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OVERVIEW OF DEIR EZZOR 
Over the past nine years, Syrian civilians were the vast majority of the conflict victims and those who were 

exposed to the consequences and risks. The impact on civilians is not limited to the armed conflict, but 
they became victims for many agreements, whether the local ones among the Syrian parties to conflict, or 
the international ones among the influencing states, that resulted in massive displacement influxes, where 
some of them violated international laws.  

Likewise, Deir Ezzor province was not different from other Syrian provinces; since 2012 up this moment, 
the province has been through security instability. In June 2012, the Syrian government forces launched 
a large-scale attack on Deir Ezzor that resulted in displacement of thousands of civilians after using fighter 
planes, helicopters, and heavy weapons. Many massacres were committed, including the one that took 
place in Al Joura and Al Qusour neighborhoods where dozens of civilian casualties fell. The civilians’ 
suffering continued following ISIS invasion in 2014 as thousands of civilians had to flee after grave 

violations were committed by ISIS, Al Shuaitat Massacre in 2014 is one of the examples.   

The miserable spectacle of displacement took place again in the second half of 2017 as the military actions 
started to recapture the province by the Syrian government forces with support of Russian forces and 
foreign militias on hand, and the Syrian Democratic Forces with support of the US-led Global Coalition on 
the other. The western areas located in the north of Euphrates River in Deir Ezzor became a safe place for 
the IDPs as SDF recaptured and controlled those areas without military actions. Other provinces such as 
Damascus, Al Hasaka, Al Raqqa, and the northern countryside of Aleppo received thousands of IDPs.  

On the other hand, the intensified aerial bombardment by the Global Coalition resulted in large-scale 
destruction and massive displacement in the areas located in the north of the river such as Hajeen and Al 
Sh’afa, where civilians fled towards the west of Deir Ezzor, and then returned following SDF control on 
those areas. 

The returning of IDPs to government held areas are not an option for many of them, especially for young 
people who fear from the ghost of being recruited in the compulsory service as soon as they return. 
Additionally, IDPs fear from security prosecution and financial blackmail. On the other hand, this is a 
shortage of job opportunities and not to mention the destruction of civilians’ houses due to aerial 
bombardment and artillery over several years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Deir+ez-Zur,+Syria/@35.3351872,40.1029562,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x154817f4aeddb761:0x4cbc9d58e981374f!8m2!3d35.3296518!4d40.1350341
https://jfl.ngo/a-voice-i-can-never-forget/
https://jfl.ngo/al-joura-al-qusour-forgotten-crime/
https://jfl.ngo/they-killed-them-to-make-them-an-example/
https://jfl.ngo/like-doomsday/
https://jfl.ngo/reconciliations-the-last-option-for-deir-ezzor-populations/
https://jfl.ngo/the-main-reasons-behind-unwillingness-of-people-displaced-from-deir-ezzor-to-return-to-the-areas-of-control-of-the-syrian-regime-in-the-province/


4 

 

INTRODUCTION ABOUT SDF HELD AREAS IN 

DEIR EZZOR 
SDF control over the entire sub-districts and villages located in the north of the river. Civil councils 
affiliated to SDC – SDF political body – were formed. Those areas experienced a remarkable activity by the 
civil society organizations that provide basic services, such as rehabilitation of water pumping stations, 
schools, agricultural associations, and medical services points. The services enhancement and partial 
agricultural activity, especially in the western Deir Ezzor, encouraged the IDPs to return to their areas 
from Al Raqqa and Aleppo northern countryside.  

The abovementioned areas suffer from explosive remnants of war such as mines and unexploded 
ordnance despite the efforts of international organizations and agencies. On the security level, groups – 
with unknown leaders or members- are common and locally named as “Sleeper Cells” that commit acts 

of threats, homicide, and abduction. The local community ascribe the affiliation of those cells to ISIS group 
based on the persons targeted by those acts as civic activists, staffers of civil society organizations, staffers 

of civil councils, and members of military forces under SDF umbrella. However, different persons, who 
were interviewed by JFL, considered that not all of the crimes could be committed by ISIS sleeper cells due 
to the nature of each crime such as acts of banditry or rubbery.  

