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MaRing Sense of Syria’s Economy

What Does Syria’s 2025 Budget Tell Us
about the State of the Economy?
Syria’s 2025 budget prioritizes fiscal
stability over social support despite a
worsening humanitarian crisis and an
increasing number of returnees.

Israeli Strikes Threaten Syria—Lebanon
Trade

Israeli strikes on the Masnaa Crossing
have driven up Syria-Lebanon shipping
costs, sparking price hikes and trade
disruptions.

External Contribution:

Winners and Losers: Syrian Refugees’
Impact on Tiirkiye

While a burden to the state, Syrians in
TiirkRiye have become essential to vital
economic sectors and boosted export
competitiveness.

CMA-CGM'’s High-Stakes Gamble in
Syria’s Latakia Port

French shipping giant CMA-CGM remains
anchored at Syria’s Latakia Port despite
sanctions, security risks, and Iranian
competition.

UK Special Representative Ann Snow sets out the UK’s sanctions approach, clarifying
who they target and the work done to tackle unintended consequences. Snow
emphasizes that sanctions target the Assad regime and its allies, while the UK
adapts requlations to support humanitarian efforts and early recovery projects

across Syria.

Interview:
Fadi Dayoub: Executive Director ofLocal Development and Small-Projects Support
and a member of the Syria Resource Group.

A position paper signed by over 40 Syrian organizations opposes the UN’s finalized

Early Recovery Strategy and Fund. They criticize the lack of genuine Syrian input,
warn of the risks of centralized control in Damascus, and the absence of a
comprehensive approach to long-term recovery. Fadi is one of the drafters of the

position paper.
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What Does Syria’s 2025 Budget Tell Us about the State of the Economy?

Last month, the Damascus
government unveiled Syria’s 2025
budget allocations, signaling a focus on
fiscal stability amid limited resources
and rising public needs. A further shift
away from social obligations, combined
with recent statements from President
Assad, suggests a long-term strategy of
stabilizing state finances over
immediate relief.

The 2025 budget may appear substantial
at SYP 52.6 trillion, up 48% from 2024,
but don’t be misled; this increase
reflects the Syrian pound’s steep
depreciation. Assuming inflation and
black-market rates follow recent trends,
the actual purchasing power of this
budget could be less than last year’s.

Syria's State Budget
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Source: Syrian Ministry of Finance, Bureau of
Statistics, Karam Shaar Advisory Limited Black
Market Tracker, and authors' calculations.
Note: For real values, the base year is 2010.

Percent

Calculations show an 88.5% decrease in
real terms (inflation-adjusted)
compared to 2010, a year before the
conflict. In nominal USD terms, the
budget has shrunk by 86%.

The government proposes allocating
30% of spending to capital
expenditures, up from 25% in 2024.
These funds should, in principle,
support production and future growth.
However, in real terms, the capital
budget remains marginal.

Revenue from sources such as taxes,
fees, and phosphate exports is
expected to cover 79% of spending,
leaving a 21% deficit. The projected
deficit reduction from 26% to 21% in
2025 suggests the government’s focus
on inflation control and fiscal stability
over expanding spending to meet
immediate needs. The deficit, codified
as “exceptional revenues,” consists of
loans and external resources, internal
loans or treasury bills, and the “intake
from reserves”—essentially money
printing, a driver of persistent inflation
despite stabilizing economic activity.

Syria's Budget Deficit
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How can the state justify shrinking
spending amid a worsening
humanitarian crisis, exacerbated by
returning Syrians and Lebanese
nationals? By reducing subsidies, even
for “red line” essentials like bread, and
distancing itself from social support.

Budgeted Subsidies
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While the Assad regime continues flirting
with some European and regional
countries, its economic policies suggest
a sustained commitment to fiscal
stability despite mounting challenges.
This may indicate an expectation that
the status quo is likely to endure.
Refusing any political compromise that
could aid recovery, Assad advised his
cabinet in September, “Don’t
over-promise [...] be realistic.”




Winners and Losers: Syrian Refugees’ Impact on Tiirkiye

The implications of Turkiye’s
position as the world’s largest host for
refugees have predominantly been
framed around social and political costs.
With nearly 3.5 million Syrians and
mounting economic challenges, the
public discourse has increasingly turned
toward repatriation. However, beneath
the political rhetoric lies a deeper
economic reality: Syrians have become
essential to key economic sectors, filling
labor shortages and fostering
international trade, although the
state—partly due to its own
policies—carries much of the burden of
hosting them.

