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1. KEY FINDINGS
• The population of northern Aleppo has shifted dramatically since the onset of conflict, with 

over 800,000 Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) residing in the region from across Syria, 
and tens of thousands of original residents still displaced from the area.

• Under prevailing conditions, large scale return movements to or from the area are unlikely. 
Without significant shifts in context, the IDP population residing in northern Aleppo is likely 
to remain for the near to medium term. Accordingly, durable solutions consideration for the 
region must examine conditions and prospects for IDP integration.

• Due to the massive population movements to and from the region, Housing, Land, and 
Property (HLP) rights will play a significant role in determining future conditions in the 
region, impacting returns trends and decision-making; quality of life and housing conditions; 
social cohesion; prospects for disupte escalation and resolution; livelihoods and economic 
opportunities; and access to justice.

• Under the current system operating in northern Aleppo, pathways to secure HLP tenure 
are fragile. The land pressure resulting from the massive displacement of the population 
in northern Aleppo creates challenges for the local authorities, which have been unable 
to provide a coordinated response to urban development, nor control the multiplication 
of informal settlements in peri-urban areas. Gaps in HLP processes and practices have 
existed since prior to 2011 and have only been exacerbated by conflict. Today, these gaps 
are being exploited by ongoing HLP violations in northern Aleppo, especially in Afrin. This is 
likely to compound vulnerabilities, increase potential for disputes and conflict, and threaten 
prospects for return and reintegration, and integration of IDPs.

• Further action is needed to protect HLP rights and support durable solutions. This involves 
reconciling the need to protect the HLP rights of the host population with the need to ensure 
access to adequate housing for IDPs and to prevent their forced eviction.

Key Findings - Part One: Demographics and Movement 
Trends in Northern Aleppo
Population Demographics

• The composition of the population in the Euphrates Shield (ES) and Olive Branch (OB) 
territories has changed dramatically since 2011 due to active conflict, shifts in territorial 
control, economic crisis, and deterioration of basic services which have driven both 
displacement from and IDP arrivals to northern Aleppo.

• The period since Turkish/Syrian Interim Government (SIG) Local Councils (LCs) have 
established control in both Euphrates Shield and Olive Branch territories has been classified 
by significant population increase. Current estimates suggest that the population has 
reached over 1.3 million people, compared to less than 550,000 who were estimated to be 
living in the area during the 2004 census.
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• This population increase is due almost exclusively to an influx of IDPs arriving from areas 
across Syria over the past five years. Over 800,000 IDPs currently reside in the region, while 
the area’s overall original resident population remains lower than it was prior to the conflict.

• Security considerations remain the primary driver of displacement. The largest waves 
of IDP arrivals have been directly connected to conflict developments, most recently the 
massive displacement due to escalations in Idlib in early 2020. Economic conditions, access 
to services, and familial ties to the region have also acted and push and pull factors.

• Arrivals to northern Aleppo in recent years also include opposition fighters and their family 
members coming from areas of Syria that have fallen under Government of Syria (GoS) control, 
as well as those facing Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham (HTS) expansion in Idlib - populations that are 
difficult to differentiate within IDP and total population figures. Generally, northern Aleppo 
has acted as a landing ground for those with opposition affiliations from across the country.

• Settlement patterns of IDPs in northern Aleppo have been shaped by a number of factors, 
including grouping by area of origin and affiliation with specific opposition groups, historical 
familial ties to the region, availability of rental or empty housing, as well as economic access.

• Currently, the majority of IDPs in northern Aleppo reside in residential buildings in communities, 
while approximately one-third live in IDP camps or collective shelters – 41% in ES territory 
and 20% in Afrin.

Population Demographics: Euphrates Shield Territory

• IDP arrivals have been the major driver of population change in ES territory. Currently hosting 
more than half a million IDPs, estimates suggest that the population of the area has more 
than doubled compared to before the conflict. 

• Residents of ES territory have been subject to multiple waves of displacement from the 
area between 2012 to 2017 due to GoS-opposition clashes, ISIS offensives and control, and 
Operation Euphrates Shield (OES) which displaced tens of thousands. However, a significant 
number of those who displaced locally returned to the region following OES in 2017 and only 
a relatively small percentage of the original population is expected to remain displaced. 

