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Performance legitimacy
Polling shows growing public anger with high 
prices and poor services. Privatisation of 
healthcare might make things worse

It was former British Prime Minister Harold Wilson who 
coined the phrase “a week is a long time in politics.” It 
may have referred to the economic crisis of 1964, but it 
applies just as much to Syria in 2026, where only a few 
weeks have separated a mood of cautious optimism to 
one of growing economic frustration.

In early February our public opinion polling in Damas-
cus, Rural Damascus and Homs suggested that the 
new authorities still enjoyed goodwill. Nearly two-
thirds of respondents – 63 per cent – said Syria was 
heading in the right direction. Support for the govern-
ment was robust across income groups, reaching 90 
per cent among self-described high-income respond-
ents and 65 per cent among lower-income respond-
ents. Trust in the government to deliver transitional 
justice stood at 56 per cent. 

Even public services, despite years of war and neglect, 
received more favourable than unfavourable assess-
ments: 49 per cent said they were satisfied, com-
pared with only 16 per cent dissatisfied. Perceptions 
of safety were similarly encouraging, with 76 per cent 
in Damascus, 62 per cent in Homs and 61 per cent in 
Rural Damascus saying they felt safe.

Yet by April the mood had changed. The most serious 
deterioration was in attitudes toward the economy 
and the state’s capacity to manage it. Only 13 per cent 
of respondents now believed the government was 
doing enough to tackle soaring energy and food pric-
es, while 66 per cent said its efforts were insufficient. 

Welcome to the May issue of Syria in Transition, a 
monthly magazine on Syrian politics and society that 
cuts through the noise. SiT goes straight to the point 
and shuns unnecessary verbiage – just as we would 
prefer as avid readers ourselves.
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Financial anxiety appears to be rampant. 62 per cent 
of respondents said they had faced difficulty covering 
living expenses either daily, weekly or monthly over 
the past year. Just 10 per cent said they had not expe-
rienced such hardship at all. 

Satisfaction with public services also collapsed, from 
49 per cent in February to just 25 per cent in April; 
while dissatisfaction nearly doubled, from 16 per cent 
to 31 per cent. The neutral bloc also grew, suggest-
ing perhaps a creeping uncertainty about whether 
improvement is coming at all.

Perceptions of personal safety – one of the govern-
ment’s strongest assets in February – worsened mark-
edly. The share of respondents who said they felt safe 
fell from 67 per cent to 38 per cent, while those who 
said they felt unsafe rose from 8 per cent to 26 per 
cent. The class divide was stark: in higher-income are-
as 69 per cent still reported feeling safe, compared 
with only 12 per cent in lower-income neighbour-
hoods.

Explaining the numbers
A note of caution should, however, be sounded. It may 
be that public sentiment did not in fact change near-
ly as much in two months as the figures imply, but 
that respondents in February were still too cautious to 
express their true views openly. The threat posed by 
the Syrian Democratic Forces – viewed by many Sun-
ni Arabs as an existential challenge – had not entire-
ly receded, the integration agreement having only 
been signed on 29 January. By mid-April, as that deal 
advanced, some of that hesitation, and the linked ten-
dency to see the authorities as a protective force and 
give them the benefit of the doubt, may have ebbed. 
Additionally, growing awareness of economic distress 
– and of scattered protests and sit-ins circulating on 
social media – may have convinced people that their 
frustrations were widely shared, giving them greater 
confidence to speak their mind. 

Also possible is that enumerators in Homs and Damas-
cus had, by the second round, become more skilled 
at eliciting franker answers from respondents. At any 
rate, the polls covered only three provinces, with 900 
respondents in each wave, and are not nationally rep-
resentative. 

It is probably safe to conclude from the data, howev-
er, that many ordinary Syrians are dissatisfied, large-
ly for economic reasons. Steep rise in electricity tar-

iffs were effected in January but only started to bite at 
scale after the February poll had been completed. The 
Syrian pound has meanwhile suffered a renewed slide, 
weakening from roughly SYP10,000 (old denomina-
tions) to the dollar in February to around SYP13,000. 

The resultant erosion in purchasing power has been 
severe; families that could once buy fruit and vegeta-
bles by the box-load have been reduced to purchas-
ing them piece by piece. The financial strain is com-
pounded by a loss of social status, a grievance like-
ly to sting as much as the hardship itself. Such pres-
sures are liable to worsen perceptions of the govern-
ment across a range of measures, whatever the under-
lying performance data may show.

Privatisation drive
Public dissatisfaction and government policy may 
soon collide head on over the future of state-funded 
healthcare in Syria. Concern over the future of 71 hos-
pitals intensified after Talal al-Hilali, head of the Syri-
an Investment Authority (SIA), said on 8 April that they 
would be transferred to “operators from the private 
sector” to run for profit, albeit “in partnership with 
the state”. For many Syrians, the remarks raised the 
prospect that one of the few remaining universal pub-
lic services could be opened to market forces. Accord-
ing to our polling, 88 per cent of Syrians oppose the 
privatisation of the health sector. 

