalka,
Masjid Agsaab, and Ein Tarama. The master plan
seeks to change the land use of such areas “from the
area of (B) protection and (C) internal agricultural
and (J) residential expansion to (I) areas under
organization,” which allows for eight-floor residential
buildings.”® Additionally, it proposes the Southern Ring
Road as the new administrative boundary separating
Damascus from Rural Damascus. Residents were also
given only one month to submit their objections.

In January 2024, the head of Jaramana City Council
announced the regulatory plan of Jaramana and invited
residents to submit objections within 30 days.”* However,
no details have yet been made public on the progress or
processed objectives.

As of August 2024, it appeared that the implementation

of most other regulatory plans, aside from Marota and
Basilia, had not started. Despite serious doubts around their
feasibility, between 2013 and 2015,72 thousands of residents
were forcibly evicted to allow construction work on the
Marota and Basilia projects to begin. Rent compensations
offered to evacuees have been below the current market
prices and were estimated drastically below the actual
value of confiscated properties. Being transformed from
homeowners to tenants, many evacuees were burdened
with unnecessarily high rents and were ultimately forced to

69 Damascus Governorate, “The Issuance of the
Jober Regulatory Plan,” June 28, 2022, Facebook,
https://www.facebook.com/damascusgovrnorat/

photos/a.145240776949142/589024245904124

70 “Damascus Governorate announces details of the zoning plans
for the Jobar and Qaboun areas,” Syria TV, September 13, 2021,
https://shorturl.at/pYEMV.

71  “Lina Shalhoub, “The announcement of the regulatory plan
of Jaramana City,” January 7, 2024, Thawra, https://thawra.
sy/?p=523092.

72 “The Alternative Housing of the Basilia City Project Fuels

the Dispute between the Damascus Provincial Council and the
Implementing Company,” Syrians for Truth and Justice, August 25,
2022, https://shorturl.at/HC15u; Juan Qadi, “Delayed alternative
housing and inadequate rent allowances exacerbate the suffering of

Marota City displaced residents in Damascus,” Syria TV, August 10,
2022, https://shorturl.at/H6VKX.

sell their designated shares in proposed projects to bridge
the gap between costs and reimbursement, resulting in
the effective permanent loss of home ownership. Making
things worse, the completion of alternative housing
projects has been delayed several times, with the most
recent estimates suggesting new homes will not be ready
before the end of 2025.7

According to Law 66 of 2012, at the time of eviction,

only current occupants residing on state-owned land are
eligible for alternative housing and two years of annual
rent compensation (equivalent to 5% of the property
value). However, evacuees must pay for allocated
alternative housing units in 15-year installments (minus
the estimated value of their original properties or the value
of the rubble if illegally built), substantially undervaluing
their properties. To avoid paying rent compensation and
providing alternative housing, the regime pursued a policy
of confining construction works to only depopulated areas
(as in Basilia City),” or of restricting return in areas where
the implementation of plans was expected to start shortly,
effectively aiming to obstruct IDPs from returning and
becoming current occupants eligible for compensation and
alternative housing benefits.

To fully capture how regulating new lands benefits

the regime beyond the fulfillment of its political

and social goals, we should recall recent laws that

grant municipalities the right to appropriate without
compensation up to 50% of regulated land for public
services and investment purposes. Such appropriated
lands in the capital are operated by Damascus Cham
Holding, a public joint stock company established in 2012
to develop real estate areas in Damascus in partnership
with private investors.”® In this sense, the government
must be seen as an investor in the market rather than a
mere regulator, which is embedded in a network of cronies,

73 “Alternative housing will be ready by the end of 2025,”
Marota News, March 12, 2022, https://shorturl.at/3Xlad.

74  “Alternative housing,” Marota News, 2022.

75 “Damascus Moves Ahead with Zoning of its Northern
Entrance,” The Syria Report, May 28, 2024, https://hlp.syria-
report.com/hlp/damascus-moves-ahead-with-zoning-of-its-

northern-entrance/.
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Map 6: Destruction, informal areas, and regulatory plans in Damascus. Source: Author.

corrupt politicians, warlords, and businessmen. The
interests of these actors sometimes conflict, disrupting the
implementation of such plans.

However, the primary hindrances to the regime’s progress
in executing regulatory plans in other areas remain its
limited financial capacity and the presence of cohesive
communities in the areas that either have not witnessed
large-scale destruction and displacement or where a
sizable portion of the population has managed to return.
For instance, the implementation of the regulatory

plan was allegedly suspended in Yarmouk Camp due to
pressure from Palestinian figures and political parties
supported by returnees.”® Regime capacity is expected to
further decrease in communities known to be pro-regime
like Mezzeh 86 and Eish al-Werwer.

In summary, while the Syrian regime’s official rhetoric
emphasizes the prioritization of return and recovery
in conflict-affected areas, the current legal framework
hinders progress. With little doubt, the restriction of

76 “What is the truth about the cancellation of the zoning plan
decision for Yarmouk Camp?” Action Group for Palestinians of
Syria, July 22, 2022, https://bitly.cx/svcOZ.
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recovery in neighborhoods that were formerly rebellious
during the uprising is politically motivated. However,

it also serves an economic agenda that involves the
implementation of urban development plans in informal
and working-class areas. These plans ultimately will alter
the social fabric in these areas and enrich regime-linked
businessmen and foreign allies. The correlation between
informality, destruction, and reconstruction is clearly
evident, as shown in Map 6.

Rehabilitation and Early
Recovery Policies in
Damascus

This section presents an analysis of the rehabilitation
and early recovery activities carried out by the Damascus
Governorate Council (DGC) and Rural Damascus
Governorate Council (RDGC) in the capital and southern
suburbs from January 2021 to August 2023 based on
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Figure 3: Number of projects by sector. Source: DGC and RDGC.

data from the council’s Facebook pages.”” A total of 446
activities were mapped and broadly categorized under

four main groups: street rehabilitation, debris removal,
streetlight installation and repair, and rehabilitation of
public services and facilities. As demonstrated in Figure

3, street rehabilitation emerges as the top priority for both
municipalities, followed by rehabilitation of public facilities,
cleaning campaigns, and small-scale construction
activities like retaining walls and staircases. Significant
attention was given to construction activities for the Marota

City and Basilia City development projects.

While this analysis does not offer comprehensive
overviews of the early recovery efforts around the city, it
aims to get some sense of the Syrian regime’s geographic
and sectoral priorities in terms of early recovery and
rehabilitation. By doing so, it attempts to identify trends
and patterns related to the regime’s reconstruction
policies and visions. Activities included in this section are
limited to those carried out directly by the DGC and the
RDGC or those implemented by NGOs or UN agencies

in collaboration with the councils and advertised by the
councils as such.

77 Damascus Governorate, Facebook, https://www.facebook.
com/damascusgovrnorat; Media Office of Rural Damascus
Governorate, Facebook, https://www.facebook.com/shamsewar.

It is worth noting that the DGC prioritized the demolition of
unlicensed construction and the imposition of penalties on
officers who covered up these violations or failed to report
them.”® Such demolition decisions were also applied in
informal settlements and conflict-affected areas, including
households attempting to rehabilitate their conflict-
affected buildings.

