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O 

n the eve of the 2011 
unrest, Syria was a fast-
growing, lower-middle-
income country with 
an average annual GDP 

growth of 4.3%. Six years into the 
uprising-turned devastating conflict 
Syria’s GDP is estimated to have con-
tracted 63%, amounting to a cumu-
lative loss of $226 billion, about four 
times the 2010 GDP, a World Bank 
report titled “The Toll of War: The 
Economic and Social Consequences 
of the Conflict in Syria” stated.

The war’s damage to Syria has 
cost billions of dollars in destroyed 
infrastructure and lost productivity 
but the more severe toll is on the so-
ciety, which has been torn apart and 
disrupted.

The lead researcher of the re-
port, senior World Bank economist 
Harun Onder, said the dislocation 
of the economic system, what he 
called the “supply chain,” and so-
cial trauma have had a much more 
damaging effects on the economy 
than the actual physical destruc-
tion and loss of lives.

“In conflict situations there are 
lingering social and psychologi-
cal complications going on,” Onder 
said. “This is not only important 
because of social sake but because 
the social aspect of the conflict has 
a huge economic impact that is the 
main drive of economic collapse.”

He contended that the damage 
done to Syria’s society as well as the 
systems and institutions it needs to 
function will be complicated to fix 
and will constitute a bigger chal-
lenge than rebuilding infrastruc-
ture.

“The economic collapse in Syria 
is mainly about the destruction 
[of] economic organisation or what 
we call economic disorganisation. 
These are the invisible effects. 
What we can safely say is that the 
visible effects of the destruction in 
Syria are only the tip of the iceberg,” 
Onder added in a public presenta-
tion of the report at the American 
University of Beirut.

In the report, the World Bank 
provided a detailed analysis of the 
physical damage caused by the war, 
the loss of lives and demographic 
dispersion and the effect on the 
economy.

While the casualty toll is estimat-
ed at 400,000-470,000, more than 

half of the pre-conflict population 
of 22 million, including some 5 mil-
lion fleeing the country, has been 
forcibly displaced.

An estimated 27% of housing has 
been damaged or destroyed in cit-
ies where the conflict has been the 
most intense — Aleppo, Hama, Idlib, 
Daraa, Homs, Deir ez-Zor, Tadmur, 
Raqqa, Douma and Kobane.

The report underlined that the 
damage has been particularly high 
in the health sector, with about 
half of all medical facilities having 
been damaged and 16% destroyed. 
In Aleppo, the report stated that 14 
hospitals and 57 medical centres 
had been destroyed as of December 
2016; 35% of the city’s pre-conflict 
health infrastructure had been de-
stroyed.

Medical personnel were not 
spared. Physicians for Human 
Rights (PHR) has documented at-
tacks on 400 facilities and the death 
of 768 health personnel between 
2011 and 2016. This led to the flight 
of health service providers and a 
hollowing out of the entire health 
system. At least 15,000 of Syria’s 
30,000 physicians have left. Only 70 

of the 6,000 physicians who were 
in Aleppo at the start of the conflict 
were there in 2014, PHR said.

The results are similar in edu-
cational facilities. Some 54% of 
schools in the surveyed cities were 
damaged and 10% were destroyed.

The report also said the Syrian 
economy suffers from severe twin 
deficits, depleted foreign exchange 
reserves and an unsustainably high 
public debt. Conflict-related dis-
ruptions and international sanc-
tions reduced Syrian exports 92% 
from 2011-15.

The report stated that an aver-
age of 538,000 jobs a year were lost 
from 2010-15. Youth unemploy-
ment reached 78% in 2015, while 
prices of basic commodities such as 
rice and sugar increased more than 
twofold and prices of fuel oil rose 
up to ten times.

“Today, six in ten Syrians live in 
extreme poverty,” the report added.

The report also explored possi-
ble recovery paths based on differ-
ent conflict end dates. “Our results 
show that if the war were to end this 
year, the economy would recover 
41% of the gap with its pre-conflict 

level over the following four years 
but it will recover only 28% of the 
gap in four years if the conflict ends 
in its tenth year,” Onder said.

“The longer the conflict contin-
ues the more difficult it will be to 
recover from it,” he added.

Forum panellist Maha Yehya, di-
rector of the Carnegie Middle East 
Centre, stressed that the shape of a 
future political settlement in Syria 
will be key to facilitating its recon-
struction and recovery.

“How can we talk about a post-
conflict reconstruction when a po-
litical transition has not taken place 
and where we may have to give way 
to a regime that has been accused of 
war crimes against its own people?” 
Yehya asked.

She said the political settlement 
should be centred on refugees 
and guarantee the secure and free 
movement of the population in the 
country in order to ensure sustain-
able reconstruction and stabilisa-
tion.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections
editor.
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A 

s Russian and US special 
forces square off along 
the banks of the Euphra-
tes River in Syria, risking 
a further escalation in the 

country’s long war, Russian media 
are engaged in a battle of their own. 
They are trying to justify the moral 
force of Russia’s Middle Eastern mis-
sion while avoiding any comparison 
to the country’s involvement in the 
Soviet Union’s military debacle in Af-
ghanistan.

For the Kremlin, the stakes are 
high. Russia has established an op-
erating base at Latakia in Syria and 
benefits from lucrative arms deals 
that come with being a principal 
player in one of the world’s bloodi-
est conflicts. Despite these possible 
gains, public enthusiasm for the war 
remains tepid. A recent Levada poll 
stated that 49% of Russians asked 
said they supported the country’s 
withdrawal from Syria and 32% ex-
pressed concern over becoming em-
broiled in a bloody repeat of past Af-
ghan adventures.