Turks Benefit from Syrian Labor

Over the past decade, Syrians have
evolved from being a transient
workforce to becoming indispensable in
labor-intensive sectors like agriculture,
construction, and textiles. This shift has
been gradual but significant. According
to the International Labor Organization
most work informally, exceeding the
45-hour per week legal limit, and are
often paid below minimum wage,
making them more cost-effective than
their Turkish counterparts. These
characteristics of Syrian employment
are essential for Turkish employers in
sectors such as garments, agriculture,
and construction—known for low pay
and harsh conditions, which Turkish

workers are less willing to accept.

In the garment sector, which ranks fifth
in Turkiye's total exports in 2022, 31% of
Syrians are employed almost entirely
informally. Similarly, an estimated 8-12%
of Syrians work in agriculture—though
this figure is likely higher—benefiting
from exemptions for seasonal work

permits.

Despite the legal requirement for
Syrians under Temporary Protection to
obtain work permits, by 2023 less than
110,000 permits had been issued. This
means that over one million Syrians are
working informally. The main deterrents
for employers to formalize these jobs
are high costs and bureaucratic
procedures; as a result, they opt for
informal hiring, saving an estimated $2
billion US in 2020 ($8.2 billion
2024-adjusted).

The widespread employment of Syrians
without work permits has created a
problematic and exploitative labor
system with several negative
repercussions. First, it undermines local
Turkish workers by suppressing wages,
fueling resentment between Turks and
Syrians. Second, the state loses out on
significant fiscal revenue through
taxation. Informal Syrian employment
costs the Turkish social security system
approximately 7.1 billion Turkish lira
(TRY; about $1.9 billion) annually in
uncollected contributions, while the
government still bears the cost of
providing health services to refugees
under temporary protection. This
imbalance strains state resources and
threatens the sustainability of public
services.

Benefits to International Trade

The influx of low-cost Syrian labor has
boosted the competitiveness of Turkish
exports. Faster export growth in
provinces hosting more Syrians
suggests an additional benefit: a
network effect where Syrian refugees
use their entrepreneurship,
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connections, and familiarity with Syria
to facilitate trade.

Syrians’ entrepreneurship is evidenced
by the significant number of registered
companies since 2012. By 2014, one in
three companies in Kilis and one in six
companies in Gaziantep had at least one
Syrian shareholder. As a result, Turkish
exports to Syria from provinces with the
largest Syrian refugee
populations—Gaziantep, Hatay, Kilis, and
Sanliurfa—rose notably after 2012.

Exports to Syria from Turkish Provinces
Bordering Northwest Syria
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While Turkiye's overall exports to Syria
between 2010 and 2023 rose 11%, those
exports rose by 132% from the four
provinces hosting most Syrians. The
presence of Syrian refugees in these
regions has literally reshaped trade
patterns between Tiirkiye and Syria: in
2010, just 17% of Turkiye’s exports to
Syria originated from these provinces,
compared to 37% in 2023.

A similar pattern emerged in Turkish
exports to the entire Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) region. The influx of
Syrian traders and industrialists fleeing
the conflict has contributed to a notable
rise in exports to MENA countries,
reinforcing the broader economic
benefits of integrating Syrian business

communities into Turkiye's economy.
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Israeli Strikes Threaten Syria-Lebanon Trade

As Syria’s trade crashed during the
conflict, its relative dependency on
Lebanon as a partner increased. Where
only 3% of Syria’s exports went to
Lebanon in 2010, the share has risen to
16% as of 2023. For imports, the share
rose less prominently, from 1.3% to 2.7%.
In reality, both shares are likely to be
much higher due to excessive smuggling.

Syrian Trade and Lebanon's Share
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Legal land trade is limited to the
crossings of Masnaa, Arida, and

Dabbousieh, while maritime and air
shipping play a less significant role. The
Masnaa crossing is the most crucial,
handling 58% of Syria—Lebanon trade in
2023, mainly due to its location on the
shortest route between Beirut and
Damascus. Re-export and transit trade,
which occur via Masnaa, Rafic Hariri
Airport, and the ports of Beirut and
Tripoli, remain limited, amounting to
only $15 million US in 2023.