• Most of the original ES residents who remain displaced are expected to be residing in Turkey or 
abroad. Additional large-scale returns to ES territory are unlikely in the near to medium term.

• Arrivals of IDPs from other areas of Syria to ES territory began prior to OES, primarily to the 
opposition-controlled A’zaz corridor. IDP communities from Aleppo, Deir-ez-Zor, Ar-Raqqa, 
and Homs have resided in ES territory for four years or more.

• Since the conclusion of OES, arrivals to the area have increased significantly. Major arrival 
events include arrivals opposition fighters, their families, and IDPs fleeing GoS offensives 
to retake areas in Aleppo, rural Damascus, Homs, and southern Syria; as well as 150,000 
to 200,000 arrivals from Idlib following mass displacement due to escalations in late 2019 
through early 2020.

• IDPs currently constitute a majority of the population in Al-Bab and A’zaz districts, and 
approximately half the population in Jarablus district.
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• Most IDPs reside in residential housing, with 41% of IDPs living in planned or self-settled 
camps or collective shelters. The largest concentration of IDP camps is along the Turkish-
Syrian border, especially around Bab Al-Salameh crossing.

Population Demographics: Olive Branch Territory

• Both IDP arrivals and displacement of original residents have driven population change in 
Olive Branch (OB) territory. Tens of thousands of original residents, primarily Kurdish, are 
estimated to remain displaced from the region following Operation Olive Branch (OOB), while 
the area is now host to over 300,000 primarily Arab IDPs – which account for approximately 
66% of the area’s current total population.  

• While Afrin was relatively stable prior to 2018, OOB displaced an estimate 137,000 people – 
about half the area’s total population. Only approximately 30% of those displaced by OOB 
are estimated to have gone back in the initial wave of IDP returns. 

• Significant barriers to return persist for those who remain displaced. The largest group of 
OOB IDPs, estimated between 20,000 to 50,000 people, reside in Tall Refaat and face unique 
challenges to their prospects for durable solutions.

• IDP arrivals to Afrin have primarily occurred after OOB. The largest number of IDP arrivals, 
estimated at over 150,000 people, occurred from Idlib in early 2020 which included those 
residing in Idlib as IDPs as well as original Idlib residents. Afrin has also received IDPs who 
had previously resided in ES territory, as well as arrivals of opposition fighters, their families, 
and families of Turkish-Supported Opposition (TSO) groups who were already present in 
the region prior to OOB. 

• Settlement patterns of IDPs in Afrin appear to be closely tied with the IDP groups area of 
origin and affiliation to TSO groups. IDPs in Afrin are half as likely than those in ES to live 
in camp settings, and it is more common for IDPs to occupy seized or abandoned homes 
without an agreement with the property owner.

Key Findings - Part Two: HLP Factors and Risks 
Impacting Returns and IDP Integration in Northern 
Aleppo
• As described Part One, current conditions do not point to a rapid return of IDPs to other 

areas of control, but rather to protracted presence in the region. Further action is needed 
to protect HLP rights and support durable solutions. This involves reconciling the need to 
protect the HLP rights of the host population with the need to ensure access to adequate 
housing for IDPs and to prevent their forced eviction, even in a context of increased 
competition, including among IDPs. 

Risks Related to Land Management and Weak Security of Tenure Prior 
to and Exacerbated by Conflict

• Established in 1947, the General Directorate for Cadastral Affairs (GDCA) is the only 
administration empowered by the GoS to issue a Syrian property title (commonly referred 
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to as Tabu akhdar), and registration with the GDCA was the formal legal basis for security HLP 
rights. However, even prior to 2011, there were issues with the GDCA system including areas 
of the country where the land was not fully matriculated by the GDCA, which limited the ability 
for people to security their HLP claims. 