Street Rehabilitation

Upon initial examination, street rehabilitation activities
were concentrated in regulated areas and those least
impacted by the conflict such as Mezzeh, Salhiyeh,
Muhajireen, Mezzeh 86, Adwi, and Midan. The 156
identified activities primarily consisted of small-scale
street asphalt repairs, solutions for potholes and driveway
cracks, and the installation of asphalt pavement. All these
activities were undertaken by the council’s Directorate of
Maintenance and Services, with the primary contractor

78 “Damascus Governor Faulty Crackdown on Unlicensed
Construction,” The Syria Report, December 13, 2023, https://bitly.

cx/iXuuu.
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Map 7: Street rehabilitation activities across neighborhoods.
Source: Author.

being the Military Construction Establishment,” a state-
run construction company managed by the Ministry of
Defense that has been sanctioned by the United States
and the European Union. In southern Damascus, some
collaboration with civil society organizations and the
private sector was observed. Furthermore, in Sayyeda
Zeinab, a stronghold for Iranian militia groups in southern
Damascus, repair projects for the main roads in the
neighborhood were implemented by Jihad al-Bina, a

development foundation run by Hezbollah in Lebanon.®°

However, despite the persisting need for street
rehabilitation in most neighborhoods, the scale of work
remains notably limited and of minimal quality. Potholes
present a significant challenge in many Damascus
streets,®! particularly in informal areas where pavement
is less common and the use of more primitive materials
prevails. According to the DGC, 3 billion SYP (approx.
$350,000) was allocated for street rehabilitation in

79 “Military Construction Establishment,” Open Sanctions,

April 20, 2023, https://www.opensanctions.org/entities/NK-
BmA5ptubs50W7ngbuZ4Utw/.

80 Media Office of Rural Damascus Governorate, “The
rehabilitation of Sayyeda Zeinab entrance,” September 9, 2021,
Facebook, https://tinyurl.com/5n7r7ac?7.

81 “Potholes and ditches in Syria’s streets: A ‘local heritage’
that shines in winter,” Al Khabar TV, October 29, 2019, https://
alkhabar-sy.com/archives/66047.
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2023, distributed across four contracts. Despite several
promises made by the DGC in recent years, the reality

of Damascus’s streets has not seemed to be improved.
For example, the DGC declared 2019 “the year of road
paving,’® but the campaign primarily focused on Mezzeh
86, an informal neighborhood with a majority of residents
known to be pro-regime. A similar promise was made

in April 2023, but there was no noticeable increase in
activities between May and July of that year, as seen in
Figure 4.

There is a clear bias in the geographical distribution of
activities against conflict-affected neighborhoods, even

in areas where rubble has been removed by the DGC.
Indeed, street rehabilitation is profoundly important for the
recovery of affected neighborhoods for several reasons,
including the reconnection of isolated areas with the city’s
economic and service nodes such as hospitals and schools
and the restoration of transportation services to make

the neighborhoods accessible by returnees. Additionally,
repairing main streets can streamline the process of debris
removal, solid waste collection, and basic infrastructure
repair by enabling heavier equipment and vehicles to
access smaller and less connected neighborhoods.

Rehabilitation of Public Facilities

The primary focus of repair activities revolves around

the rehabilitation of facility buildings and improvement

of service infrastructure. Key sectors targeted for repair
include the electricity network, followed by installation

or repairing of road infrastructure, schools, parks, and
water networks. Yalda emerges as the area with the most
extensive rehabilitation efforts, followed by Salhiyeh, al-
Hajar al-Aswad, Midan, Old Damascus, and Sayyeda Zeinab.

The rehabilitation of the electricity network primarily
involved the installation of power transformers or

increasing existing capacity, although this was less

82 *“According to Damascus Governorate, next year will be the
‘Year of Paving,” Sham Times, November 20, 2018, https://bitly.
cx/fLoj.

83 “Project to pave Damascus streets immediately after the
holiday,” Al-Alam Syria, April 20, 2023, https://alalamsyria.ir/
news/37343.
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Figure 4: Activities of street rehabilitation (January 2021 - July 2023). Source: DGC and RDGC.

common in conflict-affected areas. There were slightly

more activities in al-Hajar al-Aswad and Yalda, thanks to

the role of civil society initiatives.

Enhancing and beautifying parks emerged as a secondary

priority for the DGC. However, these activities were

concentrated in high-class neighborhoods such as Maliki,

Abou Rummaneh, Mezzeh, and Western Villat. School
rehabilitation projects primarily took place in Yalda, led
by NGO-funded initiatives.

Apparently, rehabilitation of water networks and
drainage systems received less priority, especially in
conflict-affected areas despite the high level of their
destruction and surging demand for these services.
Similar to street rehabilitation, a discrepancy in the
allocation of resources underscores biases both in
terms of sectors and geographical distribution by the
regime, especially in informal and conflict-affected
areas. This could have implications for discouraging
the return of residents to areas lacking the necessary
infrastructure and basic services.

While civil society initiatives have filled some gaps

in service provision and infrastructure rehabilitation
in some parts of southern Damascus, it appears that
there is limited space for NGOs to operate in a similar
capacity within Damascus itself.

Map 8: Public facilities rehabilitation across neighborhoods.
Source: Author.

Street Light Installation

During the study period, 44 activities were carried

out involving the installation of street lighting or
maintenance of existing lighting units. Many of these
projects were promoted as a part of the DGC’s strategy
to transition towards alternative energy sources,

which remains a persisting priority due to the constant
inadequacy of fuel and electricity in regime-controlled
areas. The DGC’s Local Development Committee

and the Electricity Directorate are the main entities

responsible for these activities, a considerable part
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Figure 5: Activities of rehabilitation of public facilities (January 2021 - July 2023). Source: DGC and RDGC.

of which were funded by the private sector or NGOs.
According to the DGC, in 2022, they installed 1,040
solar lighting units around the city, with 190 units
funded by local initiatives and the private sector.?* The
main areas targeted by this campaign included Mezzeh
86, Qadam, Sheikh Saed, Barzeh, Misat, Tishrine,
Midan, and Moujtahed.

Geographically, based on our data, Rukn al-Din,
Salhiyeh, Shaghour, and Mezzeh are the main
neighborhoods benefiting from these projects, while
conflict-affected areas have been largely excluded.

Indeed, lighting plays a crucial role in facilitating the
return of residents to conflict-affected neighborhoods.
It significantly improves overall security and a sense

of safety, especially in secondary streets. Given the
complete destruction of electricity in these areas, along
with ongoing incidents of looting, solar lighting presents
a viable solution for encouraging return and ensuring
the safety of returnees and their properties.

84 Damascus Governorate, “Installing 140 solar light column
over the last year,” January 8, 2023, Facebook, https://tinyurl.
com/4ch2utw8.
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Map 9: Street lighting installations across neighborhoods.
Source: Author.

Debris Removal

Debris removal ranked as the lowest priority for the DGC
since 2021, with only 21 recorded activities related to
rubble removal. Less than half of these activities were
focused on removing debris caused by the conflict in
neighborhoods such as al-Hajar al-Aswad, Qabun, and
Tadamun. The remaining activities involved clearing rubble
from collapsed buildings or accumulated solid waste in

other neighborhoods.



As discussed in the previous section, it is evident that the
Syrian regime places a low priority on debris removal,
despite publicized campaigns promoting increased removal
efforts to facilitate the return of residents. In reality, the
burden of this task has largely been placed on the shoulders
of ordinary people seeking to return to their properties.