Syria's Trade with Lebanon by Crossing
2014-2023
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On 4 October 2024, Israel attacked the
Lebanese side of Masnaa Crossing,
creating a four-meter-wide crater that
cut the road off. Another attack was
reported on 22 October, highlighting an
Israeli desire to prevent operations from
resuming. Masnaa is not the only
crossing currently out of operation.
Matraba Crossing and Joussieh have
also been attacked; both are
non-commercial crossings.

Due to Masnaa’s pivotal role, the Israeli
attack has significantly disrupted
Syria-Lebanon trade, reportedly driving

up land commercial shipping costs by 40%.
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Longer alternative routes have led to
higher transportation expenses,
increased bribes at Syrian military
checkpoints, and fuel shortages for
trucks.

The impact on prices in the Syrian
market remains uncertain and difficult
to disentangle from other factors—such
as the influx of people into Syria—with
sources reporting highly variable price
increases. While one source reported
increases of 15-30%, another source
reported increases as high as 35%. The
Public Consumer Protection Association
in Syria has confirmed a 15% price
increase on imported and locally
produced goods that rely on raw
materials from Lebanon.

While the figures are only indicative, a
surge in prices is well-documented. Fuel
prices have been particularly impacted,
with gasoline prices in the Syrian black
market reaching as high as 30,000 SYP
per liter (about $2 US or $8 per gallon),
compared to 50.85 per liter (about $3.40
per gallon) in Lebanon. The price of
petroleum products affects the cost of
nearly all goods and services. Other
products experiencing price increases
or shortages include cigarettes,
charcoal, hookah tobacco, and alcoholic
beverages, all of which are sourced from
the Lebanese market.

The impact on Lebanon is likely to be
worse. The disruption also affects
Lebanon’s exports to other Arab
countries, which transit through Syria.
Although alternative crossings are
available, they are less efficient and will
likely increase shipping costs by 10%.
The Lebanese Customs data in 2023
shows that 96% of its land imports and
87% of land exports passed through the
Masnaa crossing, highlighting its

importance for regional trade.

Although Lebanese authorities have
monitored the damage, they have not
initiated repairs, likely anticipating that
any restoration would only invite
further strikes by Israel, making
reconstruction efforts futile amid the
ongoing political tensions.
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CMA-CGM'’s High-Stakes Gamble in Syria’s Latakia Port

In a significant move, French
shipping giant CMA-CGM informed us
they have officially secured an extension
to their contract for managing the
Latakia Port through their subsidiary,
Terminal Link. Latakia Port, Syria’s
primary maritime gateway, remains a
critical strategic foothold for CMA-CGM,
despite the challenging landscape
shaped by Western sanctions, ongoing
regional instability, and competition
from Iran. This extension signals
CMA-CGM’s commitment to a long-term
presence, reflecting a wager on Syria’s
eventual economic revival.

Syria prefers French control over Iranian
interest

Latakia Port is Syria’s main maritime
gateway, divided into two sections. The
Latakia International Container Terminal
(LICT) handles docking, container
storage, customs brokerage, and freight
services. CMA-CGM began managing the
LICT in 2009 through a joint venture,
gaining a 99% stake in 2019 when the
Syrian government renewed its contract
for five years. The second section, the
General Company for the Port of Latakia
oversees public staff, lab testing, and
equipment.

Iran has long eyed the port as a strategic
foothold on the Mediterranean coast.
Leaked documents suggest that Tehran
has pushed for control over the port’s
LICT, claiming an aim at recouping some
of its debts from the Assad regime.
However, in light of the port’s weak
activity, Iran is likely more interested in
gaining a strategic foothold on the
Mediterranean akin to Russia’s access
through the Port of Tartous. In fact, Iran
has already been accused of smuggling

weapons through the port, attracting
Israeli airstrikes in 2013, 2018, and 2021.

But these are not the only
controversies surrounding the Latakia
Port. Investigations have pointed to the
involvement of Syria’s elite Fourth
Division—headed by Maher al-Assad—in
large-scale narcotics smuggling
operations at the port. Finally, an
investigation also revealed that

customs oversight appeared largely
lacking.