• In Northern Aleppo, Al-Bab and A’zaz districts had Local Land Registry Offices that operated 
under the GDCA while Jarablus and Afrin did not. Further, according to GDCA sources, only 
the land in A’zaz district had been fully surveyed and registered, and matriculated into GDCA 
records, while parts of northern Afrin remained under matriculation, and the status of Al-
Bab and Jarablus remained unspecified. Local reports also indicate that the town of Mare’ 
remains unmatriculated.  

• The widespread use of ‘alternative’ practices to secure assets before 2011 weaken rights 
holder’s tenure in the wartime. They were largely based on seeking alternative institutions 
to the General Directorate of Cadastral Affairs (GDCA) and can now put rights holders at risk 
for dispossession of property when alternative documents are lost.

• HLP registrations and services via the GDCA were significantly impacted during the conflict 
due to the closure of local offices and regional directorates, as well as damage and loss to 
land registry documents, the degree of which remains undetermined. In northern Aleppo, 
GDCA services in the area have effectively ceased since the onset of conflict, with minimal 
exceptions. . 

• In February 2019, Turkish/SIG authorities opened a Land Registry Department in A’zaz under 
the A’zaz Local council based on the land registers that could be saved as well as alternative 
documentation. Buy-in to the new office appears slow as transaction volume remains low.  
However, the operation of separate land registries by different parties to the conflict, increases 
the risk of medium- and long-term land conflicts.

• Significant challenges to HLP persist, and the lack of clear accessible avenues to securing HLP 
tenure and rights remains ongoing. Currently, court decisions and simple contracts appear 
to be the most common form of HLP transactions, which are likely to continue to create 
vulnerabilities in tenure and openings for disputes and conflict. This risk is exacerbated by 
the fact that the Syrian government does not recognise transactions recorded in opposition-
controlled territories, complicating prospects for reunification of records in the event of 
shifts in control.

Risks Related to Property Violations

• While risks to HLP rights are high throughout the study area, HLP violations are committed 
on a large scale in the Afrin district. 

• In Afrin, cases of property dispossession are tied to longstanding tensions between TSO-
groups and the YPG, and primarily tend to be targeted at Kurdish owners of HLP. Such violations 
constitute a major obstacle to returns and integration and negatively impacts social cohesion. 
Dispossession also affect the ability of residents to derive adequate livelihoods from their 
property, negatively effecting economic conditions for the population.
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• A wide range of HLP violations have been documented in Afrin, impacting a wide range of 
properties including homes, factories, agricultural land, and cultural sites.

• In ES territory, HLP violations are far less numerous and pronounced. Violations in this area 
tend to target those accused of being associated with the GoS or ISIS, while other issues 
center around use of land for IDP settlements and housing.

Risks related to Spatial Segregation

• The location of the site where IDPs settle is a key factor in social, economic, and civic 
integration, and isolation from key points of community and infrastructure further deepens 
economic, social and political inequalities created by displacement. 

• In Northern Aleppo, spatial segregation is most visible in the creation of camps and informal 
settlements on the outskirts of cities, and the continued grouping of IDPs based on area 
of origin. 

• In northern Aleppo conditions, location, and security of tenure of IDP’s housing are primarily 
determined by IDP’s financial and social resources including familial, business, and relational 
ties to the region developed prior to and throughout the conflict. 

• Affiliation to an opposition group may also impact settlement location as TSO-groups have 
acted as brokers in recent years organizing and financing housing arrangements for IDPs. This 
includes renting land and negotiating living conditions for IDP groups under their affiliation.

• However, these types of agreements are not static guarantees of tenure and are continuously 
evolving with the interests and influence of TSO-groups as demonstrated in the case of 
Bab Al-Salameh camp

• In Afrin, according to converging information, the vast majority of IDPs are affiliated to an 
armed group, in accordance with their geographical origin. Unlike the IDP population, very 
few original residents of Afrin have any affiliations to TSO-groups, creating even clearer 
lines of distinction, and points of tension, between the IDP and resident communities as 
well as between IDP communities.
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2. METHODOLOGY AND 
LIMITATIONS  

2.1. BACKGROUND 
The Return Context Monitoring (RCM) project was established at iMMAP in June 2020 to fill qualitative information gaps around 

experiences of and conditions for IDPs and refugee returnees inside Syria. RCM operates through two main deliverable streams, 

return and reintegration area profiles which cover specific geographic areas, and thematic reports on topics relevant to return 

dynamics at the regional or whole of Syria (WoS) level. RCM works with a variety of stakeholders to identify key information gaps 

and develop research aims, including durable solutions working groups, sector working groups, and bilateral partner and donor 

consultations. 

