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Homs, Syria’s third-largest city, shattered by war
Khalil Hamlo

Homs

T 

he scenes of utter de-
struction recall those of 
Stalingrad and Berlin at 
the end of the second 
world war. Homs, Syria’s 

third largest city with a pre-war 
population of more than 1 million, 
has been devastated beyond recog-
nition during more than five years 
of civil strife.

The city needs major reconstruc-
tion because only a few buildings 
can be restored. Most will have to 
be flattened and rebuilt.

Destruction is widespread in the 
old part of the city, which makes 
up 40% of Homs. There is little to 
identify places once filled with life. 
Almost every building has been re-
duced to an empty shell or smashed 
to pieces by artillery fire and aerial 
bombing.

Since conflict began in March 
2011, Homs has been a hot spot, a 
rebel stronghold until pro-govern-
ment forces took it back in 2014.

“Certain areas of the city, espe-
cially the old part, are completely 
destroyed and restoration there 
won’t do,” said Homs Governor Ta-
lal Barazi. “We have already started 
working on complete reconstruc-
tion programmes in three neigh-
bourhoods — Baba Amr, Jobar and 
Sultaniya — where 465 residential 
towers will be built on an area of 
217 hectares.”

Under the programme, Barazi 
explained, owners of the destroyed 
dwellings can choose between ac-
quiring an alternative place, which 
they would receive within four 
years from the start of reconstruc-
tion, or owning shares in the pro-
jects.

“We expect the international 
community to help in the task of 
Syria’s reconstruction. The mas-
sive destruction is also an interna-

tional responsibility,” he said. “We 
have 1 million families homeless. 
Half of them are refugees in other 
countries and the rest are displaced 
inside Syria. We definitely look for-
ward to international support, tak-
ing into account the humanitarian 
aspect of the issue.”

Reconstruction work is not ex-
pected to begin for at least 18 
months, according to sources in 
Homs municipality. “The volume 
of rubble and debris is estimated 
at more than 1.35 million cubic me-
tres, of which only 300,000 have 
been removed,” one source said on 
condition of anonymity.

“The first bulldozer is not expect-
ed to start working before 2018, in 
view of the complexity of recon-
struction and its intertwining with 
the complicated political file and 
issues related to financing and part-
nership,” the source added.

International contracting and en-

gineering companies are headed to 
Syria, vying for a share in the recon-
struction process. But Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad has declared 
more than once that only “Syria’s 
friends” — an obvious reference to 
Russia, Iran and China — would be 
allowed to assist in Syria’s recon-
struction.

While China limited its “friend-
ship” to diplomatic support in the 
UN Security Council, Iran and Rus-
sia have been providing direct mili-
tary backing to prevent Assad’s re-
gime from collapsing.

Russian Ambassador to Syria 
Alexander Kinshchak visited 

Homs in April to check on the ex-
tent of destruction, a move seen as 
paving the way for Russia’s role in 
the reconstruction of the once vi-
brant Syrian city.

“The ambassador toured the old 
city and told me that the scale of 
destruction in Homs is similar to 
that wrought upon Europe during 
the second world war when the 
Russian city of Minsk was 95% de-
stroyed and Berlin 100%,” Barazi 
said. “That’s not exactly the case 
in Homs and this makes us hopeful 
about recovering the city again.”.

He pointed out that the recon-
struction plans would be designed 
to restore the old architecture and 
heritage of the city as much as pos-
sible, especially the souks dating 
back to the Ottoman period.

Another source involved in re-
construction projects said contracts 
for the old city would be awarded to 
Russian companies while rebuild-

ing in rural areas to the west of the 
city, and the nearby town of Qusair 
would be carried out by Iranian 
firms.

The shocking destruction of 
Homs was revealed in February 
in footage taken by drone filming 
company Russia Works. From the 
air, the city seems nothing more 
than a ghost town with little to no 
movement in the streets or build-
ings. Roofs are covered in rubble or 
have been blown off. The streets of 
the once major industrial centre are 
littered with debris.

Despite the desolation, some 
merchants whose shops were not 
demolished have returned to the 
market area in Al-Hamidiyah. Na-
bil Akhras reopened the undam-
aged section of his fabric shop six 
months ago, preferring not to wait 
for reconstruction to start.

“I decided to return although 
there are seldom any buyers,” he 
said. “Even when the gunmen were 
present here in the early stage of 
the war I used to open my shop. 
Some shop owners have restored 
their stores but the area remains 
largely deserted because it is still a 
military zone surrounded by many 
checkpoints.”

For journalist Mustafa Sayyed, 
ending the siege imposed by the re-
gime around Homs and in the west-
ern and southern outskirts should 
be a prelude to reconstruction.