Thousands of IDPs are residing in the areas held by SDF; some of them are renting houses, others are 
based in a camp located in Abu Khashab village, whereas hundreds are sleeping in random camps in the 
western villages of Deir Ezzor where they receive no humanitarian aid.  

The decision taken by the US President to pull out the US troops from Syria in 2018, and the confirmation 
of the decision in 2019 left a shock on the populations and IDPs as the destiny of the areas became 
uncertain, the forces that will fill the gap are unknown, and the fate of thousands of civilians whose lives 

may be exposed to risks in case of any control change without any guarantees for their protection. What 
has been done by the Syrian government forces in the newly captured areas in the south of the river 
fostered the civilians’ fears from occurring again in areas located in the north of it.  

The acts of the SDF leadership do not enjoy transparency towards the local community. The agreements 
that might be reached, and if they would consider the civilians best interest or not, could not be predicted. 

This what has been raised in discussion sessions among civil society activists and military leaders in Deir 
Ezzor, where the answers were too brief and inadequate.  

In the light of the developments in northeastern Syria and the change of control map, leaving Deir Ezzor 
became more difficult, especially for those who are “fugitive” by the Syrian security apparatuses or armed 
opposition forces. The explosions in the areas held by the National Army Forces limited the options of 

those who desire to leave Deir Ezzor, especially after closing the Turkish-Syrian borders. 

This paper aims at shedding the light on the current situation in the SDF held areas in terms of security, 
economic, and services conditions such as education, health, electricity, and water. The paper raises the 
different opinions and concerns of the locals, and initiate a discussion about the future of Deir Ezzor before 
the interested local and international parties and stakeholders.  

This paper depends on interviews with key informants in Deir Ezzor including civil society activists who 
are in a direct and constant contact with the local community.  

 

https://jfl.ngo/no-choices-left-us/
https://jfl.ngo/an-appeal-from-deir-ezzor-camps/
https://jfl.ngo/latest-developments-in-deir-ezzor-following-us-president-decision-to-withdraw-troops/
https://jfl.ngo/deir-ezzor-and-violence-reasons-for-joining/
https://jfl.ngo/deir-ezzor-and-peace/
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SECURITY SITUATION 

Security Instability 

In terms of security aspect, areas located in the north of the river in Deir Ezzor could be divided into two 
parts; eastern and western Deir Ezzor. Al Kasra sub-district in western Deir Ezzor, with all sub-ordinated 
villages, are considered stable and safe despite the fact that limited acts of robbing and stealing, and this 
can be attributed to the fact that some of the locals were involved in armed activity within the armed 
groups that ruled the province. After 2011, the sub-district did not see remarkable conflicts. As SDF took 
it as a center for their civil and military headquarters, this helped to provide more protection and safety 
to the sub-district. On the other hand, the eastern and northeastern side of the province, including 
Theeban, Hajeen, Al Suar, Al Bsaira, and Al Sh’hail sub-districts witness violations such as homicide, 
robbing, and blackmailing on daily basis by unknown parties. 

In some areas of the eastern countryside such as the village of Jadeed Bagara, in the sub-district of Khsham, 

the threats forced some activists to carry guns to protect themselves from any potential threat. The 
populations of the eastern countryside could capture a gang by their own. SDF released a number of ISIS 
members, despite the fact that some of them are accused for murder. This what infuriates the populations 
and raises their concerns at the same time.  

In Al Tayyana village, groups likely affiliated to ISIS demanded from some of wealthy people to pay large 
amount as Zakat for their money, which may reach dozens of thousands of US dollars. Some person, who 
lives in one of the villages of Al Bsaira sub-district, had to pay more than $100,000. 

In some villages of the eastern countryside, populations do not go out at night unless for a very important 
issue due to shootings. Moving from a village to a neighboring one at night is considered as an issue.   