This report is the 8th RCM thematic report, covering population demographics and Housing, Land, and Property (HLP) Risks as 

they relate to prospects for return and integration of displaced people in and from northern Aleppo. Prior to the conflict, the 

national system for HLP registration faced challenges that created vulnerabilities in securing HLP rights. Throughout the conflict, 

insecurity, fragmentation of the state, and largescale displacement have threatened HLP rights and created opportunities and 

incentives for violations. In northern Aleppo, such dynamics are at play, as shifting control lines between the Government of Syria 

(GoS), Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), opposition groups, and now Turkish influence, as well as significant displacement and 

influx of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) to the region, have exacerbated existing HLP risks which present both immediate 

and longer-term impacts on prospects for return and re/integration in the region. While durable solutions ultimately require 

conditions conducive to material, physical, psycho-social, and legal safety, which reach far beyond HLP and remain lacking in 

the region, an exploration of HLP issues in the area provides both a nuanced look into the topic itself, as well as insight into what 

current Turkish policy and local practices tells us about attitudes and prospects for return and re/integration.   

This report aims to provide readers with an up to date, accurate picture of the current demographic makeup in northern Aleppo 

and outline the status and risks that this population face in security HLP rights, which has near and long-term implications 

for stability, humanitarian programming, and return and re/integration.  

2.2. METHODOLOGY 
The information and findings in this report are based on desk research and primary research. Desk research consisted of 

two components: 1) a review of relevant decrees and documentation from local authorities, local news reports, social media 

content, and humanitarian reporting; and 2) a review of population data from operational partners and the GoS. In addition to the 

standard RCM structure of iMMAP analysts and field research consultants, the core analysis team for this report also included 

an expert HLP consultant who took lead on research and analysis for Part Two of the report.

Building on initial desk research findings, the core RCM analysis team developed two semi-structured questionnaires for qualitative 

primary research on the current demographics in northern Aleppo as well as HLP systems and dynamics in the Euphrates Shield 

(ES) and Olive Branch (OB) territories. Following discussions around the questionnaire with the core RCM analysis team, two Syrian 

research consultants completed the questionnaires through discussions with dozens of local stakeholders, including legal 

professionals, community leaders and residents, construction professionals, non-government organization (NGO) workers, and 

officials. Field reports were reviewed with follow up calls and smaller follow up question sets. Both the core RCM analysis team 

and research consultants also carried out ad hoc follow-up with relevant stakeholders and supplementary desk research to 

address outstanding information gaps and to support triangulation efforts. 
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2.3. CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS 
The RCM analysis team faced two challenges and two limitations while composing this report. Lack of population data, and 

significant variation in reporting across sources challenged the ability to find accurate or agreed-upon figures for specific 

population values limited the ability for precise analysis across times and locations. The political nature of both pre-conflict and 

current ethnoreligious demographics contributed to this dynamic. Population figures and demographic information was found to 

be particularly sensitive in the Afrin district, due to longstanding political discrimination against Syria’s Kurdish population, current 

Turkish attitudes, and the risk of demographic engineering and perceptions thereof. Sensitivity of certain HLP issues, including 

perpetrators and degree of violations also limited data collection. Accordingly, in the interest of duty of care of field researchers, 

such sensitive topics were primarily examined through secondary reporting. Overall, the opaqueness and inconsistency of legal 

systems and heterogeneity of situations across districts and communities also proved a challenge in the research. Due to these 

nuances, some HLP and legal questions can only be answered by specific individuals, which delayed information gathering as 

key informants were identified and become available. Additionally, even amongst legal professionals active in the area, some 

processes and jurisdictions appear inconsistent. Accordingly, the report has aimed to point out relative confidence level in 

such findings and explain when conflicting procedures have been described. Finally, due to time and resource constraints, the 

report was not able to examine the impact of gender on HLP and accordingly women’s experiences of HLP risks are a gap and 

require additional examination. 
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3. OVERVIEW