Primary Findings

After reviewing the activities of rehabilitation and early
recovery carried out by the DGC and RDGC in both
Damascus and Rural Damascus, it becomes clear that the
recovery of conflict-affected neighborhoods and the return
of displaced residents are not among the priorities of the
Syrian regime. Several significant patterns and biases can
be observed:

¢ Uneven Geographical Distribution: Projects are
unevenly distributed in favor of wealthier and
non-damaged neighborhoods, leaving informal and
damaged communities with less attention. The
exceptions are neighborhoods like Mezzeh 86, which
is known to be pro-regime, and certain areas in
southern Damascus where civil society organizations
were given space to operate.

e Sectoral Bias: There is also a sectoral bias in the
distribution of projects. Resources are dedicated
to improving street fixtures and public parks
in high-class neighborhoods at the expense of
investment in critical needs in informal and damaged
neighborhoods, such as debris removal and the
rehabilitation of drainage and water networks.

e Limited Quantity of Projects: Given the size of
Damascus, the quantity of projects implemented is
very limited and inadequate. For example, despite
previous announcements that major campaigns
were undertaken to rehabilitate streets in Mezzeh
86, an obvious high demand for that service has
persisted. Economic deterioration in the country
and a declining state budget contribute to this

inadequacy, as does corruption within public

Map 10: Debris removal activities across neighborhoods.
Source: Author.

institutions. Public opinion on social media platforms
reflects dissatisfaction with the inadequacy of these
projects to meet local needs.

* Civil Society’s Role: Civil society organizations have
demonstrated their potential to fill gaps left by the
councils, as seen in southern Damascus. However,
they require space and a suitable operational
environment. In areas where the Syrian regime is
determined to implement its regulatory plans, like
Qabun and Jober, civil initiatives have remained

totally restricted.

In sum, while the Syrian regime is sponsoring luxurious
urban development projects such as Marota City and
Basilia City and large touristic investment projects

such as the Nirvana Hotel in the historic Hijaz Quarter,
minimal efforts appear to have been made in areas with
greater needs, including informal and conflict-affected
neighborhoods. This uneven distribution of resources
reveals that the Syrian regime remains committed to its
pre-conflict economic and political policies of prioritizing
neo-liberal urban development over the welfare of poor
and, currently, damaged neighborhoods. Despite its official
rhetoric, the Syrian regime is not taking practical steps to
legally or economically facilitate the return of IDPs and the
rehabilitation of damaged properties but is instead going

ahead with its pre-conflict urban development projects.
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Map 11: Qabun and Jober Districts. Source: UNOSAT (2016), updated by author based on satellite images (2023).

Case Studies

This section will investigate two case studies
representing different approaches to post-conflict
arrangements in Damascus. The case of Qabun and
Jober demonstrates a completely restricted recovery
for areas slated for urban development, while the case
of southern Damascus shows restrictive and selective
return and rehabilitation. In Yarmouk Camp, the role
of the local society in improving return conditions

and pushing back against restrictions imposed by the

regime will be discussed.
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Qabun and Jober: No Return, No
Reconstruction

The broader Qabun district is situated at the northeastern
edge of Damascus, geographically connected with Eastern
Ghouta. It comprises diverse communities, including
Qabun al-Balad, Industrial Qabun, and Tishrine (an informal
settlement), and is bordered by Barzeh Balad and Eish
al-Werwer (a majority Alawite informal area) to the north
and Jober to the south. As a result, the district houses

a mix of original Damascene inhabitants,®® industrialist
families, and low-income migrants and workers. Following

its annexation by Damascus Governorate in the 1960s,

85 Ezzi, “On the edge of the capital,” EUI, 2021.



the district experienced a rapid surge in construction
activities, primarily of an informal nature,® encroaching
upon agricultural lands. Over time, the Syrian regime has
proposed various redevelopment plans for the area,®”
including the demolition of informal settlements and
development by private investors. Consequently, significant
areas of agricultural land were confiscated, and numerous
residential buildings were demolished to make way for
highways and government structures.

Between 2011 and 2014, Qabun and Jober emerged

as hubs for anti-regime protests and military activities
of the FSA. During this period, the Syrian regime
strategically prioritized isolating these areas from
another major opposition stronghold in Eastern Ghouta.
This strategy involved imposing sieges, subjecting

the two neighborhoods to bombardment, displacing a
portion of their population, and extensively demolishing
residential buildings to create a buffer zone. Following
a truce agreement reached in Barzeh in 2014, the area

86 Ahmad Sukkar, Sawsan Abou Zainedin, and Hani Fakhani,
“Informal settlements in Syria: What approach after the conflict?”
Arab Reform Initiative, October 2021, https://bitly.cx/pCV3y.

87 Ezzi, “On the edge of the capital,” EUI, 2021

Photo above: Satellite image of Qabun and Tishrine illustrating areas targeted by demolition activities. Source: Google Satellite (2023).

experienced a relative period of calm before the regime
launched its last military campaigns between February
2017 and March 2018 and subsequently gained control

of Qabun and Jober.88 These offensives resulted in
additional destruction in Qabun and Tishrine and forced
evacuation of the remaining residents. By May 2017,
approximately 2,300 people had been displaced from
Qabun and 1,200 from Barzeh and Tishrine.®? Qabun and
Jober were effectively depopulated with fewer than 100
individuals remaining in the Qabun area by June 2017

and 200 in Jober — communities whose populations were
estimated at 89,974 and 83,245 respectively in 2004.
Barzeh retained a relatively larger population, with 25,000
remaining, according to OCHA.*® However, this still marked

88 “Preliminary agreement on the evacuation of militants
from Jobar, Arbin, Ayn Tarma, Zamalka, and Hazzeh in Eastern
Ghouta,” Al Manar, March 23, 2018, https://www.almanar.com.
lb/3542603; “Syrian regime close to seizing rebel-held Qaboun,”

The New Arab, May 14, 2017, https://bitly.cx/Tvg7g.

89 “Completion of the evacuation of fighters and opposition
members from Qaboun neighborhood in Damascus,”

BBC Arabic, May 15, 2017, https://www.bbc.com/arabic/
middleeast-39924203.

90 “Syria Community Profile Update: June 2017,” REACH,
August 4, 2017, https://bitly.cx/0107.
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a significant drop from its pre-conflict population, which
was recorded as 107,596 in the 2004 census.”*

The area fell under the control of the Republican Guards
and Air Force Intelligence, resulting in widespread looting
and the sale of stolen goods in nearby markets in Jaramana,
Mezzeh 86, and Soumariyyeh.?? A few months after the
regime takeover, a systematic demolition campaign ensued,
employing bulldozers and explosives to reduce vast portions
of the neighborhood to rubble.”® These demolitions were
rationalized under the pretexts of “demining activities”

or “structural safety measures.” Demolition campaigns
continued until 2022, resulting in the leveling of most
remaining structures,® including residential buildings,

91 “General Population and Housing Census,” Central Bureau of
Statistics, 2004, http://cbssyr.sy/General%20census.htm.

92 Raed Salhani, "Yarmouk Camp: The Raid of Looting and
Destruction," Al-Modon, May 24, 2018, https://shorturl.at/NPfdc.

93 Kaamil Ahmed et. al., ““It’s a kind of revenge’: Damascus
suburb demolished as Assad builds a ‘new Syria’,” The Guardian,
March 23, 2022, https://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2022/mar/23/its-a-kind-of-revenge-damascus-
suburb-demolished-as-assad-builds-a-new-syria.

94  “Regime forces erase what remains of Jobar neighborhood
in Damascus,” SY24, May 13, 2022, https://www.sy-24.
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Photo above: Satellite image of Qabun and Tishrine illustrating areas targeted by demolition activities. Source: Google Satellite (2023).

schools, mosques, and public buildings, transforming

these once-thriving residential and commercial districts
into desolate wastelands. As of February 2018, UNOSAT
estimated the extent of destruction in Jober at 93%,% while
destruction in Qabun and Industrial Qabun was assessed by
the DGC as at least 80%.%

The extensive level of destruction and restrictions

on return can arguably be attributed more to the
reconstruction or the so-called “regulatory statuses of
these areas,” rather than their military history during the
conflict, especially considering that a substantial amount
of the destruction took place following the regime’s
military takeover. Nevertheless, due to the regime’s lack

com/86677/; “The regime continues systematic demolition in
'Harasta' and 'Jobar' under the pretext of new zoning plans,”
Zaman Alwasl, October 25, 2018, https://www.zamanalwsl.net/
news/article/95552/.

