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Executive Summary 

This paper addresses the possibility to return of the IDPs from Deir Ezzor, who are in the 

Autonomous Administration’s areas of control in the governorate, to government control areas 

in Deir Ezzor, where calls by the Syrian government for IDPs to return to their areas are repeating 

with a pledge not to prosecute them. But these calls have not yet seen a significant response 

for many reasons, including security concerns and the economic situation in the Syrian 

government areas. 

The paper contains three main areas; the first one highlights the possibility of the return of IDPs 

in Deir Ezzor to the areas under government control in the governorate. The second one is about 

conditions they face in areas of displacement, whether by the Autonomous Administration, and 

the economic and security measures or conditions they impose. The third area is about 

conditions required for the return of IDPs. 

The paper found that the government areas still lack measures for safe return of IDPs. Mostly, 

the IDPs do not trust the Syrian government's promises not to be prosecuted after their return 

and settlement, and the uncontrolled foreign and local militias backing the Syrian forces 

spreading across various areas in Deir Ezzor, increasing the fears of IDPs to return. 

JFL recommends that the return of IDPs requires international efforts to ensure their safety once 

they return and not rely on the government's amnesty decrees and calls to return, and not 

classify the Syrian government areas as safe according to what is published on the pro-

government media, or the military progress made by government forces and its allies. That does 

not change the fact that the government is accused of committing widespread violations and 

remains in power. Therefore, it is likely that the government will commit violations against the 

returnees in case of not reaching a political solution or lack of international guarantees to ensure 

the safety of returnees. 
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Introduction 

The debate continues about the return of IDPs to areas under the Syrian government control. 

Some call for taking the alleged opportunities offered by the government in Damascus, such as 

reconciliations/settlements that were offered years ago, giving IDPs the possibility to return in 

exchange for signing a pledge not to re-engage in "subversive" activities, as described by the 

Syrian government. On the other hand, a large group of IDPs rejects these calls due to the 

absence of guarantees of safe return, even with settlements and amnesty decrees issued by the 

Syrian president. Those IDPs cite arrests and interrogations of hundreds of civilians returning 

from displacement zones. 

It is not easy to find definitive solutions to the displacement crisis in the absence of a safe 

environment in government areas besides the delayed negotiations between the Syrian parties 

on a comprehensive political solution make the IDPs feel assured of what should be included, 

such as restructuring of the security services, the release of detainees and the cessation of 

security prosecutions. JFL and other local and international organizations1 have documented 

many arrest cases for returnees to the government areas despite the Syrian government's 

pledges to guarantee a safe return. 

IDPs are divided into three sections regarding the case of return: 

1. Refusing to return under any circumstances. They are prepared for another displacement 

experience if necessary. They link the possibility of returning to the cessation of war, 

political transition, releasing detainees, and holding those accused of violations 

accountable. 

2. Those wishing to return on conditions of not being arrested or interrogated by the security 

services. Those people demand the influential parties in the Syrian case to guarantee 

those conditions. 

 

1 "Our Lives Are Like Death" Syrian Refugee Returns from Lebanon and Jordan, Human Rights Watch, October 
2021. 
https://bit.ly/3AOSJwe  
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3. A group that made up their decision to return to the government areas due to the 

accumulation of economic pressures, lack of adequate education and healthcare, and 

unstable security conditions in the areas of displacement. 
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Background 

About the conflict in Deir Ezzor 

Deir Ezzor is currently divided into two parts of control in terms of the parties of conflict: The first 

one is controlled by the Regular Syrian Military, backed by allied Russian forces and militias. The 

second part is under the control of the Autonomous Administration/SDF, backed by the 

international coalition to counterterrorism. After battles with ISIS, the government forces and 

their allies recaptured areas west of the Euphrates River in 2017. Those areas include the main 

cities: Deir Ezzor, Al-Mayadeen, Al-Boukamal, and large districts such as Muhasan, Al-Ishara, and 

Al-Tibni. On the other hand, the SDF controlled areas east of the Euphrates River in 2017 after 

ten years of ISIS control, including: Al-Kasra, Hajin, Al-Busaira, Al-Su'ar, and others. 

Several forces have preceded the current situation in Deir Ezzor since mid-2012 until mid-2014. 

Opposition armed factions and several radical Islamic groups such as Jabhat Al-Nusra and Ahrar 

Al-Sham controlled the area. In mid-2014, ISIS captured all oppositions and jihadist groups’ 

areas. This control continued until the end of 2017. 