“The biggest problem is the 
massive displacement of the peo-
ple from Qusair and the presence 
of (Lebanese) Hezbollah fighters, 
who are banning the people from 
returning to their homes… Villages 
and towns were emptied in ethnic-
cleansing crimes, and this should 
stop and its fallout treated and re-
solved,” Sayyed said, speaking from 
outside Syria.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
reporting on Syria since 1995.

Complete devastation in Bab Houd neighbourhood facing the citadel of Homs in the city centre.

The scenes of utter 
destruction recall 
those of Stalingrad and 
Berlin at the end of the 
second world war.

Uneasy truce 
in Syria, US sets 
deadline for
transition
The Arab Weekly staff

Geneva

I 

nternational efforts to restart 
fragile Syrian peace talks con-
tinued after an uneasy truce 
was called in Aleppo but both 
the government and opposition 

gave little indication that another 
round of negotiations could lead to a 
political transition before an August 
deadline.

The agreement came one day af-
ter US Secretary of State John Kerry 
issued an ultimatum to Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad’s regime, sig-
nalling international frustration at 
the disruption of the ceasefire and 
peace process.

“The target date for the transition 
is August 1st… So either something 
happens in these next few months 
or they are asking for a very differ-
ent track,” he said at a May 3rd news 
conference.

“If Assad’s strategy is to somehow 
think he’s going to just carve out 
Aleppo and carve out a section of 
the country, I got news for you and 
him: This war doesn’t end. As long 
as Assad is there, the opposition is 
not going to stop fighting.”

The expanded ceasefire went 
into effect May 4th with the Assad 
regime grudgingly confirming that 
it would abide by the enlarged “re-
gime of calm” and the Syrian oppo-
sition calling for the truce to be fur-
ther widened.

“The ceasefire must, without ex-
ception, cover all of Syria, includ-
ing Aleppo. Otherwise it will not 
succeed,” Syrian High Negotiations 
Committee (HNC) spokesman Salem 
al-Meslet said.

The HNC, the main opposition ne-
gotiating delegation, called for the 
international community to work 
together to enforce the ceasefire 
and, most importantly, establish a 
mechanism to respond to truce vio-
lations.

The new agreement would see US 
and Russian military officials work-
ing together at a coordination centre 
in Geneva to monitor and document 
violations, although it does not in-
clude a clear mechanism to punish 
violators.

The HNC walked out of the pre-
vious round of Geneva talks, citing 
government ceasefire violations, 
particularly air strikes on hospitals 
and medical facilities in Aleppo.

The next round of talks in Geneva 

are expected to take place in May — 
although no exact date has been set 
— with many hoping the HNC will 
attend.

Even if the two sides return to 
Geneva for talks, many issues need 
to be addressed, not least the fate 
of Assad and what any “transition” 
in Syria would look like. The Syrian 
government delegation has refused 
to address the future of Assad, de-
scribing it as a “red line”.

HNC coordinator Riad Hijab said 
the Geneva talks had reached an 
“impasse” and called for a “new ini-
tiative” that did not include Assad.

“For us, it is impossible to dis-
cuss the issue of a broad-based or 
transitional government according 
to the regime’s definition,” he said, 

adding that there can be no political 
solution in Syria so long as Assad re-
mains.

Meslet also called for a new ini-
tiative, stressing that, given the Au-
gust deadline any negotiations must 
have a “clear agenda” and “specific 
timetable.”

Although the Assad regime agreed 
to the expanded ceasefire in Aleppo, 
it sent mixed signals with an inflam-
matory statement saying it would 
accept nothing less than outright 
victory against rebels in Aleppo.

In a telegram to Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to mark the anniver-
sary of Russia’s victory over Nazi 
Germany, Assad likened Aleppo to 
Stalingrad and stressed that Damas-
cus would not accept anything less 

than “attaining final victory” and 
“crushing the aggression” of the 
Syrian rebels, state media reported.

Assad’s delegation has shown lit-
tle inclination to enter into meaning-
ful negotiations with the HNC over 
a transition in Syria. The head of 
the Assad side’s delegation, Bashar 
Jaafari, described them as becoming 
“constructive and useful” only after 
the main opposition delegation had 
left Geneva.

Jaafari has called for the forma-
tion of an “expanded government” 
that would include opposition rep-
resentation but also representatives 
of the current government, includ-
ing Assad. This is a position the HNC 
and Syrian rebel groups have said 
they will not accept.

German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier (L) and French Foreign Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault 
arrive for a statement to be issued on the situation in Syria in Berlin, on May 4th.

“The target date for 
the transition is 
August 1st.”

US Secretary of State 
John Kerry.