95  “Syrian Arab Republic — Jober Neighbourhood, Damascus:
Satellite-Detected Severity of Structure Damage — As of 3
December 2017,” REACH & UNOSAT, February 15, 2018, https://
reliefweb.int/map/syrian-arab-republic/syrian-arab-republic-
jober-neighbourhood-damascus-satellite-detected.

96 “Presidential decree determines the fate of approximately
750 factories in Qaboun, Damascus,” Damascus Voice, September
21, 2021, https://damascusv.com/archives/39136.




of adequate resources and inability to secure external
funds to implement the announced plans, namely 105
and 106, it eventually allowed a limited return to Qabun
in October 2022,°7 with the return to Jober remaining so
far prohibited.’® However, the harsh conditions attached
to the return decision, such as the requirements to
rehabilitate properties within six months of receiving the
permit, sign a pledge to forfeit any right to compensation
when the regulatory plan is implemented, and obtain a
security clearance, have rendered the return impractical
for the majority of IDPs and refugees. Meanwhile, looting
activities continued in both Qabun and Jober.’® These
activities are sponsored by the Fourth Division and the
NDF in cooperation with Mohammad Hamsho, a regime-
linked businessman who allegedly monopolizes the
business of iron scrapping and recycling in Damascus and
Rural Damascus.

According to A.K., a resident of Qabun,

Only a few people have managed to return to Qabun,
while the majority were barred under the pretext of
reconstruction or extensive damage. Everyone I know
wishes to return to their homes. They do not care
about what might happen afterwards or what form the
reconstruction might take. They are simply exhausted
and unwilling to pay rent elsewhere when they own
houses they are prohibited from returning to.1%

In addition to the legal and security challenges, the practicality
of return has been complicated by the absence of basic
services and the lack of financial support for rehabilitation.**

97 “Allowing the people of Al-Qaboun neighborhood to return
to their homes,” Cham Times via Facebook, October 18, 2022,
https://www.facebook.com/cham.times.network/photos/a.27806712
28677490/5537476082996977/?type=3.

98 Habib Shehada, “Awaiting reconstruction: For displaced
residents of Damascus’ Jobar neighborhood, no return until
redevelopment,” Syria Direct, April 234, 2023, https://syriadirect.
org/awaiting-reconstruction-for-displaced-residents-of-

damascus-jobar-neighborhood-no-return-until-redevelopment/.

99  “The Fourth Division bans excavation contractors from
entering Jobar neighborhood,” Damascus Voice, July 10, 2023,
https://damascusv.com/archives/52439.

100 Interview with a resident of Qabun, July 20, 2023.

101 “Al-Qaboun residents complain lack of services, restoration

More crucially, fear of the implementation of regulatory plans
and the potential demolition of their properties has been a
major deterrence for many to return. The regime continues to
deny people permission to return for two reasons. First, the
government seeks to avoid the cost of providing alternative
housing when implementing the regulatory plans, as the

law restricts access to such compensation only to current
occupants,?? a condition that does not apply to displaced
individuals as long as they remain displaced. Second, the
government seeks to avoid confrontations with residents
when the implementation of regulatory plans becomes
feasible and eviction becomes necessary. Under this
circumstance, IDPs are left with a dilemma: to continue to pay
high rents in their places of displacement, or to seek return
and invest a substantial amount of capital, which the majority
lack, to repair their properties with the potential of losing them
again in the near future.

The proposed regulatory plan not only disregards the
participation of locals and the preservation of the pre-conflict
social, urban, and economic fabric, but also actively seeks
to strip people of their properties without compensation.
Although residents have been granted 30 days to file
objections, the fact that the majority of the residents are
displaced, wanted for security reasons, or afraid to object
renders this utterly pointless. Ultimately, despite the regime
having no resources to implement the regulatory plan in

the near future, it continues to deny permission to return,
probably with an eye to preventing complications should
implementation eventually become feasible.

Southern Damascus: Local Resistance
to a Denied Recovery

Southern Damascus refers to an area encompassing
several neighborhoods and towns that lay along the
southern periphery of the city extending into Rural

demands,” Enab Baladi, November 11, 2022, https://english.
enabbaladi.net/archives/2022/11/al-gaboun-residents-complain-

lack-of-services-restoration-demands/.

102 “No alternative housing for residents’... Announcement of
the zoning plan for Jobar and surrounding areas ,” SUNA, June 28,
2022, https://bitly.cx/r8MdO; “Explained: Alternative Housing,”
The Syria Report, May 24, 2022, https://hlp.syria-report.com/hlp/
explained-alternative-housing/.
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Map 12: Level of destruction of southern Damascus. Source: UNOSAT (2016), updated by author based on satellite images (2023).

Damascus Governorate. Among the major communities
in southern Damascus are Yarmouk Camp, al-Hajar
al-Aswad, Tadamun, Yalda, Sbeineh, and Babella. Aside
from their geographical proximity, these communities
share several characteristics. First, they have a

mixed population composed of Palestinian refugees,
Syrians displaced from the Israeli-occupied Golan
Heights in 1967, and Syrians who migrated from

other governorates seeking cheap accommodation.
Second, they exhibit a high population density relative
to their small area. The population of Yarmouk Camp
was estimated at 600,000, including around 160,000
Palestinians, as of 2011, while there were 84,948
residents in al-Hajar al-Aswad and 86,793 in Tadamun,

103 Manaf Sa’ed, “Yarmouk Camp in Damascus between two
catastrophes... It will no longer be the 'capital of the diaspora,”
Majalla, November 12, 2023, https://shorturl.at/HMUua.
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as of 2004’s census.'* Third, they possess an informal
and haphazard urban environment, which is associated
with a low level of service provision and infrastructure.
Fourth, prior to the conflict, their governance has been
subject to a complex overlap between the Damascus
Governorate Council, the Rural Damascus Governorate
Council, the Quneitra Governorate Council (responsible for
the affairs of IDPs from Golan), the Palestinian Liberation
Organization (PLO), and various Palestinian political and
military factions.

During the conflict, southern Damascus was subject
to control by various military actors and experienced
numerous periods of intense destruction and
displacement. Between 2012 and 2013, the FSA took
control of the entirety of Yarmouk Camp and al-Hajar
al-Aswad, as well as the southern portion of Tadamun.

104 “General Population and Housing Census,” CBS, 2004.



Photo above: Satellite image of Yarkmouk Camp illustrating the destruction and demolition. Source: Google Satellite (2023).

In response, ousted regime forces imposed a multi-year
siege upon the remaining population, which was often
accompanied by intensive bombardment that devastated
a multitude of residential buildings and infrastructure.

In 2014, jihadist groups, including ISIS and Hayat Tahrir
al-Sham (HTS), gained control of a significant portion of
Yarmouk Camp and al-Hajar al-Aswad, forcing FSA factions
to retreat towards Qadam, Yalda, and Babella.*®® This
situation persisted until the Syrian regime launched its
largest and last offensive between March and May 2018,
resulting in widespread destruction and the displacement
of the remaining population and fighters to northern Syria.
Additionally, ISIS members were relocated to the Syrian
desert after reaching an agreement with the Syrian regime
and Hezbollah.0¢

Upon the regime’s takeover of southern Damascus in
2018, the area came under the control of the Fourth

105 “Status Report on Yarmouk Camp,” Carter Center,
November 14, 2017, https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/
pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/syria-conflict/yarmouk-status-
report-2017.11.14.pdf.