3.1. REPORT INTRODUCTION
This report seeks to understand population dynamics in northern Aleppo and, by using the topic of HLP as a focused lens of 

analysis, to explore current conditions, attitudes, and policies that impact the prospects for those displaced to and from the 

region to achieve a durable solution. To do this, the report is divided into three parts. 

Part One: The first part outlines the current demographics of northern Aleppo, examining the significant population shifts that have 

occurred in the region and detailing who has remained in, left from, and arrived to the area. By examining the current demographics 

in this way, the first section sets the foundation for understanding how communities have been impacted by specific conditions 

for return and those that will be most impacted by future prospects for return of the displaced and integration of current IDPs.

Part Two: The second section focuses on the issue of HLP and its potential impact on return and re/integration. In addition to 

being a highly relevant topic to those who live in or have left northern Aleppo, HLP conditions provides a focused lens through 

which to examine legal, social, economic, and security factors that shed light on policies, conditions, and attitudes towards re/

integration. 

Part Three: The third section brings together analysis from sections one and two to explore what current population dynamics 

and HLP conditions tell us about attitudes of the local population and authorities towards prospects for durable solutions in the 

region. The section also identifies some potential developments that could impact the region, offering areas to watch for change. 

3.2. AREA OVERVIEW
This report focuses on the area of northern Aleppo governorate that currently falls under the governance of Turkish/Syrian Interim 

Government Local Councils (Turkish/SIG-LCs) and security control of Turkish-Supported Opposition (TSO) groups. This region of 

northern Aleppo is split into two zones differentiated by their demographic makeup, conflict history, and based on the military 

operations that secured Turkish/SIG-LC control over the areas - namely Operation Euphrates Shield (OES) in 2016 and Operation 

Olive Branch (OOB) in 2018. The below area overview is intended to provide basic information most relevant to the discussion of 

HLP issues and prospects for re/integration and durable solutions in the region, however more extensive information on the areas’ 

backgrounds and current conditions can be found in the RCM Northern Syria Return and Reintegration Area Profiles: Operation 

Euphrates Shield and Operation Olive Branch published in March 2021.
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Map 1. Northern Aleppo – Euphrates Shield and Olive Branch 
Territories
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The area that today makes up Euphrates Shield (ES) territory includes large parts of the A’zaz, Al-Bab, and Jarablus districts made 

up of sub-districts of A’zaz, Suran, Mare’, Aghtrin, Al-Bab, Al-Ra’ee, A’rima, Ghandorah, and Jarablus. The area that now makes up 

the ES territory fell under opposition control early in the conflict, with the A’zaz corridor serving as a critical gateway to supplies 

from Turkey and a staging ground for wider opposition activity in northwest Syria. However, opposition control of the area was 

not uninterrupted. After gradually accumulating influence in the region and following a series of offensives, ISIS gained control 

of a stretch of land from A’zaz to central Idlib in late 2013. While their presence in and around A’zaz was short-lived, ISIS gained 

and maintained control of key communities further west in Euphrates Shield including Al-Ra’ee, Al-Bab, and Jarablus, leading 

to split control of the area that would last from 2014 until Operation Euphrates Shield. 
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Map 2. Area of Control in Northern Aleppo in Late 2014
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West of the Euphrates River, the Kurdish-affiliated Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), begun capturing territory as part of its anti-

ISIS campaign, gaining control of Menbij city in June 2016. Fearing continued expansion of the SDF westward toward Afrin—and 

therefore along the full length of the Syrian-Turkish border--Turkey launched OES in late August 2016. Turkish forces, alongside 

TSO factions attacked ISIS positions, taking territory in Al-Ra’ee, Jarabulus, Al-Bab. Unable to advance further towards Menbij 

or Ar-Raqqa cities, Turkey declared the successful completion of its military campaign in late March 2017, effectively setting the 

perimeters of what is today the ES territory.