The issue appears to be controversial within the gov-
ernment itself. Health minister Mus’ab al-Ali struck a 
more cautious tone in an interview on state televi-
sion on 14 April, insisting that public provision would 
remain central to the system. Sources in Damas-
cus suggest that the conflict between his defence of 
state ownership and the SYDF’s privatisation agenda 
might result in his replacement in an upcoming cabi-
net reshuffle by someone decidedly more neo-liberal.

More generally, with violence nationwide at a record 
low, popular attention is re-focusing on bread-and-
butter issues. The government’s problem is that peo-
ple are no longer assessing the quality of present-day 
services against the power shortages and insecurity 
of a year ago, but against what they believe services 
should look like in “normal” times: namely, the stand-
ards of pre-2011 Syria under Assad.

What’s the deal? 
The legitimacy of the current government rests on 
two pillars: its having led the armed revolution to vic-
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tory (which appeals to the 25-30 per cent of Syrians 
who participated in it in one way or another), and 
its promise of a more prosperous future (everyone 
else.) The formula currently being pursued to achieve 
prosperity, however, borrows heavily from the ven-
ture capital and private equity manuals, which have 
brought very mixed results elsewhere. This approach 
may still work, but it will need transparent national 
debate and consensus. 

The HTS-led government in Damascus doesn’t enjoy 
the luxury that Assad had of being able to disregard 
the views of the people. The ‘dignity revolution’ was 
meant to bring with it respect for the ordinary citi-
zen. Even Assad’s rule rested on more than fear. There 
was an implicit social contract: political obedience in 
exchange for subsidised essentials and a social safe-
ty net. 

With subsidies all but gone and privatisation high on 
the agenda, many now wonder what kind of social 
contract is in the offing.

Guided freedom
How foreign journalists can – or cannot – work 
in Syria

As Damascus celebrates a jump in its World Press 
Freedom Index ranking, foreign journalists describe 
an accreditation system that remains opaque and qui-
etly encourages self-censorship.

On the ground in Syria, there is generally a tangible 
sense of freedom that did not exist under the Assad 
regime. The disappearance of the notorious intelli-
gence agencies and the cult of personality have made 
locals more willing to speak with candour to outsiders. 
Foreign journalists are no longer routinely accompa-
nied by government minders or forced to worry about 
hotel rooms being bugged or devices being tampered 
with.

But this new freedom is fragile – as evidenced by 
the procedures through which foreign journalists 
obtain permits to enter and operate in Syria. In some 
respects, these procedures echo practices from the 
previous era.

Access as a filter
The process of entering Syria still hinges on a distinc-
tion inherited from the Assad era: entering as a visi-
tor versus entering as a journalist. Officially, the lat-
ter requires the foreign journalist to obtain permis-
sion from the Ministry of Information’s Foreign Media 
Directorate prior to entering the country. Presently, 
applications are submitted via an online portal of this 
directorate and are deemed valid only if submitted 
from outside Syria. In practice, this means journalists 
cannot enter on a visitor visa and then seek accredi-
tation when there.

The application itself is complex. Journalists must 
provide personal details, professional affiliations, 
commissioning outlets and samples of previous work 
on Syria. They are also asked to outline where they 
intend to travel, what topics they plan to cover, and 
even whom they may interview and what questions 
they might ask. A local reference – such as a fixer, 
driver or translator – is also requested.

Some of the entries are mandatory while others are 
not. One journalist who has entered Syria multiple 
times without difficulty noted that he routinely leaves 
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sections blank, including those specifying travel plans 
and interview questions, without consequence. More 
recently, he reported a brief exchange with the minis-
try over his refusal to name potential interviewees on 
ethical grounds – a point that the ministry ultimate-
ly conceded.

Approval as judgement
What determines whether an application is success-
ful? As explained by ministry officials to Syria in Tran-
sition, outlets or journalists seen as being linked to 
Israel or Iran are automatically rejected. This is under-
standable given that Israel and Iran, despite their 
mutual animosity, are the only two countries that are 
actively hostile towards the new government. 

This criterion of exclusion aside, the initial decision 
is essentially a question of whether the ministry likes 
your work and/or the outlet you are working for – in 
fact, the same primary criterion that was employed 
by the old regime, which would frequently issue deni-
als of permits to foreign journalists on the grounds of 
‘lack of objectivity’ (i.e. coverage deemed too critical 
of the regime).

Some outlets are effectively blacklisted. Publications 
seen as having been sympathetic to Assad or con-
nected to the former regime face particular scrutiny. 
A Le Figaro journalist, Georges Malbrunot, who inter-
viewed Assad in 2013, was able to obtain a limited five-
day permit following an initial rejection that was over-
turned through personal intervention. He has since 
been unable to return and considers himself effective-
ly banned.

Freedom with boundaries
If an application is accepted, journalists must report 
to the ministry upon arrival to obtain their permit. 
The building, in the Mezzah area of Damascus, was 
dark and run-down in the time of the former regime 
but has been considerably renovated.

The permit typically is valid for one month. It does not, 
however, grant unrestricted access across the coun-
try. To report in certain provinces or work in what are 
considered “sensitive” areas – often those inhabited 
by minority communities – or to interview security 
or military officials, journalists may need additional 
approvals from provincial directorates. These can be 
limited in scope and length of validity, sometimes cov-
ering only a few days for a specific assignment.