106 Sasha Ingber, “Syrian Military Retakes Full Control Of
Damascus,” NPR, May 21, 2018, https://www.npr.org/sections/
thetwo-way/2018/05/21/613083607/syrian-military-retakes-
full-control-of-damascus.

Division, which immediately imposed restrictions on the
movement of people to and from the area. Displaced
individuals were also prohibited from transferring
furniture to their new accommodations without securing
a special permit, which frequently entailed paying

bribes at checkpoints. The remaining furniture as well as
construction and cladding materials were systematically
looted in campaigns orchestrated by local gangs in
collaboration with security forces and local militia groups.
The first round of looting targeted furniture and electronic
appliances left behind by their owners. Looted goods
were sold in specialized markets in nearby villages and
neighborhoods, including Soumariyyeh, Eish al-Werwer,
and Tadamun. The second phase of looting focused on
copper cables, aluminum and wooden frames, tiles,

and other valuables. Finally, iron rods were pilfered

from concrete slabs and structural beams, resulting

in the partial or complete collapse of many buildings.
Muhammad Hamsho,%7 a regime-linked crony, is believed
to be the main figure in the scraping and iron recycling
business, in cooperation with looting gangs and the
Fourth Division.

107 Habib Shehada, “Buildings in Damascus’ al-Hajar al-
Aswad demolished, rubble sold,” Syria Direct, October 19, 2023,
https://syriadirect.org/buildings-in-damascus-al-Hajar-al-aswad-
demolished-rubble-sold/.
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The Camp Local Committee, the local governing body in
Yarmouk Camp before 2011, was dissolved in October
2018, bringing the camp administration under the
administration of the DGC.1% Local committees were

later dispatched by the DGC to inspect buildings in each
neighborhood, categorizing them into three groups: 1) safe
for habitation, 2) requiring rehabilitation, or 3) earmarked
for demolition. However, several incidents cast doubts on
the accuracy of such estimations.

In Tadamun, the first inspection committee created
by the DGC in July 2018 estimated only 690 buildings
suitable for temporary return in the neighborhood, but
this estimation was modified to 2,500 in 2020 under
pressure applied by residents with support from the
NDF.2%° Furthermore, interviewees told the author that
the classification of a building’s structural status can
be altered by committee members from demolition to

108 “Ministerial letter to Damascus Governorate regarding
the decision to cancel the local committee for Yarmouk Camp,’
Palestinian Refugees Portal, August 19, 2022, https://bitly.cx/
D87lh.

109 “Systematic Campaign to Demolish Buildings in Al-
Tadhamon,” The Syria Report, March 15, 2022, https://bitly.cx/
Cl9Ka.
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Photo above: Buildings damaged by looting in al-Hajar al-Aswad. Source: Google Satellite (2023).

renovation in exchange for bribes ranging from 1 to 10
million SYP ($70 to $700). Some families were willing to
pay this amount and risk living in a structurally unsound
building to avoid paying high rents somewhere else.
Between January and February 2024, four buildings
collapsed in Damascus during periods of heavy rain,
resulting in the death of two people.11?

Security forces and local militia groups marked houses
belonging to families killed or displaced to northern

Syria during the conflict, making them prime targets for
looting or fraudulent property transfers. Moreover, several
reports suggest that even structurally sound buildings
were arbitrarily demolished by rubble removal contractors
and looting gangs to extract their iron rods and other
materials, causing further damage to already devastated
areas.! For example, as of March 2022, more than 300

110 “Another building collapse in al-Hajar al-Aswad: A
problem that threatens residents' lives with no solution in
sight,” Halab Today, February 2, 2024, https://halabtodaytv.net/
archives/267893.

111  Habib Shehada, “Buildings in Damascus’ al-Hajar al-
Aswad demolished, rubble sold,” Syria Direct, October 19, 2023,
https://syriadirect.org/buildings-in-damascus-al-Hajar-al-aswad-
demolished-rubble-sold/; “The looting of iron from buildings in al-
Hajar al-Aswad continues,” Kassioun, November 23, 2023, https://
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Map 13: Main landmarks in Yarmouk Camp and Tadamun. Source: Author.

buildings had been completely demolished by the DGC in
Tadamun around the Salman Farsi Mosque and Tarboush
Quarter.**? Rubble was moved to the Tabab neighborhood,
an informal area occupied previously by public servants
that was demolished in 2013 by the Republican Guards
and the NDF.

After major looting activities were completed, security
authority was transferred from the Fourth Division to
different branches of Military Security such as Branch

227 (or the District Branch) which became responsible for
al-Hajar al-Aswad, Yarmouk Camp, Qadam, and Tadamun,
and Branch 235 (or Palestine Branch) governing Yalda,
Babella, and Beit Sahem.

Displaced residents of southern Damascus had to wait
two years until a conditional return was finally allowed to
Yarmouk Camp in October 2020 and al-Hajar al-Aswad in
September 2021. Return applications for Yarmouk Camp
were submitted at the Palestine Branch, and applicants
were required to attend several sessions of interrogation.
Those who lived in these neighborhoods when they were

bitly.cx/h3v6E; Abdullah Bashir, “Syria: Random demolition of
houses in al-Hajar al-Aswad under the pretext of the earthquake,
The New Arab, August 26, 2023, https://bitly.cx/LFQBP.

”

112 “Systematic Campaign to Demolish Buildings in Al-
Tadhamon,” The Syria Report, March 15, 2022, https://bitly.
cx/2Ru8.

controlled by opposition forces were faced with possible
imprisonment for periods of three months to one year,
charges of “aiding terrorist activities,” and/or confiscation
of their property,*** while people who left the area before
the control of the opposition were required to provide rental
contracts showing their previous location of residence.

Despite the inadequate services and infrastructure, many
residents expressed their willingness to go home, as
manifested by 1,200 applications submitted within three
months for return to Yarmouk Camp, of which only 500
were approved by the regime.’** The main motivation of
those seeking to return to south Damascus seems to be to
avoid paying high rents for temporary lodging in areas to
which they had been displaced. However, the inability to
obtain security clearance and the lack of financial capacity
to rehabilitate damaged properties present significant
barriers to return. It is worth noting that the majority of
returnees in southern Damascus are among those who
were displaced to neighborhoods within Damascus or
other regime-controlled areas in southern Syria, with fewer

113 Mungeth Othman Agha, “Amid calls for refugee returns,
Assad’s property grab continues.” Middle East Institute, June 20,
2023, https://www.mei.edu/publications/amid-calls-refugee-
returns-assads-property-grab-continues.

114 “Yarmouk Camp: 1200 applications for return, 500 of
which met the 'return conditions,” Syria TV, January 6, 2021, 35
https://shorturl.at/snjTL.




Map 14: Main districts and landmarks in al-Hajar al-Aswad. Source: Author.

cases of return from Jordan and Lebanon. Return from
opposition-controlled areas remains almost non-existent.
In al-Hajar al-Aswad, the returnees are mainly coming
from Quneitra Governorate (to which they originally had
been displaced by the Israeli occupation of the Golan
Heights in 1967).

