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Syrian refugees wait to cross into Jordan. Effects of the Syrian conflict have spilled over into neighbouring
states, contributing to extended organized criminal flows. © Khalil Mazraawi/AFP via Getty Images




The coronavirus pandemic has placed additional burdens on infrastructure systems in the Levant. Here a

worker sprays disinfectant in Jordan’s archaeological city of Petra. © Khalil Mazraawi/AFP via Getty Images




he Middle East, a region with a long history and culture, has made important

contributions to society as the cradle of civilization. Unfortunately, in con-

temporary times, the region has been marred by instability, power plays and
conflict, most recently against the backdrop of the global coronavirus pandemic. This
volatility not only undermines the roles of the region’s institutions, national econo-
mies and the day-to-day lives of its populations, but has also had a significant impact

on organized crime and illicit flows.

Throughout the 20th century, the Levant region (and in particular Lebanon, Jordan,
Syria and Iraq, which are the focus of this report), has experienced a series of
defining shifts, from the creation of states and changes in governing powers, to
the discovery of crucial natural resources, military coups and the rise of religious
extremism. Most recently, the Arab Spring of 2010 became a crucial turning point
for the Levant and the wider Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, when a
series of anti-government protests and uprisings took place in response to oppres-
sive regimes, low standards of living, and high unemployment rates for a largely

young population.

Although organized crime has always been a feature in the region, illicit activities

and flows have begun to rise in the context of this recent tumultuous backdrop -

a growth facilitated by public disorder, deterioration in the capacity of state law-
enforcement agencies and economic hardship. In the Levant, the effects of the
Arab Spring a decade ago have triggered a protracted and brutal conflict in Syria,
which has not only made violence and instability the norm in the country, but also
affected its neighbours’ political stability, social cohesion, and licit and illicit econ-
omies. Additionally, like much of the world, the COVID-19 pandemic has placed
further strain on the Levant’s already weakened health, economic and social struc-
tures, fuelling uncertainty about citizens’ welfare and the region’s ability to recover.
COVID-19 has also renewed opportunities for illicit activities to thrive and become
a permanent and pervasive fixture in the region - even after the conflict ends and a

vaccine is found.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



Since the Syrian conflict began in 2011, analysis of
the Levant region has been seen primarily through
the lenses of national politics, identity and ideology.
Nevertheless, there has been a growing aware-
ness of the destabilizing impact of transnational
and cross-border criminal economies, such as the
regional mass movement of drugs, weapons, people
and armed groups - particularly within the context
of COVID-19, which has highlighted the intercon-
nectedness of states and the consequences of both
licit and illicit cross-border flows.

The illicit drug trade, most notably involving Captagon,

a recreational amphetamine, has been a major illegal
economy in Syria and even more so in the context

of war. As drug trafficking becomes more prevalent,
so does the potential for addiction and increased
abuse by Syrians, refugees and local populations

in neighbouring states. Moreover, the potential for
pharmaceutical crimes has risen, as seizures of fake
medical products related to COVID-19 have been
reported in Lebanon, Jordan and Iraqg.t Arms traffick-
ing has also increased to meet the demands of war
and resulted in increased levels of violence while
emboldening traffickers. Finally, the displacement

of millions of people has created large diasporas
operating outside Syria, creating more external links
that have the potential to contribute to extended
organized criminal flows and spread the contagion,
while at the same time, placing a heavy strain on the
already tenuous public and economic services of
their host countries.

The borders between the countries of the Levant
have always been highly permeable. However, with
the conflict, the distribution of power and the struc-
ture of the Syrian economy have largely changed

into a state of affairs where scarcities in basic food-
stuffs, materials and people have developed. Newer
illicit economies have emerged to meet these short-
ages (in addition to the formalization of existing
ones, like the illicit weapons and drugs markets), and
with them, new actors (both foreign and local) have
come into play. These dynamics have only been re-
inforced by the COVID-19 pandemic.

In Lebanon, Jordan and Irag, illicit flows across
shared borders with Syria have exacerbated pre-
existing and somewhat latent political, economic
and social tensions. In Lebanon, sectarian divides
have been deepened and frustrations among its
people experiencing difficult living conditions (made
only more difficult by the influx of Syrian refugees)
have contributed to the current unrest, the conse-
quences of which remain to be seen. In Iraq, people
have suffered the consequences of their own war
and the rise of religious extremist groups, with
seemingly no results to emerge from it yet (current
protests by frustrated civilians have not been met
with a peaceful response).? The escalating instability
in these countries has affected financial flows both
into and out of Syria. While in comparably stable
Jordan, a country in which a major portion of the
population is in fact Palestinian, dealing with the
flow of arms and refugees across its vast desert
borders has the potential to destabilize what is seen
by external actors as a relatively neutral anchor in
the region. While the COVID-19 pandemic seemed
to effectively bring life (and societal frictions) to a
standstill and divert public attention temporarily,
illicit flows throughout the region continue and ten-
sions have only risen amid the perceived inadequacy
of government responses.

Internal and external dynamics

Both within and outside the context of COVID-19,
an accurate analysis of organized crime and illicit
flows in Syria, Lebanon, Irag and Jordan can best
be carried out in two overlapping layers - one that
looks at the interplay of local actors, and one that
looks at the role of external actors in the region.
This is a complex group of states, where elite
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figures, who are often lacking in democratic tradi-
tions, have a monopoly on resources, and where
actors compete for resources, power and legitimacy,
while strategically predicating this struggle on the
notion of identity. Since the beginning of the Syrian
conflict, resources and commodities that were once
under government monopoly, are now controlled



by non-state actors either through violence,
tense negotiation or a combination thereof. This
competition for control between local state and
non-state actors has now extended to the current
health crisis, as the decimation of formal econo-
mies gives way to a greater reliance on illicit and
informal flows, while ‘legitimacy’ is sought by
criminals who offer citizens healthcare and the
economic means to survive.

At the same time, various external powers have
intervened in these complex regional dynamics,
in pursuit of their own economic, political and/
or security interests. In doing so, they have either
intentionally or unintentionally affected illicit
cross-border activities. In this sense, patterns of
criminality in this region should not necessarily
be viewed within a criminal context, but through
a political and economic lens. In other words, it
appears that all actors involved have their hands
in the proverbial pot when it comes to organized
crime, leaving a destabilized and often violent
environment for civilians in the region.

The intersection between these two layers -
external political-economic forces and internal
power-seeking self-interest - is nowhere more
evident than in the ebb and flow of territorial
control. Over the course of the Syrian conflict,

as local actors (both state and non-state) gain
territory, aided by external proxies, they simulta-
neously gain access to informal markets and illicit
flows within these territories, using them to their
advantage in furthering war efforts and building
legitimacy, which are often justified by identity-
based alliances. This is true both within Syria as
well as its neighbours’ borderlands. In parallel,
external actors, through either ideological, political
or economically motivated support, bolster local
actors in their bid to gain or lose territory, thereby
shifting control of illicit flows. Amid these strategic

power plays, it is local people who inevitably suffer
the most, living with violence, sectarian tensions,

weakened infrastructure and economic instability.

As the conflict in Syria winds down and the region
adapts to handling COVID-19 in the long term,
war-to-peace transitions provide a window of
opportunity to create and reinforce new political
economy dynamics, either positive or negative,
which become much more difficult to adapt once
fully established. Ensuring regional stability in

an environment of changing political economies
that are linked to the Syrian conflict and the
current health crisis poses a significant challenge
to limiting the negative impact in Syria and on
neighbouring countries. Understanding regional
dynamics, actors and impacts is essential in devel-
oping realistic interventions in the region that
promote stability, peace and adherence to the rule
of law within the short, medium and long term.

This report analyzes organized-crime economies in
the political-economic context of Lebanon, Jordan
and Irag, and their links to the current Syrian con-
flict and amid the pandemic. In the first section,
key transnational organized crime markets of the
region are identified and their intersections and
impact mapped out. The second section explores
the drivers and political dynamics affecting local
illicit economies and how they interrelate with
issues of regional stability, not only in terms of
violence and armed conflict, but also in terms of
how they contribute to fragility through corruption,
by undermining institutions and weakening the
rule of law in the COVID-19 era. The third section
focuses on regional and country contexts, outlining
key players and dynamics. The paper concludes by
exploring how these illicit market and flows pose
challenges to development and stability objectives,
and proposes recommendations on focus areas for
establishing effective development programmes.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The market for cannabis has been on the rise in the region over the past decade. Here dried cannabis
is transported from a plantation in Lebanon. © Marcus Yam/LosAngeles Times via Getty Images



rganized crime and illicit economies in the Levant are as varied as they

are prominent. The region’s location on the Mediterranean Sea and

at the intersection between Europe, Africa and Asia make this area
particularly well placed to facilitate the transnational movement of commodities
and people (both formally and informally).

Organized crime in the region is tied firmly to a legacy of historical links and
dynamics. Syria and Lebanon in particular are tightly bound commercially, linguis-
tically, socially and politically, and these ties translate into an environment where
illicit economies in one country directly affect society in the other. Likewise,
Syria’s lengthy desert borders with Jordan and Irag have been historically fluid,
with local tribes moving across them. Lack of border control is owed to limited
political will, coupled with the practical challenges of providing meaningful
coverage over these vast borders that extend along tough terrain. These circum-
stances allow for criminals and other locals to move commodities illicitly between
countries with little difficulty.

Known as both the Fertile Crescent and the cradle of civilization, the Levant is
rich in foodstuffs, natural resources and cultural artefacts, all of which have been
exploited and enveloped by the illicit economy, and even more so within the
context of war and the coronavirus pandemic.® For the purposes of this report
however, analysis of criminal markets will be limited to the illicit drugs, arms and
people markets, as these economies have arguably been the most prominent
drivers of regional instability and violence.

The following sections provide an overview of these illicit economies, including
the flows of goods and people; regional hotspots of each illicit trade; associated
prices of illicit commodities and trade, where available; and the impact of these
illicit economies.

MAPPING OF CRIMINAL MARKETS IN THE LEVANT
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In July 2020,
Captagon tablets
originating in
Syria with an
estimated value
of approximately
US$1.13 billion
were seized.

Drug trafficking

Even in regions that are free of conflict, the illicit drug trade can have devastating
effects on countries’ economies, and the health and well-being of users and their
families. Within the context of war and in an already unstable region, however, profits
from the drug trade detract from the formal economy and are often used to sustain
violence. Meanwhile, illicit drug trafficking encourages addiction in local communities,
among those suffering from the trauma of conflict, as well as combatants seeking

a boost to their fighting abilities.* With state resources directed towards heath and
security measures, little oversight is given to cultivation and proper uses of precursor
chemicals and ingredients, leading to a free-for-all in the production of narcotics, with
untold effects. As the global health crisis continues to unfold, temporary disruptions
to regional supply chains are accompanied by new opportunities for criminal expan-
sion, as counterfeit drugs and substandard medical supplies circulate in an uncharted

and chaotic environment.

Drug trafficking in the Levant is a significant phenomenon, and reportedly on the
rise, particularly in cannabis and synthetic narcotics, and, to a lesser degree, opioids,
since the war in Syria began. Although trafficking of drugs such as cocaine and heroin
occurs in the region, trade in these products is comparably smaller due to their high
costs and limited local demand. The Levant serves primarily as a transit zone for
shipments of such high-value drugs bound for the Gulf states, Turkey and Europe.®
Heroin originating from Afghanistan is trafficked through Iran and Iraq, entering

Syria (concentrated in Damascus, Aleppo and along the coast) for redistribution into

Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey and onward to Europe.®

Notable hubs in the drug trade include the Syrian port cities of Tartous and Latakia,
near the borders of Lebanon and Turkey, respectively.” In Syria’s western regions,
actors involved in the drug trade are closely connected with Lebanese counterparts
concentrated primarily in Lebanon’s Begaa Valley. As both countries have access to
the sea and most of Lebanon - to its north and east - borders with Syria, illicit goods,
including drugs, are able to pass to and from the neighbouring countries with relative

ease.

Drug flows from Syria also pass through Jordan’s northern border, through towns
such as Al-Mafraq, coinciding with the influx of refugees, and are transported south
towards Egypt and the Arabian Gulf.2 Although there is comparably less informa-
tion on drug routes between Syria and Iraq, border towns, such as Al-Qa’im, on the
Euphrates, and Sulaimani in Iragi Kurdistan, have been identified as smuggling hubs.”

Synthetic drugs, and specifically Captagon, account for a very large portion of
Syria’s drug economies.'® Captagon is exported to Lebanon, and by land, sea and
air to the Arabian Peninsula (primarily Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates),
as well as to neighbouring Jordan and Turkey, and beyond.'* Although Captagon
production and trafficking was happening in Syria long before the conflict broke
out (manufacturing was shifted from South Eastern Europe and Turkey to Syria),*?
research suggests that the breakdown of the rule of law in the country has
allowed production and trafficking of this highly lucrative narcotic to accelerate.
For example, along the Syria-Lebanon border between 2013 and 2014, it was

ORGANIZED CRIME IN THE LEVANT
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estimated that around 30 million pills were seized, nearly double the volume seized FIGURE 1 Major border

the previous year.’® In July 2019, Greek authorities seized 33 million Captagon pills, crossings in Syria (official and

worth more than US$660 million, a value that is greater than all of Syria’s 2017 unofficial) and illicit flows.

exports combined.’ Most recently in July 2020, a reported 84 million Captagon NOTE: It is currently unclear

tablets originating in Syria (with an estimated worth of approximately US$1.13 billion) which bérder Cros,smgs
are official and which are

were seized by Italian law enforcement agencies.’ The seizure has been described as unofficial
the largest drug bust of amphetamines in the world, and offers both a clear indication
of the continuation of illicit flows amid a global crisis,'* and a telling illustration of the

sheer magnitude of this single illicit market.”

Recently, the Captagon market has reportedly expanded into neighbouring countries,
particularly Lebanon.’® A surge in seizures in that country suggest that it has trans-
formed from being a transit zone into an alternative point of production. The market
for this drug in Lebanon has enormous export revenue potential, with a batch of
200 pills in Lebanon selling for about US$70, compared to US$10-20 for a single pill

MAPPING OF CRIMINAL MARKETS IN THE LEVANT 7



Synthetic drugs, particularly Captagon, shown here, account for a large portion of Syria’s illicit drug economy.
© Louai Beshara/AFP via Getty Images

in Gulf states.” In 2016, estimates indicate that the
Captagon business in Lebanon was worth more than
US$1 billion.20 In April 2019, Lebanese law enforce-
ment confiscated more than 800 000 Captagon pills,
worth over US$12 million, with the help of Saudi
authorities.?t An enabling factor for the spillover into
Lebanon is availability of the precursor chemicals.??
Moreover, lack of monitoring of pharmacies and phar-
maceutical manufacturing plants have made chemicals

used for drug production cheap and easy to obtain.

In addition to synthetic drugs, the market for cannabis
has also been on the rise in the region over the past
decade due to widespread demand and its low costs
(research on Syria revealed that, on average, 100
grams of cannabis does not exceed US$10).2° Lebanon
is one of the most prolific producers of cannabis in the
world: a 2016 UNODC assessment indicated that the
country is the world's third-largest producer of hash-
ish.?* Concentrated primarily in the Beqgaa Valley in the
east of the country, the cultivation of cannabis dates
back to before the country’s civil war era, after which

the industry has subsequently flourished.?> According

ORGANIZED CRIME IN THE LEVANT

to one estimate, almost 40% of the available agricul-
tural land in Beqaa is currently used to grow cannabis,
which is then distributed throughout the region and
abroad.?® On 16 March 2020, one day after Lebanon
announced a lockdown to stop the spread of COVID-
19, authorities made the largest cannabis seizure in
the country’s history, confiscating about 25 tonnes of
cannabis en route to Beirut’s port, bound for Africa.?”
The sheer size of the seizure suggests that the can-
nabis market is not only continuing undeterred by the

pandemic, but actually growing.