Areas such as the Golan border region or al-Suway-
da province are especially tightly controlled. As one 
journalist observed: “I wouldn’t say there is no press 
freedom. But you feel guided in certain directions 
and kept away from places they would rather not see 
covered.” In short, there is a form of managed access: 
journalists are free to report, but not necessarily free 
to choose where or how.

Calculated Self-censorship
Once a permit expires, journalists must leave the coun-
try. Renewal applications must be made from abroad 
and must include samples of work produced during 
the previous stay. In practice, this work becomes the 
key factor in determining whether access is granted 
again, much as it did under the former regime. The 
difficulty lies in the lack of clear red lines. In some 
cases, the link between a piece of reporting and the 
ministry’s displeasure is explicit. In others, applica-
tions are simply ignored or rejected without explana-
tion. It is often left to journalists to infer the bounda-
ries of acceptable reporting.

Coverage of sensitive events appears to carry particu-
lar risk. Some journalists who reported on the coast-
al massacres or events in al-Suwayda have struggled 
to renew permits. Others have managed to main-
tain access despite critical reporting, suggesting that 
enforcement is inconsistent. At times, access can be 
negotiated. Several journalists pointed to information 
minister Hamza al-Mustafa, the former director gen-
eral of Syria TV, as a useful point of contact for resolv-
ing delays or apparent rejections.

Certain topics seem especially sensitive. These include 
reporting on foreign fighters (muhajirin) who joined 
the rebellion against Assad, and the role in the econo-
my of figures close to the presidency. Journalists not-
ed that reporting by Reuters on the coastal massacres 
and on economic networks involving Hazem al-Sharaa 
and Abu Mariam al-Australi drew negative attention 
from the ministry. Some journalists recalled a Spanish 
writer receiving a severe reprimand for reporting on 
transgender people in Syria and their alleged harass-
ment by security forces.

The result is not outright censorship, but something 
more ambiguous. The absence of formal bans or clear 
rules makes it difficult to demonstrate explicit vio-
lations of press freedom, while encouraging journal-
ists to calibrate their reporting to avoid jeopardising 
future access.
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For those based in Syria, the stakes are higher. As one 
journalist put it, losing accreditation can mean losing 
one’s base, one’s work and the possibility to stay. Some 
are already considering publishing under pseudonyms 
to manage that risk.

Despite the ambiguity, there is a shift from the blunt 
approach of the former regime. Unlike under Assad, 
journalists can at least reach out to officials, ques-
tion decisions, and in some cases negotiate outcomes. 
Access is controlled, but it is also discussed. For jour-
nalists, however, maintaining that access requires 
constant judgement, about what to report, how to 
report it and when to hold back.

Classroom revolution?
What education reveals about the state of  
Syria’s transition

For decades, Syria’s schools quietly sustained author-
itarian rule, instilling habits of obedience. Today, as 
the country embarks on a political transition, the 
classroom offers a revealing test: not just of what has 
changed in the curriculum, but of how much of the old 
system still endures beneath the surface.

When we think about why dictatorships endure, we 
usually look to prisons, intelligence agencies, patron-
age networks or foreign backers. Much less attention 
is paid to a quieter, but equally powerful institution: 
the school.

For more than five decades, Syria’s education system 
was not just a place where children learned mathe-
matics or grammar. It functioned as ideological infra-
structure, shaping habits of obedience and defining 
the limits of what could be said and done. Education 
in Assad’s Syria produced a particular kind of subject: 
cautious, conformist, suspicious and accustomed to 
moral hierarchies flowing downward from a single 
source of power. If Syria is serious about transition, 
education deserves far greater attention as it is both 
an indicator of political will for change and a major 
lever for allowing a new political culture to take root.

School as training ground for obedience
Hafez al-Assad liked to repeat Mussolini’s max-
im: whoever controls the youth controls the future. 
Whether or not apocryphal, the logic was unmistak-
able. In Assad’s schools, classroom life was organ-
ised to train deference as a habit and to situate stu-
dents within a patriarchal hierarchy in which author-
ity flowed from the top and defined what it meant to 
be a “proper” citizen. Corporal punishment was offi-
cially banned during Bashar al-Assad’s presidency, but 
the prohibition was unevenly enforced and in many 
schools physical discipline remained a routine tool 
of authority and brutalisation, often encouraged by 
parents. As one teacher from Damascus told Syria in 
Transition: “When we called parents in, many would 
say, ‘The flesh is yours, the bones are ours. Do what 
you want and raise them.’”

Loyalty was rehearsed through routine rituals: regu-
lar flag salutes and recitations that portrayed Hafez 
as the ‘Eternal Leader’; and a narrative of Bashar as 
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an “exceptional” figure required in times of crisis. 
Indoctrination did not end with the school year. After 
completing the tenth grade, students were required 
to attend a compulsory month-long summer “camp,” 
usually held in local school buildings, where party ide-
ology was taught alongside basic military-style drills. 
Top down leadership was presented as an indispensa-
ble political necessity; and as the organising premise 
of social life itself.

Indoctrination as method
The internalisation of hierarchy was also central to the 
everyday mechanics of teaching. Much of the current 
debate about post-Assad education is limited to mate-
rial questions – repairing schools, finding staff, paying 
salaries – or to curriculum content. While these mat-
ter, they are peripheral to the actual didactics.