Current government control areas 

The percentage of destruction2 in the government-controlled areas reached more than 75% of 

buildings, according to government statistics that were reviewed by the JFL researcher in Deir 

Ezzor city. According to the same statistics, the rate of destroyed roads and bridges was 100%, 

with all 6 major bridges3 destroyed. All roads in the governorate are out of service either due to 

destruction or lack of maintenance for years. Non-governmental organizations carry out partial 

home repairs, with a value not exceeding 5 million Syrian pounds, equivalent to $1,200 per 

 

2 “Like Doomsday”, JFL, December 2017. 
 https://bit.ly/3IAmmTy 
3 The destruction of bridges on the Euphrates banks exacerbates the civilian disaster in Deir Ezzor, JFL, October 
2016. 
https://bit.ly/3PceASr  
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house. 300 houses have been renovated so far, in addition to the restoration of several 

government facilities. On the other hand, the Syrian government has not compensated the 

owners of destroyed houses and has not made efforts to restore houses. And according to JFL’s 

information, the government has no plans to do so soon. 

There are 9 hospitals in government areas, 8 of them are destroyed, and one partially operates 

with 80% capacity. While the number of health centers is 70, 30 of them have been restored at 

the expense of the government. There are 594 schools in government areas that are 90% 

destroyed. 388 schools have been restored since 2017. 

The exchange rate of the Syrian pound reached its lowest at 4050 Syrian pounds per $1. This 

led to increasing inflation, where the prices of basic goods reached an increase of 300%. JFL 

monitored the difficulty of buying goods such as rice, sugar, and cooking oil. 

Security prosecutions of civilians have not stopped despite the amnesty decrees and 

reconciliations offered by the Syrian government. JFL has documented arrests4 , deaths under 

torture 5 , and extortion 6  of civilians since 2017, which is the year when the government 

recaptured vast areas such as Deir Ezzor. 

The UNHCR indicated that "More than 6.9 million people are still displaced inside the country, 

and 14.6 million people require humanitarian and other forms of assistance. Some 5.9 million 

people need help to secure safe accommodation, and many still face challenges accessing basic 

services like education and health care"7  

 

4 Deir Ezzor Arrests, extortion of civilians, and oil smuggling, JFL, April 2019. 
https://bit.ly/3ObhqFP  
5 The Death of a Woman from Deir Ezzor as She got arrested in Philistin Branch, JFL, June 2020. 
https://bit.ly/3aFznif   
6 The Populations of Deir Ezzor and Conflict Outbids, JFL, March 2020. 
https://bit.ly/3P7Cv5z  
7 Eleven years on, mounting challenges push many displaced Syrians to the brink, UNHCR, March 2022. 
https://bit.ly/3PonKuO  
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The Issue Addressed by this Paper   

The escalation of military operations in Deir Ezzor, particularly in 2012 and 2017, led to the 

displacement of tens of thousands of civilians from government control areas to safer areas. 

The areas controlled by the SDF, by the end of 2017, are considered one of the main 

destinations for IDPs. The displacement movement did not stop, especially with the deterioration 

of the economic situation in government areas due to the prolonged war and the imposition of 

what has become known as “Caesar’s Law”8 by the United States, in addition to the rampant 

corruption in the institutions of the Syrian state. This has pushed, and continues to be, 

thousands of civilians to be displaced searching for job opportunities. 

There have been many repercussions to displacement9  on the economic conditions in the 

Autonomous Administration areas in terms of competition for jobs and the increase of real estate 

prices and food prices. The infrastructure of education and health in the displacement areas in 

Deir Ezzor is incapable of accommodating the large numbers of IDPs and residents due to the 

lack of infrastructure and lack of adequate support to provide more and maintain them 

periodically. Furthermore, the absence of state institutions and the lack of alternatives in the 

Autonomous Administration’s areas of control have burdened the IDPs, especially their inability 

to register births, marriage contracts, and other official papers10. That has reflected on the 

relationship between the IDPs and the residents. The Autonomous Administration took 

numerous measures to regulate the residence and movement of IDPs across its areas, 

according to the Administration, including the need for a sponsor for some groups of IDPs so 

they can live in their areas of control. Also, that is reflected in the increased desire to return to 

the original areas under government control. 

 

8 Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act of 2019. 
https://bit.ly/3IDW3Mr  
9 Five Syrian Organizations Submit a Complaint to UN Bodies Regarding Internally Displaced People in Syria, STJ, 
March 2022. 
https://bit.ly/3uDMuHJ 
10 Returnees without Identity, JFL, 2022. 
https://bit.ly/3a47rEn 
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The paper addresses the possibility of return of IDPs from Deir Ezzor from the areas of 

Autonomous Administration/SDF to their areas of origin in the governorate controlled by the 

Syrian government forces. The paper is divided into three areas:  

1. First: the return to government control areas which has three sub-points: 

● The desire to return  

● Trusting the promises of the Syrian government  

● The safety of civilians traveling between different control areas.  

