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Introduction 

The intensity and scale of conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic have increased food insecurity, 

making it hard for the most vulnerable groups to maintain an acceptable food consumption level. The 

2019 Humanitarian Needs Overview for the country showed that around 11.7 million people need 

various forms of humanitarian assistance, including 6.5 million considered food insecure and 2.5 

million at risk of food insecurity. Around 6.2 million Syrians are internally displaced persons (IDPs) 

facing tremendous challenges in terms of access to services and basic needs. The Economic and Social 

Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) estimates that around 62 per cent of the Syrian population has 

been living below the poverty line ($3.5/day) since 2015. From 2018 onward, local currency 

depreciation and an increase in unemployment have exacerbated the situation by eroding the purchasing 

power of Syrians. In mid-2019, a basic food ration was estimated to cost at least 80 per cent of an 

unskilled worker’s monthly salary, and 50-80 per cent of a civil servant’s salary. The country’s 

economy has suffered from international sanctions and trade restrictions since 2011. Total economic 

loss was approximately $442 billion in 2018, and the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) lost 

around 65 per cent of its value compared with pre-conflict levels. Remittances (estimated at $4 

million/day), foreign investments, and exports, have also been negatively affected. 

In this context, COVID-19 has exacerbated food insecurity in the country by reducing food 

availability for the most vulnerable. In May 2020, the World Food Programme stated that around 9 

million Syrians were food insecure and vulnerable to COVID-19. 

Impact assessment 

In the informal market, which is used to price products and services at the domestic level, the 

Syrian pound (SYP) depreciated against the United States dollar by 71 per cent between July 2019 and 

May 2020 (figure 1). The depreciation in the black-market rate is linked to low foreign currency 

reserves, international sanctions, the Lebanese financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. In June 

2020, the price of the Syrian pound on the informal market rose rapidly following the implementation 

of the Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act, prompting the Syrian Government to amend the official 

exchange rate to 1,250 SYP against the dollar. 

Moreover, COVID-19 has limited people’s mobility, thereby affecting economic activities in 

domestic markets and contributing to the further depreciation of the Syrian pound against the dollar by 

22 per cent in one month (from SYP 1,000 in February to SYP 1,280 in March 2020). In March 2020, 

the Syrian Arab Republic identified the first COVID-19 case and applied a complete lockdown. Owing 

to the global nature of the pandemic, foreign currency remittances from Syrians are estimated to have 

significantly decreased since March 2020. The pandemic may further impact the already exhausted 

Syrian economy, and force Syrians to rely on State support or international aid, which are currently 
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both strained. Moreover, an estimated 1.8 million workers are threatened with job losses, with some 

sectors more at risk than others. Food processing activities and the manufacturing of detergents and 

disinfectants are the main functioning industries, but owners still have concerns about how to overcome 

the current situation and pay their workers. 

 

In this context, food prices have increased significantly in Syrian domestic markets. 

Meat and milk products recorded a higher average percentage increase (97 per cent) than plant 

products (80 per cent) between February 2019 and April 2020 (figures 2 and 3). Red meat increased by 

131 per cent on average compared with an average increase of 100 per cent in white meat, 92 per cent 

for rice, and 150 per cent for vegetable oil. Agriculture and trade experts have reported that official 

market prices published by the Ministry of Internal Trade and Consumer Protection are not the real 

price offered by retailers, who are calculating prices based on the daily informal market for foreign 

currency exchange. 
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The consumer Price Index (CPI) increased by 151 per cent in August 2019 compared with 

August 2018 (figure 4). Inflation in food prices reached 15.6 per cent in August 2019 (figure 5). Today, 

CPI is expected to have increased by 40 per cent compared with August 2019 owing to the lockdown 

and reduced mobility imposed by COVID-19. Food prices are now around 14 times above the average 

before the conflict. In the long term, people will be forced to purchase less high-quality nutritious food 

(fruits, vegetables, animal proteins), which are usually more expensive, and shift towards processed 

cheaper food to mitigate the impact of food inflation, which could result in nutrient deficiencies that 

would particularly affect the poorest segments of society. 
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These factors have eroded the income of civil servants and daily workers, although the majority 

of people were unable to work during the lockdown. On average, a civil servant receives around SYP 

40,000/month, while recent market prices show the price of a kilogram of sheep meat reached SYP 

7,000. Although the Government recently increased salaries by SYP 20,000/month for military and 

civil servants (decree 2019/23) and by SYP 16,000/month for retirees, currency depreciation and 

inflated food prices have reduced the purchasing power of the Syrian population by an estimated 60 per 

cent. Consequently, the most vulnerable groups have less access to food, which will result in a 

significant increase of people requiring humanitarian assistance by the end of 2020 compared with 

2019. 

The Syrian Government has recently expanded food assistance through electronic vouchers to 

supply subsidized bread, rice, tea and sugar. The Ministry of Internal Trade and Consumer Protection 

is regularly checking prices in markets and disseminating average prices to increase consumer 

awareness. However, the ability to control prices in local market is limited, and retail prices are reported 

to be higher by 15-20 per cent than what is officially published. 