Despite these claims, CMA-CGM'’s
continued management of Latakia Port
is notable for a Western company, given
the extensive sanctions on nearly all
sectors of Syria’s economy. The Syrian
government’s latest renewal of the
French company’s management
rights—in October 2024, confirmed to
Karam Shaar Advisory Ltd. by CMA-CGM
on 30 October—likely stems from
concerns over potential Israeli
airstrikes and further economic
sanctions if Iran takes control. To make
up for this, however, other leaked
documents claim that the Syrian
government agreed to offer Iran a share
of the port’'s revenue as debt
repayment, which will continue for 20

years.

CMA-CGM'’s contract extension is a clear
indication of the company’s high-stakes
gamble on Syria’s future economic
recovery. Despite the conflict
significantly reducing port activity—with
total loaded and unloaded cargo
volume dropping by 75% between 2009
and 2022—CMA-CGM is betting on future
reconstruction and economic revival. To
this end, we suspect the company will
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aim to secure a longer—term contract.

Cargo Volume and Vessel Movement at
Lattakia Port
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What's in it for CMA-CGM?

A key factor behind the company’s
resilience is its ability to navigate
complex Western sanctions. As the only
major European firm still operating in
Syria, CMA-CGM has spent over a decade
refining its compliance mechanisms,
allowing it to operate despite US and EU
restrictions. The company’s close ties to
the French government—particularly the
presidency—likely provide additional
advantages and minimize the risk of
punitive action.

There is also a potential sentimental
connection driving the company’s
commitment. The founders of CMA-CGM,
the Saadeé family, originally hail from
Latakia, giving the company a personal
stake and adding a layer of motivation
beyond the purely strategic and
financial considerations.

In late 2023, reports indicated that the
Syrian government formed a
negotiation committee and invited LICT
to discuss a potential contract
extension for CMA-CGM. Despite Iran’s
persistent interest, Syria’s Ministry of
Transport preferred maintaining
CMA-CGM'’s presence, lauding the
company’s resilience during the conflict
and its ability to continue operations
despite sanctions. This is undoubtedly
the main factor beyond the company’s
latest contract extension. While leaked
documents had hinted at a possible
handover to Iran in 2024, this was
always unlikely, especially in light of
the recent Israeli assertiveness in the
region against Iran and its operations.

Following the contract’s extension in
October 2024, CMA-CGM continues to
service the port with between two and
three scheduled stops per week at
Latakia and with shipping lines linking
Syria to more than a dozen
Mediterranean seaports.
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UK Sanctions in Syria: Optimising, not Opting Out
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Ann Snow: UK's Special Representative
for Syria

UK Sanctions in Syria: Optimising, not
Opting Out

There is a fierce debate on sanctions

in Syria, some of it based on fact, and
some of it rooted in disinformation.
Between Russia and the Syrian Regime,

sanctions have been increasingly used as

a scapegoat for Syria’s problems, from
its collapsed economy to the
deteriorating humanitarian situation, to
the reason refugees are not returning to
Syria.

This is at best a gross misunderstanding
of the purpose and impact of sanctions.
At worst, it is an attempt to shift the
blame away from the Assad regime
which, with Russian support, has
consistently blocked aid access and
besieged, bombed, and tortured Syrian
people for over 13 years.

But there are also ordinary Syrians who
ask whether, for the sake of those still in
Syria, sanctions shouldn’t just be lifted

to ease lives after so much suffering. And

| also regularly hear questions and
concerns about the indirect impact of

sanctions due to overcompliance and
derisking by banks. This is why | want to
set out our approach as the UK.

It can be easy to forget why sanctions
are in place, who they are (and
importantly are not) targeting and what
they are aiming to achieve in Syria. It
can also be difficult to find space within
this debate to have an honest
conversation about this complex policy
area and about what more we,
alongside our international partners,
can do to optimise our approach. To be
very clear, this is not a change to our
policy, but rather a reflection that 13
years into Syria’s conflict, work is
required to ensure that sanctions
remain fit for purpose.

So, to start with the ‘why. The UK
imposed sanctions in 2011, along with
our international partners, in response
to Assad’s violent and barbaric
oppression of the Syrian people. We
have always been clear about the path
to lifting sanctions: behaviour change
and serious engagement with the
political process in line with UNSCR
2254, There are many steps that would
signal a change in behaviour, one
example being to provide information
about the missing and detained.