2. Second: the situation of IDPs in the areas of displacement which has two sub-points:  

● The difficulties faced by IDPs in areas of displacement  

● The impact of the expat card on the IDPs.  

3. Third: conditions that must be available for the return of IDPs which has two sub-points:  

● Safe security and economic environment  

● The government's efforts to return the IDPs.  
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Methodology  

Spatial and Temporal Frames  

The implementation process continued from the development of research tools, data collection, 

analysis, findings, and reflecting them in the research paper for a period from 25 February 2022 

to 30 June 2022 in the towns of Al-Kasra in the west of Deir Ezzor, Hajin to the east of Deir Ezzor, 

and Al-Busaira in the northern countryside of Deir Ezzor. 

Research Tools 

The study relied on three research tools. JFL carried out a questionnaire targeting 300 people, 

12 key interviews, and a focused discussion group session held at JFL’s office in Al-Kasra town. 

The three tools focused on the following themes: the desire of IDPs to return to government 

areas and the trust in the government's promises to guarantee a safe return for the IDPs, the 

IDPs’ situation in the Autonomous Administration’s areas in Deir Ezzor, and the required 

conditions for a safe return from the IDPs’ point of view. 

Research Sample 

The sample was randomly selected for a questionnaire. There were civil and political activists, 

representatives of civil society organizations, community influencers, and former local authority 

officials participating in the focused discussion session. Also, the JFL researchers met 

community figures with a social impact, civil and political activity, and knowledge of political, 

social, and security developments in northern and eastern Syria. The proportion of female 

participants in the questionnaire reached 50% of the number of total participants. 

Research Team 

A group of three researchers carried out the questionnaire and key interviews in Al-Kasra, Hajin, 

and Al-Busaira. JFL's field team carried out the focused discussion session with the help of expert 
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facilitators from the region. The implementation was preceded by training provided by JFL on 

how to implement questionnaires, key interviews, and orientation sessions for the facilitators of 

the focused discussion session. 
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Findings: IDPs and the Possibility to Return to Government 

Areas  

The Return to Government Control Areas 

The Desire to Return 

The IDPs’ stance on returning to the Syrian government's control areas in Deir Ezzor is constantly 

changing according to developments in northeastern Syria's security and political sphere. 

Besides, the decrees issued by the Damascus government to pardon those wanted by its 

security services. This drastic change has been noticed since the US President decided to 

withdraw11 forces from Syria in the end of 2018, the field progress made by government forces 

in various parts of Syria, and the recent reconciliation campaign in Deir Ezzor which pro-

government sources confirmed the return12  of tens of thousands of civilians13. The Syrian 

government has been calling for the IDPs to return to their homes, confirming that it is the only, 

alleged, “safe” path to return and end the displacement suffering. The government's offer is 

summarized14 in the need for the returnee to pledge “not to return to riots, subversive and 

terrorism, not to attack public and private property, not to attack the military and security forces, 

and not carrying weapons." 

 

11 Trump orders a withdrawal of U.S. troops from Syria after achieving the goal of defeating ISIS, France 24, 
December 2018. 
https://bit.ly/3bHoQmF  
 
12 JFL field researcher in the government held city of Deir Ezzor confirmed that 20,000 people were engaged in the 
reconciliation calls made by the government in the past six months. At least 2000 people returned to displacement 
due to security or economic reasons despite the fact that they made all required actions for the reconciliation, 
according to JFL field researcher.  
13 Settlements and reconciliations continue in Raqqa and Deir Ezzor. The “SDF" tries to obstruct the process, Al-
Mayadeen, January 2022. 
https://bit.ly/3OLlkWS  
 
14 Reconciliations The Last Option for Deir Ezzor Populations, JFL, February 2019 
https://bit.ly/3ufwxH8  
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Most respondents expressed their desire to return to their areas that are currently controlled by 

the government forces and its militias, but that must not pose any threat to their security. It is 

noted that women are more willing to return than men. The percentage of women willing to 

return has passed 38% of total number of wishing to return, mostly because of women’s ability 

to return without obstructions 15  compared to the security prosecutions and compulsory 

recruitment that men may face if they return. 

The participants in the questionnaire listed their most important fear to return, which currently 

makes it unsafe to return without a significant change in government control areas. 69.42% said 

they fear conscription for the Syrian military. Those were the concerns of the age groups subject 

to conscription16. Security prosecutions by the Syrian intelligence services are of concern to 

nearly 70% of IDPs, as they state that reconciliations do not necessarily protect them from arrest 

and enforced disappearance. 39% said they did not have a place to stay after their homes were 

totally or partially destroyed. 

