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xplosions ripped through 
the skies of Damascus, all 
coming from the Ghouta 
countryside. State media 
reported the blasts re-

sulted from “heavy missiles” land-
ing on the neighbourhood of Jobar, 
approximately 2km from the Old 
City of Damascus, and the nearby 
village of Ayn Tarma.

The ceasefire that was agreed 
upon for Ghouta by the Russians 
in July in Cairo clearly states that it 
does not apply to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) or to Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, 
the former al-Qaeda branch in Syr-
ia, which the Syrian Army claims 
to have targeted in the raid August 
7-8.

Civilians in Ghouta, the histori-
cal agricultural belt surrounding 
Damascus, were preparing for the 
ceasefire, worn out by five years of 
siege and daily attacks by Russians 
and government forces.

In 2012, the military command-
ers of Ghouta had promised a swift 
victory, telling followers that, with 
Saudi and Qatari assistance, they 
would easily march on Damascus 
and unseat the regime — a dream 
that became all the more unat-

tainable after Russia troops joined 
the Syrian battlefield in September 
2015.

Three months later, on Christ-
mas day, a joint Russian-regime op-
eration killed Zahran Alloush, the 
most celebrated military leader in 
Ghouta. He had commanded Jaysh 
al-Islam in Duma, a strategic rebel-
held city north-east of Damascus. 
His death dealt a heavy blow to the 
fighting morale of the rebels.

A paralysing siege that prevented 
the influx of more arms, money and 
medicine into Ghouta pitched them 
into an uphill battle with the Rus-
sian Army. The rebels often retali-
ated with indiscriminate attacks on 
central Damascus, raining the city 
with mortar shells that only killed 
civilians, failing to even scratch the 
regime, let alone force it to submis-
sion.

Last July, Alloush’s cousin and 
successor, Mohammad Alloush, 
signed off on the ceasefire for  
Ghouta, agreeing to lay down 
his arms and settle for a compro-
mise with Damascus. Government 
troops would lift the siege of Gh-
outa and, in return, his men would 
refrain from attacking the capital or 
calling for the downfall of the re-
gime. Assad's regime would allow 
humanitarian aid into the towns 
and villages, helping evacuate the 
elderly and wounded to hospitals 

in Damascus, without arresting or 
harassing the militants or their fam-
ilies. The regime would also refrain 
from sending soldiers, tanks and 
warplanes into Ghouta, restoring 
government rule through a civilian 
authority, which broadly means po-
lice and security forces only.

Mohammad Alloush agreed to 
settle for a future role in co-admin-
istering Ghouta through municipal 
elections and local councils, which 
would elect their own governors 
and get a share of their territory’s 
resources. Alloush also agreed to 
cooperate with government troops 
in the fight against ISIS and al-
Nusra Front, thus explaining his 
silence over the August 7-8 attacks.

What Alloush refused to accept 
was granting Iran any role in the 
future administration of Ghouta, 
drowning a suggestion to send Ira-
nian peacekeepers to the Damascus 

countryside. Instead, he agreed to 
let the Russians do the job, facili-
tating the deployment of 150 Rus-
sian military police in Ghouta. 
They are manning checkpoints and 
overseeing the transfer of civilians 
to and from Damascus.

Soon, they will regulate the safe 
passage of economic life to Ghouta, 
which feeds off the agricultural 
produce that it sells to Damascus 
daily. The Russian force will likely 
be increased to 600 troops, equal to 
the number of military police sent 
to Aleppo earlier this year after the 
northern city was retaken by the 
Syrian Army in December. A simi-
lar number of forces has been de-
ployed throughout the countryside 
of Daraa in southern Syria, not far 
from the Syrian-Jordanian border.

Alloush has requested the Egyp-
tian government provide observers 
in order to give the peacekeepers 
an Arab identity, but Cairo remains 
hesitant about committing such a 
force, fearing for the lives of its sol-
diers, who are engaged in a vicious 
war with ISIS in the Sinai Penin-
sula.

Ghouta has long been a battle-
field in times of social unrest and 
conflict. Ninety-two years ago, 
hundreds of residents took up arms 
against colonial France, joining a 
military uprising launched from 
the Druze Mountain.

In October 1925, 400 rebels 
from Ghouta marched on Damas-
cus, planning to arrest the French 
High Commissioner Maurice Sar-
rail, whom they hoped to find at 
the historic Azm Palace, a splendid 
18th-century residence of Ottoman 
governors. They were led into a 
trap, however, and French troops 
sealed off the entrances of the Old 
City, slaughtering the rebels at the 
palace and in the adjacent Bzurieh 
Market.