In contrast to Lebanon, which firmly serves as both

a source and transit country, Jordan and Iraqg are
described as primarily corridors for the illicit drug
trade. The triple border of Jordan, Syria and Irag is a
recognized smuggling hub for the regional illicit drug
economy, where seizures of Captagon, methamphet-
amine and prescription drugs have reportedly been on
the rise.?®

Since the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003, the climate
of lawlessness in Iraq has created an environment

conducive to smuggling. The Syrian conflict next



door, coupled with the Irag’s already atrophied criminal-justice system post-2003,
has enabled drug flows to increase through the country, emboldening traffickers to
accelerate these illicit activities. In addition to desert towns such as Al-Qa’im?’ on
the Syrian-Iragi border, there have been several reports of drug-trafficking cases in
Iragi Kurdistan. In May 2017, for example, 316 people were detained in Sulaimani

on drug-trafficking offences.® In the south-east of the country, the port of Basra

has been identified as a drugs hub, where oil smuggling has been replaced by the
trafficking of heroin and methamphetamines. Over 80 kg of narcotics were seized in
Basra - largely meth and cannabis - between January and August 2016, a significant
increase from the 7 kg seized in the area throughout 2015.3! Other major hubs in the
country include the towns of Maysan, Amara, Abdali and Safwan,*? through which
drugs are trafficked on the way to the Gulf. In July 2018, Kuwaiti authorities detained
a Syrian truck driver in Abdali (on the Kuwait-Iraq border) carrying over 300 000
Captagon tablets.®?

In Jordan, although little information can be found on the illicit drug trade, reports do
indicate that drug trafficking is also on the rise in that country. In 2018, large amounts
of precursor chemicals, including benzyl cyanide (a compound typically used for anti-
biotics) were seized in a Jordanian Captagon laboratory.?* Overall, however, Jordan,
like Iraqg, has generally been described as a transit zone, though, in recent years, a
growing domestic consumption market has also been reported, with hashish being
the most commonly consumed drug.®> Officials have reported an increase in seizures
of narcotics along Jordan’s border with Syria. In 2018, authorities seized a record of
47 million Captagon pills, 2 093 kg of hashish, 155 kg of ‘joker’ (a term used for syn-
thetic cannabis), 74 738 kg of marijuana, 10 557 kg of heroin, 1 693 kg of cocaine and
820 790 various pills.®® While in 2017, Jordanian authorities seized over 41 million
Captagon pills, 61 kg of heroin, 2 038 kg of hashish and 331 kg of marijuana.®’ In the
same year, there were 29 reported cases of attempted border infiltration from Syria

- these included incidents of drug smuggling and terrorism.®® Most recently, in 2020,
numerous reports indicate that Jordanian law enforcement foiled several attempts by
drug smugglers to bring cannabis and synthetic pills from Syria, illustrating the per-
sistence of the drug market in spite of COVID-19 border closures.®

Jordanian officials have said that drug smugglers target richer Gulf countries because
one Captagon pill in the Gulf is worth seven Jordanian dinars (US$10), whereas its
market value in Jordan is around one Jordanian dinar (US$1.50) per pill.*© According
to interviews in the region, prices for higher-value drugs range from 70 to 90 dinars
(approximately US$98-126), per gram of heroin and 100 to 150 dinars (U5$140-210)
per gram of cocaine.*

These stark variations in drug prices further support inferences of the size and
dynamics of the drug market in the Levant. Higher prices for narcotics such as heroin
and cocaine may suggest that consumer markets for these drugs are smaller in Jordan
as well as other countries that are more impacted by the Syrian conflict and have suf-
fered from stunted economies. At the same time, the sharp increase in drug prices for
narcotics such as Captagon support Jordan’s (as well as Syria, Lebanon and Iraq’s) role
as a provider of narcotics to the Gulf, a consumer market where organized criminals

stand to make greater profits than in the domestic market.

MAPPING OF CRIMINAL MARKETS IN THE LEVANT
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Since the World Health Organization declared
COVID-19 a global pandemic in March 2020, the
criminal drug market has not only been able to
adapt, but expand, as the health crisis has pre-
sented a new opportunity for the production and
sale of counterfeit or substandard medicines and
medical supplies. In July 2020, it was revealed
that an INTERPOL-led operation targeting crimi-
nal networks in the wider MENA region, including
Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq, seized nearly 20 million
illicit medical products worth an estimated US$14
million.*? Although the specific products seized

Arms trafficking

Volatility in the Levant has made the region a host
to enormous stockpiles of weapons over the past
decades. With government controls weakened,
proliferation of weapons has increased, particu-
larly at the hands of non-state actors and civilians.
Governments (both local and external) either openly
or clandestinely supply arms to factions they favour
for political reasons or for access to resources, with

in each country are unclear, among the illegal
products, including Captagon pills, Tramadol, tran-
quillizers, syringes and face masks, 360 sanitizing
products were confiscated in Jordan.** Meanwhile,
in Lebanon reports indicate a rise in the manufactur-
ing of fake cleaning and sterilization supplies that are
proven ineffective against the coronavirus.** In Iraq,
widespread reports of misinformation surrounding
COVID-19, compounded with an inability to enforce
border closures* and mass shortages of adequate
medical equipment and supplies*® suggest a high risk
of black-market smuggling in these items.#

no guarantee that these weapons end up where
they were intended. Moreover, the proliferation of
arms has allowed organized-criminal and terrorist
organizations to use violence or the threat thereof
to further their illicit businesses (in the form of
extortion and illicit taxation). For ordinary citizens
across the region, conflict in Syria has fuelled a
sense of urgency in the face of which they feel the

Seized weapons on display at a Syrian Democratic Forces base. Conflicts in the region have resulted in huge stockpiles of
weapons, fuelling arms-trafficking networks. © Chris McGrath/Getty Images




Guns on display at an arms market in Erbil, in the autonomous Kurdish region of northern Irag, August 2014.
© UPI/Ayad Rasheed via Alamy Stock Photo

need to arm themselves for protection in an increas-

ingly unstable environment.

The illicit arms trade has increased significantly since
the Syrian conflict began. Although most of these
weapons have been in the region because of previous
wars (for example, most arms circulating in Lebanon
today were from the civil war or imported from Iraqg
following the fall of Saddam Hussein),*® the redistri-
bution of weapons since the Syrian conflict began
has resulted in the widespread arming of combatants,
criminals and civilians throughout the Levant, further-

ing violence and the loss of life.

Before the conflict began in 2011, Syria had compara-
bly fewer arms in civilian hands than its neighbours.*
However, as the war waged on, small-scale local
arms-smuggling groups were soon replaced by crimi-
nal organizations involved in more ‘professional’ arms
trafficking to and from Syria and its neighbours. Taking
advantage of the war and the consequent chaos in

Syria, arms-trafficking networks capitalized on the situ-
ation and their trade saw an unprecedented surge.*®

Today, neighbouring countries serve primarily as
source points of arms flows into Syria, though there
have also been reported increases in unlicensed
weapons among the general populations throughout
the region.”* Arms are not only easily smuggled across
borders (often hidden in trucks carrying produce)®?

- reports also suggest that purchasing a weapon is
easy, and that they can be bought online or by using
encrypted instant messaging phone apps.>® In parts
of Syria, particularly in the north-east and extending
into Iragi Kurdistan,”* weapons are displayed and sold
in bazaars, highlighting the openness and ease with
which arms are available to anyone who can afford
them, and which makes them particularly difficult to
trace.

In Lebanon, there are reports of arms traders (par-
ticularly in the north of the country) who act as
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intermediaries, buying weapons from Lebanese
citizens and selling them to Syrian rebel groups
(primarily the Free Syrian Army at the beginning of
the conflict). Tripoli, a town in northern Lebanon,
and a stronghold of Sunni Muslims, a denomination
opposed to the Syrian regime, has been cited as a
major hub for transporting arms to Syria to support
the rebel cause.>® Arms smugglers move weapons
towards the al-Nahr al-Kabir al-Janoubi river on

the border, and the Wadi Khalid area.>® From there,
they are transported inland towards Syria, reaching
illegal crossings found throughout the rugged terrain
between Arsal and Ras Baalbeck.”” In Syria, the
unlicensed arms trade has become widespread in
rural Aleppo and surrounding cities such as Al-Bab,
Azaz, Afrin and Marea, where civilians can easily
acquire weapons.”8

Syria has also been a recipient of arms from Jordan,
Iraq, Turkey and Libya, although these flows are
considerably more limited than those originating

in Lebanon. From Iraqg, arms circulating since the
fall of Saddam Hussein are smuggled from Iraq’s
western province of Anbar (by both Sunni Iragi
tribes and pro-regime groups) into eastern Syria (via
Deir ez-Zor) bound for counterpart forces.”” Anbar
also borders Saudi Arabia and Jordan, and with its
remote hills and caves, has long been a haven for

smugglers.

In the north of the country, Irag’s Kurdistan Region’s
Independent Commission for Human Rights has
said that there is a growing illegal trade in guns and
weapons in Sulaimani (a known drug-trafficking hub)
due to a lack of gun controls.®® Reportedly, all that is
needed to obtain a gun is cash and an Iraqi ID card.*!
Research found that in 2017, the cheapest gun for
purchase was a Turkish pistol (cost: 40 000 Iraqi
dinars, or US$34), while an AK-47 (known locally as
an '‘Osama’) fetched approximately US$2 500.¢2 The
northern Iragi city of Mosul has also been reported
to be a weapons hub, with media coverage in 2017
of arms from Afrin (a Kurdish controlled area in
north-western Syria) reaching the city via the Rabia

border crossing.®®

Before the Syrian regime recaptured its south-

ern provinces, arms flows from northern Jordan
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into opposition strongholds, such as Dera’a, sub-
stan-tially increased after the Syrian conflict began.
Seizures were reported at the Tall Shihab border
crossing of arms intended for the Syrian villages of
Buraygah and Kudnah, near the Golan Heights.¢
Government security agencies in Jordan seized
300% more weapons and firearms at its border with
Syria in 2013 than in the previous year.¢> In 2018,
Jordanian officials reported uncovering a drug- and
weapons-smuggling operation along the disused

1 200-km Trans-Arabian Pipeline, linking Saudi
Arabia to Lebanon via Jordan.®¢

Arms flows from Jordan have also been reported
to pass through the Al-Hammad Desert between
Al-Tanf and Al-Sweida.¢’ Like Syria, there have been
a number of cases in Jordan of weapons being sold
at ‘arms bazaars/, particularly in the town of Ma’an in
the south, in Sahab, near the capital, Amman,®® and
in the Jordan Valley, where anyone with sufficient
cash could purchase a firearm. It has been reported
that smuggled arms have also passed through the
Al-Rukban refugee camp on the Syrian-Jordanian
border, where criminal networks aligned with
various factions in the Syrian conflict have been
reportedly hiding.*” In 2019, unconfirmed reports
suggest that weapons smuggled in from Syria
transited through Jordan into Israel destined for

pro-Palestinian groups.”®

In the context of the Syrian conflict, Syria’s neigh-
bours serve primarily as either source or transit
zones for the flows of arms. However, research
shows that the war in Syria has also brought about

a growing proliferation of arms domestically in

these countries. The instability next door, coupled
with a flood of refugees exiting Syria (who pose an
increased risk of becoming radicalized), has led to a
growing demand for arms among civilian populations
in countries like Lebanon and Jordan for self-protec-
tion.”* Organized-crime ‘entrepreneurs’ have been all
too willing to meet this demand.

Lebanon, for example, has had a long history of
arms trading since its own civil war, driven mainly
by sectarian tensions within the country. With
more radicalized groups emerging throughout the

country, aligning themselves with different factions



in the nearby Syrian conflict, a growing local market for unlicensed arms pur-

chases has been reported, particularly among Christian communities, who feel 2018

threatened.”? The Small Arms Survey estimated that in 2018, there were almost - LEBANON

2 million firearms in civilian possession, with a rate of 31.9 firearms per 100 persons,

ranking Lebanon ninth in the world for the number of civilian-held firearms.”? 2 million firearms
Market demand in Lebanon can be said to be contingent on inter-communal in civilian possession

flare-ups,”* which, in turn, are connected to identity-based factions in the Syrian

conflict. In August 2020, Lebanese authorities intercepted thousands of rounds of
ammunition being smuggled across the border from Syria.”> According to reporting,
following the explosion that month at the Port of Beirut, prices for arms have been 31.9 firearms

rising, with the most in-demand weapons being of Russian or American origin, 100
ranging from US$500 to US$1 500.7¢ per people

In Jordan, although the country’s tribal Bedouin history and culture have meant that 9th
arms are more normalized than in Lebanon, the government has tried to limit the

World ranking for

flow of unlicensed arms circulating in the country.”” Concerns over spillover from e
civilian-held firearms

the Syrian conflict, have led to a growth in the domestic illegal arms economy, as
flows into Syria inevitably feed into the local black market. In 2014, the commander

of Jordan’s Border Guard Forces said that two-way arms-smuggling activity along
the 370-km border with Syria had increased threefold and infiltration attempts by
250% since the previous year.”® Despite a lack of more recent statistics on Jordanian
arms trafficking, available figures clearly highlight the imbalance between legally

and illegally obtained weapons. In 2014, it was estimated by the country’s interior
ministry that more than a million unlicensed guns were in circulation in the country,
whose population at the time was 7 million, compared to a mere 120 000 licensed

weapons.”’

Prices for arms in Jordan have also increased since the Syrian war began. While
Turkish-made pump-action shotguns and tactical M7 pistols are reportedly favoured
because of their affordability, prices of some weapons have rocketed tenfold
recently, with a Belgian-made M9 Browning pistol leaping from 200 Jordanian dinars
(US$280) before the Syrian conflict to more than 1 800 dinars (US$2 620) in 2014.8°
Similarly, the price of an AK-47 automatic rifle soared from 200 dinars (US$280) in
2012 to more than 3 000 dinars (US$4 230) in 2014 .81

Although little information is available on arms smuggling in Jordan over the past five
years, the recent government crackdown on illicit sales suggest the criminal market
has become rampant.®? In 2019, the Jordanian government was set to pass a new
arms law to curb arms smuggling, and the country’s security campaign has led to

the arrest of 750 people on firearms charges and the seizure of nearly 200 illegally
owned weapons over a two-month period in the summer of 2019.83

In this highly weaponized region, illicit arms and conflict are linked in a cycle in which
one sustains the other. Arms remain in circulation after their initial use and become
deployed by others, often falling into the hands of unintended users (such as Islamic
State in Iraq), creating a highly volatile environment where the lives of citizens are
continuously threatened.
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A refugee camp in Idlib, Syria.

The conflict has spawned a
regional market for human
smuggling and trafficking.
© Muhammed Said/Anadolu
Agency via Getty Images

Human smuggling

Perhaps the largest of the illicit economies in the Levant has been built around the
movement of people. The human-smuggling market that has been spawned in the
region as a result of the Syrian conflict — and, associated with it, human trafficking -
is the illicit economy that has undoubtedly garnered the most attention internation-
ally. The illicit arms and drugs markets have had devastating effects on the Levant,
prolonging the war and fuelling violence and instability. But it is human smuggling
and the ensuing migration crisis that have had the biggest direct impact on not only
Syria’s immediate neighbours, but also the rest of the world - particularly Europe
(and even more so amid the COVID-19 pandemic).

Often smuggled voluntarily across borders, asylum-seekers face financial hardship,
homelessness and uncertain futures, leaving them vulnerable to being trafficked. At
the same time, the sheer numbers of migrants flowing into neighbouring countries,
particularly Lebanon and Turkey (the latter is by far the largest host country for
Syrian refugees in the region),? compounded by the length of the conflict and the
current health crisis, have placed a heavy burden on already fragile infrastructures.
The result is an alarming amount of disenfranchised, alienated people who live in
often hostile host environments, who are not only vulnerable to being trafficked, and
contracting and spreading the virus, but are also at risk of being radicalized and who
may participate in organized-criminal activities as a means of deriving an income.