 

Um Hazem, is an IDP in Al-Busaira town, told JFL: "I certainly want to think about returning, but 

now that is difficult to achieve because of the recruitment cases and arbitrary arrests that do 

not differentiate between those who reconciled and others. Some time ago, the Syrian security 

forces arrested my relative for recruitment. However, he had a military postponement paper 

for study. His relatives paid a high amount of money to get him out of it". 

 

According to Muhammad Ali, an IDP currently in Al-Kasra town, job opportunities, and economic 

conditions are bad in the government areas. He said: "I am seriously considering settling in Al-

 

15 This does not mean that women are not subjected to security prosecutions, but it has been noted in Deir Ezzor, 
since the cessation of military operations in Deir Ezzor, that women have more capacity to return and move 
between different areas of control. 
 
16 According to Article 4 Paragraph B of the Military Service included in the Legislative Decree No. 30 in 2007, 
"The obligation to military service begins from January of the year when the citizen completes the age of 18, or 
gets an exemption from the service, or when he passes the age of 42." 
https://bit.ly/3okoea1  
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Kasra because the situation cannot return to what it was before 2011, and psychologically I will 

not adapt to a new place after I get used to my current place of residence". Securing oil and fuels 

necessary for daily life is expensive and difficult to get for many families in the government-

controlled areas. This makes things impossible for Ali Tariq, an IDP in the western countryside 

of Deir Ezzor. Ms. Marwa said that she works and earns a good monthly salary in the Autonomous 

Administration areas, which will not be available for her if she returns. She added: 

"The foreign militias in control of Al-Bukamal area, where my house is located, make people 

and residents feel terrified and insecure". 

 

A female participant in the focused discussion session, held by JFL, said: "I move between the 

two regions. I do not intend to live and settle in the government control areas permanently. I 

cannot live there again, and my relatives are detained. The security and economic situations are 

not like before". 

Some people currently want to return and settle in the government-controlled cities. This group 

has stressed on factors that encourage them to return, including the availability of education in 

those areas and their desire to reclaim their property seized by the Syrian security services or 

militias or protect their property from any possibility of seizure, in addition to obtaining 

identification documents, such as personal identity card, family book, and registration of 

children in the civil registry. Some people, driven by the desperation for any positive change, 

return to government areas and proceed with reconciliation despite the threats they may face. 

Mrs. Zahra (Kh), an IDP in Hajin town, said: “Many families who have returned and reconciled 

benefited from the availability of education, and their children returned to school. The security 

conditions improved and are better than those east of Euphrates". A participant in the discussion 

session added: 

"The government areas offer us many opportunities that we miss in the Autonomous 

Administration areas such as education, health, jobs, etc."  
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Trust in the Syrian Government's Promises 

The promises of the Syrian government of not prosecuting returnees once they are reconciled 

are not trusted by a high percentage of the IDPs. More than 82% expressed fears that the 

government would not fulfill its promises. Um Hazem mentioned that a neighbor of hers got 

arrested at a military checkpoint while he was returning to government-controlled areas because 

of a vexatious report. That is what Abdulrahman says: "My cousin got arrested by the government 

intelligence services. We have no information about him, which is why we do not trust the 

government’s promises". The presence of a military force and militias besides the Syrian forces 

makes it highly possible that the government would not keep its promises. Mr. Hammadi, an IDP 

in the east of the Euphrates areas, said: "There are many militias supporting the government in 

my area of origin, each of which operates independently from one another. My cousin got 

arrested after reconciliation, and this makes me rule out the possibility of returning now". Ms. 

Zahra (T) says: "My relative works in an institute of the Autonomous Administration. He was 

arrested by Syrian security services during a visit to his family in government areas. They 

released him a few days later." However, Ms. Zahra (Kh) has a different opinion: "I trust the 

government’s promises. Since the government introduced the reconciliation process, a large 

number of wanted for security reasons returned from the east of Euphrates. The government did 

not prosecute them."  