In terms of food availability, 2020 wheat production is expected to be similar to 2019 owing to 

intense precipitation across the country. In 2020, the Syrian Arab Republic is expected to produce 

around 3 million tons of wheat, of which around 1 million tons will be sold to the Government. To 

reduce wheat sales in the black market, the Government recently increased the profit margin for wheat 

prices from 25 to 40 per cent. However, the price of wheat harvested in June 2020 is expected to be 

SYP 400/kg compared with SYP 180/kg in 2019 (a 122 per cent increase). Taking into consideration 

per capita wheat consumption (180-190 kg/year) and the country’s population, wheat availability is 

expected to be stable in 2020 without price fluctuations affecting consumer access. This is strengthened 

by the Government’s bread subsidy policy for the most vulnerable. The stability scenario is dependent 

on the Government’s ability to import wheat following the Caesar Act to ensure reserves, and the 

availability of seeds for the coming season. Furthermore, to avoid any wheat shortages in the future, 

the Ministry of Economy has lifted import restrictions on wheat and flour, which were usually restricted 

to State entities and agri-food industries manufacturing pasta. 

The COVID-19 pandemic coincides with an increase in the price of basic fertilizers by around 

60-100 per cent. In February 2020, the price per ton of urea increased from SYP 175,000 to SYP 

248,300. The price per ton of superphosphate increased from SYP 151,000 to SYP 304,800. On 26 

April 2020, the Government reissued a new subsidized fertilizer price list, offering urea at SYP 193,000 

and superphosphate at SYP 237,300 SYP. The price in the private sector is approximately double or 
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more. It is therefore expected that some farmers benefiting from government subsidized fertilizer may 

use half in their production and sell the other half on the black market to cover other agriculture-

associated costs. This might have a direct effect on the productivity of summer-2020 crops and wheat 

production in 2021. 

Following the outbreak of COVID-19, the oil black market grew sharply. Oil movement from 

opposition to government-controlled zones was restricted. The official oil price subsidized for farmers’ 

use is SYP 180 per litre, while the price on the black market is SYP 350 per litre. Farmers, who receive 

only around 150 litres of subsidized oil per month, will therefore be reluctant to plant using irrigated 

systems owing to the high cost of production. Increases in oil and fertilizer prices, the two basic inputs 

for goods production (machinery, water pumping, nutrient supply), are expected to raise production 

costs by 40-50 per cent, which is not guaranteed to be followed by an increase in market prices because 

of Syrians’ eroding purchasing power and reduced demand. 

The high cost of oil on the black market has reduced trade in food products between governorates. 

Farmers are selling in local markets and have reduced their trade with urban wholesale markets in 

Damascus. This has increased food prices in urban areas and reduced availability. However, this has 

not resulted in reduced prices in the place of production. Restricted movement between governorates 

because of COVID-19 has also limited the transport of food products. 

Policy measures 

The Government of the Syrian Arab Republic has developed a rapid response plan, focusing on 

food access and availability. Key measures include salary increases for civil servants, monitoring food 

prices and ensuring minimum supply, exempting food processors and retailers from lockdown, 

facilitating the movement of agriculture labourers and agriculture inputs, postponing the collection of 

public service fees (water, electricity, telephone), prohibiting the private sector from firing employees 

during the crisis, and expanding coverage of subsidized basic food items to the most vulnerable (sugar, 

bread, rice, and tea). 

To avoid further economic collapse, the Government eased movement restrictions by creating a 

profession-based schedule, allowing workers in certain industries to operate on different days. These 

measures will have positive effects in the short term. 

Key measures to prevent COVID-19 from further impacting food security include the following: 

o Ensure basic inputs for agriculture production (pesticides, fertilizers, and gasoline) are 

accessible at affordable prices for small and medium farmers. Subsidized quantities barely 

cover 20 per cent of the amount needed for optimal production. Controlling input prices helps 

reduce price fluctuation in domestic markets, and increased access to food for the most 

vulnerable; 

o Encourage producer cooperatives and unions to establish farmers markets in urban areas to 

help reduce food price inflation. Eliminating middlemen is beneficial to both producers and 

consumers, and has a direct positive impact on reducing food losses; 

o Establish subsidized credit lines for agri-food processing companies to add value to local 

production while also reducing food losses; 
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o Reduce the cost of production for the small ruminant sector, while avoiding additional 

pressure on rangelands. Increasing subsidies for forages is a quick-win scenario to control 

inflation of animal protein-based products; 

o Develop and support collective services provision units, aimed at reducing the cost of 

production and increasing its efficiency (combine harvesters, nurseries for seedling 

production, collective transport units, post-harvest units, and processing units), and decide 

on the management modality of such units to ensure services are offered at reasonable prices; 

o Promote household food security programmes, aimed at increasing food availability for self-

sufficiency. Kitchen gardens are embedded in the Syrian culture and play a significant role 

in ensuring basic food needs during the summer season; 

o Work with United Nations organizations to develop targeted food assistance packages for 

IDPs to help them cope with currency devaluation and rising unemployment; 

o Increase monitoring of food prices to avoid market abuse, and reduce the gap between the 

prices of retailers and those published by the Ministry of Internal Trade and Consumer 

Protection; 

o Expand the coverage of subsidized food to include people who were forced to stop their 

business activities during lockdown. 
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