Olive Branch Territory
The area that today makes up Olive Branch (OB) territory includes almost exactly the Afrin district of the Aleppo governorate, 

which is made up of the sub-districts of Afrin, Jandairis, Sheikh El-Hadid, Ma’btali, Bulbul, Sharan, and Raju. Early in the conflict, 

this area represented the stronghold of Kurdish factions in northwest Syria. Afrin district fell almost entirely under the control 

of the Democratic Union Party – People’s Protection Units (PYD-YPG) by the end of 2012 and in January 2014 the PYD declared the 

area to be a part of the Democratic Autonomous Administration governance system along with the Jazira and Kobani cantons 

in NES. In 2015 the Democratic Autonomous Administration (DAA) was reformed into the SDF, in large part to better incorporate 

Arab and minority militias and maintain coalition support (which was largely not extended outside of NES to reach Afrin). This 

move led to increased threats from Turkey and TSO factions on SDF control of Afrin. In 2016, the launch of and gains made by 

Operation Euphrates Shield ensured that Afrin would remain geographically isolated from SDF-held territory in NES. Tensions 

between the SDF and Turkey/TSO groups built through 2017 and in January 2018, Turkey launch Operation Olive Branch, gaining 

control of the entirety of what is today OB territory by mid-March 2018. 
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PART ONE: KEY FINDINGS

Part One of the report aims to better understand how the current population dynamics of the region have developed. In doing 

so, Part One also aims to provide a foundation to understand the makeup of the communities that are most impacted by HLP 

conditions and risks outlined in Part Two and that will face the implications of HLP and other factors on prospects for durable re/

integration as explored in Part Three. With this goal in mind, Section 4.1 outlines the pre-conflict population of northern Aleppo 

and explores who fled the area, who remained, who returned, and who has not; while the Section 4.2 explores the population 

that has newly arrived to the region since the onset of conflict, examining demographics and settlement pattern of the large 

waves of arrivals to the area in recent years.

Key Findings:
Population Demographics

• The composition of the population in the Euphrates Shield (ES) and Olive Branch (OB) territories has 
changed dramatically since 2011 due to active conflict, shifts in territorial control, economic crisis, 
and deterioration of basic services which have driven both displacement from and IDP arrivals to 
northern Aleppo.

• The period since Turkish/Syrian Interim Government (SIG) Local Councils (LCs) have established control 
in both Euphrates Shield and Olive Branch territories has been classified by significant population 
increase. Current estimates suggest that the population has reached over 1.3 million people, compared 
to less than 550,000 who were estimated to be living in the area during the 2004 census.

• This population increase is due almost exclusively to an influx of IDPs arriving from areas across Syria 
over the past five years. Over 800,000 IDPs currently reside in the region, while the area’s overall original 
resident population remains lower than it was prior to the conflict.

• Security considerations remain the primary driver of displacement. The largest waves of IDP arrivals 
have been directly connected to conflict developments, most recently the massive displacement due 
to escalations in Idlib in early 2020. Economic conditions, access to services, and familial ties to the 
region have also acted and push and pull factors.

• Arrivals to northern Aleppo in recent years also include opposition fighters and their family members 
coming from areas of Syria that have fallen under Government of Syria (GoS) control, as well as those 
facing Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham (HTS) expansion in Idlib - populations that are difficult to differentiate 
within IDP and total population figures. Generally, northern Aleppo has acted as a landing ground for 
those with opposition affiliations from across the country.

• Settlement patterns of IDPs in northern Aleppo have been shaped by a number of factors, including 
grouping by area of origin and affiliation with specific opposition groups, historical familial ties to the 
region, availability of rental or empty housing, as well as economic access.

• Currently, the majority of IDPs in northern Aleppo reside in residential buildings in communities, while 
approximately one-third live in IDP camps or collective shelters – 41% in ES territory and 20% in Afrin.
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PART ONE: KEY FINDINGS

Population Demographics: Euphrates Shield Territory

• IDP arrivals have been the major driver of population change in ES territory. Currently hosting more 
than half a million IDPs, estimates suggest that the population of the area has more than doubled 
compared to before the conflict. 