Central to authoritarian schooling is the way in which 
knowledge is constructed and evaluated. ‘Nation-
al Education’ was a mandatory subject so repetitive 
that students joked one only had to learn it in the first 
year because the content never changed until gradua-
tion. It served as a pedagogical extension of the Assad-
ist personality cult. Memorisation and guided repro-
duction dominated classroom practice. Discussions 
took place within tightly policed boundaries: the Syr-
ian nation, led by its Dear Leader, was cast as besieged 
by the external forces of Zionism and Western imperi-
alism. Alternative perspectives to this worldview were 
treated as a cardinal sin, while loyalty to its dogma 
was framed as a civic virtue. 

Students were asked to rehearse the regime’s ene-
my-centred worldview. One National Education exer-
cise bluntly instructed pupils to explain why “home-
lands are facts that do not allow differing viewpoints.” 
The same lesson cited Bashar al-Assad as noting that 
differing opinions among Syrians were natural and 
normal, “but only until questions of national securi-
ty arose.” The constant threat of hybrid warfare and 
terrorism that enemy countries allegedly perpetrated 
against the homeland meant, of course, that anything 
and anyone could be a national security concern. Dis-
agreement was indicative of potential involvement in a 
foreign plot. No wonder that suspicion became a civic 
reflex and conspiracy theories could pose as insights.

This interpretive lens permeated the teaching of his-
tory. The past was not explored for its complexity, 
but mobilised to explain the regime’s version of the 
present. Students were encouraged to identify with 

a lineage of anti-colonial martyrs so that defend-
ing the state was understood as a moral duty tran-
scending generations. As Hafez al-Assad asserted: “A 
martyr is the great human being who made a pledge 
and remained true to it; when the homeland called, 
he hastened; when he fought, he showed exceptional 
courage; when he confronted the enemy, he excelled; 
and for the sake of the nation’s victory, he chose mar-
tyrdom.”

This does not mean that every class was identical, or 
that every teacher complied. Even within the most 
tightly controlled systems, there can be cracks. Some 
teachers quietly introduced alternative perspectives, 
encouraged questions, or taught ‘between the lines’. 

“There was a history teacher in middle school who 
told us that in order to pass exams, we had to learn 
what was written in the textbooks. But in the class-
room, he taught and discussed real history with us. He 
was killed at the beginning of the revolution,” a wom-
an from Damascus who later became a journalist told 
Syria in Transition.

Liberation without transformation?
Since the regime’s collapse, teachers describe a palpa-
ble psychological shift. Daily loyalty rituals have dis-
appeared. Portraits have been removed from class-
rooms. The atmosphere, many say, feels lighter. Yet 
conversations with teachers in recent months suggest 
that the deeper structure of schooling remains large-
ly unchanged. National Education as a formal subject 
has been abolished – a move that almost all teachers 
Syria in Transition spoke to welcomed. But reforms 
have mostly focused on content adjustments: remov-
ing praise of the Assad family, toning down antisemit-
ic formulations, adding references to the revolution.

A closer look at current teaching materials rais-
es uncomfortable questions. Political indoctrina-
tion has not disappeared. Under Assad, history text-
books placed the ruler at the centre of the nation-
al story. Presidential speeches functioned as mile-
stones and ’primary sources’, while figures from the 
wider anti-colonial pantheon were framed, along 
with the regime, as guardians of Arab resistance and, 
more recently, of the ‘Axis of Resistance’. In post-As-
sad materials, the Assads disappear as heroic drivers 
of history, and agency is instead attributed to collec-
tive subjects such as ‘the Syrian people’, ‘the Algerian 
people’, or the ‘the Libyan people’; and the 2011 upris-
ing is presented as a popular revolution rather than a 
conspiracy. 
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This revisionism, however, goes only so far. ‘The peo-
ple’ remains an abstract yet authoritative catego-
ry, and guided questions still steer students toward 
a sanctioned moral lesson. Enemy-centred narratives 
remain powerful. Zionism and imperialism continue to 
appear as historically constant forces behind region-
al crises. The language may be less explicitly sectari-
an, but the notion of a unified external enemy persists. 
This is not to deny the legitimacy of critically examin-
ing colonial domination or Israeli policies within the 
context of national and regional history. The problem 
is the construction of a single omnipotent antagonist 
to which social and political failures can be endless-
ly attributed. Such framing provides elites with a per-
fect scapegoat, and sustains a political culture built on 
antagonism instead of responsibility.

Also not fundamentally unchanged is the didactic 
model itself. Assignments still prioritise predefined 
answers, and memorisation remains central. Teach-
ers meanwhile report a growing emphasis on reli-
gious instruction. New forms of ideological indoctri-
nation may be replacing older patterns. If, as activ-
ist Raed Fares once put it, the regime planted a ‘lit-
tle Assad’ inside every Syrian, then education is where 
that internalisation must be addressed.

From indoctrination to autonomous citizenry
All this may appear abstract in a country where many 
schools lie in ruins and teachers are undertrained 
and underpaid. Yet postponing didactic transforma-
tion risks entrenching old patterns for another gen-
eration – and not only among students. Parents, too, 
learn from their children. Classrooms shape house-
holds.

