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Women and Agriculture in Syria 

The Importance of the Syrian Agriculture Sector 

 

Prior
1 

to the conflict, there were several trading routes for 

food supply to, from, and through Syria. Lebanon exported 

its agriculture and food produce to Syria primarily through 

its Masnaa crossing. From there, the food produce  

journeyed on to Jordan through the Nassib crossing on the 

Syrian–Jordanian border and then to the GCC. Turkey  

exported its produce through two major routes: the first to 

Syria through the Bab al-Hawa crossing and then onto  

Jordan and the GCC. Syria was one of the breadbaskets of 

the region, expor/ng cereals, fruits and vegetables to its 

neighboring countries and the Gulf States
2
.According to the 

Syrian Arab Republic Situa/on Report, November 2018, 6.7 

million people are food insecure and a further 4.5  

million are at risk of food insecurity  with the country  

dependent on grain imported mainly from Russia.  

 

For decades, the systema/c mismanagement in the agriculture sector led to the pre-conflict migra/on 

and humanitarian crisis, leading to the current Syrian conflict. The agriculture sector was heavily reliant 

on state support and management
3
. The government’s response to the drought of 2006-2008 included 

the removal of fuel subsidies to raise funds for farmers to pump water. The cut in fuel subsidies  

increased the cost of irriga/on and transporta/on of produce for farmers
4
.  As a result, many farmers le: 

their farmlands for off-farm incomes or more lucra/ve industries outside their rural se<ngs, such as  

construc/on in neighboring countries, whereas women remained on the farmlands with their children. 

 

The conflict also has had a dras/c impact on the agriculture sector in Syria. Despite the damages in the 

agriculture sector, it has remained a major component of the economy, contribu/ng 26% to the total 

gross domes/c product (GDP) in 2017
5
.  Men normally involved in farming ac/vi/es are injured,  

detained, killed or forced to join the fight due to the conflict. Moreover, the burning of crops as well as 

the confisca/on and destruc/on of lands caused many land owners and farmers to flee for safety rea-

sons. Furthermore, the shortages in fer/lizers, rising produc/on costs due to damages in the farming  

equipment, as well as in the water and electricity sectors have worsened the food security situa/on and 

le: popula/ons unable to produce their food
6
.  By 2016, 90 percent of the surveyed households in Syria, 

spent more than half of their income on food
7
.   

 

 

Syrians have iden+fied issues within the agriculture sector, such as the gender gap, as  

contributors to the root causes of the Syrian conflict. Agriculture has tradi+onally been a pillar 

sector for Syria and it is expected to significantly contribute to household resilience and  

peacebuilding in post-conflict Syria. In rural areas, women are usually responsible for food  

security and nutri+on within the household, however they do not have the same rights as men.  

It is important to close the gender gap in the agriculture sector to ensure its important role in 

Syria in the future.   



3 

 

 

The Role of Women in Agriculture in Syria: 

In Syria, men were o:en the bread winners of the 

household and believed that it is their primary  

responsibility to provide for their families
8
.   

However, women cons/tuted half of the farming 

work force although their control over assets was 

restricted
9
,and played a key role in household food 

security and nutri/on. Women were perceived as 

‘helpers’ and not farmers, thus their  

decision-making in the agricultural input has  

always been limited
10

. 

A:er 8 years of conflict, many men have been 

killed, injured, forced to flee the country or join the 

figh/ng, and that consequently decreased the 

number of working-age men in agriculture. Women 

increased their par/cipa/on in the public sphere 

and became more involved in the labor force and 

society although women in regions under control 

of radical religious groups were increasingly  

marginalized. Thus, the conflict is likely to have  

increased the feminiza/on of the agricultural labor 

force
11

.  This feminiza/on trend is generally  

common during conflicts, in which the role of 

women is o:en accelerated as men leave home
12

.  

Women are now breadwinners in one-third of 

households.   

Food security is at the core of peace building and 

sustainable development therea:er
14

.  According 

to Brooks, Jonathan (2016), “Food security and the 

Sustainable Development Goals”, in Patrick Love 

(ed.), Debate the Issues: New Approaches to  

Economic Challenges, OECD Publishing, Paris, the 

new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)  

include a significant number of interconnected  

objec/ves related to agriculture and food. SDG 2 

focuses explicitly on food by seeking to “end  

hunger, achieve food security and improved  

nutri/on and promote sustainable agriculture”, but 

mul/ple other goals relate to challenges in the 

food system. When implemen/ng rehabilita/on 

programs for agriculture, the role of women needs 

to be well-acknowledged in policymaking. During 

the Syrian conflict, some rural areas had around 90 

percent of their agriculture workforce as women
15

.   