• Residents of ES territory have been subject to multiple waves of displacement from the area between 
2012 to 2017 due to GoS-opposition clashes, ISIS offensives and control, and Operation Euphrates 
Shield (OES) which displaced tens of thousands. However, a significant number of those who displaced 
locally returned to the region following OES in 2017 and only a relatively small percentage of the original 
population is expected to remain displaced. 

• Most of the original ES residents who remain displaced are expected to be residing in Turkey or abroad. 
Additional large-scale returns to ES territory are unlikely in the near to medium term.

• Arrivals of IDPs from other areas of Syria to ES territory began prior to OES, primarily to the opposition-
controlled A’zaz corridor. IDP communities from Aleppo, Deir-ez-Zor, Ar-Raqqa, and Homs have resided 
in ES territory for four years or more.

• Since the conclusion of OES, arrivals to the area have increased significantly. Major arrival events 
include arrivals opposition fighters, their families, and IDPs fleeing GoS offensives to retake areas in 
Aleppo, rural Damascus, Homs, and southern Syria; as well as 150,000 to 200,000 arrivals from Idlib 
following mass displacement due to escalations in late 2019 through early 2020.

• IDPs currently constitute a majority of the population in Al-Bab and A’zaz districts, and approximately 
half the population in Jarablus district.

• Most IDPs reside in residential housing, with 41% of IDPs living in planned or self-settled camps 
or collective shelters. The largest concentration of IDP camps is along the Turkish-Syrian border, 
especially around Bab Al-Salameh crossing.

Population Demographics: Olive Branch Territory

• Both IDP arrivals and displacement of original residents have driven population change in Olive Branch 
(OB) territory. Tens of thousands of original residents, primarily Kurdish, are estimated to remain 
displaced from the region following Operation Olive Branch (OOB), while the area is now host to over 
300,000 primarily Arab IDPs – which account for approximately 66% of the area’s current total population.  

• While Afrin was relatively stable prior to 2018, OOB displaced an estimate 137,000 people – about half 
the area’s total population. Only approximately 30% of those displaced by OOB are estimated to have 
gone back in the initial wave of IDP returns. 

• Significant barriers to return persist for those who remain displaced. The largest group of OOB IDPs, 
estimated between 20,000 to 50,000 people, reside in Tall Refaat and face unique challenges to their 
prospects for durable solutions.
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PART ONE: KEY FINDINGS

• IDP arrivals to Afrin have primarily occurred after OOB. The largest number of IDP arrivals, estimated at 
over 150,000 people, occurred from Idlib in early 2020 which included those residing in Idlib as IDPs as 
well as original Idlib residents. Afrin has also received IDPs who had previously resided in ES territory, 
as well as arrivals of opposition fighters, their families, and families of Turkish-Supported Opposition 
(TSO) groups who were already present in the region prior to OOB. 

• Settlement patterns of IDPs in Afrin appear to be closely tied with the IDP groups area of origin and 
affiliation to TSO groups. IDPs in Afrin are half as likely than those in ES to live in camp settings, and 
it is more common for IDPs to occupy seized or abandoned homes without an agreement with the 
property owner.
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4. ORIGINAL RESIDENT 
POPULATION: PRE-CONFLICT TO 
NOW 

4.1. EUPHRATES SHIELD TERRITORY

4.1.1 Pre-Conflict Population
The 2004 census conducted by the Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics (SCBS) estimated the combined population of the ES 

territory1 to be approximately 375,000. According to the CBS, Al-Bab sub-district was the most densely populated, home to over 

112,000 people - approximately 30% of the area’s total population. The remaining population was relatively evenly split throughout 

the other eight sub-districts with each holding between 17,000 to 47,000 people. With multiple border crossings and proximity to 

major roadways, the region acted as a center for trade between Turkey, Aleppo, and the rest of Syria which created and bolstered 

longstanding cross-border relationships. The majority of the population engaged in livelihoods related to agriculture. Since the 

1980s, deterioration of the agricultural sector caused a rise in poverty and led to a continuous decline in the rural population 

as they migrated to urban areas, primarily Aleppo city. This phenomenon accentuated between 2006 and 2010 due to several 

years of drought accompanied by a slowdown in economic growth. Due to this dynamic and the lack of population data available 

between 2004 to 2011 it is difficult to make a precise estimate of the exact pre-conflict population. 