ORGANIZED CRIME IN THE LEVANT



Notably, with the Syrian conflict nearing an end, the direction of the human-smuggling Perhaps the largest Of
flows has, in some instances, reversed. The worsening situations in host countries, the illicit economies
coupled with the discrimination Syrian refugees face in neighbouring countries, have

led some to seek ways to be smuggled back into Syria. Although there are no official in the Levant has
numbers concerning the returnees, local sources confirm that people from Turkey, Iradi  heen built around the

Kurdistan and Lebanon, have managed to re-enter the country illegally.®
movement of people

The UN has estimated that since 2011, approximately 6 million people have had to
flee their homes in Syria to escape the horrors of war.8 In the early years of the
conflict, there was a free flow of Syrian nationals moving into neighbouring coun-
tries. Later, the deterioration of health, housing and economic infrastructure, coupled
with mounting bureaucratic requirements introduced by host countries designed to
mitigate the influx of refugees, however, led to the emergence of thriving smuggling
markets. In Syria, professional smugglers and other actors often demand thousands
of dollars to move people to Turkey or Lebanon to escape violence, or to avoid mili-
tary service or being arrested by the regime.®” In such cases, individuals are typically
provided with so-called security identity cards under a different name, and their
exit from Syria is arranged using military vehicles to avoid their being stopped at

checkpoints.®8

Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, countries around the world and in the region have
imposed restrictions both at borders and within countries to limit the movement of
people in an effort to curb the spread of the virus. While little has been reported

so far on the impact of COVID-19 on human smuggling in Syria and its neighbours
specifically,® it is likely that border controls may have reduced the illicit market in
the short term. For the Levant, however, the health crisis has only compounded

the dire living conditions of individuals who already cope with violence and a lack

of livelihood. With safe official routes to escape these conditions now closed off,
more individuals may turn to smugglers, who may charge higher prices to match the
heightened risk. In other words, COVID-19 may in the end add to the drivers that fuel
human smuggling, making migrants and refugees more vulnerable to exploitation and
leading to potentially significant growth in the human smuggling market in the region
post-COVID-19.°

Migrants in Lebanon

Because of its vicinity to and close cultural, social, economic and political ties with
Syria, Lebanon has borne the brunt of the migrant crisis compared to Jordan and Iraq,
serving as both a destination country and transit point for people looking to flee the
region. Official estimates put approximately 1.5 million Syrian refugees residing in
Lebanon, nearly a quarter of the country’s population.”* Smuggling operations take
place along the entire length of the country’s 375-km border with Syria - a boundary
that has five official border control points but, reportedly, 120 to 150 illegal crossings
(see Figure 2).72
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FIGURE 2 Official Lebanese-Syrian border crossing points.

Many Syrians attempt to cross the border legally but are faced with a US$2 000
‘hotel fee’ imposed by the Lebanese General Security, forcing many to turn to
Lebanese smugglers to cross the border.”® The Masnaa border crossing (see Figure
2) has been identified as a major smuggling hub,” as have several points in the
Begaa Valley, an area known to be a hive of other illicit activities, including arms and
drug trafficking.”> While current prices amid the COVID-19 crisis are not yet known,
reports indicate that generally, the cost to cross into Lebanon from the Syrian
border is around US$100, but this increases to somewhere between US$500 and
US$1 500 if the individual seeking to enter Lebanon is either wanted by the regime
for rebel activities or has been conscripted for military service.?

Once in Lebanon, conditions for Syrian refugees are often bleak. Initially, Lebanese
authorities were welcoming to incoming asylum-seekers, but the number of Syrians
entering the country has increased so dramatically that an enormous burden has
been placed on Lebanon'’s already weak public infrastructure, and even more

so during the pandemic. As the country is saturated with a growing population,

16 ORGANIZED CRIME IN THE LEVANT



refugee and host communities compete with each
other for housing, jobs, medical care and education,
and Syrians are often faced with discrimination from
locals.”” Years of overcrowding and declining public
services to the wider public have significantly added
to social tensions, and this is regularly cited as one
of the factors in the current protests that began in
the country in October 2019.78

In the COVID-19 era, and particularly following the
Beirut explosion in August 2020, growing strains on
the healthcare infrastructures has led some com-
munities to adopt more restrictive measures against
irregular migrants and refugees (from Syria and
elsewhere).”? For example, some municipalities have
reportedly enforced extra curfews on Syrian refu-
gees, % while other reports include hospitals turning
undocumented workers away or setting excessively
high prices for treatment.’®* These measures not
only increase the risk of trafficking, but also raise
the likelihood of those unable to receive treatment
to become vectors of the virus in host communities

throughout the country.??

Since January 2015, all Syrians older than 15

and registered with the UN High Commissioner

for Refugees (UNHCR) are now required to pay

an annual US$200 renewal fee to the Lebanese
state - a lot of money for the 70% of Syrians in

the country who live below the poverty line.19
Moreover, those who had not registered with the
UNHCR are required to secure the ‘sponsorship’ of
a Lebanese national. According to a paper published
in the Journal of Global Security Studies, Lebanese
authorities grant only temporary papers to unreg-
istered Syrian refugees, with strict deadlines for
producing legal documents, failure to produce which
would mean they would be deported to Syria.1%4
Since mid-2014, Lebanon has been monitoring
border crossings in order to ‘deregister’ Syrian
refugees who cross back into Syria - with 68 000
Syrians having their status revoked between June
and October 2014 alone.’® Although there are
conflicting numbers, the Lebanese General Security
Directorate estimates that over 170 000 Syrians
returned to Syria between December 2017 and
March 2019.10¢

These restrictions have provided an opportunity

for criminal groups to step in. Those who cannot
afford exorbitant fees or the risk of being sent home
seek smugglers to facilitate their entry into and exit
from Lebanon. Moreover, the country’s sponsorship
scheme has led to the exploitation of many Syrian
refugees by Lebanese citizens, increasing their

risk of being trafficked. According to a December
2014 directive by the General Security Directorate,
Lebanese contractors are forced to bear the cost

of sponsoring each Syrian worker - estimated at
US$2 000 annually, including the cost of work and
residence permits, health insurance and notary
contracts. In order to tolerate the risk, a sponsorship
‘market’ has emerged.'%” According to one source,
Lebanese sponsorships are sold for up to US$1 000
to new arrivals to allow them to meet Lebanese
legal requirements.’®® Once inside, refugees are at
the mercy of their sponsors and are at risk of being
trafficked.*®?

Exploitation of migrants takes on many forms, one
of which is sex trafficking. According to reports,
many women trafficked into Lebanon enter the
country under what is called an ‘artist visa’, which
has become synonymous with forced prostitution.*©
Lured into Lebanon with the promise of work, upon
arrival, they are told they must pay back the money
spent on their work papers and often have their
travel documents seized. In 2016, it was reported
that 75 Syrian women, who had been enslaved,
beaten and forced into prostitution, escaped the
red-light district of Maameltein, north of Beirut.!*!

Smuggling activities in Lebanon are not only concen-
trated on the border. Reports describe brokers from
‘travel agencies’ in the Sabra area of southern Beirut
who look for clients and negotiate their crossing by
selling the journey as an adventure and downplaying
the dangers.*'? Most clients include Syrian refugees
with uncompleted Lebanese residency permits, who
would have to pay a fee to arrange their papers.'®

In light of the pandemic, recently imposed restric-
tions on movement, while necessary to curb the
spread of the virus, could serve to isolate trafficked
victims, and increase the vulnerability of others to

exploitation.
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A patrol at the Nassib border
crossing between Syria and
Jordan. © Andrei Borodulin/AFP
via Getty Images

Asylum-seekers in Jordan

While Lebanon is often the first-choice destination for Syrians in western Syria,
Jordan has also become a significant destination for asylum-seekers. Since June
2011, it is estimated that over 1.4 million Syrians have fled to Jordan, equivalent to
14% of the Jordanian population.’* Between 2011 and 2012, the country at first
accepted hundreds of thousands of Syrian refugees. However, following an influx

in 2013, the Jordanian government implemented severe border policies, closing

the western part of its border with Syria.**> In 2014, Jordan then closed its eastern
border as well, leading to a severe humanitarian crisis for Syrian asylum-seekers from
Hama, Aleppo, Deir ez-Zor and Dara’a.!*¢

The border closures led to a rise in smuggling activities between the two countries.
Smuggling operations into Jordan have been monopolized by tribal groups present
in the Badiya Desert, rural Damascus and eastern Homs, including the tribes of
al-Umour (Palmyra and Homs), Bani Khaled (near the border of central Hama and
Homs, and prominent in Jordan), al-Rawalah and al-Shaga'a (eastern Qalamoun and
rural Damascus), al-Ghiath, al-Hassan, al-Masaid and al-Sherfat (Jordan and Syrian
tribes on the border of Sweida) and Naeem (Palmyra)."'” People hoping to reach
Jordan usually congregate about 145 km north of the border, at the popular smug-
gling point of Palmyra (and other areas), before driving to the demilitarized zone
between the two countries.''®

The well-known Za'atari camp, established in 2012 to host Syrian refugees, has
seen a dramatic increase in the number of inhabitants; at one point it became the
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world’s second largest refugee camp, behind
Dadaab in eastern Kenya, hosting some 120 000
refugees.’” Movement out of the camp was only
loosely restricted prior to the pandemic, and many
refugees have fled, though it is unknown to where
or for what purpose, potentially posing security
threats in the country.’?® The camp has also seen
increasing disease and crime levels, and numerous
riots have erupted as a result of the harsh con-
ditions.'?* While COVID-19 measures have been
put into place in the camp, there are concerns that
overcrowding and the poor levels of sanitation and
hygiene are inadequate to prevent the spread of

the virus.'??

Research shows that the many Syrians entering
Jordan also settle in two informal encampments

in a demilitarized zone between Jordan and Syria
at the northern Rukban and southern Hadalat
crossings, set up along two dirt border demar-
cations called the ‘berm’.*2® By 2016, the total
population in both camps had climbed to 85 000.1%
Conditions are described as dire, with the growing
refugee population along Jordan’s northern border
putting extreme pressure on an already scarce
water supply, as well as civilian and security
infrastructure.’?®

Outside of these camps, there are estimated to
be hundreds of thousands of Syrians (along with
refugees from Irag and Palestine) throughout the
rest of Jordan. According to UNHCR, when com-
bining the number of refugees with the number
of foreign workers in Jordan, the estimated figure
of non-citizens in the country amounts to over

5 million - potentially over half of the country’s
population.’?® This influx has created socio-eco-
nomic problems for the Hashemite Kingdom,
including increased poverty, unemployment,
budget deficits, and pressure on healthcare and
education infrastructure. This strain has led to
increased political instability and corruption. In
2018 alone, the country witnessed unprecedented
changes in government leadership and policy in
response to widespread public demonstrations by
Jordanians against proposed economic reforms

and increasing demands for more transparency

and better government services amid a strained

economy compounded by the influx of refugees.*?”

From the onset of the pandemic, Jordan implem-
ented one of the strictest and most comprehensive
COVID-19 responses.’?® Since March 2020, the
country has sealed and re-opened its borders a
number of times to curb the spread of the virus.??
With these border closures, it is likely that people
seeking asylum from desperate conditions in
neighbouring countries will continue to seek infor-
mal ways to enter Jordan. While the country has
fared better than other countries in the Levant in
terms of cases, the resource-poor kingdom and
the complexity of Jordan’s pluralistic society has
made the health crisis more acute. For example,
many foreigners in the country are not registered
as refugees and this makes delivering COVID-19
assistance more difficult.’*® A UNDP rapid pan-
demic impact assessment published in June 2020
revealed that nearly three-quarters of people sur-
veyed reported difficulties in meeting basic needs
and accessing healthcare under lockdown.'3!

As is the case in Lebanon, discriminatory practices

in healthcare and the economy reflect the imbal-
ances in Jordanian society. While the Jordanian
government has since lowered health access costs
for non-Syrian refugees, individuals were obliged

to pay 80% of the foreigner rate, making access

to healthcare unaffordable for most. The lowering

of costs now means that all refugees in Jordan will
pay the uninsured Jordanian rate.®? A recent rapid
assessment by the International Labour Organization
conducted to explore the impact of the pandemic on
employment conditions and livelihoods revealed that
social security coverage for Syrian respondents was
limited to 24%, while 63% of Jordanians had social
security coverage through their employers. Similarly,
health insurance coverage for Syrian respondents
was 15%, while 42% of Jordanians reported that
they had (access to) health insurance through their
employers. The survey also highlighted that income
loss was more pronounced for Syrian refugees,
whose average income fell below the set monthly
minimum wage of 220 Jordanian dinars (about
US$310) since the lockdown began.1
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FIGURE 3 Key border towns and crossings between Syria and Iraq.

Refugees in Iraq

Of Syria’s neighbours, Irag has the longest shared border (see Figure 3), yet it has taken
far fewer Syrian refugees than Jordan and Lebanon (largely because of the country’s
own internal instability, which makes it a less attractive prospect for migrants fleeing
conflict in their home state); the number is still high, with approximately 250 000 Syrian
refugees residing in the country.'** Most smuggling routes are concentrated in the
north, in and around Iragi Kurdistan,'®> where the vast majority of asylum-seekers arrive
from Syria’s Al-Hasakah province (followed by the areas around Aleppo and Damascus),
resulting in an increase in Iraqi Kurdistan’s population by nearly 30% over the past few
years.'*¢ The remaining minority of Syrian refugees are registered in central and western
Iraq, particularly in and around the border town of Al-Qa’im.

Prior to the pandemic, although the border between Kurdish-controlled areas in Syria
and Iraqgi Kurdistan was officially open (through the official Faysh Khabur crossing),
Kurdish checkpoints on the way to Iraqg did not allow people from Syria to pass to the
other side of the border.®” As a result, reports describe a thriving smuggling market
that has emerged - because, reportedly, the only way for Syrians fleeing the conflict to
enter Iragi Kurdistan is to pay between US$400 and US$1 000 at the border.1% This
means that most smuggling routes go through the smaller border crossings into Iraqg, a
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few kilometres south of Faysh Khabur.'®” Most Syrians settle in refugee camps, such Syrian refugees at the

as those at Bardarash (about 140 km east of the border) and Domiz (near the Iragi Bardarash camp in Iraqi
Kurdistan; there is a thriving

city of Dohuk), where conditions are described as dire and resources are dwindling.'#©
human smuggling market in the

With the COVID-19 health crisis, the Kurdistan Regional Government has region. © Safin Hamed/AFP via
banned movement in the region (except for acquiring food and other necessities). Getty Images

Nevertheless, a number of arrests of smugglers attempting to bring individuals over

the border from Iran and elsewhere have been made.*** On 2 March 2020, the gov-

ernment announced the closure of all land borders, including the Sahela crossing, as

a preventative measure to control the spread of COVID-19, and by doing so curtailed

the formal movement of Syrians across the border into Kurdistan.#?

Smuggling activities are not only limited to cross-border operations but also include
informal movement within the country. In March, five drivers were arrested by local
authorities for attempting to smuggle 50 people from Kirkuk into the Kurdistan
region.’*3 On the other side of Iraqg, smuggling operations have continued. Initially, the
Iragi government was relatively slow to respond to the pandemic and although they
announced the closure of all border crossings with Iran (the virus epicentre in the
region) in late February, the border between the two countries has remained porous,
suggesting that the smuggling market has continued.** Like Syria, Iraq is experiencing
a humanitarian crisis, with nearly 2 million people displaced in the country, and is vul-
nerable to both exploitation and the coronavirus.'*
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The aftermath of shelling in Homs. Certain criminal markets have developed out of conflict in the region.
© David Manyua/UN
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rganized crime has always been a staple in the region - both during

peacetime and war. In times of peace, civilians have long relied on smug-

glers for foodstuffs, cigarettes and other licit goods for their daily lives.
Across Syria, Lebanon, Irag and Jordan, years of trafficking such commodities gave
rise to networks of illicit entrepreneurs (made up of local tribes, small-scale smug-
glers and larger organized networks) who knew and trusted one another, and knew
how to smuggle things across the region’s borders. However, since the war in Syria,
the region’s political, economic and governance dynamics have shifted, with orga-
nized-crime activity expanding in terms of flows, commodities and actors involved.
Since the outbreak of the pandemic, a new impetus has been provided for these

organized-criminal activities to grow.

It would be difficult to overstate the extent to which the conflict in Syria has
reshaped the Levant. Over the past nine years, there has been a clear trend in the
illicit trafficking of drugs, arms and people - all three criminal markets have grown,
spilling over into neighbouring countries, further weakening the fragile status quo,
while spreading instability and violence.

An analysis of the region needs to be multifaceted, as politics of local and external
actors, criminal markets and impacts overlap, making the picture convoluted. In order
to understand the Levant’s organized-crime landscape, interactions between these
actors within a context of war and the pandemic and how they have impacted illicit
flows can be carried out in two layers, both on a local and external level. With war,
power becomes decentralized and redistributed among many actors, each with their
own interests, and this fragmented power solidifies through engagement in illicit
activities (and is often maintained through violence). In other words, organized crime
has become the fuel for actors in the Levant to seek and exert power and control in
an unstable war environment - a paradigm that threatens to remain even in a post-
war context and in the COVID-19 era.