Safety of Civilians Traveling between Control Areas in Deir Ezzor 

Mobility between the two sides of the governorate sometimes exposes civilians to stalking. On 

the Damascus government side, young people are questioned and sometimes arrested for not 

joining compulsory military service. That also applies to staff of the Autonomous Administration 

institutions. But on the Autonomous Administration’s side, the Administration did not take any 

action against civilians traveling between the two sides except those who work for the 

Administration and reconciled with the Syrian government. The Autonomous Administration 

decided to dismiss them. More than 60% of respondents said that either military forces or the 

SDF often stalks those who move between the two sides of the control areas. Most of those who 

reported harassment are between 18 and 45 years old. Um Mohammed says: 
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"Civilians are forced to pay high amounts of money to the military checkpoints at the entrance 

to each control area. Sometimes the checkpoints confiscate people’s belongings. My friend 

takes her daughter for medical treatment in a public hospital in Deir Ezzor. She must wait for 

hours to be allowed to cross from the Administration’s areas, and she must wait to enter the 

government areas. Every time she moves between the two areas, she must pay money".  

 

JFL documented one student killed and another one injured on June 9, 2022, as they were 

returning from the government areas to the SDF areas. 

Ayman mentioned that those wishing to move around often take illegal crossings to avoid 

passing through military checkpoints, whether government or SDF. According to Mrs. Zahra (Kh), 

"No one is subjected to any form of humiliation or extortion. On the contrary, the governmental 

authorities welcome returnees in Deir Ezzor". A participant in the discussion session said: "The 

road from Deir Ezzor to the outside world takes more than 8 hours because of checkpoints and 

inspections. We must pay bribes to override checkpoints. They inspect even more if we do not 

pay them". 

 

Result 1: More than half of IDPs are willing to return to their areas of origin under government 

control. They are divided into two categories. Those who believe that several conditions should 

be met, most importantly the cessation of arrests. Others are encouraged by the progress of 

reconciliations and accumulating return experiences to return currently without further 

conditions.  

Result 2: IDPs who have conditions to return that require change at the political system level 

and are unsatisfied with local or international guarantees of non-prosecution. 

Result 3: Civilians are subjected to one or more forms of stalking by security checkpoints at 

both control sides in Deir Ezzor. 

Result 4: Most IDPs do not trust the Damascus government's promises of a safe return to their 

areas. 

Result 5: The presence of foreign militias increases the IDPs’ hesitation to return. 
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Result 6: The age group subject to the Conscription Act is the most affected by inspection at 

military checkpoints of the Syrian government. 

Conclusion 1: The government control areas are not safe for the return of IDPs currently, most 

of participants have expressed fears that their lives will be at risk once they return. 

Conclusion 2: Security conditions and the presence of local and foreign militias prevent many 

IDPs from returning. 

Conclusion 3: Civilians are not particularly safe while moving between the areas of control in 

Deir Ezzor, even with reconciliations and amnesty decrees. 

 

Conditions of IDPs in Areas of Displacement 

Difficulties Faced by IDPs in Areas of Displacement 

From the data collected, it was noted that there is instability facing the residents of the 

Autonomous Administration areas, especially the IDPs, forcing some of them to seek solutions. 

Those solutions to the current situation are divided into three categories according to pressures 

on the IDP because of the instability and the security and financial conditions. First: Preparation 

for the final return to tackle the problem of lacking recognized education, receiving healthcare, 

and eliminating some financial burdens such as apartment rent. The group selecting this 

solution faces too many pressures simultaneously and is often unable to afford them. Second: 

Trying to adapt to the current situation and find temporary solutions, such as sending their 

children to the government schools while the parents remain in Administration areas or moving 

into government areas to obtain some documents or to receive healthcare. Then they return to 

the east of the Euphrates region. This category faces limited pressures, such as the inefficiency 

of education in the Autonomous Administration’s areas. Third: Completely refusing to return and 

seeking solutions within the available scope in the Autonomous Administration areas, this group 

refuses to return completely for security or political reasons.  
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The lack of education 17  infrastructure and unrecognition of certificates issued by the 

Autonomous Administration institutions are a major pressure on IDPs families, according to 66% 

of respondents. 49.03% of respondents see the instable security conditions as a pressuring 

factor in areas of displacement, in other words, assassinations18, kidnappings and the spread 

of armed cells, some of which belong to extremist groups. 21.15% of respondents talked about 

procedures they described as discriminatory by the Autonomous Administration towards IDPs, 

for example, the imposition of the expat card on every person registered in the civil registry of 

the areas under the government control.  

Abdulrahman still refuses to return to government areas fearing prosecution by the Syrian 

security services. But he mentioned some difficulties for IDPs that have forced his relatives to 

return to the government areas: "The security condition is bad, and there is no rule of law. There 

is a wide spread of arms". Um Mohammed added to what Abdulrahman said: 

"There are armed sleeper cells threatening civilians. And they make the security conditions 

deteriorate continuously. Arbitrary arrest campaigns by the SDF, backed by the international 

coalition, bring the situation into tension". 