Our sanctions target people responsible
for the repression of the civilian
population in Syria. This includes a
Syrian intelligence officer who was
filmed massacring civilians in Tadamon
and who raped dozens of people. It
means a Major General identified by the
UN Organisation for the Prohibition of
Chemical Weapons (OPCW) as directly
responsible for chemical weapons
attacks in Syria cannot hide assets in




the UK.

UK sanctions in Syria mean that
individuals who have committed heinous
crimes cannot enter the UK, channel
money through UK banks, or profit from
our economy.

Our sanctions do not — despite the
narrative pedaled by the Regime - target
humanitarian aid, food, or medical
supplies. Of course, this is complex, and
issues do arise. Collaboration with
humanitarian organisations on the
ground is essential.

To give an example, following the
devastating earthquakes in Northwest
Syria last year, we issued two General
Licenses, which enabled certain
humanitarian organisations to access
financial and fuel services without the
need to apply for individual licenses.
This enabled them to focus on delivering
vital aid in an acute crisis. In the last few
months, we also amended the
humanitarian exception to make it easier
for organisations to acquire fuel and
ease the process of delivering vital aid.

Some of this is urgent life-saving aid, but
some is longer-term support to the
Syrian people. In 2024, 40% of the UK's
aid budget for Syria was allocated to
‘early recovery’, which is an approach to
humanitarian assistance that uses
sustainable solutions to meet needs
including to support local livelihoods.
For example, rather than handing out
food parcels, the UK is fixing irrigation
and drainage systems so Syrian farmers
can produce more food themselves. We
are on track to exceed this percentage in
2025 and continue to look for future
early recovery opportunities.

We are also engaging with financial

institutions and international NGOs to
try to address over-compliance and
de-risking, including through the UK's
Tri-sector Group (TSG). And we keep our
sanctions under review, refining and
adapting our Syria sanctions
regulations to ensure they are targeted
and effective. For example, in May 2024,
we amended the humanitarian
exception in our Syria sanctions to
further facilitate the provision of fuel to
humanitarian relief organisations,
which was partly informed by feedback
from the TSG. We also continue to target
individuals linked to Assad’s illicit
activities. In March 2023, we imposed
sanctions on 11 individuals who
facilitate the captagon industry in Syria.
There is a way out of this conflict, a
route set out in UNSCR 2254. This is also
the route for a future lifting of sanctions
and a better future for all Syrians.
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Interview: The UN’s Finalized Early Recovery Strategy and Trust Fund for
Syria

Fadi Dayoub: Executive Director of Local
Development and Small-Projects
Support and member of the Syria
Resource Group, a brain trust of experts
working on policy recommendations
related to international assistance to
Syria.

Q: Can you tell me more about the
position paper, opposing the UN’s draft
Early Recovery Strategy for Syria, that
you're encouraging Syrian organizations
to sign?

A: So far over 40 organizations, both
large and small, and a mix of
humanitarian and non-humanitarian
actors have signed it. Notable
signatories include SAMS, Syrian Forum,
SCM, and SLDP. The paper, initially
drafted in April in response to a UN
strategy proposal, aims to establish a
unified Syrian stance on early
recovery—something we currently lack.
Progress has been slow due to UN
revisions and ongoing feedback from
Syrian groups. During the lengthy
negotiations, it became evident that the
UN was stalling rather than genuinely
addressing the different inputs. While
some humanitarian partners were
initially cautious and tried to avoid
confrontation, mounting frustration

eventually led to a stronger, more
assertive stance.

Q: Is the latest draft of the UN’s Early
Recovery Strategy final, and has it gone
through a genuine consultative
process?

A: Yes, it's now finalized. It was sent to
the SSG and presented at the UN
Security Council (the Strategic Steering
Group is a committee established by
UN-OCHA to strategize humanitarian
responses in Syria. It consists of seven
members: four representatives from
international NGOs and three from
Syrian NGOs, each representing a
different control area in Syria); but this
so-called “consultative process” was
inadequate. While the UN claimed to
consult through the SSG, only three of
the seven SSG members are Syrian
NGOs representing only the
humanitarian sector. This doesn’t align
with early recovery’s broader goals.
Additionally, the UN gave SSG members
just two weeks to provide comments,
which were largely ignored. Though two
Syrian pen holders were appointed for
the drafting, they had minimal
involvement. This top-down approach
failed to include Syrians’ perspectives,
undermining the credibility of the
process as a genuine consultation.