For Russia’s media, the challenges 

are relatively clear. Despite Western 
preconceptions that Vladimir Putin’s 
Russia is a totalitarian state, inde-
pendent media and public dissent do 
exist. However, over the past decade, 
vaguely worded legislation, ostensi-
bly intended to target extremism 
and public disorder, has been used 
to, Freedom House said, “intimidate 
journalists and encourage self-cen-
sorship.”

The goal has been to position po-
tential deviations from the official 
state line beyond the realm of legal 
safeguards. As such, much of the 
Russian media maintain a consist-
ent line in which the conflict in Syria 
comes to readers filtered through 
the prism of patriotism and imbued 
with the bellicose rhetoric of the 
Cold War.

When the bloodshed of Aleppo 
was at its highest and accusations 
of war crimes were abounding, Rus-
sia Today ran regular reports of the 
Syrian Army’s humanitarian relief 
efforts within the city. Earlier this 
year, as the world recoiled in hor-
ror over the sarin gas attack at Khan 
Shaykhun, the state-owned Sputnik 
news network blamed the “staged”’ 
attack on Qatari news channel Al Ja-
zeera.

Throughout the war, the Kremlin 

has shown itself to be intensely cau-
tious over how the Syrian conflict is 
presented to the Russian public.

“The Russian media [are] very 
careful with Syria coverage because 
the Kremlin does not want news of 
Russian casualties to be prominently 
featured,” said Natalia Antonov, a 
Moscow-based writer and associate 
editor of openDemocracy Russia. 
“Since the vast majority of the me-
dia in Russia [are] docile, you end up 
with a situation in which coverage is 
tightly controlled.”

Russia’s armed opposition to re-
ligiously inspired violence predates 
its involvement in Syria. It is as hard-
wired into much of the popular psy-
che as the country’s place at the fore-
front of the world’s nations, allowing 
opinion writers an easy context in 
which to place Russia’s role in Syria’s 
violence.

“The majority of Russians see their 
country’s involvement in the Syrian 
conflict as part of the fight against 
global Islamic ‘terrorism’, a continu-
ation of the fight against Chechen 
militants,” said Lilit Gevorgyan, the 
Russia and Commonwealth of In-
dependent States senior economist 
at IHS Markit, referring to Russia’s 
protracted battles upon its southern 
border.

While this may be the case, bitter 
memories of Afghanistan, as well as 
the closer conflict in Ukraine, con-
spire to play their roles in limiting 
how Russian troops are deployed 
and how the Russian media narrative 
is shaped. “If anything, involvement 
in Syria has brought back the memo-
ries of the disastrous war in Afghani-
stan,” Gevorgyan said.

The Soviet Union lost nearly 14,500 
of its soldiers in the Afghan war. 
Nearly every Russian family has at 
least one member who was wound-
ed or killed during the ten years of a 
conflict that few understood.

However, for those on the ground, 
the conflicting narratives can be be-
wildering.

“People in Russia who watch TV 
and the news support our involve-
ment in Syria. Those who don’t be-
lieve our mass media have their own 
opinion on this,” said Anya Mitro-
fanova, a freelance translator and de-
signer in Moscow. “In Russian news, 
it’s only black and white. They don’t 
give space for a doubt. It’s only bad 
and good. We are good. They are bad. 
We are right. They are wrong.”

Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with The 
Arab Weekly.

London

C 

ountries opposed to 
the continued rule 
of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad ex-
pressed opposition 

to any plans for the country’s 
reconstruction without agree-
ment on a political transition 
“away from Assad,” British For-
eign Secretary Boris Johnson 
said.

Speaking on the sidelines of 
the UN General Assembly, fol-
lowing a meeting of the Friends 
of Syria group, an alliance of 
mainly Western and Gulf Arab 
countries that have histori-
cally backed Syria’s opposition, 
Johnson said “a transition away 
from Assad” was “the only way 
forward.”

“We believe that the only way 
forward is to get a political pro-
cess going and to make it clear 
to the Iranians, Russians and 
Assad regime that we, the like-
minded group, will not support 
the reconstruction of Syria until 
there is such a political process 
and that means, as Resolution 
2254 says, to a transition away 
from Assad,” Johnson said.

Though the Trump adminis-
tration is understood to have 
stepped away from any leading 
diplomatic role in Syria, Acting 
Assistant Secretary of State for 
Near Eastern Affairs David Sat-
terfield said those at the Friends 
of Syria meeting agreed there 
must be “a political process if 
there is to be any international 
participation in the reconstruc-
tion of Syria.”

“The regime and the regime 
supporters cannot declare a 
victory solely based on a map 
and colours of positions on the 
ground,” Satterfield said.

The Damascus International 
Exhibition in August signalled 
the start of Syrian reconstruc-
tions, the general director of 
the exhibition, Fares al-Kartally, 
told Agence France-Presse.

Various peace processes are 
under way to end the fighting 
and allow for Syria’s reconstruc-
tion. Those include the United 
Nations’ Geneva-led process 
and Russia-sponsored talks in 
Kazakhstan with Iran and Tur-
key.

The Astana talks, which had 
their first sessions in January, 
are intended to reduce the vio-
lence in Syria by establishing 
“de-escalation zones,” rather 
than determine any long-lasting 
political settlement to the con-
flict.

“We discussed here how to 
bring it (the Astana process) 
back to the UN-led process and 
Geneva,” Swedish Foreign Min-
ister Margot Wallstrom told 
Reuters.

Asked if there was consensus 
on that, she said: “I would say 
so.

“It’s good if the Astana pro-
cess leads to de-escalation and 
a reduction of the violence but 
it has to lead into the political 
process.”

Information from Reuters and 
Agence France-Presse news 
agencies was used in this 
report.
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Price tag. Destroyed buildings in Aleppo’s Layramoun industrial district, on July 5.                             (AFP)
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