Based on a field visit in southern Damascus, return was
mainly allowed to a few quarters adjacent to major roads

such as Palestine Street, Loubia Street, and Schools Street,

particularly around the Bashir Mosque, the Old Vegetable
Market, and Palestine Park, while return remains mainly
prohibited in areas adjacent to 30th Street, 15th Street,
and Jazeera Street. In Tadamun, return has been allowed
in quarters between Ibn Battuta Street and Stars Cinema.

In al-Hajar al-Aswad, the main districts where return was
allowed are Wehdeh and Istiglal**® and a few quarters
adjacent to Ibrahim Khalil Mosque. The districts of
Tishrine and Thawra have seen a lesser percentage of
return due to the high level of destruction. Similarly,

115 “Permission granted to return to new neighborhoods in al-
Hajar al-Aswad,” The Syria Report, June 6, 2023, https://shorturl.
at/fsnA4.
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return in Jazeera, Aa’laaf,*'® and Jolan''” continues
to be limited and these neighborhoods remain highly
depopulated, posing a security challenge for those
families that do attempt to come back.

As shown in Table 1, the population of conflict-affected
neighborhoods, which has significantly decreased
throughout the conflict, failed to recover after more than
six years of the regime’s control.

As of November 2023, only 1,500 individuals were
estimated to have returned to Tadamun,*® 1,500 families
in al-Hajar al-Aswad, and 20,000 individuals in Yarmouk
Camp.**? However, by June 2024, these numbers had

116 al-Hajar al-Aswad Trend, “Pictures from the Aa’laaf
Neighborhood,” December 2, 2022, Facebook, https://tinyurl.
com/bdzjyamh.

117 al-Hajar al-Aswad Trend, “An increase of the Number of
Returning Families,” December 3, 2022, Facebook, https://tinyurl.
com/42vhvpap).

118 “Building collapses amidst a modest return to Al-
Tadamon,” The Syria Report, November 14, 2023, https://shorturl.
at/NcbVz.

119 “More than 20,000 residents in Yarmouk Camp, and the
numbers are increasing,” Action Group for Palestinians of Syria,



Last Estimate December2017 June 2017 2004 Percentage of
latest population
estimate with
respect to the
2004 population

Yarmouk Camp 50,000 (June2024) 2,268 7,000 101,717 49.1%
Al-Hajar al-Aswad 20,000 (February 1,784 4,500 84,948

2024) 23.5%
Tadamun 1,500 (November 275 1,250 86,793 1.7%

2023)

Jober NA NA 175 83,245 0.2%
Barzeh NA NA 25,000 107,596 23.2%
Qabun NA 350 100 89,974 0.3%

Table 1: Population changes between 2004 and 2023 in affected neighborhoods. Source: CBSSYR, OCHA, REACH.

increased to 50,000 in Yarmouk Camp, according to the
Action Group for Palestinians of Syria,*?° and 20,000

in al-Hajar al-Aswad, according to al-Hajar al-Aswad
Municipal Council.*?* Although only a fraction of the
original inhabitants have returned as of mid-2024,
these numbers represent a major increase compared
to the population remaining following the displacement
agreements in 2017,'?2 as shown in Table 1.

The DGC’s debris removal activities in southern

Damascus were confined to main streets and

October 17, 2023, https://shorturl.at/wmO0ZC.

120 “50 thousand people returned to the Yarmouk Camp,”
Action Group for Palestinians of Syria, June 3, 2024, https://
actionpal.org.uk/ar/post/20364.

121 “To facilitate the return of residents to al-Hajar Al-Aswad
city, a school was opened,” SANA, February 18, 2024, https://
www.sana.sy/?p=2045802.

122 “Syria Community Profile Update: al-Hajar al-Aswad,
Tadamon & Yarmuk - Damascus/Rural Damascus - December
2017,” REACH, February 5, 2018, https://shorturl.at/D2L0T;
“Syria Community Profile Update: June 2017,” REACH, August
4, 2017, https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-
community-profile-update-june-2017.

only in sectors that were marked as suitable for
residence. Locals often were invited to participate

in campaigns to remove and transport debris from
main roads, but removing rubble from side streets
and within the neighborhoods has been ultimately the
responsibility of the residents themselves. It must

be noted that removing the debris is only allowed in
specific periods set by the DGC. During early years

of the regime’s control, a number of local initiatives
were led by local councils or civic actors to remove
debris or repair public facilities, (often supported by
local Palestinian organizations in Yarmouk Camp),
with many cases of people participating directly in
removing rubble from their streets. However, the
incapacity of local governance structures, the lack

of an adequate workforce, and diminished hope

for return and restoration of basic services have
weakened enthusiasm for such activities. Instead, local
contractors became responsible for debris removal in
most neighborhoods in southern Damascus, operating
alongside other contractors responsible for property
rehabilitation, which are also able to supply construction
materials in cooperation with local checkpoints.
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According to A.R., a resident of Yarmouk Camp,

Those who return feel as though they are living
amidst rubble. People understand that the regime
lacks the funds to reconstruct their neighborhoods,
and decisions on return and rehabilitation are solely
made by security branches. The regime merely
adopts the rhetoric of reconstruction to attract
international funds and to extract some cash from
remittances sent by Syrians abroad to assist their
relatives inside the country. Ultimately, people are
not just paying to reconstruct their properties out of
their own pockets, they also have to pay bribes at
checkpoints to inspect their properties or to retrieve
their furniture from the neighborhood. Despite all
this, people still seek to return to their homes to avoid
paying rent elsewhere.1?

Basic services such as water, electricity, and public
transportation are absent from most neighborhoods.
Some locals living adjacent to the less affected areas
managed to connect to the electricity network through
local cables or established collective generators, and
some households dug local wells to secure a water
supply. In Yarmouk Camp, a number of pharmacies and
grocery and building material shops reopened on main
streets after lights were installed, and a few schools
were rehabilitated by the UN Relief and Works Agency
for Palestinian Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA).
However, local Facebook groups often post pictures

of looting incidents targeting recently rehabilitated
facilities such as drainage networks, solar light posts,
electricity cables,'?* and houses??® that were marked as
suitable for living. For example, all iron manhole covers
installed in southern Damascus in recent years have
been stolen,? raising a high security risk for locals

123 Interview with a resident of Yarmouk Camp, March 20,
2023.

124  The Gathering of al-Hajar al-Aswad Displaced People, “The
Looting of Electricity Cables,” November 21, 2023, Facebook,
https://tinyurl.com/4xkms8ds.

125 The Gathering of al-Hajar al-Aswad Displaced People,
“Looting and Demolition of Recently Rehabilitated Houses in
Jazeera Neighborhood, ” November 5, 2023, Facebook, https://
tinyurl.com/4xvcr7s7.

126  al-Hajar al-Aswad Trend, “The Fall of Woman In a Manhole
Whose Cover Was Stolen,” November 17, 2023, Facebook, https://
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who often fall in the holes at night due to the lack of
adequate lighting.

According to M.J., a former resident of al-Hajar al-Aswad,

When the regulatory plans were announced,
people were optimistic about the potential
reconstruction of their neighborhoods and the
prospect of their land values increasing. However,
the implementation of regulatory plans in other
areas, such as Basilia City, and the reality of
reconstruction and rehabilitation practices in their
own areas, led to a complete loss of hope among
the majority of residents. Even those who had
planned to return to Southern Damascus a few
years ago have now changed their minds, knowing
that they would be returning to areas with building
violations [informal settlements]. Some returnees
are already looking for ways to leave again. The
primary strategy for many residents now is to sell
their properties at any price to avoid losing them
completely in the near future. Essentially, people
are aware that the regime has future plans for
these areas and that it will raze them to the ground
sooner or later.t?”

