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Syria’s Economic Meltdown

By Elizabeth Tsurkov

Executive Summary 

 ■ The Syrian economy is in a meltdown, with unprecedentedly 
rapid depreciation of the Syrian currency and a sharp rise in food 
prices, leading to widespread hunger throughout the country. The 
regime is clearly struggling to fill its coffers and is unable to halt 
the country’s rapid economic decline.

 ■ Damascus was forced to quickly end the COVID-19 lockdowns 
it instituted due to widespread hunger among the population, 
which is increasingly reliant on day labor and second and third 
jobs to make ends meet. However, these containment measures 
also served as fertile ground for new forms of corruption and 
exploitation by regime ofÏcials.

 ■ The regime is attempting to direct whatever resources are still at 
its disposal – both state resources and foreign aid it attempts to 
control – toward those deemed loyal, and particularly members of 
the Alawite sect.

 ■ Syrians living under regime control, including those who support 
the regime, are increasingly angry and frustrated about the 
government’s corruption and failure to prevent the deterioration 
of living conditions. However, Syrians are fearful of crossing red 
lines and mobilizing even merely to protest the crushing poverty 
and suffocating corruption, much less to demonstrate against the 
country’s leaders. 

 ■ Western policymakers are faced with a monumental task of 
attempting to starve a regime that is increasingly behaving as a 
predatory criminal network, and engender internal breaks among 
a circle made up of war criminals and profiteers whose personal 
survival is at stake if the regime disintegrates.

 ■ The escalation of economic pressure on the government 
through the imposition of the Caesar Act this month will 
hinder cronies’ profiteering but also exacerbate the economic 
hardship Syrian civilians are facing. U.S. policymakers should 
present the Syrian leadership and its backers with steps short 
of regime change that could elicit a reduction in external 
economic pressures. 

Contents

‘I Am Living Like a Dog 
in the Streets’ 3

COVID-19 Measures 4

Fresh Opportunities for 
Corruption and Favoritism 5

Decaying State 6

Aid and Loyalty 7

Shrinking Patronage Networks 8

Coping with the Crisis: 
The Population 9

Dim Prospects of 
New Mass Mobilization 10

Looking Ahead 11

Sanctions 11

Concluding Observations 12

Policy Recommendations 12

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COVER: Taxi drivers push their cars 
that ran out of gasoline to a petrol 
station in the Syrian capital Damascus 
on April 16, 2019. Shortages of energy 
products increased following the 
tightening of US sanctions on Iran 
in 2018. (LOUAI BESHARA/AFP via 
Getty Images)

https://www.newlinesinstitute.org
https://www.newlinesinstitute.org


3

* All names of Syrians were altered to protect them from regime reprisals.

‘I Am Living Like a Dog in 
the Streets’
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A woman looks for items to salvage as the Syrian regime began to clean the wreckage 
at the Yarmuk Palestinian refugee camp in the Syrian capital Damascus on Oct.  09, 
2018. The Assad regime has barred residents of the camp from returning except those 
with close ties to pro-Palestinian militias. (LOUAI BESHARA/AFP via Getty Images)
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����������	�������	��������
�
��������������������	������������
��
�����������������������

��
��������������������������	������
�������������������������
���������
�����������������	������������
��������	��������	�����������������
�������������
�������������������
�����������������
���������
��
��������������������	�������
�������������������������������
��������������
���������

COVID-19 Measures 

������
����������������������
�������������������
��	����
�
�������������������	�����
������� ����������������������
�����
��������
�����������������
�������������������������������

�������������������������������
�������
�������������������	��
�
��������������������
��������
�������
�	���������
�
������
������������	������������������
����������	�������
����������
�	����	����������������������
��
��	����������������������
�
������������	��������	���������
�������
�
������������������������
���
���������	������
���������
������������������������������
	�������
������������������
���	�����������������¡����
�����
������������¢������������
������������
�����������������
���������������������������������
�����������������
�
���������
����
����������
����������
�����������������������������
����������������	����������

����������������������������
�
������������������������
�����
����������
�������
�������������
����������

�������������������
��������
����������������	������������
�������������
�����	����¡¡�
��������������	������������������
	���������������������
������
����������
�����	�������������
��
������������������������
�
������������������
�����������
�����������������
���
���������
��������������������������£���
����������
�	��������������
	������
�������������������
������������������������
�
��
�����
���	�����
��������
�
��������

© 2020, New Lines Institute for Strategy and PolicySource: Investing.com, BBC

Value of Syrian Pound to USD
Ten years of conflict, both civil and foreign, 
has decimated the Syrian economy.
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March 2011: 
Protests turn 
deadly after 
security forces 
open fire on 
demonstrators.

Sept. 2013: UN 
says that Syrian 

government 
forces used 

chemical 
weapons.

June 2014: 
Islamic State 
declares a 
caliphate in 
territories in Iraq 
and Syria.

Aug. 2016: Turkey 
launches ground 
operations against 
ISIS and PYD.

April 2017: U.S. missiles strike Syrian 
airbase where a chemical weapons 

attack was allegedly carried out from.

March 2019: ISIS�s 
physical caliphate 

effectively destroyed.

Sept. 2015: Beginning of major 
Russian military operations in Syria.
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Syrians queue for gas canisters in the Salah al-Din district of the northern city of Aleppo on February 11, 2019. - As soon as they 
spotted a truck distributing gas canisters, residents in the Syrian city of Aleppo rushed to form a 200-meter-long queue that 
stretched down the street. Since December, queueing for hours to buy gas has become part of everyday life in the Salah al-Din dis-
trict, due to crippling shortages. (LOUAI BESHARA/AFP via Getty Images)
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Shrinking Patronage 
Networks
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* All names of Syrians were altered to protect them from regime reprisals.
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Coping with the Crisis: 
The Population
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Syrian-Kurds load potatoes onto a truck before being transported from Syria’s 
northeastern Kurdish area into Iraq across the Tigris river just south of the three-way 
border crossing between Iraq-Syria-Turkey on November 6, 2017. Cross-border trade 
and smuggling is one reason for the rising prices of food in Syria. (DELIL SOULEI-
MAN/AFP via Getty Images)
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Harvesting tomatoes in a field. Following the COVID-19 lockdown, prices of toma-
toes reached $1 per kilogram, for the first time in Syria’s history. (Andrei Gryaznov\
TASS via Getty Images)
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* All names of Syrians were altered to protect them from regime reprisals.
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* All names of Syrians were altered to protect them from regime reprisals.
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