Some of the towns and villages see explosions occasionally. On 7 May 2019, a motorcycle bomb exploded 
in Al Kushkeyya village, Hajeen sub-district, where a number of civilians were injured. On 7 July 2019, a 
motorcycle bomb exploded in the market of Abu Hamam village that resulted in death of two persons and 
injury of other. In the same place, another motorcycle bomb was detected before explosion as locals 
captured two persons and executed one of them before the arrival of SDF to the crime scene.  

A Landmine Explosion in Theeban Town with No Civilian Casualties and Killing the Perpetrator  

Proliferation of Arms 

Using and proliferation of weapons in the villages and towns in the north of the river led to incidents of 
homicide and injuries.  The absence of gun control and accountability drew a green light for those who 

have revenge or problem to be solved with other parties.  

On 11 July 2019, a shooting took place in Gharaneej village, Hajeen sub-district, between SDF members 
who belong to the same village due to a dispute and resulted in death of one civilian.  

In August 2019, a civilian from Gharaneej village was killed in Abu Hamam village by a direct gun shot by 
another man due to a dispute that lasted for months.  

On 21 November 2019, two persons – one of them aged 16 – were killed as a result of shooting between 
two families in the same village.  

 

https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@35.5655175,39.9004338,14z
https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@35.0060062,40.4957874,14z
https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@34.6885274,40.8166804,14z
https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@35.5045262,40.6374298,14z
https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@35.1559316,40.4103324,14z
https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@35.10345,40.3974546,12z
https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@34.994566,40.5066016,13z
https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@34.8177348,40.6864862,17z
https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@34.8386792,40.6423296,12z
https://www.google.com.tr/maps/@34.777515,40.7197972,17z
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Incidents of Murder by Unknown Perpetrators 

 

Frequent incidents take place such as finding dead bodies in the desert without recognizing the identity of 
the perpetrator or the reason. On 23 August 2019, Omran Al Amer Al Mohammad Al Nawaf – a 17-year-
old – was killed in the desert nearby Abu Hamam village, Hajeen sub-district.  
On 30 October 2019, a van driver was killed in Al Sh’hail town due to a gunshot by an unknown group.  
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THE GAP BETWEEN THE LOCAL COMMUNITY 

AND LOCAL AUTHORITIES  

Failure to Act Promises of Re-structuring  

 
Deir Ezzor civil council was formed two year ago. Local figures and powers demanded to restructure the 
council in order to change the unprofessional members and halt waste and corruption. The restructuring 
was not done despite the fact that it was done in other areas outside Deir Ezzor.  
Education, health, finance, and NGOs are out of the most criticized sectors, in addition to security. The 
Cadres1 were demanded to involve the civil society and nominate professional persons who are able to 
make change inside the administration. However, the Cadres did not respond to such demands.  
The control of the Cadres over the decision of the local authorities decreased the trust of the local 

community. The Cadres are seen as “Some of them do not speak Arabic”, foreign people who work on the 
party best interest, not the community’s one.  
 

Obstruction of Political Plurality  

The local authorities are delaying in granting licenses for new parties as they focus on the need to work 
with Future Syria Party. A group of activists tried to establish a party in Deir Ezzor, yet they have not 
received an answer yet.  
One of the US officials paid a visit to Deir Ezzor many times. He considers that the US encourages the 
political plurality, yet it supports the FSP and encourages those who desire to be involved in politics to 

join the party.  
A civil group, under supervision of SDF leaderships, formed a group for civic action, yet no activities have 
been done yet.   

Limited Effectiveness of “Justice House” 

The local authorities formed the “Justice House” which is a court based in Al Kasra town. The cases of all 
areas are referred to this court. It is characterized by poor academic experience for the staff, except for 
one lawyer. The candidate to work in the court are enrolled to a training, where part of it is focused on 
the PYD ideology.   
 
The cases of families’ disputes are referred by some of the security institutions to the court. Yet, some 

security institutions have no links with the court and rarely refers cases to it.  
The “House” has neither executive power to apply the resolutions nor a clear legal reference to be adopted 
in the resolutions. Some of the staff complain about continuous interference of the Cadres.  

Limited Effectiveness of the Security Forces 

The locals suffer from the inefficiency of the security forces as this complaint is represented by staying 
out of several incidents despite using weapons, and having victims. Sometimes there is a late interference 
that has no effect at all.  