Experience from other societies emerging from 
authoritarian rule, from Argentina to the former Ger-
man Democratic Republic, shows that education can 
become a powerful resource for political liberalisation. 
But this does not happen automatically, and replacing 
ideological content is not enough by itself. What mat-
ters is transforming the way knowledge is produced, 
debated, and legitimised in the classroom. Where 
schooling encourages critical reasoning, plural inter-
pretation, source analysis and reflexive judgement, 
it contributes critically to the formation of autono-
mous citizens. The way a country reforms its class-
room practice is a reliable indicator of how seriously 
it intends to move on from dictatorship .

If Syria’s transition is to be more than a change of 
rulers, education must move from producing obedi-
ence to cultivating autonomy. Schools must nurture 
the ability to engage with plurality, tolerate ambiguity, 
recognise contingency and accept shared responsibil-
ity – the essential attributes of a democratic culture. 

Part II of this research will be published next month. 
Drawing on interviews with Syrian teachers and edu-
cation experts, it shifts from the classroom to the school 
itself, examining how discipline, surveillance and cor-
ruption shaped everyday school life under the old 
regime, and what has changed since.
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Growth on paper
Syria’s 2026 budget promises recovery but 
puts pressure on the business sector

Heavy spending on security contrasts with limited 
public investment. Fiscal reforms create a self-un-
dermining dynamic: the system relies on imports and 
consumption, even as rising costs and weak demand 
erode both – leaving consumers and MSMEs under 
strain.

Many Syrians imagine economic recovery in simple, 
visible terms. They picture busy downtowns filled with 
recognisable brands and thriving shops, industrial 
zones alive with factories, workers, and trucks moving 
goods around the clock, and border crossings receiv-
ing tourists and sending exports to regional markets. 
That image draws on both memory – how Syria func-
tioned before the war – and observation, shaped by 
life in Turkey and Europe or by what relatives abroad 
share through screens. Recovery, in that imagination, 
looks like movement, commerce, and normal econom-
ic life returning.

Syria today, however, is not moving in that direction 
– at least not yet. One way to see this more clearly is 
through the public budgets for 2025 and 2026. Actual-
ly public spending in 2025 was reported at about USD 
3.447 Billion, while the 2026 Citizen’s Budget projects 
expenditure of about USD 10.516 Billion. Both have 
been criticized on many grounds, including credibili-
ty, transparency, and the realism of their assumptions. 
This article sets those debates aside and examines the 
2026 budget from a narrower angle: what it suggests 
about the government’s economic priorities, and what 
those priorities imply for business, investment and the 
private sector.

A central starting point is public investment – i.e. gov-
ernment spending on rebuilding infrastructure, public 
facilities and other capital projects. Beyond its impor-
tance for people’s access to services and for basic liv-
ing conditions, it is also critical for business because 
it shapes the context in which firms operate, invest 
and grow. It helps provide the shared infrastructure 
and services businesses depend on, generates demand 
across supply chains and – ideally – reduces the costs 
and risks of private investment.

Investment on paper
In 2025public investment remained extremely lim-
ited, at around 7% of the total budget, or approxi-
mately USD 250 million. For a country emerging from 
more than fourteen years of conflict, that was far too 
small to support meaningful recovery or significantly 
improve the business environment.

The 2026 budget appears to mark a shift. Public 
investment rises to around 27% of total spending, or 
approximately USD 2.8 billion, more than eleven times 
the 2025 level. On paper, this suggests a more seri-
ous recognition of the role public spending must play 
in recovery. Yet even this increase warrants caution. 
Relative to the scale of Syria’s reconstruction needs, it 
remains limited. This is particularly concerning given 
that around one-third of total expenditure is allocated 
to the security and military sector, effectively divert-
ing resources away from critical development prior-
ities. In many developing and post-conflict contexts, 
such spending tends to be associated with low trans-
parency and weak accountability, raising further con-
cerns about efficiency and the opportunity cost for 
the business sector and broader economic recovery.

There is also a credibility problem. Public investment 
can support business recovery only if it translates 
into actual projects, contracts and visible improve-
ments in the operating environment. The lack of clari-
ty on sectoral allocations and implementation mecha-
nisms, together with the absence of visible major pub-
lic investment projects several months into 2026, raise 
doubts about whether the planned spending will be 
fully realised.

Lower taxes, higher costs
The structure of public revenues has direct impli-
cations for the business sector. The government 
has announced a significant reduction in direct tax-
es on businesses in 2026, alongside tax exemptions 
for agriculture and production. In principle, this is 
a business-friendly signal. If effectively implement-
ed, it could reduce the formal tax burden on firms, 
strengthen investment incentives, and support pro-
ductive sectors. 

This shift, however, must be assessed within the broad-
er revenue framework, and this suggests that the over-
all fiscal burden is not being reduced, but reallocated. 
The 2026 budget projects a sharp increase in reve-
nues from taxes, fees and customs, reaching approx-
imately USD 4.4 billion – nearly double the 2025 level. 



9

Issue 35 – May 2026

Given the reduction in direct taxation, this points to 
a heavier reliance on indirect taxes and fees. In prac-
tice, the burden shifts from profits to consumption 
and transactions.