People Resisting the Regime’s Reality

While both al-Hajar al-Aswad and Yarmouk shared a
similar historical backdrop during the conflict, their
trajectories toward recovery appear to have diverged,
primarily due to distinct roles played by local figures and
residents. Since 2023, several Palestinian organizations
and influential figures have been actively engaging with
the regime to address obstacles hindering the return

of residents and the overall recovery of the camp.

For example, an initiative led by the General Union of
Palestinian Jurists (GUPJ) was launched in September
2023 to eliminate legal barriers for residents returning to
the camp.?28 Another project, the Initiative of Civil Society,

tinyurl.com/4f92dmbu.

127 Interview with a resident of al-Hajar al-Aswad, 15
November 2023.

128 “Legal initiative to allow residents wishing to return



was started in March 2023 with the aim of cooperating
with the DGC to rehabilitate main roads in the camp,*?*
often in tandem with a dozen local NGOs that provide
humanitarian and early recovery assistance. These
factors collectively position Yarmouk Camp in a relatively
favorable position compared to adjacent neighborhoods
like al-Hajar al-Aswad and Asali, where the locals have
faced challenges in organizing and lack the political
capacity for substantial lobbying or large-scale initiatives.

Arguably, one of the main achievements of Yarmouk
residents thus far has been resisting the implementation
of the regulatory plan announced for the camp. Through
a grassroots campaign orchestrated by Palestinian
lawyers and jurists, locals mobilized and gathered
10,000 objections against the plan and submitted

them to the DGC.*3° According to GUPJ, the regulatory
plan was canceled altogether by a decision from the
prime minister issued in June 2021,%! but such a claim
remains disputed pending official confirmation.*32 In
Tadamun, the implementation of the regulatory plan was
also postponed following pressure applied by Fadi Sager,
the notorious head of the local NDF group, who was
influenced by his militia group members, claiming that
the regulatory plan is a “betrayal to their sacrifices” for
the regime during the conflict.

In Daraya, another case worth investigating is the
influence wielded by Hikmat Azib, a member of
parliament since 2020 and the brother of the former
minister of education, Emad Azib. Since his election,

Hikmat Azib has actively exerted pressure on various

to Yarmouk Camp,” Action Group for Palestinians of Syria,
September 30, 2023, https://bitly.cx/IgjcO.

129 Initiative of Civil Society in Yarmouk Camp In Coordination
with Damascus Governorate, “The Launch of the Initiative’s
Page,” March 22, 2023, Facebook, https://tinyurl.com/33zn873x.

130 “10,000 objections: 'No to the zoning plan for Yarmouk
Camp,” Action Group for Palestinians of Syria, August 2, 2020,
https://bitly.cx/D1LID.

131 Nour Aldin Salman, “The Cancellation Decision of the
Development Project of the Yarmouk Camp,” September 8, 2023,
Facebook, https://tinyurl.com/4bw9ajfc).

132 “What is the truth about the cancellation,” AGPS, 2022.

governmental institutions®*3 to enhance service quality
in the city. According to the Daraya Local Council’s
Facebook page,*** Azib played a role in rehabilitating
several main roads and an automated bakery and
improving the telecommunication coverage and local
transportation system. It is worth noting that Munzer
Azib, a member of the same family,*3®> was appointed
as the head of the city council in November 2022. Such
steps are allegedly supported by businessmen from
Daraya who are eager to capitalize on the recovery of
the city’s infrastructure and services.

While the situation in Yarmouk Camp and Daraya remains
dire, these locations offer glimpses of how local elites
can influence the regime to enhance service provision
and ease restrictions on return and rehabilitation. In

both cases, these figures leveraged their preexisting
connections to exert pressure on various regime entities.
In Yarmouk, the local community played a crucial role,
reinforcing political pressure through different Palestinian
factions and local initiatives.

As previous cases demonstrate, the local reality can
undergo positive transformations when appropriate
legal and political pressure is exerted on the regime,
especially when coupled with support from residents.
To build on this potential, more attention should be
given to strengthening the organizational capacity of
these communities. Providing legal and political tools,
alongside mobilizing local elites and businessmen willing
to finance early recovery efforts, is essential. However,
while supporting and cooperating with pro-regime
military and political figures who were involved in war
crimes and human rights violations is morally corrupt
and operationally counterproductive, actors willing to
implement development projects must understand the
internal contradictions within the regime’s network and

133 The Executive Bureau of Daraya Municipality, ”The
Weakness of Telecommunication Coverage,” December 11, 2022,
Facebook, https://tinyurl.com/3e64vxet.

134 The Executive Bureau of Daraya Municipality, Facebook,
2022.

135 The Executive Bureau of Daraya Municipality,
“Congratulations to Munzer Azib for becoming the New Head
of the Council,” Facebook, November 11, 2022, https://tinyurl.
com/9rxu8u96).
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be prepared to exploit any opportunities that arise from
these divisions.

For policymakers, donors, and implementers looking to
initiate recovery and development projects in Syria, the
first step should be to analyze the regime’s complex and
often competing dynamics. The Syrian regime is not a
monolith but rather a network of diverse actors, including
governmental institutions, municipal bodies, security

and military commanders, militia leaders, businessmen,
and civil society members. These actors frequently have
conflicting interests and divergent visions for post-conflict
recovery. Yet, they all recognize the economic opportunities
presented by reconstruction and early recovery efforts,
driving them to compete for control over land, properties,
resources, and capital belonging to displaced and
depopulated communities, wishing to increase their
post-conflict revenues and political influence. As the

war economy in Syria declines, early recovery and
reconstruction may gradually replace conflict-driven
revenue streams, becoming the primary source of income
and power for the regime and its affiliates.

Conclusion: The Paradox
of Destruction and
Reconstruction

This research paper aimed to analyze the regime’s policy
of return and rehabilitation, drawing lessons about

its implications on the recovery of conflict-affected

areas in Damascus, as well as the prospect of Syria’s
reconstruction under the Assad regime. The dynamics of
return and reconstruction in Damascus have never been
unified or centralized across the city, or for the entire
country. More than five years after the regime takeover,
conflict-affected neighborhoods in Damascus have

yet to transition into the recovery phase. This research
concluded that the regime de-prioritizes the recovery

of such areas, allocating its limited resources instead to
high-end tourist and commercial projects and catering

to richer and less impacted neighborhoods. Meanwhile,
rather than facilitating return, the regime’s governance
and security apparatus have applied restrictive measures,
subjecting returnees to selective and arbitrary decisions by
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corrupt bureaucrats and decentralized local checkpoints.
While localizing regulations are intuitively expected to

be sensitive to the specificities of contexts they come to
address, their implementation has proved the opposite.
Such laws have not only failed to assist people with the
restoration of their properties or to provide them with
safeguarding measures, but their implementation has
been selective and discriminatory, giving more advantage
to local security organizations and warlords. In this
context, returnees find themselves not only burdened with
the rehabilitation cost of their properties, rubble removal,
and management of basic services, but also with extortion
by local security forces, contractors, and looting gangs.

The regulations and strategies applied by the regime

vary in different areas and are shaped by several

factors. Logistically, the extent of damage to houses and
infrastructure affects the ability of these neighborhoods
to accommodate returnees. For instance, it is typically
prohibited to return to areas with an overall destruction
level exceeding 80%.1%¢ Politically, returnees to
communities that previously engaged in truce deals with
the regime during the conflict years like Yalda, Barzeh,
and Madamiyet Elsham (which were subject to a relatively
lesser degree of destruction and displacement in the first
place) are more likely to be granted access compared

to those from areas that remained under opposition or
ISIS control such as Yarmouk Camp and al-Hajar al-
Aswad. Lastly, return and rehabilitation is highly restricted
in neighborhoods that are included in planned urban
development projects. In many instances, these areas
have been intentionally damaged by the Syrian regime
through bulldozing and intentional detonations, as
witnessed in Qabun.