Within these local and external layers, actors may vary in terms of their ties to the
region, underlying motivations in seeking power and influence (both social and eco-
nomic), as well as the ways in which they carry out illicit activities (see Figure 4).
Although not always clearly defined, generally, patterns in actor typology emerge that
not only help one understand regional dynamics but that may also contribute to a
foundation for building interventions post-conflict and amid the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Ideological/political Small-scale/tribal groups | Criminal entrepreneurs/ Professional organized
groups businessmen crime groups

Background May be interwoven in Historically interwoven May be interwoven in May be historically
local political economy in local political local political economy embedded in the region
prior to conflict or economy; may have prior to conflict or prior to conflict or
emerged afterwards; may been disenfranchised or emerged after. emerged after; operating
or may not have territorial  excluded; often strong in parallel illicit economy;
ties. territorial ties. do not necessarily have
territorial control.
Motivation Engagement in illicit Enhance engagement in Engagement in illicit Enhance engagement in
activities to further illicit activities to counter activities to expand illicit activities in order
ideologies and political historical exclusion. business; and/or obtain to break into formal
influence. political influence. economy; and/or obtain
political legitimacy.
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FIGURE 4 Types of criminal actors in the Levant.

The dynamics within each layer exist simultaneously and are connected through gains and
losses of territory over the course of the conflict. While some actors, such as tribal groups
and small-scale smugglers, may have drawn on their historical ties and knowledge of the
local lands to expand already existing or historical illicit trade activities during the conflict,
territorial wins by other groups (including those either ideologically or economically driven)
have introduced ‘new’ actors who may seek to expand their gains through engagement in
illicit activities. Territorial control is essential to understanding who controls which commod-
ities, where and how smuggling routes change, and areas of vulnerability. Beyond war, the
issue of territorial control has become even more pronounced in the context of COVID-19,
as the licit and illicit movement of goods and people brings an additional health, security,

and economic element to a regional analysis.

Arms trafficking allows actors to gain and hold territory and control other illicit flows
through violence. lllicit drug production and trafficking, particularly along border areas,
provide a steady revenue stream for warring groups. The informal flows of people shift

in response to the gain and loss of control of border closings by different groups, either
to avoid violence or quarantine, or to follow the opening and closing of crossing points.
These dynamics have only been reinforced by the current health crisis, which in a sense
may be described as a ‘war’ itself, in that it has led to an uncertain environment where
resources are imbalanced, the well-being of citizens is insecure, and power and legitimacy
are decentralized.

Territorial control within Syria is linked to alliances in neighbouring countries, which exert
control over their respective border regions. Historically distant from the political and eco-
nomic centres of their respective countries, these border regions are marginal areas that
are difficult to control by central governments, and have become spaces where local and
external actors interact. Populations in these liminal areas are often marginalized and rely
more on informal economies with Syrians just over the border, than on their own coun-
tries’ resources. Such economic exchanges have fostered relationships that endure even in
the context of war and a health crisis, and are supported by identity-based alliances with

warring factions on the other side of the border.
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Local dynamics

At the local level, smugglers familiar with informal trade routes saw an opportunity to
leverage their knowledge and skills to gain power in an increasingly lawless conflict envi-
ronment, smuggling illicit commodities, such as arms and drugs, for neighbouring warring
factions as well as providing a lifeline for Syrians wanting to escape the conflict. This
allowed them to exert control in their areas of activity and ensure a steady stream of
profits.

As the war in Syria progressed, another transition took place, in that local smugglers and
traders had to make room for new actors to engage in illicit activities, as more warring
groups recognized the strategic advantages of controlling cross-border flows and traffick-

ing became formalized.

In contexts of conflict, pre-existing governance dynamics generally become challenged
through violence, creating opportunities for emerging vying groups to establish their
legitimacy.#¢ Violence is essential to gaining and maintaining power and territory,*#

but it is only one part of the formula for establishing legitimacy. What is also needed is
control over economic (or illicit economic) activities both to ensure revenue is generated
for the war effort, and to provide services to populations suffering from the effects of
war. Actors can do this by using violence to secure access to resources (i.e. by directly
engaging in illicit flows) and by imposing criminal ‘rents’ (i.e. through illegal taxation of
organized-criminal activities) through the creation of protection economies.'*® These can
both be undertaken through a scheme of identity (religious, ethnic or otherwise) when it

suits the actors involved.

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues, so does the pursuit of legitimacy, and the issue of
health and wellbeing itself has become securitized and identity-based. As is the case with
other essential services in wartime, states struggle to provide for their people, leaving
space for non-state conflict actors to step in. While in a sense, the coronavirus has pre-
sented the region with a new, common enemy, the pandemic coincides with continued
unresolved political, social and economic challenges in the region, leaving an even more
chaotic environment for organized-criminal activities to spread. Both state and non-state
actors have transformed COVID-19 into a resource itself to further their power-seeking

objectives.

Non-state conflict actors serve as economic and political regulators of populations in
these areas through their involvement in criminal markets. They not only use revenue
generated from illicit flows to provide basic services to communities (when governments
are either unable or unwilling to do so), but also provide protection from other groups
seeking to control these territories. This way, such actors not only gain legitimacy in

the eyes of local populations, but their control of territory and illicit flows also serve to
further isolate their territories from formal economic activities, making it more difficult to

deconstruct these dynamics in a post-conflict setting.'#?

These local dynamics are not limited to non-state armed groups. The challenges they
pose to government strongholds mean that government actors struggle to maintain
their power, joining non-state actors in competing for resources and regaining state

territorial control; consequently, in many cases, state actors also resort to engaging in
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A truck in Jordan. The
country’s government has
worked with the Syrian regime
to ensure border security and
reopen formal trade. © Eddie
and Carolina Stigson/Unsplash

organized-crime activities to achieve this. As the pandemic continues to spread,

governments in the region have used the virus as a way to exert control in their
territories, clamping down on criticism in an effort to maintain the status quo®° and
weaponizing healthcare support by withholding it from territorial or identity-based
opposition elements.?>! Expanded powers and outwardly strict measures in the name
of health and safety may serve to hide clandestine corrupt practices and engagement
in illicit activities, further driving divisions and unrest.

External dynamics

In parallel to these local dynamics, external foreign states have intervened, and
continue to do so, in the region, forming political alliances with local actors that suit
their own agendas, such as securing business interests in the region post-war,*? or
reinforcing religious and ideological influence. These foreign interventionists provide
support to local warring groups aligned with their interests through financial means, or
by providing weapons and men, either to reinforce challenges to governance dynamics
or maintain the status quo. Most recently, these dynamics have extended to the
provision of aid to manage the COVID-19 pandemic.t*®

Such interventions affect illicit flows in the process - either intentionally or uninten-
tionally. For example, sanctions force local actors to rely on illicit flows to secure
supplies they need, and criminal markets, like drug trafficking, provide profits for
warring groups with which to buy weapons and pay recruits. Arms supplies sent to
assist a particular warring faction inevitably end up on the black market, and therefore
they become available to anyone who has the ability to purchase a weapon. This
allows the lives of arms to extend beyond their intended use, furthering the potential
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for violence and expanding the capacity of different groups
to gain territory. Monetary aid provided to opposing groups
can be used to further illegal-revenue-producing activities,
such as the production of drugs, while the political
weaponizing of borders redirects migrant flows, spawning
formalized smuggling markets. The result is essentially a
war within a war, where the local and external dynamics
interplay can be seen through changes in territorial control
over the course of the conflict.

In the Levant, nothing is geographically fixed: controlling
territory essentially hinges on being able to control
cross-border infrastructure and therefore the trajecto-

ries of illicit flows. As territory is gained and lost over the
course of war (by local groups, who are supported by
external actors), illicit flows change in two ways, either by
who controls them or in terms of their geographic location.
The result is that organized-crime actors and violent politi-
cal actors become one and the same. Control of illicit flows
has transformed them into integral parts of the regional
war economy, generating sufficient funds to allow conflict
actors to buy weapons, pay combatants, provide social
services and establish institutions in communities in the
areas under their control.

These activities all serve, ultimately, to sustain the conflict,
while they gain legitimacy for actors among locals, solidifying
and sustaining their future roles long after the conflict -

and the pandemic - has ended.

Lebanon’s cannabis production is concentrated in
the Begaa Valley. © Greg Demarque
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A view of Irag’s northern autonomous region of Kurdistan. © Safin Hamed/AFP via Getty Images




Syria’s transactional role in regional
political-economic dynamics

efore the conflict, although organized-criminal groups in Syria competed for

profits and control of business stakes, it was always clear that the state was

the ultimate authority in terms of governance, that the government was (or
at least appeared to be) in firm control of the land, public services and the population
- through violence or otherwise. Often, the regime would bolster public services in
areas that most supported its authority, reinforcing its power but at the same time
spreading a simmering dissatisfaction in parts of the country that did not receive the
same state largesse. Syria’s neighbours, Lebanon, Jordan and Irag, remained at least
superficially ‘quiet’, with social tensions muted enough for its citizens to carry out

their daily lives in relative stability.

Since 2011, however, the weakening of the Syrian regime through the loss of its ter-
ritorial control, has created a platform for both state and non-state actors to compete
for authority, legitimacy and control, often under the guise of religious identity. In
fragile neighbouring countries, this has led to the rise of both pro-regime militias and
opposition actors that pursue their own agendas generally (although not exclusively)
along Sunni or Shiite lines, and that support their counterparts in Syria, particularly in
border regions, where government control has tended to be weak.

For example, Lebanon’s eastern border with Syria, and in particular the Begaa Valley,
has always been detached from the Lebanese state authority - either because this
region was under the influence of Syrian occupation following Lebanon’s civil war or
owing to a tense combination of self-rule by local clans and Hezbollah.>* In Jordan,
the country’s northern regions along the Syrian border are geographically and
politically distant from Amman, and dominated by local tribes.’> While in Iraq, the
country’s north was recognized as an autonomous Kurdish region and the western
desert provinces have been controlled by native tribal families.>® These politically
and economically marginal regions became ideal areas for non-state actors and entre-
preneurs to influence and be influenced by the conflict in Syria next door, as well as
the current health crisis.

COUNTRY CONTEXTS AND THEIR IMPACT ON THE LEVANT
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Syrian President Bashar Al Assad addresses an international

conference on the return of Syrian refugees to their home
country, November 2020. © Sergei Bobylev\TASS via
Getty Images

Although over the past nine years, hundreds of groups
and actors have been involved in the Syrian conflict,
merging and dividing as the war waged on, for ease

of comprehension, analysis will remain limited to a
number of key conflict actors, grouped along regime-

and opposition-aligned lines.

The weakening of the Syrian regime has led to its reli-
ance on a number of actors to maintain and regain its
power, namely Lebanon’s Hezbollah party and Irag’s
Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF)'*” at the local level,
as well as Russia and Iran externally. These actors
have played a tremendous role in assisting the Syrian
government and securing its current control over the
majority of the country’s territory. While Russia has
been primarily responsible for filling Syrian govern-
ment arms stockpiles, Iran has provided support more
indirectly - by bolstering Hezbollah’s (illicit) activities
in neighbouring Lebanon and Shiite interests in Iraq,

aligning with the Alawite Syrian regime.1>®
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Within the context of the global pandemic, these
external actors continue to support the regime’s
position. The Syrian government’s weaponization of
medical support by withholding aid to opposition-
controlled territories, particularly in the north-east of
the country and through Iraq, as well as in the south
and through Jordan, has been reinforced by Russia
through its veto power over Security Council reso-
lutions aimed at authorizing cross-border aid.**? In
opposition territories, the lack of aid means people’s
reliance on black-market goods to survive and the
need to escape uninhabitable conditions, fuelling illicit
flows.

Syria’s opposition forces have been supported pri-
marily by local Sunni tribes situated along the borders
in neighbouring countries, as well as western or
Sunni-majority countries, including the United States
and Saudi Arabia, through neighbouring states like
Jordan and Turkey. These proxy powers provide both
monetary, political and material support, and have
significantly influenced the local gain and loss of land
in the process.

While not directly falling in line with other opposi-
tion objectives, other actors have played a major role
in the transformation of illicit flows throughout the
region in part to advance self-deterministic agendas
of their own. Turkish and Kurdish forces have pursued
their own interests: Kurdish groups demand federal-
ism, 10 while Turkish forces seek to eliminate Kurdish
influence, largely seen as terroristic in nature.*!
Finally, Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) sought to
establish an Islamic caliphate within Syria and Irag, and
exert universal leadership of Muslims worldwide.1¢?
Although ISIS has subsequently been expelled from
the territories it held until 2017, the group remains a
threat in the region, particularly with the onset of the
pandemic,'® and analyzing its rise and control over
large swathes of the region provides an important
example of the evolution of illicit flows through terri-
torial control.

Over the course of the conflict, hundreds of actors
involved in Syria’s conflict have merged and disbanded.
Figure 5 shows the relationship between major players
discussed in this report.



1 PROXY ACTORS
Alliances

] Pro-Assad regime ©-l  MEIGHBOUR STATES

. Pro-opposition

B Pro-kurds ] SYRIAN ACTORS

Sectarian support:

D Sunni
[T] shiite

S3iyis 09

Associated militias: '
. KurDS
Abbreviations:

PMF: Popular Mobilisation Forces "RAQI KURDB
HZB: Hezbollah
1Q: Iraq

LB: Lebanon

ot
UNITED STATE®
FIGURE 5 Key actors in the
Syrian conflict since 2011.

Although both local and external dynamics have been frequently driven by ideological
motives, it is important to highlight the fluidity in adherence to identity-based alliances
as a convenient pretext in pursuit of more practical, economic interests. For example,
Hezbollah (pro-Assad regime and Shiite) is known to play an active role in the produc-
tion of Captagon and hashish, where a large consumer market is based in the Sunni
majority Gulf (supporters of the opposition).’** Profits from this trade are, in turn, used
to support the Syrian (Alawite) regime, in direct opposition to Sunni interests. Similarly,
although ISIS’s ethical and religious edicts forbade drug use, in reality, several reports
indicate the group’s involvement in the illicit drug trade either as extortionists, direct
perpetrators or consumers of drugs (the latter to give its militants a boost during
fighting).1

The Syrian conflict established a ‘free-for-all’ that has continued amid the pandemic,
emboldening criminal entrepreneurs both in Syria and its neighbours to leverage their
activities and services for power and sovereignty over the territories they controlled,
leading to the formalization of illicit economies in these areas. For example, in Syria and
along the borders of neighbouring states, all parties in the war, including, rebel groups,
pro-regime militias, the army and branches of the security agencies have set up check-
points in order to monitor flows of people and illicit commodities, and to extort money,
either directly or by renting out checkpoints for others to do so, thereby ensuring a
steady stream of revenue.'*¢ Indeed, reports of the production of and trade in illegal
commodities and control of illicit flows by various groups coincide with territorial gains
and losses over the course of the nine-year Syrian conflict (Figure 6).
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FIGURE 6 Changes in Syrian territorial control, 2014-2019.

Over the course of the conflict, as the various mix of
warring factions, from pro-regime militias and secular
rebels,*¢’” to Kurds and Salafist groups, gained territory,
they also gained control of trade infrastructure and

resources. Both the acquisition and maintenance of
these areas are achieved through a combination of
violence and activities that help them gain legitimacy,
with long-lasting impacts on local civilian populations.

Lebanon: Syria’s civil war spills over

Syria’s civil war has had a dramatic impact on neigh-
bouring Lebanon. Syria has played a dominant role in
the historical, geographical and cultural ties between
the two countries, making it impossible for Lebanon
to escape the consequences of the Syrian conflict.
The country has long been characterized by domes-
tic polarization and marginalization among its Sunni,
Shiite and Christian communities (see Figure 7), but
the Syrian war exacerbated sectarian divisions by
reinforcing Lebanese alliances with their identified
counterparts in the Syrian conflict. These alliances
were most notably visible along the Lebanese politi-
cal spectrum between the opposition supporting the
March 14 alliance (led by the Sunni Future Movement
political group) and the pro-Syrian government March
8 alliance (of which Hezbollah is a part).1¢8

As the war in Syria spilled over into Lebanon’s border
regions, Sunni- and Shiite-dominated groups sup-
ported warring factions along identity lines, smuggling
arms, drugs and other supplies to conflict actors
across the border. For example, the northern port
city of Tripoli (a Sunni stronghold) has received ship-
ments of arms and has been used to despatch fighters
to rebel groups in north-western Syria.’*” When

the Lebanese Future Movement endorsed Syrian
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opposition groups, it led many Sunni Lebanese to join
the rebel groups in fighting across the border, and to
lend support to Syrian refugees and to procure sup-
plies and illicit commodities for the Syrian opposition
via Sunni-dominated border regions.’’® The Syrian
regime has accused anti-Syrian Lebanese politicians of
leveraging their power to secure illicit flows into Syria
to support opposition forces. Most notably, Future
Movement MP Okan Sakr was alleged to have acted
as an arms coordinator between rebel groups and
Arab Gulf funders.tt

As the war progressed, Salafist groups, namely ISIS
and Al-Nusra Front, gained territory in the Sunni areas
along the Lebanese-Syrian border, particularly in and
around the town of Arsal in the Begaa Valley, which
lies on a smuggling route to Syria."”? Their presence
not only radicalized many already economically mar-
ginalized Sunnis in the region, but they also gained
control of significant areas of cannabis cultivation and
Captagon production facilities.?”® Indeed, the period-
ical presence of ISIS in this area between 2014 and
2017 coincides with reports of the group’s involve-
ment in the drug trade, presumably through extortion
of local drug producers in the area.'”*

[ Unknown
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By 2017, Hezbollah (largely considered Lebanon’s
strongest political-military force), working with
pro-Syrian-regime militias and under the justification
of protecting the border from Sunni extremists, had
ousted these Salafist groups, solidifying their control
of the Begaa.l”> At the same time, violence compelled
hundreds of civilians to escape, redirecting smuggling
routes to Turkey.