For businesses, this creates a structural contradiction. 
Lower direct taxes are offset by rising costs through 
customs duties and administrative fees. These costs 
are then passed on to consumers, weakening pur-
chasing power and demand. Businesses are therefore 
squeezed from both sides: higher operating costs and 
shrinking market. This particularly threatens micro, 
small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) that form the 
majority of Syrian businesses and have limited capaci-
ty to absorb or pass on these pressures.

The reliance on customs revenues meanwhile rein-
forces a structural bias toward an import-driven econ-
omy. A significant share of revenues is tied to imports, 
with car imports alone estimated at around USD 5 bil-
lion in 2025. While this may support short-term fis-
cal needs, it also raises the cost of imported inputs 
and exposes local firms to external competition. Com-
bined with weakening demand, this creates a self-un-
dermining cycle: the fiscal system depends on imports 
and consumption, yet its own mechanisms gradual-
ly erode both. Ultimately, despite the positive signal 
of reduced direct taxation, the overall revenue struc-
ture continues to place pressure on the business sec-
tor and limits the prospects for sustainable recovery.

Reform as a cost shock
The budget also reflects a sharp reduction in subsidies, 
particularly on energy and essential goods, with direct 
consequences for production costs. With the liberal-
isation of electricity and fuel prices, subsidies have 
been effectively eliminated and replaced by a system 
that generates fiscal savings – and potentially revenue 

– amounting to an estimated 12% of the budget in 2025.

For producers, especially in energy-intensive sectors 
such as industry and agriculture, this has translat-
ed into a substantial increase in input costs. Higher 
fuel and electricity prices raise the cost of transpor-
tation, manufacturing and processing, reducing prof-
it margins and competitiveness. This cost shock fur-
ther limits the ability of Syrian firms – who already 
face financing constraints and weak infrastructure – 
to operate, expand, or invest. Smaller and less resil-
ient firms are affected disproportionally.

The removal of subsidies has also eroded house-
hold purchasing power, with direct consequences for 
business demand. Price liberalisation, combined with 
weak social protection and declining real incomes, has 
increased inflationary pressures and reduced domes-
tic demand. While the government has introduced 
salary increases in 2025 and 2026, these are likely 
to be offset by rising prices, limiting their real effect. 
The result is a difficult environment for firms: even 
as nominal incomes rise, real consumption remains 
weak, constraining sales across retail, services and 
local production.

Change is possible
If Syria’s budgets are to support business recovery in 
a way that benefits the wider economy, a larger share 
of spending needs to go to infrastructure and pub-
lic investment that directly affects firms, especially in 
the areas of energy, transport, and industrial zones. 
That also requires clear, transparent, and accounta-
ble implementation so that businesses can respond 
to actual demand and actual improvements, not just 
announced allocations.

Maintaining reductions in direct taxes on business-
es is a positive step, but it will have limited effect if 
the fiscal burden continues to shift through indirect 
taxes, fees, and customs. Easing these pressures, par-
ticularly on productive inputs, and providing targeted 
relief for MSMEs would help reduce costs and sustain 
domestic demand. Given the sharp increase in energy 
and input prices, temporary measures such as target-
ed energy subsidies, subsidised credit, or tax rebates 
linked to production, exports, and employment could 
help firms maintain operations during the transition.

Defense and security is clearly a priority, but success-
ful outcomes cannot be achieved through spending on 
guns, police and soldiers alone. They also depend on 
addressing the economic and political conditions that 
drive instability. Growth and development can solve 
problems that spending on means of coercion cannot. 
A recovery strategy that prioritises security expendi-
ture at the expense of infrastructure, production and 
livelihoods may ultimately reinforce the very pres-
sures it seeks to contain.

This analysis was provided exclusively by Syrian 
Ventures Alliance, an investment and economic 
advisory platform.

https://syrianventuresalliance.org
https://syrianventuresalliance.org
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The Truth Guardians
A conversation with Farouq Habib

When the White Helmets’ emergency response ser-
vice was integrated into the newly established Minis-
try of Emergency and Disaster Management, remain-
ing structures were reorganised into a new entity: 
Truth Guardians. The organisation benefits from the 
White Helmets‘ longstanding donor relationships and 
credibility amongst Syrians. Truth Guardians aims to 
play an influential role in Syria’s transitional justice 
process. To learn more, Syria in Transition spoke with 
Farouq Habib, a founding member of the White Hel-
mets and Executive Director of Truth Guardians. 

For readers unfamiliar with Truth Guardians, could 
you briefly explain the organisation’s goals and how it 
has evolved in terms of structure, staffing and fund-
ing?
Habib: Truth Guardians is a Syrian-led, internationally 
supported organisation working at the intersection of 
transitional justice, accountability and recovery. Our 
core objective is to contribute to a credible, inclusive 
and sustainable transitional justice process in Syria – 
one that addresses past violations, supports affected 
communities and helps prevent recurrence.

The organisation builds on more than a decade of 
experience from the White Helmets, particularly 
in areas such as documentation, forensic response, 
rehabilitation and community engagement. Follow-
ing the transition of emergency response functions to 
state structures, it became necessary to ensure conti-
nuity for non-emergency portfolios – especially those 
related to justice, missing persons and cultural herit-
age. Truth Guardians was established as a dedicated 
entity to carry this work forward.