Two conclusions emerge from the scrutinization of

the regime’s strategy of managing destruction and
reconstruction. First, the existing process of return and
rehabilitation appears to be a temporary phase until the
regime finds a way to implement its own blueprint of
reconstruction. Second, the current legal frameworks aim
to prevent the restoration of the city’s pre-war status,
including the urban environment and social structures.

136 Mahdi Naser, “Damascus: Industrialists in Qabun given a
grace period until the area plan is implemented,” 7al, February 3,
2021, https://bitly.cx/AORAN.




Photo above: Regime forces attend a flag raising ceremony at the entrance of Al-Hajar al-Aswad neighborhood, May 24, 2018. Photo by Louai

Beshara/AFP via Getty Images.

Return, but for How Long?

Despite the Syrian regime’s official discourse ostensibly
promoting return, the practical reality draws a vastly
different picture. The regime perceives such return as

a temporary phase until it can mobilize the financial
means and power to impose regulatory plans, which
ultimately will lead to the complete demolition of
remaining properties and the displacement of the entire
population. This vision has been explicitly stated by
regime officials on multiple occasions. For the present,
preserving minimal levels of return and repair in affected
areas turns these neighborhoods into lucrative sites for
looting, confiscation by the counter-terrorism court,*7?
or forced sales at undervalued prices by desperate
displaced owners to regime-linked businessmen.

A brief examination of the overlapping between
the map of destruction and proposed regulatory
plans demonstrates the argument that the regime’s
intentions are geared toward maximizing profit
rather than rendering assistance to the displaced.
Whatever remains undamaged by war will be

137 Agha, “Amid calls for refugee returns,” MEI, 2023.

erased by the reconstruction. Notably, the regime
forces have systematically demolished hundreds of
properties in neighborhoods like Qabun, Jober, and
Tishrine before permitting a selective return process
in areas not slated for immediate development.
Furthermore, the regime coerced residents to sign
pledges to vacate their properties when urban
development projects eventually commence.
Recognizing that their properties are inevitably
slated for demolition, residents and returnees find
diminished motivation to initiate rehabilitation
projects, hindering the restoration of their pre-
conflict lives.

The development of any return policies that include
direct or indirect negotiations with the regime must
not only discuss guarantees to safeguard returnees
from arrest and harassment, but also remedies for
the legal and economic frameworks that enable the
regime and its network to appropriate, loot, and
confiscate properties and means of production.
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Reconstruction, but for Whom?

Another comparison of the map of destruction and
reconstruction illustrates the other part of the argument

— that the regime’s plans are self-serving. Destruction
appears to be disproportionately concentrated in informal
areas, where return and rehabilitation are concurrently
more constrained, and where the majority of the
announced regulatory plans are located. As mentioned
earlier, these cycles of destruction and reconstruction are
intricately intertwined to achieve political and economic
objectives. The envisioned reconstruction by the Syrian
regime extends the pre-war neoliberal transformation and
is designed to favor the regime’s affluent business cronies
at the expense of residents of underserved informal areas.
Such reconstruction will certainly alter the socio-economic
status of these areas and thus replace their pre-conflict
population, leading to the demolition and confiscation of
the remaining properties, as well as the displacement of
residents (including those who returned in previous years).

Replacing underserved and informal areas with luxury
residential and commercial quarters will diminish

hopes of return for the majority of the pre-conflict
population. Consequently, this will exacerbate the uneven
development across the city. Existing gaps related to
services, the quality of urban environments, population
density, destruction levels, and security restrictions will
collectively contribute to a landscape where political and
socio-economic cleansing prevails. Ultimately, only those
politically accepted by the regime and individuals with
higher incomes will have the opportunity to return and
inhabit the envisioned new Damascus.

Resisting Depopulation and
Demolition by Return and

Rehabilitation

In a recent Facebook post, a leading figure from the GUPJ
in Yarmouk Camp outlined three essential steps to revive
the camp:*3® 1) issuing construction permits to returning

138 Nour Aldin Salman, “Three Conditions to Reconstruct the
Camp,” September 12, 2023, Facebook, https://tinyurl.com/
yvbm2zw8.
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residents in accordance with the 2004 regulatory plan;

2) reinstating the Camp Local Committee, which was
disbanded in 2018;**° and 3) enhancing security measures
within the camp to deter looting and prevent incidents of
demolishing-for-looting. These actions underscore three
critical conditions that Damascus’s recovery requires:
enhancing the legal framework that governs return and
rehabilitation; improving local security; and fostering
stronger engagement within the local communities. It

has become evident that the obstacles to Syria’s recovery
extend beyond mere financial challenges to encompass
political and legal hurdles. In addition to the ongoing
economic crisis in Syria and the incapacity or unwillingness
of the regime and its allies to undertake meaningful
recovery efforts, areas under regime control also lack
adequate legal and operational frameworks, adherence to
the rule of law, and a minimal level of security for returning
residents and their properties.

With the regime’s reconstruction strategy centered

on depopulation and demolition, the most effective
countermeasure is to increase safe return and
rehabilitation. Indeed, a regime-led large-scale and
nationwide reconstruction might cause more damage than
recovery. However, small and micro-grants channeled
directly to returnees to rehabilitate their houses and revive
some economic activities would present a more viable and
secure approach. Two questions emerge now: who should
return, and what constitutes the most effective method for
rehabilitating properties?

An analysis of the dynamics of return in Damascus can
offer valuable insights. The primary group returning to
Damascus comprises individuals who were previously
displaced within regime-controlled areas. Compared to
other IDPs in areas under different control or refugees
in neighboring countries, these individuals may have a
higher likelihood of obtaining security permits for return
due to their continued residence within regime-controlled
territories, but they still face significant barriers in terms
of financial resources and legal support. Facilitating and
encouraging the return of this particular group might
achieve various advantages.

139 “Ministerial letter to Damascus Governorate regarding
the decision to cancel the local committee for Yarmouk Camp,”
Palestinian Refugees Portal, August 19, 2022, https://bitly.cx/
ncVK.



Firstly, a substantial return and restoration of the pre-
2011 social, economic, and urban fabric of affected
communities would pose a significant challenge to the
regime’s blueprint for depopulation and redevelopment.
Secondly, a heightened presence of returnees in any
given area naturally enhances the sense of security and
solidarity, facilitating the revival of small businesses such
as groceries and restaurants. Thirdly, the reestablishment
of the pre-2011 cohesive community structures would
enhance the collective capacity to demand improved
services and mobilize grassroots initiatives to address
fundamental needs. Lastly, ensuring the return of this
group to their original properties would alleviate a primary
financial burden, namely paying rents in their current
places of displacement. While this roadmap may be
feasible and comparatively less risky than plans centered
around the return of refugees from other countries, it still
requires significant efforts to materialize, and it must be
approached on multiple levels.

Politically, donor countries, INGOs, and countries
engaging in political dialogue with the regime such as
the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia should exert
pressure on the Syrian regime to facilitate low-risk
return and issue rehabilitation permits for returnees.
On an operational level, the inclusion of return and
rehabilitation permits as primary components in early
recovery projects (a type of project that has always been
sought by the regime) is essential. The implementation
of such projects must be directed toward the returnees
themselves through collaboration between local NGOS,
INGOs, and UN agencies. Providing direct financial
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Annex: Neighborhoods of Damascus
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