Hezbollah's current control of the Begaa Valley, a
region long associated with illicit activities (namely
drugs and, to a lesser degree, arms), has allowed the
group to generate revenue to support the Syrian gov-
ernment and thereby strengthen their monopoly of the
organized-crime economy all along both sides of the
Lebanese-Syrian border.*¢ This relationship between

Hezbollah and Syrian regime counterparts can be illus-
trated in the Syrian border town of Qusayr,"”” where,
in 2013, supplies of Captagon in the region rose after
Syrian rebels lost the city to Hezbollah fighters backed
by the Syrian army. Qusayr has since been transformed
into a stronghold of Shiite traffickers and a drug pro-
duction and distribution hub (of hashish and cannabis).
Trade networks rely on corruption in the Syrian
government and military to distribute Hezbollah's
commodities in government-controlled areas,® with
interviews revealing that a US$5 000 bribe paid to a
Syrian military officer will allow a cannabis shipment to

pass through a checkpoint.”?

Drugs and arms are not the only illicit commodities
under Hezbollah's control. Research from 2019,
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The Syrian war has

of the most recent
unrest throughout
Lebanon.

indicates an uptick of people smuggling between Syria and Lebanon; this trade is now
facilitated by Hezbollah from the Lebanese side and by the Army’s Fourth Division

from the Syrian side.’® Regional monitoring asserts that a major smuggling route exists
between the Syrian town of Serghaya and the Lebanese towns of Ham and Maarabon,8!
areas that are controlled by both Lebanese and Syrian actors.

Hezbollah's involvement in Syria, in addition to its political and military control in
Lebanon's border areas, has paved the way for the establishment of a trans-border zone
under its direct and immediate control, despite the presence of the Lebanese military

in the area. For example, in 2016, it was reported that the group negotiated with ISIS
for the return of 30 Syrian families from across the border, while the Lebanese Armed
Forces were largely absent from the process, merely escorting the families over the
border.8

Hezbollah has played an important role for residents of the Beqgaa, building up its role

as a perceived legitimate governing structure in the region, and providing jobs and social
services to citizens who have long been ignored by Beirut. Funds generated by orga-
nized-crime activities are also used by Hezbollah to recruit Lebanese Shiite fighters, who
can earn approximately US$600 a month and have access to an extensive social welfare
system of schools, hospitals and clinics.'® Families of fallen soldiers are also provided for,
creating incentives to join the fighting next door in a region that offers few other eco-
nomic opportunities. The group’s relationship with residents of the Begaa region is one
of mutual benefit: while local smugglers and traffickers help secure illicit flows to supply
pro-regime forces in Syria, Hezbollah, in return, helps provide them with political protec-

tion from occasional government crackdowns in the area.'4

Within the context of COVID-19, Hezbollah's role as an alternative governing structure
in Lebanon was reinforced through the politicization of responses to the pandemic.
Identity-based political parties in Lebanon have capitalized on the pandemic in highly
publicized campaigns, branding medical supplies, such as masks, and posting videos of
party members providing healthcare support.’®> The country’s Free Patriotic Movement,
as well as the Christian-based Lebanese Forces’ party and their political rivals, the Syrian
Socialist Nationalist Party, have posted images of members sterilizing streets in the coun-
try.18 By comparison, however, Hezbollah has implemented the largest response to the
health crisis by far (presented as complementing the government apparatus), setting up
field hospitals and test sites, and mobilizing thousands of medical staff in its territory, as

well as monitoring positive cases.'®’

Hezbollah’s (and therefore the Syrian regime’s) support largely comes from Iran, which,
according to US officials, provides Hezbollah with some US$700 million a year and has
helped the group build an arsenal of some 150 000 rockets and missiles in Lebanon.'8®
With the majority of the initial positive coronavirus cases in Lebanon originating from
individuals coming from Iran and given the group’s stronghold over the country’s border
with Syria, Hezbollah's political rivals have blamed the group for spreading the virus and

for continued smuggling activities.*®”

During the Syrian conflict, Hezbollah has reportedly worked with counterparts in Iran’s
Quds Force (a unit of Iran’s Revolutionary Guard Corps) to develop weapons and illicit
smuggling pipelines through Syria and into Lebanon, which can be leveraged to greatly
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Social tensions: Lebanese demonstrators in Beirut. The Syrian war, COVID-19 and economic insecurity have contributed to

widespread civil unrest in the country. © Anwar Amro/AFP via Getty Images

expand Iran’s influence.’® The Syrian regime’s regaining
of most of the country’s territory means that Iran is well
placed to exert influence in the region, much to the dismay
of external actors, particularly the US and Saudi Arabia.

The Syrian war has been a primary driver of the most
recent unrest throughout Lebanon, and this unrest has
laid the groundwork for heightened instability amid

the COVID-19 pandemic. Hezbollah's extensive politi-
cal and economic influence in both Syria and Lebanon,
along with Sunni alienation, has fuelled a Sunni-Shia
divide in the country. Feeling alienation at home has led
some Sunnis to turn away from the state and look for
alternative sources of support and protection, including
joining Islamic groups that provide services, and working
with criminal networks in exchange for money.”* Most
notably, the rise of Sunni extremism in the Syrian conflict
has unleashed disturbing religious and security dynamics
in Lebanon, with groups like Al-Nusra Front launching
Lebanese chapters and sending many to cross the border
to fight in Syria’s Idlib region.'??

The conflict has also had a major impact on key sectors,
such as tourism and other economic activities.!”® The
large influx of Syrian refugees and asylum-seekers in
Lebanon has not only strained the country’s public

resources and heightened social tensions among its
citizens, who now have to share these thinly spread
resources, but has also increased the opportunity for
organized-crime flows to and from Syria. Reports indi-
cate that the population of 1.5 million Syrian refugees in
the country has led to an estimated 200 000 Lebanese
being pushed into poverty and resorting to the informal
economy.” Unemployment, lack of infrastructure and
social security, together with a deep sectarian divide, is a
mix that has catalyzed widespread discontent among the
Lebanese citizens have had enough of the status quo.
These conditions have been exacerbated by the health
crisis and, most recently, the explosion in Beirut's port,
which has dealt a crippling blow to the country.'”®

Current protests in the country reflect the collapsing
economy and banking crisis,*”® which have affected
formal and informal commercial ties with Syria. Over the
course of the war, US sanctions on Syrian business has
meant that many Syrians rely on Lebanon to carry out
transactions or hold their savings in a climate where the
lines between smuggling and formal trade have become
blurred.’”” As Lebanon has near depleted all of its hard
currency, its role as a vital source of funds for Syria could
end, leading to greater dependence on black-market
transactions.'?®
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Aview of the destruction caused by the explosion of a large amount of ammonium nitrate stored at
Beirut’s port in August 2020. © Kaveh Kazemi/Getty Image

Looking ahead: What'’s in store for Lebanon?

Even before the pandemic, Lebanon was on the brink of collapse. Since October 2019, the country
has seen an eruption of widespread protests by a citizenry facing a declining economy and fed

up with the country’s corrupt elite, who capture resources and funnel them though patronage
networks at the expense of local citizens. According to a 2016 World Bank report, political elite
capture costs Lebanon an estimated 9% of GDP annually, due to a lack of sanctions on illicit
activities by wealthy political actors.”” The country has a large wealth gap - the richest 1% of the

population receive 25% of the national income.?®°

Lebanon’s economic crisis has all but depleted its national reserves, and led to a devaluation of the
Lebanese lira by approximately 40% on the black market and risks hyperinflation.?°* According to
reports, the country faces a debt-to-GDP ratio of 150%,%°? and with more people withdrawing
their money, an increase in currency smuggling is likely to occur. Moreover, it was estimated that
over 200 000 people have lost their jobs since the protests began in October.?°® With widespread

poverty,?%# citizens may turn to illicit activities in order to survive.

Although Lebanon has been marked by sectarian divisions (which have only been exacerbated

by the Syrian conflict), these current protests are different, in that participants are unified across
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sectarian lines in demanding sweeping social and economic reforms from what is seen as
a largely dysfunctional government. Even if protests in the country are fuelled by local

grievances, they have the potential to impact illicit flows in the region as well.

Before the outbreak of COVID-19, support for local governing actors, such as Hezbollah, who
have thrived in a sectarian-based status quo, were weakening, possibly affecting the group’s
support for the Assad regime and their control of illicit flows between the two countries.
Moreover, the Syrian government’s involvement in Lebanon’s opaque financial sector meant

that a lack of cash flow could have potentially led to a shift in illicit flows elsewhere.

Within a matter of months however, the COVID-19 health crisis has not only exacerbated the
economic downturn and crippled the country’s healthcare system, but also offered a lifeline

to both the government and Hezbollah to regain legitimacy in the eyes of its population. The
pandemic temporarily halted local grievances and shifted focus to the immediate health threat.
Under these circumstances, the country’s pro-sectarian governing authorities have stepped

in to respond to the crisis. As seen in the political branding of coronavirus responses, the
Lebanese authorities have perpetuated the status quo, and presumably the illicit flows that

accompany these dynamics.

On 4 August 2020, the massive explosion at Beirut’s port sent shockwaves through the
country and the rest of the world, killing nearly 200 and leaving 300 000 people homeless.
The port, an economic lifeline for the country, housed the country’s only grain silos and
receives 80% of its imports.?°® Its destruction has added to the problems of the country’s
nearly non-existent economy, with an estimated US$5 billion in damages.2%¢ Since the blast,
Lebanese citizens have a renewed impetus to express their dissatisfaction with the perceived

inadequacy of Lebanon’s governing powers.

It is likely that exchange-rate controls will persist, and the black-market pricing for the

lira remaining so sharply divergent from the official rate will create incentives for money
laundering and the illicit movement of funds into Lebanon. Hezbollah has long-standing
proven capacity to move funds to evade currency controls and sanctions?®” - a service that
they could provide domestically in exchange for political leverage or other incentives, and

which may strengthen their hand in regards to other illicit activity.

On the other hand, unless Lebanon receives an infusion of hard currency, there is the risk
that the progressively violent protests and the country’s increasing instability may descend
into civil conflict, creating a security vacuum and allowing sectarian-driven actors to step in to
provide protection and gain legitimacy, once again furthering a cycle of organized crime and

conflict.

The situation in the country is rapidly evolving, but with economic devastation compounded
by COVID-19, and nearly half of the country’s population living in poverty,2°¢ the risk of
widespread starvation and uninhabitable conditions may provide a market for illicit flows to

continue through mass emigration, with or without the current governance framework.
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In Jordan, the movement of
people escaping neighbouring
Syria has been the major driver
of illicit flows across the shared
border. © John Isaac/UN

Jordan: a neutral regional platform?

Jordan’s role in the Syrian conflict has been primarily as a platform for external
actors to intervene in the region (particularly the US and Arab Gulf countries). Unlike
Lebanon, the Jordanian government has generally been unified in its stance, aligned
with locals, particularly in the country’s border lands, who support the rebel cause.
Overall, however, the kingdom has tried to remain neutral, with the ultimate objec-
tive of keeping violence and extremism from spilling over the border.?°? To that end,
the Jordanian government has recently worked with the Syrian regime and Russian
counterparts to ensure border security and reopen formal trade.?’® Removed from
the local sectarian divides that have fuelled competition for territory and resources in
Lebanon, the Jordanian context revolves around balancing mutually dependent inter-
national relations (particularly with Syrian opposition-aligned states) that have both
directly and indirectly contributed to the expansion of illicit markets, while seeking to
maintain an even keel despite a deteriorating security, economic and social situation
domestically.

Jordan’s northern regions border the once strongest rebel-controlled areas in Syria.?'!
Over the course of the conflict, Syrian missiles and artillery shells have landed several
times in Jordanian cities and towns, and increased smuggling and infiltration of
weapons and contraband from across the border has intensified the burden on the
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security services. Prior to the Syrian regime’s recapturing of its southern provinces, FIGURE 8 Major illicit
weapons streamed in from northern Jordan into opposition strongholds, such as flows in and through
Dera'a.?'? This has raised concerns about the spread of extremist Islamist cells in the Jordan.
country (particularly in towns like Ma’an and Zarga) which, as in Lebanon, sympathize

with their comrades in Syria.?'?

To deal with the negative impacts of the Syrian conflict next door, Jordan has relied
heavily on foreign aid from external powers aligned with Syrian opposition factions,
namely the US and Sunni Gulf states. In return, these external powers have pro-
moted a strong anti-Assad-regime stance in Jordan, and there have been reports that
monetary and material aid to the country has also been channelled to rebel forces in
Syria.?** For example, in 2016, it was discovered that a secret US Central Intelligence
Agency programme code-named ‘Timber Sycamore’ was set up in Jordan to train
and arm moderate Syrian rebels in the conflict next door.?*> Corrupt Jordanian offi-
cials were revealed to have stolen US arms, diverting them to the black market, and
making them untraceable and available to anyone who could afford them (including
extremist groups).?*¢
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In Jordan, the movement of people escaping vio-
lence in neighbouring Syria has been the major
conduit fuelling illicit flows across the shared border.
The Syrian regime’s weaponizing of food and other
basic supplies as it gradually gained control over its
southern territories have led to mass migrations into
Jordan. In an effort to curb the influx of refugees
entering the country, viewed as increasing the risk
of radicalization and violence, the Jordanian govern-
ment has periodically restricted its border policies,
creating a humanitarian crisis and redirecting migra-
tion flows. When the influx reached a peak in late
2012 (after the creation of the Za'atari refugee
camp) and early 2013, the government sought more
border restrictions?” in an attempt to control the
growing numbers entering and to address security
concerns associated with an enormous spike in

weapon seizures along the border.?'®

These policies allowed smugglers to step in. Situated
throughout Jordan’s remote northern and western
deserts, local Sunni tribes have long played a major
role in the governance of these areas, including their
control over traditional smuggling routes throughout
the barren lands spanning Syria, Jordan and Iraq.?*
These semi-autonomous tribes have facilitated the
smuggling of people (along with other commodities,
including arms and drugs) across both sides of the
Syrian-Jordanian border. The kingdom'’s relations
with local tribes, who serve as auxiliary governance
structures in the remote areas of Jordan, have also
contributed to state-sanctioned illicit flows in order
to bolster security and minimize the effects of rad-
icalization. For example, reports indicate that upon
some border closures, Jordanian border officers
actually encouraged Syrian asylum-seekers to use
informal crossings and smuggling channels instead,
underscoring the government’s balance of objec-
tives and the latitude with which non-state actors

are treated in the country.??°

Smugglers not only charge large sums to smuggle

people to Jordan, but with a significant portion of

Syrians settling in refugee camps along the border
(particularly around the berm), the increasing need
for basic supplies and humanitarian aid has also
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led to the capture of these services by local tribes
who control the area. For example, tribes have been
known to limit refugee access to supplies, such as
food and medicine, in exchange for a fee.??! External
efforts to deal with the growing refugee situation
and mitigate radicalization in camps where living
conditions are unsatisfactory have been met with

little success.???

The effects of the Syrian conflict in Jordan have
exacerbated domestic tensions among its population.
The government’s ability to provide the basic require-
ments of life for citizens, such as food, water, housing,
healthcare, education and legal services, has declined,
while poverty, unemployment, marginalization,
injustice, corruption, lack of oversight and account-
ability have become widespread. The large numbers
of Syrian refugees in Jordan have led to a reduction
in tourism and foreign investment, and disrupted
regional trade routes.??®> Meanwhile, a decline in
employment rates, in part due to host and refugee
populations competing for jobs, has also put a further

strain on the country’s ailing economy.