Structurally, we operate across four main program-
matic pillars: transitional justice; missing persons, 
cultural heritage protection; and community resil-
ience and social cohesion. Our footprint spans Syria 
and Europe, with programme management and sup-
port offices in Damascus and The Hague.

In terms of staffing, we have a diverse team of around 
70 experienced professionals – primarily Syrians, 
alongside international colleagues from nine nation-
alities – many of whom have worked in highly com-
plex environments over the years. This hybrid model 

allows us to combine local legitimacy and operation-
al agility with technical rigour and international qual-
ity standards.

Funding remains primarily project-based, support-
ed by a range of international governmental and 
non-governmental donors who have supported the 
White Helmets over the past years. At the same time, 
we are engaging with partners on more flexible and 
longer-term funding modalities, including pooled 
funding arrangements. Transitional justice, miss-
ing persons work and institutional capacity-building 
require continuity. These are not areas where impact 
can be delivered sustainably through short and frag-
mented project cycles alone.

On 22 April Truth Guardians signed a memorandum 
of understanding with the National Commission for 
Transitional Justice, establishing a framework for 
cooperation. The Commission’s mandate is limited 
to crimes committed by the Assad regime. Does your 
work extend beyond that scope? For example, do you 
document violations by all parties, including ongoing 
violations by the government?
Habib: It is important first to be precise about the 
mandate of the National Commission for Transitional 
Justice (NCTJ). The Commission’s mandate relates to 
serious crimes caused by the Assad regime. This for-
mulation is significant, as it can be interpreted more 
broadly than crimes directly committed by the regime 
alone. Many Syrians consider that multiple layers of 
violence and abuse by different actors emerged as a 
consequence of the regime’s original and systemat-
ic crimes.

That said, Truth Guardians is an independent civ-
il society organisation. Our position is clear, princi-
pled and impartial: justice and accountability must 
apply regardless of the identity of the perpetrator or 
the identity of the victims. The credibility of any tran-
sitional justice process depends on the consistent 
application of standards, without selectivity or polit-
ical convenience.

Our cooperation with the NCTJ should be under-
stood within this framework. We view the establish-
ment of the Commission as an important institutional 
step, and we are prepared to support it constructive-
ly where our experience can add value. This includes 
technical assistance, documentation and archiving 
systems, institutional capacity-building and support 
for the management of international funding.
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At the same time, cooperation with a national insti-
tution does not mean that Truth Guardians becomes 
a substitute for that institution, nor does it imply any 
compromise of our independence. We are a bridge, 
not a substitute. Our role is to support the develop-
ment of credible national mechanisms where appro-
priate, while preserving the integrity and independ-
ence of our work.

In practice, our mandate remains broader than any 
single institutional partnership. We support justice for 
all victims, and we believe that Syria’s long-term sta-
bility depends on a process that is credible, inclusive, 
and not perceived as selective. This is why civil socie-
ty remains essential. State institutions have a central 
role to play, but independent organisations are critical 
to ensuring that victims’ voices, technical standards 
and public trust remain at the centre of the process.

The idea that “caused by” could be read more broad-
ly is an interesting interpretation of the Commis-
sion’s mandate. Wouldn’t that create a hierarchy 
of responsibility that could dilute accountability 
for other actors before formal legal processes have 
kicked-off? In your discussions with government or 
Commission officials, have you seen openness to this 
broader interpretation?
Habib: The concern is valid. Any interpretation that 
creates a hierarchy of responsibility risks undermin-
ing the principle of equal accountability, especially if 
it is not clearly grounded in law.

In our discussions, senior officials at the NCTJ have 
informally shared a broader reading of “caused by,” 
which suggests some openness at the conceptual level. 
However, informal interpretations are not sufficient in 
a process of this sensitivity.

This is why, in January, we – together with other Syri-
an civil society organisations – submitted written rec-
ommendations on the draft Transitional Justice Law. 
We cautioned against embedding political character-
isations within legal definitions, as this could under-
mine individual criminal responsibility, expose the law 
to challenges on impartiality and create interpretive 
ambiguity.

Our recommendation was to preserve the histori-
cal context in explanatory texts, while ensuring that 
legal accountability is clearly attributed to natural or 
legal persons, regardless of affiliation, and grounded 
in international legal standards.

Ultimately, the issue is not whether the scope is broad 
or narrow, but whether it is coherent, impartial, and 
credible. Without that, there is a real risk of under-
mining trust in the process.

You have promoted a Build-Operate-Transfer model 
that positions Truth Guardians as a bridge between 
civil society and the state: strengthening institutions 
before eventually handing over ownership. From a 
donor perspective, this approach seems to have an 
attractive appeal of “state-building played safe.” What 
criteria determine when such a transfer is appropri-
ate? The decision formally to integrate the emergen-
cy response structure was taken rather quickly. Are 
matters of transitional justice considered more polit-
ical and therefore not ready to transfer yet?
Habib: The Build-Operate-Transfer (BOT) model is 
derived from the successful experience of transferring 
the Syria Civil Defence to the Ministry of Emergency 
and Disaster Management. However, it is not a short-
cut to state-building that can be applied universal-
ly, nor is it a mechanism for civil society to withdraw 
from its responsibilities. It is a practical sequencing 
model designed for specific functions in a transitional 
context – where institutions are emerging, needs are 
urgent, and specialised civil society capacity already 
exists.

