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Syria: Climate Change, Drought and Social Unrest

Syria’s current social unrest is, in the most direct sense, a reaction to a brutal and out-of-
touch regime and a response to the political wave of change that began in Tunisia early last
year. However, that’s not the whole story. The past few years have seen a number of
significant social, economic, environmental and climatic changes in Syria that have eroded
the social contract between citizen and government in the country, have strengthened the
case for the opposition movement, and irreparably damaged the legitimacy of the al-Assad
regime. If the international community and future policy-makers in Syria are to address and
resolve the drivers of unrest in the country, these changes will have to be better explored

and exposed.
Out of the blue?

International pundits characterized the Syrian uprising as an “out of the blue” case in the
Middle East - one that they didn’t see coming. Many analysts, right up to a few days prior to
the first protests, predicted that Syria under al-Assad was “immune to the Arab Spring.”

However, the seeds of social unrest were right there under the surface, if one looked
closely. And not only were they there, they had been reported on, but largely ignored, in a

number of forms.
Water shortages, crop-failure and displacement

From 2006-2011, up to 60% of Syria’s land experienced, in the terms of one expert, “the

worst long-term drought and most severe set of crop failures since agricultural civilizations
began in the Fertile Crescent many millennia ago.” According to a special case study from
last year’s Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction (GAR), of the most

vulnerable Syrians dependent on agriculture, particularly in the northeast governorate of
Hassakeh (but also in the south), “nearly 75 percent...suffered total crop failure.” Herders in
the northeast lost around 85% of their livestock, affecting 1.3 million people.

The human and economic costs are enormous. In 2009, the UN and IFRC reported that over
800,000 Syrians had lost their entire livelihood as a result of the droughts. By 2011, the
aforementioned GAR report estimated that the number of Syrians who were left extremely

“food insecure” by the droughts sat at about one million. The number of people driven into
extreme poverty is even worse, with a UN report from last year estimating two to three

million people affected.
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This has led to a massive exodus of farmers, herders and agriculturally-dependent rural

families from the countryside to the cities. Last January, it was reported that crop failures
(particularly the Halaby pepper) just in the farming villages around the city of Aleppo, had
led “200,000 rural villagers to leave for the cities.” In October 2010, the New York Times
highlighted a UN estimate that 50,000 families migrated from rural areas just that year, “on

top of the hundreds of thousands of people who fled in earlier years.” In context of Syrian
cities coping with influxes of Iraqi refugees since the U.S. invasion in 2003, this has placed
additional strains and tensions on an already stressed and disenfranchised population.

Climate change, natural resource mis-management, and demographics

The reasons for the collapse of Syria’s farmland are a complex interplay of variables,
including climate change, natural resource mis-management, and demographic dynamics.

A NOAA study published last October in the Journal of Climate found strong and observable
evidence that the recent prolonged period of drought in the Mediterranean littoral and the
Middle East is linked to climate change. On top of this, the study also found worrying
agreement between observed climate impacts, and future projections from climate models.
A recent model of climate change impacts on Syria conducted by IFPRI, for example,

projects that if current rates of global greenhouse gas emissions continue, yields of rainfed
crops in the country may decline “between 29 and 57 percent from 2010 to 2050.”

This problem has been compounded by poor governance. The al-Assad regime has, by most
accounts except their own, criminally combined mismanagement and neglect of Syria’s
natural resources, which have contributed to water shortages and land desertification.
Based on short-term assessments during years of relative plenty, the government has
heavily subsidized water-intensive wheat and cotton farming, and encouraged inefficient

irrigation techniques. In the face of both climate and human-induced water shortages,
farmers have sought to increase supply by turning to the country’s groundwater resources,
with Syria’s National Agricultural Policy Center reporting an increase in wells tapping
aquifers from “just over 135,000 in 1999 to more than 213,000 in 2007.” This pumping “has
caused groundwater levels to plummet in many parts of the country, and raised significant

concerns about the water quality in remaining aquifer stocks.”

On top of this, the over-grazing of land and a rapidly growing population has compounded

the land desertification process. As previously fertile lands turn to dust, farmers and herders
have had no choice but to move elsewhere, starve, or demand change.
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Internal displacement, rural disaffection and political unrest

Massive internal displacements from rural to urban centers, and significant discontent
among agriculture-dependent communities, are ill-explored factors of social and political
unrest in Syria.

Rural-urban population movements throughout the course of the recent droughts have
placed significant strains on Syria’s economically-depressed cities, which incidentally have

their own water infrastructure deficiencies. Poor have been forced to compete with poor

not just for scarce employment opportunities, but for access to water resources as well.

According to Damascus-based expert Francesca de Chatel, Syria has experienced a “huge

deterioration of [water] availability per capita,” partly as a result of a crumbling urban
infrastructure. Furthermore, the role of disaffected rural communities in the Syrian

opposition movement has been prominent compared to their equivalents in other “Arab
Spring” countries. Indeed, the rural farming town of Dara’a was the focal point for protests
in the early stages of the opposition movement last year — a place that was especially hard
hit by five years of drought and water scarcity, with little assistance from the al-Assad

regime.

The degree to which internal population displacement, and rural disaffection, are driving
unrest has been difficult to study, given the continuing instability, but available evidence
suggests that the influence of this phenomenon may not be insignificant.

Looking ahead

The al-Assad regime’s brutally violent suppression of the opposition movement is rightly the
main focus of attention for an international community attempting to halt or lessen the
human disaster unfolding in Syria. Unquestionably, stopping the slaughter of innocent
people is the necessary first step. But a more well-rounded assessment of the dynamics of
opposition in the country, including the possible social, environmental, and climatic drivers
of unrest, will help policy-makers and opinion leaders fashion more responsible actions. In
the short-term, stopping the violence and enhancing the likelihood of legitimate
government will require an intelligent assessment of the needs and demands of the
opposition movement, including those involving access to and management of vital natural
resources, such as food, water and arable land. In the long-term, addressing the full gamut
of Syria’s societal, environmental and climatic ills will be critical for ensuring a resilient, free
and conflict-proof nation — one that can constructively engage in the international
community.
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