These strains have led to rising discontent among
Jordanians and the potential for Islamic extremism
to spread. Since the Syrian conflict began, thousands
of sympathetic Jordanians have gone to fight with
groups like Al-Nusra Front and ISIS, and with them,

illicit flows have increased.??*

Although money laundering has not posed a major
problem in the country, there have been anecdotal
reports that certain sectors, such as real estate,
have been used to launder funds from illicit activities

to support the war next door.??

Compared to Syria’s other neighbours, Jordan has
managed to remain relatively stable over the course
of the past nine years. However, the country has the
potential to become destabilized, even as relations
with the Syrian regime normalize and the conflict
nears an end. Currently, within the context of
COVID-19, Jordan’s continued stability will in large
part depend on the government’s response to the
health crisis both in the short and long term.



Looking ahead: What's in store for Jordan?

Jordan’s relative stability compared to its neighbours has been largely contingent on the
kingdom'’s ability to remain neutral (to the extent that that is possible) throughout the Syrian
conflict. Nevertheless, the growing number of refugees in the country and the potential for
extremism to spread threaten to destabilize the kingdom, making these issues a top priority for
the Jordanian government in the years to come. For example, in 2018, Jordan was ranked in

the top ten countries in the world for military expenditure relative to national income.??°

As the Syrian government regains more control of its territory, Jordan's general support of the
Syrian opposition has started to wane, and the country has shown signs of resumed domestic
relations with the Assad regime and Russia in order to assuage domestic tensions. In 2017,
the three countries agreed to a de-escalation zone in Syria’s southern provinces??” bordering
Jordan’s northern regions, and have cooperated on security of their shared borders??® and re-

sumed regional trade.?%’

The ten year war next door has contributed to a socio-economic crisis in Jordan including a
slowdown in trade, increased unemployment (at nearly 40% for young people prior to the
pandemic),”*° budget deficits and strains on social infrastructure. In 2018 and 2019, the coun-
try witnessed widespread public demonstrations calling for economic reforms and increased

government transparency.?*

Since the outbreak of the pandemic, Jordan has chosen to prioritize public health at the
expense of the economy, imposing extreme restrictions?®? (including a three-day complete

lockdown) to curb viral spread. These measures have proven successful and the country has

The Za'atari refugee
camp in Jordan. The
country’s policy on
migration contributed
to a rise in the human
smuggling economy.
© Mark Garten/UN
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largely been deemed a success story in the region. Despite the severity of the restrictions, recent surveys
indicate that government response has, for now, improved social cohesion, with the vast majority of the public

(approximately 74%) approving government measures.>*®

Nevertheless, two major factors will determine the country’s domestic stability, and consequently, illicit flows.
First, while the government'’s immediate securitization of the health crisis may have succeeded in the short-
term, the continuation of extreme restrictions may lead to growing dissent from the public. Reports from May
2020 show a number of arrests made by Jordanian authorities of media workers for sharing news that would
‘cause panic’ about the pandemic based on a decree issued in April carrying a penalty of up to three years in
prison.?** Human rights groups say the arrests show a growing intolerance by authorities for criticism.?%> This

could also lead to declining trust in the government and the possibility for protests to erupt again.

Secondly, while health was prioritized in the response following the immediate outbreak of the virus, the
country’s economy (already weakened by the Syrian conflict), has been dealt a significant blow by the
pandemic. In the first quarter of 2020, the unemployment rate stood at around 19%,%%¢ with economists
expecting that figure to rise to 30% by the end of the year.?®” Major challenges are expected for all economic
sectors, including the disruption of the tourism and service industries, and reduced remittances from workers

abroad.

Despite these tensions, it is unlikely, however, that Jordan will descend into any civil conflict or witness mass
uprisings over the societal impacts of the Syrian conflict. Rather, the country’s ailing economy may lead many

to rely on informal markets and illicit activities to meet their basic needs.

Moreover, the growing dissatisfaction among the cohort of young people who have limited opportunities may
breed violent extremism in a country where it is estimated that between 2 500 and 4 000 people have joined
to fight for Salafist groups,?*® making Jordan one of the highest per capita contributors of foreign fighters in

the world.?%?

Iraq: the remnants of extremism

The relationship between Syria and Irag in the context of the Syrian conflict can be
described as mutually chaotic. Most research on the Syrian conflict’s impact on Iragi
organized-crime flows has focused primarily on ISIS’s role in the conflict. Although
the terrorist organization’s territorial holdings have officially been eliminated, there
are undoubtedly elements of ISIS’s influence remaining in Iraqg, which has struggled
with instability since the 2003 invasion by the US-led coalition, only to be exacer-
bated by the more recent Syrian conflict.

Today, the most visible links between the Syrian war and organized-crime flows in
Iraq are concentrated in Iragi Kurdistan. These are linked to the human-smuggling
market and migration crisis. Like the smuggling dynamics in the north of the country,
Irag appears overall to fall in line with Syria’s other neighbouring countries, in that
illicit economies are run by sectarian groups that align themselves with corresponding
factions in the Syrian war. Moreover, the close alliance between the Iragi government
and Iran in relation to Syria has had several implications for the spread of Iranian
influence throughout the country and the rest of the region.
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Irag had already been experiencing major political, economic and social crises of

its own when the Syrian conflict began. Following the fall of Saddam Hussein in
20083, Irag’s Sunni Arab minority went from being rulers to ruled overnight.?*° The
restructuring of the system of governance in Iraq post-2003 created an Iran-backed
Shiite-dominated central government and led to Sunni disengagement from the state
and political process.?** Moreover, the country’s democratization process after the
2003 invasion has resulted in identity-based political dynamics, dividing the popu-
lation along sectarian lines. This created fertile ground for championing the Sunni
cause, including the emergence of ISIS.%#?

Espousing the creation of a caliphate and seeking universal leadership of the Muslim
community worldwide, ISIS became a juggernaut, disrupting both rebel and govern-
ment forces’ efforts in Syria. Opposing factions at times fight alongside one another
to eliminate the terrorist group.?+® ISIS funded itself largely through involvement in
organized-crime activities (including extortion, arms and human trafficking), gener-
ating an estimated US$6 billion for its operations in Iraq and Syria at its height in
2015.%44 The role of ISIS in the Syrian conflict and the ensuing violence only wors-
ened Iraq’s fragile economy and resulted in the displacement of thousands of Syrian
and Iraqi civilians.

Notwithstanding other methods of financing, including alleged support by Arab Gulf
states,?* ISIS garnered most of its revenue through the occupation of territory. At
one point it controlled an area roughly the size of the United Kingdom and home to
about 8 million people (see Figure 9).24¢

The group established a zone of exclusive authority in the territory that it controlled
through a scheme of violent governance, whereby it not only engaged directly in
organized-crime activities, but also collected taxes and tariffs on everything under its
purview, including from local smugglers and other organized-criminal networks.?*” In
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The Iragi Counter-Terrorism
Service after an area of Mosul
is retaken from ISIS. © Fadel
Senna/AFP via Getty Images

2015 alone, it was estimated that the group generated approximately US$360 million
from extortion alone, under the auspices of providing protection from other conflict
actors. 28

As the group gained control of large swathes of territory, it also exploited resources
in these areas to procure strategic illicit revenue streams. For example, a report
examining how Islamic State smuggled Iraqgi antiquities from heritage sites in Nineveh
Province?? illustrates the group’s calculated methods of securing ancient Iragi arte-
facts to sell on the international black market to fund their operations. In contrast to
videos it distributed in which Islamic State portrayed its members seemingly destroy-
ing Iraqi artefacts for ideological motives, the group were reportedly accompanied
or directed by archaeologists to determine the value of these artefacts in order to
trade the highly prized cultural treasures for profit. In 2015, a Financial Acton Task
Force report on the group’s financing stated: ‘ISILs ability to earn revenue from the
illicit sale of antiquities is contingent upon the presence of antiquities within terri-
tory where ISIL operates, knowledge of their existence, and ISILs ability to recognize
materials as artefacts and develop some estimation of their value.”?*° In other words,
through exploitation of the territory that ISIS controlled, the group firmly solidified its
role as a sophisticated criminal enterprise.

The group used its funds to carry out attacks in Syria and Iraq, while seeking to
bolster its appeal as a legitimate entity by providing public services to the people.?>*

ISIS’s stronghold was primarily in Irag’s western Anbar province, along the desert




border with Syria, where several reports indicate widespread illicit flows of arms,
drugs and trafficking of minority groups.?*> Human-smuggling flows of Syrians and
Iragis were redirected in order to avoid the group’s brutality. For example, Syrians
from the country’s northern regions crossed illegally into Turkey and then into north-

ern Irag to circumvent the group.?s3

Today, despite the eradication of ISIS’s territory in Iraq, the pandemic appears to

be fuelling the chaotic environment that the Syrian conflict once did, providing an
opportunity for the group to increase in strength and render more frequent attacks in
recent months.?>* According to one report in May 2020, attacks by ISIS increased in
the city of Kirkuk by as much as 200%.2°> Moreover, the deep sectarian divides that
allowed the group to emerge in the first place remain.

As is the case in Syria’s other neighbouring countries, domestic groups align them-
selves with counterparts in Syria and work to support them, including through
criminal activities. For example, various Sunni tribes (most notably the Albu Mahal
tribe) in Irag'’s sparsely populated Anbar province engage in smuggling arms and
military equipment, and send foreign fighters to their comrades in Syrian opposition

groups.?%¢

The Syrian conflict has, if anything, amplified existing polarization and radicalization
in Iraq, including among Shiite groups in favour of the Syrian regime. Irag’s PMF are
reportedly part of a criminal network that engages in the smuggling of drugs and
arms in the Levant and beyond.?*” Research indicates that their presence in the
Syrian-Iragi border town of Al-Qa’im has allowed them to move goods, weapons

and militiamen into Syria to fight alongside forces aligned with Iran (in addition to
taxing smugglers by setting up checkpoints), increasing resentment and tensions in
the Sunni-dominated area the town is located in.?*® In addition to generating revenue
from illicit activities, PMF has been able to leverage its military capacity and territorial
control, and thus gain political influence following the expulsion of ISIS, solidifying

Iranian influence within the Iragi government.?>?

Through its regional proxies, Iran’s role in Irag - and the Syrian conflict in general -
has had Western and Sunni majority countries on high alert, directly impacting illicit
flows. In 2019, Iranian proxies reportedly started constructing tunnels across Iraq and
Syria (through the Abu Kamal-Al-Qa'im border crossing) to connect to Lebanon in a
so-called Shia Crescent, or Shiite sphere of influence.?° While currently little more is
known about this, its construction would mean that fighters, weapons and other illicit
commodities would be easier to move across the region to reach pro-lranian actors in

their war efforts, allowing Iran to gain an influential advantage in the region.

Since the global pandemic began, however, Iran has become a regional epicentre for
positive cases, and as the country struggles to curb the spread, Irag has seen a rise in
smuggling incidents despite closures with its eastern neighbour.?¢* While Iran’s mili-
tary and financial support to Irag’s Shiite government has begun to decline amid the
health crisis, illicit flows by opportunistic groups continue throughout the country.
Reduced funding for pro-lranian groups has meant that these groups have begun to
follow regional patterns of criminal activity, seeking alternative funding sources and
weapons to carry out their activities, through links across Irag and through Syria.?¢?

Through exploitation of

the territory that ISIS
controlled, the group
firmly solidified its

role as a sophisticated

criminal enterprise.
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Alliances

. Pro-Assad regime
. Pro-opposition

. Pro-Kurds
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Associated militias:

Abbreviations:

HZB: Hezbollah
1Q: Iraq
LB: Lebanon

FIGURE 10 Key actors in the
Syrian conflict since 2020.
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RAGI KURDS

To the north of Iraq, large-scale migration of civilians escaping the conflict in north-
ern Syria has inundated the Kurdistan Region of Irag while at the same time providing
a steady stream of income to local smugglers in the region. Over the course of the
Syrian war, Syrian Kurdish forces, namely the US-backed Democratic Union Party
(PYD) and its affiliated militia, the People’s Protection Units (YPG),?® have expanded
their control over the country’s north-eastern region bordering Iraq, gradually gaining
territory from ISIS while simultaneously taking control of trade lines and smuggling
routes.?** However, with ISIS strongholds defeated, the US retracted its support.?¢®
As a result, Turkey has shifted its role in Syria from being a rebel supporting external
actor, to directly engaging in the conflict in the country, fighting what it sees as a
national security threat posed by Kurdish expansion.?¢¢

Fighting between Kurdish and Turkish forces has led to a sharp increase in smuggling
markets as (mainly) Syrian Kurds have fled to Iraqi Kurdistan.?¢” The YPG's control

of the border between Kurdish Syria and Iraq (most importantly the Faysh Khabur
border post) has meant flows between Turkey, Syria and Irag are essentially all illic-
it.2¢8 Facing violence on all sides, refugees have little choice but to pay smugglers to
reach Iraq.?®?

Both marginalized Sunni groups and Iran’s proxy actors in lrag engage in organized
crime domestically and in Syria, not only prolonging the conflict next door, but also
exacerbating local social tensions. This has left ordinary citizens faced with wide-
spread corruption, economic failure and sectarian violence - all of which have fuelled
the country’s October 2019 protests that continue today.?’° Like the Syrian conflict,
the COVID-19 pandemic has aggravated these conditions and fuelled sectarian ten-
sions, as the country struggles to deal with the health crisis.
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Looking ahead: What's in store for Iraq? %

Like Lebanon, Irag has been marred by sectarian divisions and has

continued to witness widespread protests since October 2019, with

its citizens seeking an end to corruption, high levels of unemployment,

strained infrastructure and a withdrawal of foreign interference from

Iran. In response, protests have been met with violent repression,

with hundreds of people killed and thousands injured at the hands of

military forces since demonstrations began.?’* Sources suggest that )

the government’s heavy-handed response to protesters may be a sign |ﬁb -'rﬂ
that Iran is concerned about losing influence in the country.?”? The T
demonstrations have also been denounced by Iragi government officials 1
as a plot by the US embassy and Gulf states set on toppling Irag’s Shia JI

government.?’3 e - e
Iraqgi Prime Minister Mustafa Al-Kadhimi

Since 2003, Irag’s government has been characterized by a quota © Christian Marquardt/Pool/Getty Images
system that allocates government positions based on sectarian and

identity lines.?”* Although the system was aimed at ensuring ethno-sectarian proportional representation, the
scheme has deepened divides and fuelled patronage networks. According to polls conducted in 2019 in five
Arab-Sunni majority provinces, there was an increase in respondents from the previous year stating that they

felt their group did not get its fair share of services compared to other groups in the country.?”>

Overall, however, the same polls show that sectarianism on the ground is getting better, and there has been
an increase in social cohesion. Nevertheless, as with the protests in Lebanon, although demonstrations in

Irag have largely been unified against the government, the violent government responses may trigger further
conflict, creating opportunities for organized criminals to step in. With the breakdown in security flowing from
the protests, Iraq risks actually perpetuating sectarianism, in opposition to protesters’ aims. Additionally, the

movement of soldiers and paramilitary groups across the region raises health risks.

The Iragi government’s failure to respond effectively to COVID-19 has fuelled mistrust of the government and
weakened health structures - Iraq has just 1.4 hospital beds and 0.8 physicians per 1 000 people.?”® Moreover,
since March, the price of oil, which accounts for 20% of the government’s revenue, has declined drastically,

worsening the political situation.

Temporarily halted by the outbreak of coronavirus, Iraqis, like the Lebanese, have now renewed their
demonstrations against the government, which have again, been met with violence. The pandemic and
protests have diverted security forces away, leaving the risk of a resurgence by ISIS, %7 and possibly renewed
sectarian tensions. Sunnis continue to be isolated economically and politically from the Iran-backed Shiite

government, risking a renewal of violent extremism.

While the country appointed a new prime minister in May 2020,%8 it continues to face unrest and economic
stagnation. In the north of the country, volatile tensions between north-eastern Syria and the border with
Turkey may trigger further instability and human smuggling into Kurdistan, and the potential spread of the

virus in a region that is comparably better prepared than the rest of the country.