The concept is straightforward. Where a public-in-
terest function is needed, but the relevant national 
institution is not yet ready to absorb it, Truth Guard-
ians, within specific areas, can help build and operate 
that function temporarily, in close coordination with 
the institution, until conditions allow for a responsi-
ble transfer. The success of this approach depends 
on transparency, inclusivity and mutual commitment. 
We work with the receiving institution throughout the 
project cycle – sharing knowledge, systems and oper-
ational experience – while also engaging other civil 
society actors to ensure that the institution benefits 
from broader expertise. Ultimately, transfer depends 
on readiness: the institution needs to meet agreed 
legal, technical and financial standards to ensure sus-
tainability. At that stage, we step back into a support-
ing role.

A current example is the Documentation and Archiv-
ing Team (DAT), which builds on years of White Hel-
mets documentation work and manages highly sensi-
tive material related to truth, accountability and mem-
ory. Our approach is to anchor this capacity in Syria, 
support the development of a comprehensive system 
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within the NCTJ and, in coordination with partners, 
train and operate it until it can be responsibly trans-
ferred under appropriate safeguards.

The integration of emergency response functions 
was fundamentally different. Emergency response 
is operational by nature and requires unified com-
mand and national service delivery. The Syria Civ-
il Defence (of the White Helmets) was already a ful-
ly developed system and became the backbone of the 
new ministry, making the transition both feasible and 
necessary. Transitional justice operates under differ-
ent conditions. There is no fully developed national 
system ready to absorb these functions, and the work 
itself is more sensitive. It involves responsibility, vic-
tims’ rights, institutional reform and public trust, and 
requires a sustained role for independent civil socie-
ty. As a result, not everything should be transferred – 
and certainly not prematurely.

From a donor perspective, the appeal of the BOT mod-
el is understandable. It supports institution-building 
while reducing the risks of premature transfer. How-
ever, the objective is to avoid dependency while ena-
bling institutions. This requires long-term, flexible 
and coordinated support. Short-term and fragmented 
funding approaches are not well suited to such insti-
tutional transitions.

You highlight the need for close coordination with 
Syrian institutions and mutual commitment. We’ve 
heard of recent tensions with the NCTJ over a con-
tract awarded by a Western government to Truth 
Guardians – with the NCTJ preferring direct funding 
and viewing Truth Guardians‘ role as intrusive and 
unnecessary. Is this kind of conflict over resources 
inherent, and does it undermine effective coordina-
tion?
Habib: I am not aware of such tensions with the NCTJ. 
On the contrary, our relationship with the Commis-
sion has been transparent and constructive.

It is important to clarify that Truth Guardians is not 
the only channel through which international support 
is provided. Different donors use different modalities: 
some work through Truth Guardians, others through 
INGOs, UN agencies or specialised stabilisation and 
technical partners. This is a normal feature of inter-
national assistance, particularly while national insti-
tutions are still developing their administrative and 
financial systems.

As far as I know, no donor is currently in a position to 
provide direct funding to the NCTJ. Donors therefore 
rely on eligible partners to channel and manage sup-
port, and Truth Guardians is one of those partners – 
not a bottleneck.

We would welcome direct donor support to the NCTJ 
whenever donors and the Commission consider it 
appropriate and feasible. Our role is not to compete 
for institutional space or resources, but to contribute 
where we add value. We intervene where our techni-
cal capacity, operational experience and civil society 
role can make a meaningful difference.

With regard to transitional justice – how the new 
authorities are approaching it, how Syrians you speak 
with perceive it – what has surprised you the most?
Habib: What has surprised me most is the coexist-
ence of urgency and caution among Syrians. There 
is a strong and widespread demand for justice. Syri-
ans are seeking truth, recognition, accountability and 
answers about the missing. They want acknowledg-
ment of their suffering and credible guarantees that 
past violations will not be repeated. This demand 
is deeply personal and widely shared. At the same 
time, there is a clear sense of caution. Many Syrians 
have experienced institutional failure and are con-
cerned about selectivity, politicization or processes 
that remain symbolic without leading to meaningful 
change. There is hope, but it is accompanied by a firm 
expectation of credibility.

Another important aspect is the diversity of perspec-
tives across Syrian society. Transitional justice is not 
a single narrative: different communities have differ-
ent experiences and priorities. Managing this diver-
sity in an inclusive manner will be one of the defin-
ing challenges of the process. From an institutional 
standpoint, there are positive early signals, includ-
ing the establishment of new bodies and engagement 
with civil society. At the same time, there is a ten-
sion between urgency and the need to build credible 
systems. Moving too quickly risks undermining trust. 
Moving too slowly risks losing momentum.

Ultimately, transitional justice is not a single event – it 
is a long-term process. It requires patience, consisten-
cy, and a balance between strengthening institutions, 
protecting civic space and sustaining international 
support. The future of transitional justice in Syria will 
not be determined by one commission, one organi-
sation or one donor. It will depend on whether Syri-
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ans can build a process that is Syrian-led and interna-
tionally supported, principled, inclusive, and resilient 
enough to withstand political pressure. This is a com-
plex task, but it remains achievable if approached with 
discipline and care.