 

1 A term indicates to non-Syrian military leaderships in the Democratic Union Party aka PYD 
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SDF depend on the role of the community figures in solving disputes and conflicts, yet they do not provide 
a sort of support. For example, they do not oblige the parties of a dispute to comply with the agreements 
made under the sponsorship of the community figures or actors.  

A dispute took place in one of the villages of Al Kasra sub-district between one IDP and one from the host 
community. The security forces did not interfere until a complaint was raised. The required effort was not 
exerted to solve this dispute. However, the forces depended on local efforts.  The IDP had to waiver his 
right fearing from an expanding dispute. 
 
Unknown persons pulled the trigger on a hospital in Al Sh’hail town three months ago where a young 
man from Al Hawaej village was killed, despite the fact that there was SDF checkpoint 500m away from 
the hospital, but they never made a move.  
 
A shooting between two brothers resulted in death of one of them. Also, a father killed his son by a shooting 
in one of the villages in the eastern countryside. In both two incidents, SDF did not interfere at all. Such 

incidents develop rapidly, and in some cases, they could not be limited and lead to more victims. 
 

 
Arbitrary Arrests and Raids Led to Civilians Casualties  
Every now and then, SDF launch arrest and raiding campaigns against dozens of civilians in different 
areas under the excuse of searching for ISIS members. Most detainees of those campaigns that were 
observed by JFL, and confirmed by the interviewees, were civilians and have no links with ISIS. Detainees 
are released who have no links with ISIS days after their detention. Some detainees are beaten and insulted 
during the detention.  
SDF committed storming operations with the support of the Global Coalition. One of those operations was 
done in a neighborhood of Al Sh’hail town in May 2019, with aerial coverage. This aimed at arrest of the 
fugitives. Yet, shootings resulted in civilian casualties. The fugitive was not under cover, and was roaming 

in public. This operation led to a congestion among the town locals as civilians fell without any 
justification.  
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THE ECONOMIC SITUATION 
Markets in the areas located in the north of the river, in comparing with the era of ISIS rule, are considered 

better. Living conditions are better than those in the Syrian government held areas.  
The financial support to the international and local organizations acting in the area contributed to 
activating the commercial traffic. The facility granted to contracting companies and merchants played a 
role in creating job opportunities and enhancing the monthly income along with the job opportunities in 
the SDF affiliated institutions, especially in education and domestic security.  
The food commerce and furniture workshops are active. The local funds of those who work in the gulf 
states, especially in the eastern countryside contributed in activating the commercial traffic.  
 
The resolutions issued recently by the US contributed to decrease the construction sector as locals shifted 
to savings fearing from any further, rapid, and unexpected developments. 
Civil society organizations provided support to the agriculture sector, which is one of the relied resources, 

along with the livestock-raising, by the locals. The agricultural assemblies were repaired in most villages 
of the western countryside by organizations such as “Together for Deir Ezzor”, “Bidaya”, and “Sanad”.  

The Basic Services Program provided support to live-stock raising. Creative Associates International and 
Sanad provided support to poultry farming. Shaar organization provided support to drip irrigation 
projects. Together for Deir Ezzor organization provided support to greenhouses projects.  

Available Services 

1- Electricity is available in the western countryside for at least 20 hours per day following years of 
blackout. The civil council, with support of the Basic Services Program, contributed in repairing 
the power lines. Whereas the eastern countryside villages are still depending on generators.  

2- Water is available in the western countryside, yet it is not potable. Water is distributed by water 

tankers, but it is not potable as well. Water is still not available in the eastern countryside, unless 
for the houses nearby the pumping stations.  