 

 

 

Empowering women in agriculture is an important 

factor in reaching jus/ce, social cohesion and  

reconcilia/on since it helps women achieve food 

security, alleviate poverty, and seek  

comprehensive and inclusive economic rights. 

Moreover, Security Council resolu/ons have  

highlighted the role of women as key factors in 

economic recovery and social cohesion
16

.  

  

The aim of empowering women is to reduce the 

nega/ve impact of the conflict and to help the 

community avoid further poverty, marginaliza/on 

and reliance on humanitarian aid 
17

.  Giving priority 

for women as beneficiaries of food aid and social 

protec/on can significantly improve household  

resilience and peacebuilding. Closing the gender 

gap in agriculture would produce economic and 

societal gains for the sector and the Syrian  

economy that would help build peaceful and  

inclusive socie/es. Experience and evidence show 

that women are more likely to spend their incomes 

on food, healthcare and educa/on. Hence, they are 

cri/cal for survival during conflict, as well as being 

the drivers in post-conflict recovery (UN Women, 

2012). For that reason, it is important to empower 

rural women in agriculture, to guarantee their 

rights to access and use the resources and to  

par/cipate in managing these resources.   
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 Bo�om-up Approach to Rehabilitate Rural Agriculture in Syria 

 

Inequali+es and social exclusion are major drivers of conflicts 
1
.  Prior to the conflict, the Syrian  

poli+cal scene was characterized by poor civic engagement 
2
.  The struggle to expand poli+cal  

par+cipa+on contributed to the outbreak of eight years of armed conflict. During the conflict,  

Syrians’ sense of belonging deteriorated due to the fragmenta+on of land, displacement, and  

weakening of the administra+ve ability of the government. These issues are more prominent in the 

rural areas where many of the ba�lefronts have taken place. It is necessary to promote a context-

based, bo�om-up community engagement to increase the inclusiveness of peace-building efforts 

and enhance community resilience to prevent conflict relapse. Bearing in mind that rehabilita+on 

of the agriculture sector will be instrumental to facilitate return and socio-economic inclusion, this 

ar+cle examines the significance of a bo�om-up approach for community engagement in rural  

agricultural-based areas. 

The Context of Rural Agriculture in Syria 

Prior to the conflict, Syria had a centralized  

government that controlled policies and development 

plans through a top-down approach.  The Syrian  

governance system made it difficult for ci/zens to  

reflect their poli/cal opinions to policies and laws. 

Moreover, the agriculture sector, a pillar of the Syrian 

economy, was managed with a strong incen/ve and 

was impacted by the many policies that were  

implemented throughout the years by the  

government. The drought from 2006-2008 which hit 

hard the agriculture sector, in addi/on to other  

important factors caused the rural popula/on,  

especially those from regions that relied on rainfall, to migrate to urban areas.  

Throughout the Syrian conflict, the Syrian government lost its authority over certain territories, and 

in some parts of Syria, various armed actors shared control areas of the area. This made it difficult 

for civilians to determine which ins/tu/ons would address their specific grievances.  Moreover,  

arbitrary deten/ons and problema/c property rights laws, among others, obstructed the restora/on 

of trust in the state.  In light of the conflict, many local ini/a/ves emerged, including those that  

solely upheld the administra/ve and governing objec/ve in the community 
5
. As their contribu/on to 

the society increased, the Syrian civil society is now well placed to become an important actor to  

reverse the impact of the conflict and build a beMer future.  

Rural areas were dispropor/onately affected by the conflict. Many of the baMle frontlines were  

located in rural areas and the inhabitants, mainly employed in the agriculture sector, fled for security 

concerns or were killed, injured, imprisoned or disappeared. Deliberate aMacks on farmlands,  

destruc/on of agriculture infrastructure, rise in produc/on costs and displacement adversely  

affected the sector 
6
. Moreover, due to mass displacement from rural to urban areas, certain urban 

areas are under socio-economic pressure and increased inequality.  
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Addressing the Root Causes and Reversing 

the Impact of the Conflict 

In a post-conflict state where state ins/tu/ons 

might not be capable of providing oversight for the 

popula/on, local non-state actors may be able to 

play a role in complemen/ng them. Taking a 

boMom-up approach is important for the  

determina/on of needs and the provision of  

services, also considering the increased role of the 

Syrian civil society. The conflict has been costly for 

Syria, but it is also providing an opportunity to  

increase community resilience through inclusive 

local ini/a/ves.  