Much of the palace was destroyed 
and more than 500 Syrians were 
killed in 48 hours of non-stop bom-
bardment. Entire villages in Gh-
outa were razed and local leaders 
in the Damascus countryside were 
rounded up and shot or hanged in 
public.

By 1927, the insurgency in Ghou-
ta had come to an end, fizzling out 
pretty much like what is happen-
ing today. After signing off on the 
ceasefire agreement in Cairo last 
July, Mohammad Alloush tweeted 
what read like a quasi-obituary for 
his troops, saying that Ghouta had 
been the “heart and climax of the 
revolution,” adding: “After four 
years and four months, it is time for 
this siege to be lifted.”

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian his-
torian and author of “Under the 
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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Is Syria safe enough for refugees to return home?

A 

ndrej Mahecic, 
spokesman of the 
UN High Commis-
sioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), said that 
approximately 
500,000 Syrians 

have returned to their homes since 
the start of 2017. He added that 
the agency was seeing a “notable 
trend of spontaneous returns” to 
and within Syria.

Mahecic noted that most of 
the returnees went to Hama, 
Homs and Damascus, all of which 
were controlled by the regime of 
President Bashar Assad. Mahecic 
expressed that the conditions 
for refugees to return in safety 
and dignity were not yet in place; 
however, the UN announcement, 
made at the end of June, was 
received with optimism that 
some level of security had been 
restored following advances made 
by Syrian regime forces.

The announcement is 
problematic in that it implies that 
some parts of Syria have become 
safe again, suggesting that the 
causes of the refugee crisis, 
notably the reported brutality 
of the Syrian regime, have 

diminished.
UNHCR stated that close to 

31,000 refugees had returned 

to Syria from neighbouring 
countries this year, in addition 
to more than 440,000 internally 
displaced people moving home. 
Since the war in Syria erupted 
in 2011, more than 5.5 million 
Syrians have fled to neighbouring 
countries and Europe. Another 6.3 
million were internally displaced 
within Syria.

Fabrice Balanche, a visiting 
fellow at the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, 
reported, however, that a closer 
examination of the refugee crisis 
shows that far more refugees were 
leaving Syria than were returning 
home, citing a lack of security as 
the major obstacle to their return.

Balanche, citing UNHCR data, 
wrote that, from January through 
May, the number of registered 
Syrian refugees increased from 
4.9 million to 5.1 million. The 
only declining figure, he noted, 
was the number of internally 
displaced.

“Anyone assessing such 
trajectories must be extremely 
careful to account for 
manipulation of data for political 
purposes,” Balanche wrote, 
explaining that the definition 
of internally displaced people is 
broader than that of refugees and 
entails anyone who has left home 

— for short or long distances. In 
the case of Syria, this means if a 
Syrian left his or her home for one 
reason and was able to return for 
another, that does not necessarily 
suggest a return to safety.

In UNHCR’s recent survey, only 
6% of Syrian refugees polled said 
they would return home in the 
near future.

In a 2015 poll, conducted by the 
WZB Berlin Social Science Centre, 
70% of Syrian refugees surveyed 
said they fled Syria because of 
the Assad regime bombardment 
and 32% blamed the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

However, as the balance of 
military dynamics in Syria shifts 
in favour of the Assad regime 
forces, the near future has very 
little to offer to Syrians hoping to 
return home.

Fear of bombardment, 
kidnapping, detention and 
persecution are among the many 
reasons Syrian refugees are not 
returning. Syrians displaced 
to neighbouring countries are 
facing increasing pressure in their 
host countries, in light of the 
decline in international aid and 
growing resentment among local 
communities.

Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
and Jordan, for instance, are 

largely unable to obtain work 
permits and residency status. 
These challenges may push some 
Syrians to return to parts of Syria, 
where they will be faced with a 
new set of challenges at home.

Recent agreements among 
international powers, including 
Russia, Iran and Turkey, call 
for the establishment of de-
escalation zones in Syria, which 
could become safe havens for 
refugees. In the aftermath of 
these agreements, UN Special 
Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura 
said that, although violence has 
decreased in some parts of the 
country, it has not in others.

UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees Filippo Grandi said he 
does not believe that the situation 
in Syria allows for the creation of 
safe zones, citing that areas that 
appear safe today could come 
under attack tomorrow. “Let’s not 
waste time planning safe zones 
that will be set up because they 
will not be safe enough for people 
to go back,” he said.

As witnessed in Syria, 
mass atrocities lead to mass 
displacements. There has been no 
international ability or will to find 
protection for the unprecedented 
numbers of refugees who have 
fled the country since 2011.
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A Syrian rebel 
fighter fires a 
weapon in Ain 
Tarma in the 
eastern Ghouta 
area, last July.                           
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