 

Mrs. Zahra (Kh), a female IDP in Hajin, mentioned the tribal and regional quotas for public 

positions in the Administration’s institutes and that the IDPs are the most affected: "I applied for 

an education service career, and I was rejected for several reasons. Most notably is the splitting 

of job opportunities according to the clans in the region, and indeed people from the region were 

appointed because of their clan and regional background". Ayman an IDP in Hajin town, said: 

 

17 Teachers’ Strike in Deir Ezzor.. Reasons and Recommendations, JFL, May 2022. 
https://bit.ly/3bvJlTm  
 
18 Insecurity Grips Deir Ezzor: Locals Concerned Following a Series of Disturbing Murders, JFL and STJ, April 2021. 
https://bit.ly/3Id9SkH  
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"I send my children to public schools to complete their education because there was no 

adequate education in the Autonomous Administration areas. I did not even think of returning 

to the government areas despite the rumored stable security there".  

 

Mohammed Ali, an IDP in Al-Kasra told JFL: "The Administration has not displaced any IDP, 

despite the difficulties we face in securing basic items such as bread and fuel. But my situation 

remains better than returning to the government areas". According to three participants, from 

both genders, in the discussion session, the lack of alternatives to extracting official 

governmental documents19 such as personal identity card, the tyranny of clan power at the 

expense of the rule of law, and the lack of healthcare20 force dozens, or possibly hundreds of 

IDP families to return permanently or temporarily. 

The Impact of the Expat Card on the IDPs 

The Autonomous Administration imposes the expat card21 on those coming to its areas and are 

registered in civil registry areas under government control, so those IDPs can live and move 

around the Administration’s areas. More than 73% of the respondents consider that the expat 

card introduced in 2019 affected the IDPs from the western Euphrates areas. This imposition of 

the expat card faces a lot of criticism, including the difficulty of some procedures, the validity 

period, and the lack of consideration for humanitarian conditions, such as preventing medical 

cases from crossing into the areas of Hasaka due to the failure to obtain the expat card. In 

addition, residents of Hasakah governorate are required to extract the card even though they 

have lived there more than 20 years. The Autonomous Administration and the supporters of the 

expat card, both individuals and organizations, consider that the aim is to improve the security 

 

19 Loss of Evidentiary Documents in Syria Awaiting Fundamental Solutions, JFL, April 2020. 
https://bit.ly/3yaMM9R  
 
20 Thousands of New Cases and Hundreds of Deaths Due to the Widespread of COVID-19 in Northeastern Syria, 
JFL, October 2021. 
https://bit.ly/3OXPZQX  
 
21 Expat Card in Northeastern Syria, JFL, February 2022. 
https://bit.ly/3y8exzL  
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situation after many security breaches that the areas of northeastern Syria have witnessed, 

including armed attacks on military checkpoints and security headquarters, and assassinations 

targeting civilians and military personnel. The most recent and prominent of those operations 

was attacking Ghuweran22 prison in Hasakah city by ISIS members. The Administration has 

confirmed that the expat card procedure is non-discriminatory. 

According to Um Hazem, acquiring the expat card for the required category, is not easy to all IDP 

applicants, as the application requires preparing many documents and a sponsor from the locals. 

Quoting Abdulrahman: 

"If a patient has an expat card in Deir Ezzor and is from the required category, they cannot 

receive medical treatment anywhere outside Deir Ezzor governorate". 

 

Hammadi, an IDP in Al-Busaira town, said: "The validity of the expat card is short and needs to 

be renewed every once in a while, which increases the burden on the IDPs who are required to 

extract it". On the other hand, Mrs. Haifa considers the expat card a necessity. She explained to 

JFL: "The expat card is a safe path to the IDPs. It does not prevent anyone from staying in the 

eastern Euphrates areas. The extraction procedures are not complicated". Zahra (T), an IDP in 

Al-Kasra said: "The expat card helps IDPs who have lost their identification documents. The card 

has not become a reason to return to the Syrian government areas".  

Result 1: IDPs face many challenges, especially with the prolonged displacement time. Most 

importantly are the inadequacy of education available in the Autonomous Administration 

areas, unstable security conditions, lack of adequate healthcare, and lack of alternatives to 

lost personal identity documents. 

 

22 The SDF declares the elimination of ISIS fighters' pockets in Geweran prison in Hasaka, France 24, January 
2022. 
https://bit.ly/3NIeros  
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Result 2: The IDP’s security conditions, financial status, and political stance affect their 

decision to return. Economic and security conditions play a major role in the return of some 

IDPs to conduct reconciliations despite the lack of guarantees of non-prosecution. 

Result 3: The expat card has even more negative impacts on certain groups such as patients, 

students, and residents of Hasaka governorates who have been there for many years. 