Currently, the political unrest, economic insecurity and the health crisis in Irag mean that there is a strong
likelihood that the country will continue to experience violence and see illicit flows spread, potentially leading

to a renewed civil conflict.
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Humanitarian aid is seen distributed by the Russian military in Jamlah, Syria.
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iven the volatility of the Levant region and the heightened risk of organized-

crime flows becoming increasingly embedded in the social, political and eco-

nomic fabric of the region, donor programming in Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq
faces strategic and operational challenges. A desk review of current programming in the
region that focuses on addressing organized-crime flows was undertaken to help shape
donor priorities, identify opportunities for collaboration and avoid duplication of efforts.

Information on donor activity in the region was primarily gathered from OECD Inter-
national Development Statistics and the International Aid Transparency Initiative. Travel
restrictions and other disruptions resulting from the global pandemic have meant that
access to the most recent project documents and evaluation reports was limited to
those publicly available. Despite these constraints, the following offers a snapshot of the
current donor climate to help shape an overview of activities in the region and support
planning.

In addition to providing military capacity-building and equipment supply from countries
as outlined above (including Iran, Russia and the Persian Gulf countries), major donors
to the region, in terms of development, reform and peace-building processes, are the
United States, Germany, the European Union, the Netherlands and Canada.?”? With

a few exceptions (i.e. Canada), official development assistance in the region is largely
driven bilaterally rather than through multilateral channels (i.e. the UN), with the EU
favouring distributing funds for ‘budget support’ with the aim of bolstering recipient
country ownership.?&°

Generally, donor priorities in the region include a heavy emphasis on institutional capac-
ity and reform (see Figure 11), and are largely directed towards stabilization efforts,
emergency humanitarian aid, particularly to refugee populations, and healthcare support
for the pandemic. There are significantly fewer initiatives with strategic objectives that
focus directly on combating organized-crime flows. Of those programmes that do, there
tends to be an emphasis on building capacity of border control and management as well
as technical assistance to law enforcement. A table of notable activities currently being
implemented in the Levant is given in the annex to this report.

PROGRAMME MAPPING
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m Focus areas Geographic focus

Germany

Canada

EU
Netherlands

United
States

Frames its policy under the overarching point of ‘fighting the root
causes of displacement’; focus on migration, forced displacement;
food security; health measures.

Under its Feminist International Assistance Policy, Canada applies
a human rights-based approach to its core action area - gender
equality and the empowerment of women and girls - and five
other action areas: 1) human dignity (including health education,
humanitarian assistance, nutrition, sexual and reproductive health
and rights, and food security); 2) inclusive economic growth; 3)
environment and climate change; 4) inclusive governance; 5) peace
and security.

Migration-related issues and humanitarian assistance.

Supporting the reception of refugees in the region, including
education and employment for refugees and host communities.

Under the Trump administration, programming is strongly linked to
US national security concerns and economic growth; cuts to health
initiatives; USAID directs support towards self-reliance of recipient

Jordan and Irag were among the top 10
recipients of German ODA in 2018.

Syria, Jordan and Irag were among the top
10 ODA recipient countries in 2018.

Levant

Lebanon was the top country to receive
Dutch ODA in 2018, although the
Netherlands is increasing cooperation with
Jordan and Iraqg as well.

Jordan was the top recipient of US ODA in
2018.

countries.

FIGURE 11 Major donor priorities in the region.

SOURCE: OECD Donor Tracker, https://donortracker.org/countries

In Jordan, support generally focuses on reinforcing
democratic institutions and the rule of law, as well

as promoting regional stability, most likely due to the
country’s perceived role as a stable anchor in the
region and its comparably developed criminal justice,
governance, and social institutions. Although Lebanon
has the highest number of refugees per capita,
Jordan receives a significantly larger amount of donor
funding directed at the facilitation of orderly, safe,
regular and responsible migration and mobility than
its neighbours. It received US$27.3 million in ODA

in 2018 (compared to Lebanon's US$5.6 million and
Irag's US$1.6 million)%!. In line with other countries
in the region, donor emphasis is placed on enhancing
institutional capacity rather than engagement with
non-state security sector and justice providers (with

the exception of CSOs focused on legal aid).

In terms of small arms and light weapons control, the
country received only US$50 000 in 2018, and no
funding information was found relating to narcot-

ics control, which includes activities such as police
training and awareness campaigns to restrict drug
trafficking. Rather, a number of projects are currently
being implemented focusing on border management
generally. The biggest donor in this area is the EU
through its delegation and Instrument Contributing to
Stability and Peace.
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In 2019, the EU, along with UNODC and the
International Centre for Migration Policy and
Development, launched a 6-million-euro project,
Reinforcing Jordan’s Capability at the Eastern Borders,
which is aimed at promoting an integrated approach
to border management and strengthening capacities
to counter transnational crime and enhance trade
through the creation of a multi-agency logistical hub.
The EU has funded similar projects in the country,
including Upgrading Karamah Border Crossing Point:
Improved Access to Economic Development and
Enhanced Stability,?®? which focused on offering
technical assistance to border officials along the coun-
try's eastern border with Iraq to support economic
recovery and stability, and to mitigate security risks.
Additionally, the European Commission’s Directorate-
General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement
Negotiations is currently supporting a project on inte-
grated border management in Jordan. Its objectives
include the ‘smooth trans-border flow of persons and
goods’. The 36-month action will continue through
July 2022.

Jordan is also a part of a number of projects with a
regional scope that largely target refugee popula-
tions and promote social cohesion. For example, the
German government (in partnership with the Berghof

Foundation) has funded a project to support local



dialogues and regional exchanges between Sunni
religious leaders and community actors to address
community tensions and prevent radicalization (along
with Lebanon).283

Funding activities in Jordan may be described as over-
crowded in the security sector space, which has led to
fragmented international support and various project
implementation arrangements. The lack of cohesion
may undermine the government’s ability to imple-
ment effectively.?®* Moreover, while there are some
initiatives on healthcare reform, thematic areas that
require more focus are drug trafficking, and correction
and rehabilitation centres.

Where Jordan's donor climate is overcrowded, devel-
opment initiatives in Iraq can be described as more
disjointed and overwhelmingly focused on recovery.
Given Iraqg's volatility post-2003 and throughout the
Syrian conflict, donor priorities have emphasized
stabilization efforts and humanitarian aid, particularly
centred on refugees and internally displaced persons,
border management and de-mining. The country
received US$284.7 million in ODA for initiatives
around conflict, peace and security.?®> By contrast,
comparably little focus has been placed on anti-
corruption efforts: total ODA from member coun-
tries of the Development Assistance Committee for
anti-corruption among institutions and organizations
was just $25 000 in 2018.28¢

Ongoing donor support to Irag’s institutions is mainly
delivered through UNDP’s Country Programme, a
multi-donor pooled fund with nearly US$15 million
allocated to peace, justice and strong institutions,
running during the period 2020-2024.27 [raq is also a
recipient of smaller-scale bilateral initiatives, including
Denmark’s three-year (2019-2021) Syria-Iraq Peace
and Stabilisation Programme, which focuses on short-
and medium-term stabilization efforts centred on
three thematic objectives: peacebuilding and justice;
resilience and recovery; and security governance.
Germany, Canada, the Netherlands and the US are
also involved in actions that support community polic-
ing, including the establishment of community policing
forums to promote social cohesion, enhancing political
representation and trust between law enforcement

and the communities.

Although support to Jordan and Irag has increased

in the past few years, donor funding to Lebanon has
seen little growth, though there has been a renewed
impetus for emergency reconstruction and human-
itarian aid following the Beirut port explosion.?88
According to the OECD, support to the country’s gov-
ernance and security sector saw significant declines
from 2005 to 2019.2%7

In terms of security, Lebanon falls in line with its
neighbours, in that security-driven donor assistance
is more institutionally focused, with operational
support largely directed towards the Lebanese

army and Internal Security Forces. As in Jordan,

the Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and
Enlargement Negotiations provides Lebanon support
through integrated border management, with the
second phase of the programme set to end in June
2021. Lebanon is also part of the UNODC'’s Container
Control Programme, which works to establish effec-
tive cargo controls to prevent trafficking across the
land border with Syria and its ports. Other initiatives
include Transparency International’s Defense and
Security Programme, funded by the Dutch Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, which provides technical assistance
and capacity building to help identify corruption risks

among military and defence ministry personnel.

By and large, donor community engagement in
Lebanon has a strong focus on social cohesion, with

a number of initiatives geared towards easing ten-
sions between refugees and host communities,
inter-sectoral dialogue and regional exchange. By
contrast, no ODA funding directed at reintegration and
small arms and light weapons were received in 2018. In
terms of drugs, US$250 000 in ODA was allocated to
the country in 2018, as well as US$110 000 for agricul-
tural and non-agricultural alternative development for
projects to reduce illicit drug cultivation. Increasingly,

a number of programmes are being implemented that

focus on economic growth and job creation.

Generally, the donor climate in Lebanon can be
described as directed at niche thematic areas with
lower coordinated efforts. Moreover, in light of
current protests and calls to overhaul the government,
donor funding has become increasingly dependent on

the country being able to reform its government.?%°
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The creeping influence of illicit economies in the region have cast a spotlight on the inadequacies of state

institutions to respond to socio-economic and humanitarian challenges. © Jeff J Mitchell/Getty Images




he destabilizing impact of the Syrian conflict has clearly helped solidify the

role of the illicit economy in perpetuating violence and instability in the

Levant region. As Syria remains subjected to one of the most comprehensive
sanctions regimes ever implemented, including trade restrictions, arms embargoes,
travel bans and asset freezes on key Syrian officials, sophisticated means for evading
those sanctions have become well established. lllicit economies have been a key part
of the system that has fuelled the conflict, and they have become entrenched in

Syria’s neighbouring countries.

As the protracted and brutal Syrian conflict remains unresolved to this day, the final
balance of power cannot be fully understood. While the scale of violence in Syria has
declined now that the major challenges to the regime’s authority have been quashed,
full acceptance of its hegemony remain under question, especially given the contin-
ued human-rights abuses and contraventions of international humanitarian law by the
regime. Continuing uncertainties over the fate of Idlib and the north-eastern regions,
and the challenges to the legitimacy of the regime both by domestic and international
actors mean that a lasting solution to Syria’s conflict, with the restoration of the rule
of law and capacity for effective governance, remains a distant prospect.

For ordinary people in Syria and its neighbours trying to sustain themselves, nine
years of war have progressively eroded the economy, infrastructure and their live-
lihoods, and triggered mass displacement. Cross-border smuggling of a wide range

of goods has supplemented and supplanted what remained of legitimate trade. As
the war nears an end, refugees and internally displaced people will need to return to
Syria and may have no choice but to rely on informal networks to do so. lllicit trade
structures solidified over the course of the nine years are likely to remain, as the
actors involved are unlikely to surrender power in the territories they have gained
during the war. With the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the region’s burdened
health and economic infrastructures have exacerbated the dire conditions for people,
and while the coronavirus'’s full impact on organized crime in the region remains to be
seen, it is likely that the uncertainty surrounding the virus will be taken advantage of
by local and external actors in their power-seeking efforts.
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Organized-crime activities are both a source and consequence of the war in Syria,
whereby demand for illicit commodities, such as drugs and arms, has allowed actors
at all levels to carve out control of these criminal markets. These actors, including
local crime groups, non-state factions as well as state entities themselves, have been
involved in illicit economies to further their own objectives. There have been no real
efforts to stop these illicit economies in the Levant - local objectives to curtail illicit
markets are implemented only if flows support an opposing group. External oper-
ations have often contributed to these illicit trades. Essentially, the Levant can be
seen as a context where rule of law has largely dissolved as a concept, and revenue
sources are harnessed and weaponized to support the political objectives and
self-determination goals of local, national and international interests. The COVID-19

pandemic has reinforced these power-seeking dynamics.

The result has been a creeping influence of illicit economies throughout the region,
casting a spotlight on the inadequacies of state institutions to respond to underly-
ing inequalities and unsustainable political, health and socio-economic conditions.
lllicit commodities such as drugs have infiltrated communities, as evidenced by the
increase in addiction and trafficking cases. Syria’s neighbours have become more
weaponized as more and more civilians procure arms to protect themselves where
state institutions have failed to provide for their security. The mass migration of
people escaping conflict and the dire conditions brought on by national lockdowns
and the smuggling markets that facilitate their exodus have magnified the fact that
healthcare, economic and social infrastructures are unable to meet the needs of
the people. This dereliction of service delivery has led to resentment and growing
popular dissent against governments, instability and the spread of radicalization - as
seen in the most recent protests in Lebanon and Iraq.

With the conflict in Syria dying down and amid the current health crisis, there is

an opportunity to introduce new positive political-economy dynamics designed to
reduce the fragility of vulnerable populations, offer greater stability to neighbour-
ing countries, and allow them to focus on responding to and extracting themselves
from the prevailing illicit economies in which they have become ensnared. As such,
development interventions are urgently needed to promote and strengthen positive
dynamics in the region.
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Recommendations

At the outset, it is important to recognize that development initiatives should be framed with
an understanding of their limits. The blurring between illicit economies and war economies, and
their impact, is extensive and chronic, and changes to these dynamics will be slow. Therefore,
programmes will need to assess the timeframes between implementation and results, with the
aim of creating a stable and prosperous Levant region for the long term. The following points
are key recommendations for interventions in the region based on the organized crime-political
economy dynamics of Syria’s neighbours and current trends in donor aid.

1. Building the evidence base through targeted research

The dearth of current programming in the Levant that is designed to directly target organized
crime means that little is known about criminal dynamics in the region. Thus, as a preliminary
consideration, organized crime-related initiatives in the region must be based on a thorough
understanding of key issues underlying illicit activities and their impact. Targeted research and
analysis of local contexts and the role organized crime plays in local economies and in the social
and political spheres can help shape intervention efforts and minimize the risk of inadvertently
contributing to illicit flows and/or removal of livelihoods.

Analysis that includes a mapping of the pervasiveness of particular criminal markets and how
they have evolved over time in a particular locale, identifying key actors (local or external,

state and non-state) involved in illicit flows, their motivations, as well as those working to build
resilience against organized crime, is crucial in not only forming an evidence base upon which
targeted and effective programmes can be established, but also to build political will, raise social
awareness of how these negative dynamics affect local and regional contexts, and identify
linkages to broader sectoral reform. Moreover, given the volatility of the region, investment in
consistent monitoring of the ever-changing dynamics in local contexts and making findings pub-
licly available can contribute to new ideas for intervention, exposure and coordination.

2. Working with institutions and non-state actors

Efforts to enable countries to push back against illicit economies ultimately rest with those in
power, and it is important to recognize the value in working with non-state entities that may
have de facto control in key areas to implement effective interventions. While current donor
funding places an emphasis on institutional capacity building (primarily border management
and law enforcement technical assistance), local non-state actors, such as local clans in the
border regions of Lebanon, Jordan and Iraqg, as well as the private sector (local businessmen)
and political groups (such as Hezbollah), may have gained legitimacy in the eyes of communities,
so collaborating with them in some form is essential in ensuring that development programmes
are accepted and integrated by the communities. Moreover, while there is a tendency to down-
play the role of states in perpetuating illicit flows and conflict, it is imperative to understand
governance and structural deficiencies, and where other actors may have fulfilled these roles.
Engagement with civil society actors should also be enhanced, particularly in countries where
civil society is active (e.g. Lebanon and Jordan) and often play a bigger role in resilience to orga-
nized crime activities than state institutions.?”?
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Additionally, in light of the limited support for anti-corruption initiatives in the Levant, engage-
ment with local interlocutors should be built around programmes in which accountability and
monitoring measures are embedded. Over the course of the Syrian conflict, a range of actors
(both state and non-state) have been involved in exerting territorial control and monopolizing
resources, while working to appeal to local communities. For example, as outlined above, groups
with political ties have been known to be involved in cross-border trafficking of arms and human
smuggling in Lebanon and Iraq (to varying degrees). Areas such as building the capacity of public
finance management budget planning, communication, monitoring and evaluation have tended
to be under-supported in the region and should be expanded.

At the same time, the pandemic has also overburdened countries’ basic governance functions,
exacerbating corruption, and cemented the governance role of non-state actors. These actors
may perceive engagement with development entities as a threat to their control and restrict
policymakers’ ability to monitor implemented programmes. It is therefore essential to promote
the importance of development interventions as a benefit to all, framing monitoring and account-
ability measures as a component of the overall joint efforts in ensuring successful implemen-
tation. To ensure that development aid is allocated and implemented as effectively as possible,
practical measures, such as clear communication of spending plans both by donors and recip-
ients, as well as creating and/or strengthening the recipient accountability instruments and
frameworks, are needed. Moreover, conditions on aid (including credible incentives to comply)

may be a useful tool in addressing corruption and vested interests.