Q: So who exactly did they officially
consult in this process? You mentioned
the SSG, but were there others
involved?

A: The official consultation was limited
solely to the SSG. The UN'’s draft was
presented to the SSG with no prior
input from its members. Though
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internal workshops and consultations
were held afterward, the pen holders
appointed for input were asked only to
review an already updated draft, rather
than co-drafting it. Despite repeating
their feedback, many of their
suggestions went unaddressed in the
final draft.

The workshops were limited to the SSG
members and didn’t include
non-humanitarian actors, which made it
difficult to form a comprehensive early
recovery strategy. The primary
improvements are minor; they added
terms like “social cohesion,” “rule of
law,” and “accountability,” but with no
actionable plans attached. The approach
remains largely humanitarian-focused,
which doesn’t address the
forward-looking, structural needs of
Syria’s early recovery. Fundamental
aspects, such as building institutions
and planning for national rather than
international ownership, are missing. A
truly inclusive early recovery requires a
strategic framework that moves beyond
immediate needs and considers
long-term systems, policies, and societal
reconstruction, which this draft lacks.

Q: If the current approach is primarily
needs-based, like traditional
humanitarian aid, why is the UN
establishing an Early Recovery Trust
Fund?

A: The Trust Fund serves two main
purposes. First, it formalizes and
centralizes early recovery projects that
have been happening on the margins for
years. This framework makes early
recovery a core strategy, giving the UN
an official structure to defend and
expand these efforts. Second, it opens
the door for new donors, especially
those who might otherwise hesitate due

to sanctions. By placing these projects
within a UN-led framework,
donors—particularly from Gulf
countries—can contribute to
infrastructure-related recovery without
risking sanctions, especially those from
the US.

Q: Do you think donor
states—especially traditional ones like
the US, Germany, and the EU—will
actually contribute to the Early
Recovery Trust Fund now that they've
seen the final version?

A: Even after the final version
traditional donors remain hesitant to
contribute, expressing ongoing
reservations and concerns about
long-term risks if the Fund isn’t
structured to protect Syrian interests.
Early recovery is essential but requires
careful structuring to prevent systemic
issues. Governance concerns, such as
the Resident Coordinator’s major role
(the final say), which is a risk knowing
the Assad regime’s sway over his
operations, visa, nomination, etc., and
the lack of Syrian representation,
heighten fears that the Fund could have
harmful effects without careful
planning.

Q: What has been the UN’s reaction to
your letter, and what role do you think
the Syrian regime has played in shaping
the UN’s approach to early recovery?

A: We haven't sent the letter to the UN
yet, as we're finalizing signatures and
determining the best channel [by
which] to deliver it. However, we're
evaluating the most suitable approach
now that the Early Recovery Strategy
has been announced at the UN Security
Council.
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Regarding the Syrian regime’s role, it
appears they've influenced the process
by ensuring that the strategy is
managed from Damascus, primarily by
the Resident Coordinator, without in
turn imposing any obligations on the
Syrian government. This leaves the
regime free to shape interventions while
limiting input from other Syrians, as
demonstrated by the “whole-of-Syria”
perspective—which the UN frames as
providing services throughout Syria but
which lacks a cohesive, unifying
approach necessary for long-term
recovery. The emphasis should shift to a
“Syria-as-a-whole” perspective, focusing
on unifying interventions that lay the
groundwork for a cohesive national
future. It is important at this stage to
have a “Syrian vision” for approaching
early recovery. In the position paper,
which we invite Syrian organizations to
sign, we call for efforts from Syrian civil
society to start an elaborate discussion
process to develop definitions, scope,
approaches, and priorities that
represent a broad consensus on how
early recovery should be defined,
designed, implemented, and monitored.
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Syria in Figures is a monthly publication that provides data-driven and insightful
analysis of developments shaping Syria's political economy. It prioritizes relevance
and novelty, which makes it a vital resource for policymakers, humanitarian
implementers, researchers, and other stakeholders attempting to understand Syria's

complex landscape.
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