Result 4: A significant proportion of IDPs suffer difficulties while extracting or renewing the 

expat card, especially due to its short-term validity. 

Conclusion 1: IDPs in the Autonomous Administration’s areas do not have the necessary 

conditions to survive longer, especially with the lack of education, healthcare, and identity 

documents. 

Conclusion 2: The expat card is rejected by the largest proportion of IDPs, despite some IDPs 

considering it a necessary security measure. 

Conclusion 3: The expat card did not stop security violations from repeating, drawing attention 

to the need to find more practical solutions to control the security conditions. 

Conclusion 4: The expat card helps identify the person who lost their identity documents. 

 

 

Conditions Necessary for the Return of IDPs in Deir Ezzor 

Safe Security and Economic Environment 

Many participants, in their responses to JFL researchers, considered returning to their areas of 

origin a possibility. Some said that the return is "a dream they have". However, IDPs linked that 

return to several conditions23 that they felt were necessary to provide a safe environment for 

return in terms of security, economic, or other aspects such as providing education and 

improving healthcare. 71.79% of respondents agreed on three basic conditions: the first is the 

 

23 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, JFL, February 2019. 
https://bit.ly/3NBS2ZL  
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need to stop security prosecutions targeting returnees from areas of displacement, the second 

is to stop compulsory conscription campaigns and to put measures in place to facilitate non-

entry to compulsory service for those who want to avoid it, such as reasonable financial payment, 

and the third is improving the economic and service situation, including raising the staff salaries 

of governmental institutes in proportion to rising prices, and improving water and electricity 

services and providing fuel. 

According to Um Hazem, it is important to have a clear plan for IDPs’ return. Not only a safe 

return, but the plan also must guarantee decent life for them and all people: "The state of fear 

that prevents IDPs from returning must end. The elimination of corruption that obstructs the 

improvement of people’s living conditions and pushes the IDPs to stay where they are and look 

for livelihoods outside their areas of origin". Abdulrahman considers the presence of foreign 

militias does not help establish security. On the contrary, he thinks that the multiplicity of military 

forces is a factor that reduces the willingness of IDPs to return. Um Mohammed has a suggestion 

on the conscription. Her suggestion could contribute to eliminating one of the most prominent 

obstacles to return, especially for the youth category. 

"Reducing the military service exemption fee, the number of years for compulsory service, and 

not imposing conscription on youth who are not subject to the Compulsory Service Act, as in 

some cases happened to returnees, who got blackmailed for bribery." 

  

Achieving social reconciliation on all Syrian lands is a priority that contributes to IDPs’ safe return, 

according to Mr. Ayman, an IDP in Hajin town east of Deir Ezzor. Mohammed Ali says: "My family’s 

and my personal safety is the priority. We cannot return to areas that suffer arbitrary arrests and 

enforced disappearance". Ali Tariq agreed with that and added: "The security services must be 

banned from committing violations. Those who committed violations from military and security 

leaders must be discharged and brought to trial. The extortion and intimidation of civilians must 

stop". A participant in the discussion session stresses on the need for international guarantees 

for IDPs to allow them to return: 
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"Amnesty decrees issued by the Syrian government and reconciliations did not prevent arrests 

and violations, particularly against those who supported the anti-Assad demonstrations".  

 

Government Efforts to Return IDPs 

Through interviews and questionnaires, more than half of the respondents received calls urging 

them to return. They received calls through relatives, co-workers, supervisors, tribal leaders, and 

social dignitaries. It is also clear that those in charge of reconciliation encouraged dignitaries 

and employees to contact their IDP relatives to persuade them to return. The security services 

tried to promote a positive atmosphere about the recent reconciliation campaign by focusing on 

the numbers of returnees and their safety after they reconciled. About 61% of respondents 

received calls encouraging them to return. Despite all previous difficult security and economic 

conditions and the participant IDPs on conditional return, JFL data confirmed that the 

percentage of IDPs wishing to return would increase by more than 90% if the situation in 

government areas changes radically, including a political transition and fair elections according 

to international decisions.  

Abdulrahman said that the return would not be safe without international guarantees and 

political change, adding: 

"I received calls encouraging me to return from tribal elders and dignitaries who have close 

ties with the Fifth Corps close to Russian forces." 