3. Targeting interventions to specific vulnerable groups impacted by
criminal activities

The COVID-19 crisis has intensified the growing regional discontent as a result of the Syrian

conflict. Popular mistrust of governments in Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq, along with tensions

between different communities - sectarian-based groups, hosts and refugees - have left the

region more volatile than ever before. The social impact of the Syrian conflict and the pandemic

are largely similar: people have been displaced or are isolated from their communities; access

to education has been halted; and, in many cases, the distribution of aid is imbalanced or dis-

criminatory. These social undercurrents contribute to resentment among communities who feel

marginalized, risking increased use of drugs, radicalization and the mobilization of weapons.

In this regard, development programming should overcome social fragmentation by targeting
three key vulnerable groups. First, the plight of refugees and migrants, both during the corona-
virus pandemic and after a vaccine is found, has been a donor priority and should continue

to be one. Mass displacement brought on by the conflict in Syria and the current health crisis
undermines stabilization and development assistance, requiring programmes to grapple with

the reality that aid should not only be directed at countries’ citizenry, but encompass the large
numbers of undocumented people in Lebanon, Jordan and Irag, who are highly vulnerable to
extremism and may rely on the illicit economy to survive. While many initiatives in the region
focus on short-term humanitarian aid to vulnerable population groups, particularly amid the pan-
demic, there is an expanding space for longer-term economic and social integration. Additionally,
there should be a focus on legal reform (particularly in Lebanon and Jordan), so that the status
and rights of refugees and irregular migrants are clarified and enforced, which would reduce

reliance on smugglers and mitigate vulnerability to trafficking.
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Secondly, while donor funding tends to focus on refugee populations, comparatively little atten-
tion has been directed towards those affected by the drug trade. The rise in drug trafficking and
use in the region as a reaction to instability and violence poses not only health risks and infra-
structural burdens, but also feeds social stigmas towards addicts and local communities in the
region. This is particularly true for ‘high stress’ groups, such as the unemployed, migrants and
refugees. Efforts in narcotics control programmes should be bolstered, as well as offering alter-
native livelihoods to locals who have traditionally been involved in the cultivation of narcotics.

Finally, the border regions of Syria’s neighbours have been traditionally isolated from their
countries’ central political and commercial processes, and therefore development initiatives
should centre on improving integration between these marginalized communities and the
formal economies. By focusing on border region assimilation while respecting local social
ecosystems that extend across national boundaries, reliance on informal or illicit sources of
livelihoods becomes reduced and the risk of radicalization minimized. To that end, policymak-
ers and development actors should also be wary of creating initiatives that perpetuate a cycle
of aid dependency in border communities, focusing rather on productive economic projects
that encourage ownership of livelihoods and increase social stability.

The pandemic has in a sense levelled economic insecurity within countries in the Levant.
Everyone has been impacted by the virus, and the extensive damage to the region’s formal
economies may lead to an imbalanced reliance on the informal sector and criminal flows, not
just in the immediate term (as a means of survival), but as a secondary impact of the pan-
demic. Economic infrastructures in the Levant were weak before the COVID-19 outbreak, with
Lebanon, Jordan and Irag’s economies either heavily dependent on outside remittances and the
global community to pump cash into their borders, or concentrated in a few key sectors (such
as oil or tourism). Economic interventions should be balanced between short- and long-term
objectives. While programmes that focus on immediate aid to alleviate humanitarian crises are
urgently needed, initiatives that aim to diversify economic sectors and minimize foreign aid

dependency would limit the risk of engagement in illicit economies.

Similarly, the pandemic has only exacerbated economic imbalances in the Levant, with those in
the lower socio-economic groups having little to no opportunity for engagement in the formal
economy. As witnessed by the Syrian conflict, criminal entrepreneurs pursue opportunities to
expand their illicit activities in times of instability. As businesses collapse amid lockdowns and
economic uncertainty, middle-class business and commerce becomes vulnerable to criminal
capture, as criminal actors seek predatory funding opportunities.

Consequently, support that focuses on the bottom of the socio-economic pyramid, aimed at
small to medium-sized entrepreneurs and vocational training, would be a step towards alleviating
poverty, limiting economic dependence on predatory actors with vested interests, and promot-
ing economic inclusion, innovation and job creation. These efforts are more critical given that
the Levant, like the rest of the Arab world, has a largely young population who not only have the
potential to serve as a resource and as drivers of economic growth, but in the absence of oppor-

tunity in formal sectors, also have the potential to become seriously vulnerable to criminality.
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ANNEX

Non-exhaustive list of relevant programming activities
in the Levant

REGIONAL ACTIVITIES

Stakeholder

Geographic focus

European Commission DG NEAR

Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Iraq

Priority Social cohesion

Project/programme Promoting religious tolerance and mutual understanding within and between faiths in Lebanon, Syria,
Jordan and Iraq

Budget US$967 324

Time period December 2018-November 2021

Description Overall objective: To combat religious intolerance and discrimination among target communities in
Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and Irag by enhancing mutual understanding and respect between different faiths
and sects. More specifically, support CSOs/NGOs and faith-based organizations through sub-grants to
promote dialogue.

Stakeholder UNHCR; UNDP

Geographic focus
Priority
Project/programme
Budget

Time period

Description

Lebanon, Turkey, Egypt, Jordan, Irag
Refugee aid

Regional Refugee & Resilience Plan (3RP)
US$1 557 041 433 (as of August 2020)
2015 (ongoing)

Combines humanitarian and development responses to the Syria crisis into a single coherent plan in
line with national plans and priorities, under the co-leadership of UNHCR and UNDP. It comprises one
regional plan, with five standalone country chapters covering Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Irag and Egypt.
The 3RP has two interconnected components: the refugee component addresses the protection and
humanitarian assistance needs of refugees, while the resilience component addresses the resilience,
stabilization and development needs of impacted individuals, communities and institutions, aiming to
strengthen the capacities of national actors.

Stakeholder
Geographic focus
Priority

Project/programme

Budget

Time period

Germany; Berghof Foundation (implementing NGO)
Lebanon, Jordan
Social cohesion

Supporting local dialogues, regional exchange and prevention capacities of Sunni religious and social
actors

August 2019-October 2021
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Description Key areas of engagement: (1) support local level dialogues to enhance practical, grounded prevention
efforts in different areas - key Sunni strongholds where grievances fuelled radicalization in the past
and mixed areas with potential for community tension and polarization; (2) strengthen the capacities
for dialogue, mediation and prevention efforts of (young) Sheikhs, insider mediators and bridge-builders
(male and female) from all over Lebanon enabling them to undertake concrete mediation, dialogue/
outreach and prevention efforts in their respective areas; (3) a structured regional exchange will be
initiated between religious authorities, scholars and civil society figures in Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan,
Morocco and Iraqg to analyze and extract lessons learned from prevention efforts in these countries,
develop strategic recommendations and devise joint initiatives.

Stakeholder UNODC; Norway

Geographic focus Lebanon, Syria

Priority Border management

Project/programme Container Control Programme

Budget -

Time period 2019-2020

Description Support the establishment of effective cargo controls to prevent trafficking and other illicit container
and cargo crime at the land border crossing with Syria (Masnaa) and enhance legitimate trade;
strengthen trade security and facilitation at the seaports of Beirut and Tripoli with the ultimate goal
of (1) contributing to strengthened border control and coastal zone management; (2) stability; and (3)
economic improvement.

Stakeholder Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Geographic focus
Priority
Project/programme
Budget

Time period

Description

Syria, Iraq

Stabilization

Syria - Irag Peace and Stabilisation Programme (2019-2021)
397 million Danish krone

2019-2021

Overarching aim is to reduce regional insecurity, terrorism, irregular migration and protracted
displacement by meeting immediate and medium-term stabilization needs in Syria and Irag.

COUNTRY-TARGETED ACTIVITIES

Stakeholder
Geographic focus
Priority
Project/programme
Budget

Time period

EU, Jordan, UNODC, ICMPD (International Centre for Migration Policy Development)
Jordan

Border management

Reinforcing Jordan’s Capability at the Eastern Borders

€6 000 000

18 months; launched November 2019

Description Support Jordan to develop an integrated approach in border management and to strengthen capacities
to counter transnational crime and enhance trade traffic for land, sea and air border centres.

Stakeholder Germany; IOM (implementing)

Geographic focus Irag

Priority Policing

Project/programme Supporting Community Policing and Stabilisation in Iraq

Budget €5.7 million

Time period

Description

January 2021-December 2022

Overall aim: To contribute to enhancing peace, security and stability through rebuilding trust between
law enforcement officials and communities, and to contribute to a conducive environment for returns
through strengthened social cohesion and increasing access to rights and political representation.
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Stakeholder
Geographic focus
Priority

Project/programme

Budget

Time period

Germany; UNDP
Iraq
Law enforcement capacity building

Strengthening Criminal Investigations and Crime Scene Management Capacities in Iraq

US$1.13 million (grant)

Description Aims to increase the reliability and effectiveness of criminal investigations, ensuring they are well
integrated and proactively conducted by local police. The action will also improve the performance of
police investigators, making their role in criminal investigations more accountable. Activities under this
project include comprehensive training sessions for investigating officers from local police stations,
relevant directorates and investigating judges.

Stakeholder Canada

Geographic focus Lebanon

Priority Economic

Project/programme Supporting Productive Sectors Development Program in Lebanon

Budget US$7.6 million

Time period

Description

March 2020-March 2021

Aims to support Lebanon’s manufacturing (agro-food) and agriculture sectors, which have been identified
as having a high potential for job creation for women and youth in disadvantaged areas. The project
works to promote equal access to economic opportunities for women and men in productive sectors,

in order to support social and economic equality and stimulate economic growth. Project activities
include: (1) developing strategies and legislative reviews; (2) supporting infrastructure investment; and (3)
enhancing skills and production capacities for farmers, cooperatives and small businesses.

Stakeholder

Geographic focus

EU; implemented by IOM and UNODC

Jordan

Priority Border management

Project/programme Upgrading Karamah Border Crossing Point: Improved Access to Economic Development and Enhanced
Stability

Budget €1 million

Time period June 2018-December 2019

Description The overall objective of the project is to contribute to the economic recovery and stability of Jordan
and the region while ensuring that security risks are mitigated in cros-border movements of goods and
people.

Stakeholder European Commission DG NEAR

Geographic focus
Priority
Project/programme
Budget

Time period

Description

Jordan
Border management

Support to Integrated Border Management in Jordan

December 2019-July 2022

The overall objective of this 36-month action is to contribute to the development of the long-term
capability of the national authorities to control and manage its international borders, thus ensuring
greater security for citizens and visitors, guaranteeing respect of the rule of law and sustainable
development processes for the country. This project will entail support to a smooth trans-border flow of
persons and goods, and hence contribute to economic and fiscal growth.
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Stakeholder

Geographic focus

EU (FPI); UN

Lebanon

Priority Social cohesion; healthcare

Project/programme Preventing tensions between refugees from Syria and host communities in the context of the COVID-19
crisis in Lebanon

Budget -

Time period April 2020-December 2021

Description The action aims to prevent inter-community tensions by reinforcing the capacity of the Lebanese health
system (public hospitals in particular) to cope with COVID-19 and any future pandemics, thus supporting
national resilience and social stability.

Stakeholder European Commission DG NEAR

Geographic focus Lebanon

Priority Economic

Project/programme Promoting the local economy in North East Bekaa

Budget US$13 million

Time period -

Description Promote local economy in border regions; agricultural development, SME development; decentralization
and support to subnational government

Stakeholder UNDP

Geographic focus Lebanon

Priority Social cohesion

Project/programme Tensions Monitoring System

Budget -

Time period June 2018-December 2020

Description This project outlines a tensions monitoring system led by UNDP, with close coordination with UNHCR
and the Ministry of Social Affairs, over a three-year period from 2018 to 2021 to track these tensions.

Stakeholder USAID; Baladi CAP (implementing)

Geographic focus
Priority
Project/programme
Budget

Time period

Description

Lebanon
Economic

General funding

September 2013-March 2021

Tailored capacity development assistance and small grants to local civil society organizations. This
includes supporting (1) a new cohort of faith-based, non-governmental organizations to provide basic
essential services to religious and ethnic minorities in under-served communities; (2) three intermediary
service organizations and their CSO members to further expand their reach and amplify the impact

of their advocacy efforts; and (3) civil society organizations to increase transparency and to combat
corruption by providing much-needed technical knowledge and expertise on public procurement and
other government oversight issues.
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Stakeholder

Geographic focus

European Commission DG NEAR; ICMPD

Lebanon

Priority Border management

Project/programme Enhanced capability for Integrated Border Management (IBM Lebanon 2); Supporting Lebanon in
Fostering Human Rights-Based Border and Migration Management

Budget -

Time period November 2018-November 2020 (phase 1); phase 2 upcoming

Description Through the provision of technical support and equipment, the programme will continue to support
integrated border management in Lebanon by strengthening the operational systems at the legal
border crossing points and within the institutions. This ambitious objective will mobilize several security
institutions (General Security, Customs, LAF, ISF, Civil Defence etc.) and rely on the best available
expertise among the EU member states.

Stakeholder UNDP; EU Commission DG NEAR

Geographic focus

Lebanon

Priority Border management

Project/programme Sustainable Energy for Security: Interventions for the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) along the North-
eastern Lebanese border

Budget US$3.9 million

Time period June 2019-December 2021

Description To promote security of border communities and to strengthen the logistic at the north-eastern borders
through the operationalization of the LAF Sustainable Energy Strategy. The use of sustainable energy
systems will enhance the security of both the Lebanese borders communities and the LAF personnel by
increasing their level of comfort in remote border areas to levels that are acceptable, which, in turn, will
ensure better operational readiness and ability.

Stakeholder USAID; Chemonics International

Geographic focus Lebanon

Priority Economic

Project/programme Lebanon Enterprise Development (LED)

Budget US$19.3 million

Time period September 2017-September 2022

Description The activity applies a market-led approach and partners with local firms to facilitate the provision of
business development services and solutions that address critical technical constraints, and better
enable them to increase productivity, boost sales and create jobs. The activity builds the local market
for business consultancy services so that it is more commercial and in no further need of subsidies and
foreign assistance.

Stakeholder Economic and Social Fund for Development; Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Geographic focus
Priority
Project/programme
Budget

Time period

Description

Lebanon
Economic

Boosting economic growth and job creation in specific targeted areas in Lebanon

Contribute to the revival of the local economy and enhance the resilience of vulnerable populations
living in areas with high concentration of Syrian refugees in Lebanon. The specific objective is to create
job opportunities (to Lebanese and non-Lebanese citizens) in the problematic targeted areas by providing
financial and non-financial support to Lebanese small and medium enterprises.
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Stakeholder
Geographic focus
Priority
Project/programme
Budget

Time period

European Commission DG NEAR

Lebanon

Anti-corruption

Promoting Transparency and Combatting Corruption at National Level
Us$944 212

March 2019-February 2022

Description The overall objective of the project is to address corruption and transparency by improving good
governance in Lebanon through the support of the Lebanese government's effort in combating
corruption, including the implementation of the National Strategy, and support civil society in that
respect. The specific objectives of the project aim to strengthen public accountability, and improve
transparency through capacity building of control bodies, among others.

Stakeholder European Commission DG NEAR

Geographic focus
Priority
Project/programme
Budget

Time period

Iraq
Governance; anti-corruption
Strengthening public finance management oversight and accountability institutions in Iraq

2021

Description Technical assistance activities to strengthen public finance management oversight and accountability
institutions.

Stakeholder World Bank

Geographic focus Irag

Priority Stabilization

Project/programme Iraq Emergency Social Stabilization and Resilience Project

Budget -

Time period 2017-2021

Description The development objective of the Emergency Social Stabilization Project for Iraqg is to: (1) increase

livelihood opportunities in liberated areas; (2) increase access to psycho-social services in liberated areas;
and (3) strengthen the systems to expand the provision of social safety nets. This project has three
components. The first component, cash for Work (CfW), social support, and livelihood opportunities, is
to increase access to short-term employment in areas affected by the succession of crises by financing a
CfW programme, while providing livelihood opportunities for sustainable stabilization. The component
includes three subcomponents: 1) Cash for work; 2) psychosocial support services; and 3) livelihood
opportunities. The second component, Resilient Social Safety Nets, is to strengthen the capability of

the current social safety net programmes through promoting flexibility and scalability in the programme
design. It will not finance cash transfers to beneficiaries.
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