3- Education: primary school students are attending schools, yet the locals depend on the house 
efforts and some private lessons by experienced teachers. Some students suffer from irregular 
attendance of their teachers along with absence of administrative system along with delay in 
delivering school books. On 27 November 2019, SDF tried to stop a school in Gharaneej village in 
order to turn it into a headquarter. As a result of teachers; rejection, the village witnessed tension 
and shooting.  According to JFL resources, the students number reach 20,000, and the number of 
education staff – including teachers and admin staff – reached more than 4,000, within 45 schools.  
A number of organizations provided support to schools such as maintenance, desks, and heating. 
The organizations were “Together for Deir Ezzor”, “Furatna”, “Acted”, “Concern”, “Sunna Al 

Mustaqbal”, and “Inma’a Al Karama”.  
4- Fuel: price decreased to 160 SYP per liter following protests in the area. Fuel is available in the 

SDF military fuel stations. One of the most important problems is smuggling fuel to the areas held 
by the Syrian government, either in Deir Ezzor, Al Hasaka, or other provinces.  

5- Health: there are many medical facilities such as the Public Hospital in Al Kasra, Specialized 
Hospital of Dar Al Shifa, the Specialized Hospital of Al Razi, Al Tip Al Hadeeth Hospital in Jazrat Al 
Bouhmaid in the western countryside, along with a hospital in Mhaimeeda village.  
There are public clinics Jazrat Al Bouhmaid, Mhaimeeda, and Abukhashab.  

The most prominent medical organizations are Relief International, Kurdish Red Crescent, and 
Medical Relief.  



10 

 

MOST IMPORTANT CONCERNS  
The interviewees expressed many concerns that might put the stability at risk and lead to a flashpoint in 

case they occur. The first concern is the possibility of control map without an agreement that states 
civilians’ protection from retaliation acts that may take place. The previous experiences of other Syrian 
areas, specifically ones recaptured by the Syrian government, are bad examples for what could happen in 
case there was no civilians’ protection.  
The high tension between who supports a party to conflict and who opposes it, especially those who 
support and oppose the Syrian government, threatens to retaliation acts between two campaigns, which 
will directly reflected on the social relationships that already suffered from deep fracture during the war 
due to divisiveness between different fighting groups in addition to old tribal conflicts that were promoted 
by war. 
Any military operation or change of control map that put the populations at risk may lead to massive 
displacement influxes from the areas north of the river. Moreover, the limited options for destinations of 

those will be displaced is one of the most prominent concerns.  
The fragility of security conditions, irregularity of educations, and reducing support to Deir Ezzor 

province, especially after the US recent resolutions, form fundamental concerns for the populations as 
they seek for safety and education of their children.  
SDF and civil councils were not able to prove themselves as parties who can serve the local community 
due to corruption, incompetence, and control of security members on political decisions. Vague agreement 
between SDF and the Syrian government representatives widened the gap and decreased trust 
considerably. Some of the locals believe that their lives and future are at risk due to the unclear agreement 
items.  
The developments in the areas north of the river raises the concerns of possibility of restoring the power 
of some extremist groups, especially ISIS, where the current security conditions and the political blunder 

are giving them opportunity to rebuild their capacities.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS  

States of the Global Coalition and the Local Authorities  

1- To abide by International Humanitarian Law and International Human Rights Law as this 
commitment is still one of the main challenges.  

2- Protecting civilians in Deir Ezzor and especially in the areas out of Syrian government control. 
Any agreement among the local or international parties must include a full protection of civilians 
from displacement, security prosecution, and retaliation acts.  

3- Restructuring the civil administration in Deir Ezzor and setting forth clear and transparent 
mechanisms that ensure the participation of competent and influencing powers and figures in 
order to reach a participatory and effective local administration.  

4- Setting forth a mechanism to monitor the work of civil councils and reduce corruption.  
5- Increasing support to the civil society and sectors of electricity, water, education, health, and 

agriculture.  
6- Developing the parties specialized in issuing decisions for the cases, achieving justice, and 

complement it with administrative and academic expertise.  
7- Promoting the role of security forces in maintain the domestic security with consideration to 

human rights.  
8- Developing laws to decrease proliferation of arms.  

Human Rights and Humanitarian Organizations 

1- To provide humanitarian aid in an equal manner to all IDPs, including those who reside in 
random camps.  

2- To document all violations committed in SDF held areas and to advocate their victims.  

3- To put pressure on the SDF to collaborate seriously in documenting and investigating the 
committed violations, either those that were committed before their control or aftermath.  
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