 

Um Mohammed clarified the type of change that will encourage the majority of IDPs to return: 

"A political solution where the war parties take part, the possibility for Syrians selecting their 

leadership, and the reconstruction of what was destroyed by the war". Mohammed Ali said that 

he received a call encouraging him to return: 

"My former manager called me trying to convince me to return to my area. He assured me that 

I could return to work even though I left work years ago". 
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Ali Tariq added: "The Mukhtar of my neighborhood called me asking me to benefit from the 

reconciliation conditions and return, but I rejected his proposal". A participant in the discussion 

session said: "I would not mind returning even if economic conditions do not improve. The most 

important thing is to change the political regime so that I can return without fear. If that is 

achieved, I no longer want to stay in the eastern Euphrates areas". According to a participant in 

the discussion session, some family members in the government areas contacted him: "My sister 

invited me to return and reunite with the family, through the reconciliations recently launched 

by the Syrian authority".  

 

Result 1: Providing a safe environment is a primary requirement for IDPs, as arrests continue 

in the government areas.  

Result 2: Improving the economic situation and infrastructure for education, health, and others 

are key demands to return.  

Result 3: The Syrian government is promoting the possibility of safe return through those who 

have close ties to the government, including social dignitaries and Mukhtars, and through its 

media or pro-Syrian government media. 

Conclusion 1: The lack of a safe environment to ensure a return without violations means that 

most IDPs will not return to their areas soon. 

Conclusion 2: The Syrian government's attempts to persuade IDPs to return have not 

succeeded. Although some have returned, the rate of return is insignificant. 

Conclusion 3: The displacement move outside the government areas will increase due to the 

economic deterioration, especially after the US excluded Northeastern Syria from sanctions. 

Conclusion 4: Any improvement in the security conditions will help some of the IDPs, not the 

majority. According to international resolutions, a political change has a major role in ending 

displacement, including a transformation of authority and fair elections that Syrians can 

participate in. 
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Recommendations 

According to data obtained by JFL, findings, and conclusions, the IDPs’ concerns about possible 

threats, if they return, exist. Based on that, JFL recommends: 

The Syrian Government 

1- Halting all violations against civilians, including arrests, enforced disappearances, and 

prosecutions. This will encourage some IDPs to return. 

2- Halting extortion by military and security checkpoints for those coming from areas of 

displacement and facilitating mobility. 

3- Dissolving local militias and dismissing foreign militias as they are one of the concerns 

of IDPs to return. 

4- Developing a reconstruction plan after securing a safe return for IDPs and refugees. Any 

reconstruction plan must respect property rights. 

 

The Autonomous Administration/ SDF 

1- Improving services and raising budgets for education and health. It is noted that poor 

services and the lack of access to healthcare and education force IDPs to return despite 

risks. 

2- Controlling the security conditions in Deir Ezzor, which is witnessing assassinations, 

kidnappings, and extortion. The community should have a role in developing a security 

approach that could help achieve this recommendation. 

3- Halting extortion by SDF members at river crossings to those traveling between different 

control areas. 

4- Finding practical solutions for the expat card by increasing its validity and excluding 

students and patients from showing it if they do not have it, and trying to end the expat 

card by opening the new civil registry in Deir Ezzor the possibility of IDPs obtaining 

identification cards. 
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States Concerned 

1- Urge the Syrian government to seriously engage in negotiations for a political solution 

and continue to stress that any solution must be within UN Security Council resolutions, 

including Resolution 2254. 

2- Obtain guarantees from the Syrian government to ensure the safe return of IDPs to their 

areas. 

3- Periodically review the list of economic sanctions on Syria. As they must target those 

accused of human rights violations and work to mitigate the impact of sanctions on 

civilians. 

4- The need to reopen crossings in northeastern Syria to facilitate humanitarian aid access. 

That will help mitigate the repercussions of displacement and other crises such as the 

Covid-19 pandemic, the declining Syrian Pound exchange rate, and rising prices. 

5- Countries hosting Syrian refugees, particularly Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, and some 

European countries, specifically Denmark, must not consider the government areas safe. 

This paper confirms information from the government areas, which indicates a threat to 

returnees. Besides, the return of refugees to areas uncontrolled by the government is not 

safe due to unstable security conditions, which has been indicated in this paper. 

International Organizations  

1- Continuing to provide assistance to northeastern Syria, particularly for education, 

healthcare, and infrastructure improvement. 

2- Relying on working with local organizations and identifying local needs to rationalize 

support. 

3- Seeking mechanisms for IDPs to obtain identification documents in areas of 

displacement through the formation of mobile courts under the supervision of the United 

Nations and the approval of the control parties in eastern and northeastern Syria. 
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The Autonomous Administration and the Syrian Government 

1- Engaging in any mechanism related to facilitating IDPs’ access to identification 

documents. 

2- Investing in communication between the two parties to improve the transit of those 

wishing to move between the two areas and remove obstacles, such as waiting for too 

long at river crossings and checkpoints. 
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