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SPOTLIGHT

SYRIA

Reconstruction and challenges around housing, land and property

Eight years of civil war have left around a third of the
Syria’s urban housing stock in ruins.*" As the govern-
ment retakes control of towns and cities across the
country, reconstruction is beginning, but evidence
suggests that segregation and displacement are being
used as part of the process to consolidate the state’s
authority and reward its supporters. New HLP laws have
also been passed that raise questions about how IDPs
and other groups will be included in the reconstruction
process.*3?

The government adopted a law in April 2018 that
speeds up expropriation procedures to support the
reconstruction effort and “redesign unauthorised or
illegal housing areas”. Known as Law No. 10, it is an
extension of Decree 66, a measure firstimplemented in
the Damascus area. The new law initially established a
deadline of just 30 days for people to prove ownership
over property subject to expropriation, but this was
extended to a year in November under international
pressure.*3

Once the deadline has passed, people will not be
compensated and property rights will revert to the state
or local authorities.*** This has the potential to dispro-
portionately affect Syria’s 6.1 million IDPs and more than
5.7 million refugees, many of whom are likely to find it
hard to prove ownership, whether because they have
lost documentation, are unaware of the new legisla-
tion or are unable to travel to deal with the formali-
ties required.**> Many land registries have also been
destroyed during the war.43¢

Nor does Law No. 10 provide for enough compensation
and assistance, making it difficult for former residents
to re-establish themselves in their areas of origin.**’ This
has the potential both to prevent IDPs returning and
cause new displacement.

The law applies to informal and unplanned settlements
where residents lack building permits or property titles.
Even before the conflict, between 30 and 50 per cent of

the population lived in such areas, meaning that it has
the potential to significantly change the demographic
and spatial composition of Syrian cities.*®

There are concerns that Law No. 10 and other HLP
regulations will be used to consolidate the govern-
ment’s authority to the detriment of its opponents, as
highlighted by the case of Basateen al-Razi neighbour-
hood in Damascus. An informal settlement associated
with the opposition, its working and lower middle-class
residents were evicted to make way for Marota City,
an upmarket real estate project.**® Other legislation
imposes strict security clearances for property transac-
tions, ostensibly an anti-terrorism measure, and provides
for the confiscation of property owned by people who
failed to do military service.*4°

Given that around half of Syria’s pre-war population
has been displaced during the conflict, resolving HLP
issues will have to be a first and central step toward
nationwide peace-building and stability. In its current
form, however, Law No. 10 appears to benefit only a
small fraction of the population, raising serious ques-
tions about its role in the post-conflict recovery process.

High levels of damage and destruction in Eastern
Ghouta, Syria. Photo: Karl Schembri/NRC
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