In addi/on, the agriculture sector is a strategic  

op/on to start to effec/vely restore sustainable 

peace in Syria. It is a key sector to provide  

livelihoods for the rural popula/on, ensure food  

security, and rehabilitate the na/onal economy. 

The deteriora/on of the agriculture sector and  

increased dispari/es between rural and urban  

areas were some of the root causes of the conflict. 

Return to rural areas could be facilitated through 

effec/vely rehabilita/ng the agriculture sector in 

order to mi/gate the socio-economic pressures in 

urban areas.  

Moreover, promo/ng social cohesion and  

reconcilia/on within the local community is  

paramount considering the scope of damage to the 

rural areas. For example, locally owned producers’ 

associa/ons with clearly defined structures and 

individual responsibili/es may play a role to  

mediate contesta/on over water resources. O:en 

it is not the scarcity of water resources but the way 

it is mismanaged that creates tension 
7
.   Similarly, 

issues surrounding land ownership could be  

addressed through local ini/a/ves as many of the 

farmers who abandoned their lands might return 

a:er the conflict ends. There are also cases when 

local farmers claim the unjust confisca/on of land 

by state ins/tu/ons 
8
.  In the context of the ailing 

Syrian judicial system, loss of civil documenta/on, 

and HLP issues, locally trusted systems could be an 

informal mediator when land disputes arise.  

Local ini/a/ves may also address issues  

surrounding displacement, especially considering 

that access to produc/ve assets and the  

rehabilita/on of agricultural infrastructure are  

 

 

Points of concern  for the returnees
9
. Regarding 

the strong sense of local iden/ty of the Syrians, 

restoring the social capital through suppor/ng a 

boMom-up approach could be itself a factor to  

facilitate return. The most undesirable scenario is 

the fric/on between returnees or IDPs and the  

local community leading to a relapse of violence.  

Kenya’s Case of a Bo�om-up Approach to 

Peace-building  

Informal ini/a/ves in rural areas are effec/ve  

partners to promote a boMom-up inclusive  

approach. In the absence of state authority, local 

popula/on might form informal structures that 

would provide solu/ons to certain issues they face, 

including access to resources, dispute resolu/on 

and sharing of assets.  In past case studies, these 

local ini/a/ves have responded to local needs with 

a much more conflict sensi/ve approach than their 

governments
10

. Implementa/on of projects must 

not undermine the local efforts to address local 

needs and issues. Those actors must be included in 

the programming or policy making to make these 

processes more inclusive and context-sensi/ve to 

that community. Furthermore, interna/onal aid 

agencies may equip them with exper/se to  

enhance the efficacy and equity of their ac/vi/es. 

In 1993, a violent conflict emerged between differ-

ent clans of Kenyan Somalis in the Wajir district of 

Kenya and resulted in over 1200 casual/es
11

. The 

violence was caused by weak state ins/tu/ons that 

failed to regulate conflict, limited natural resources 

due to drought, influx of refugees from Somalia 

and Ethiopia, and availability of small arms. In 

1993, a group of women ini/ated a movement to 

achieve peace in the region. This informal ini/a/ve 

for peace consisted of civil society par/cipants and 

engaged elders from different clans. They succeed-

ed in bringing together the elders to sign a code of 

conduct and maintain peace in the district. Ini/ally, 

this was an informal ini/a/ve at the local level but 

eventually it was ins/tu/onalized as a peace com-

miMee to involve government actors. Other dis-

tricts duplicated the successful Wajir model. When 

violence re-erupted in 2007, districts with peace 

commiMees reported much less violence.  
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In rural Syria, state ins/tu/ons are absent or have weakened, and destruc/on of infrastructure 

and remnants of war limit the already scarce agricultural assets. In Wajir, violence erupted in a 

similar circumstance to this. A lesson learnt from the case of Wajir is that in a situa/on in which 

it is difficult for the state to implement peace and jus/ce, the local popula/on may ini/ate its 

own movement to mediate conflicts and mi/gate tensions with a context-sensi/ve approach.  

Informal ini/a/ves could become facilitators of sustainable peace by preven/ng an escala/on of 

violence at the local level.  Moreover, as the local informal ini/a/ve was ins/tu/onalized in 

Wajir, there is a possibility of local ini/a/ves being evolved to the poli/cal level to benefit the 

whole Syria.  
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