Field reports indicate that the population of the area has been majority Sunni Arab with notable Turkmen and Kurdish (both 

Sunni Muslim) minorities creating demographically mixed communities. However, the exact demographic makeup of the area 

is difficult to estimate due to lack of data and conflicting reports.

4.1.2 Major Displacement Events
Displacement from ES territory began with the onset of local and national protests in 2011 in anticipation of the oncoming 

escalations in conflict as small numbers of people began leaving to Turkey. Displacement increased in 2012 in response to 

GoS-opposition clashes as opposition groups, the most prominent of which would later form the Levant Front, gained control 

of significant territory along the border. Displacement during this period included local movements within northern Aleppo and 

to Eastern Aleppo, as well as the movement of GoS supporters away from areas were the opposition made gains. Opposition 

control included the Bab Al-Salameh border crossing to Turkey. In addition to being a key strategic point of control, the border 

crossing facilitated the movement of a steady stream of displaced Syrians to Turkey and further abroad from 2011 to early 2015,2 

including those from the ES territory and as well as other areas of the country. 

Starting in late 2013, the emergence of ISIS in northern Aleppo caused significant displacement within ES territory. Fleeing ISIS 

clashes and prolonged control, thousands were displaced from Al-Bab, Mare’, Jarablus and surrounding areas.  Following the 

closure of the Turkish border, IDP destinations were limited and most displacements with ES territory occurred locally to A’zaz 

city and surrounding areas that remained under opposition control. 

1 In calculating the figures for the ES territory from the 2004 census data the following sub-districs are included: Afrin (Afrin, Bulbul, Jan-

dairis, Ma’btali, Raju, Sharan, Sheikh El-Hadid);  A’zaz ( A’zaz, Suran, Mare’. Aghtrin); Al-Bab (Al-Bab, A’rima, Ar-Ra’ee); Jarablus (Jarablus, 

Ghandorah).  

2  Human Rights Watch. Turkey: Syrians Pushed Back at the Border. November 2015. r
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Once established, ISIS prevented the population from moving 

to areas outside its control. Exceptions were minimal and 

only granted in specific circumstances, such as critical 

medical care for the elderly, in which case the person was only 

permitted to leave, receive treatment, and return. Accordingly, 

the only way to flee the region was through dangerous 

smuggling routes that were vulnerable to detection and 

crackdowns. ISIS made many arrests of people accused of 

helping others smuggle out of the area. Despite the risks, 

however, a large number of people managed to leave during 

this period, primarily to Turkey.  

In August 2016, the launch of Operation Euphrates Shield 

marked the beginning of the largest single displacement 

event in the ES territory. Between August 2016 and March 

2017, OES fighting displaced an estimated 40,000 people.3 

The largest displacements occurred from Al-Bab city and 

surrounding area, while in other areas fighting did not last 

long and displacements were short lived. Those displaced 

from Al-Bab primarily fled northwards towards the border 

and to less effected neighboring communities of Jarablus, 

Aghtrin and Mare’ while others moved further west towards 

Afrin or east to Menbij.4 As Turkish and TSO forces gained 

territory, ISIS members and their families also fled the region 

towards Ar-Raqqa and Deir-ez-Zor. While many people were 

displaced, for the majority of OES IDPs the displacement 

was short-lived. According to field reports, returns to stable 

areas such as Jarablus city and surrounding area began as 

early as February 2017. 

Since the cessation of OES, displacements have slowed 

significantly. However, sporadic clashes and shelling have 

continued in recent years primarily between Turkish forces 

and opposition factions on the one side and the SDF on the 

other. Irregular attacks and incidents including vehicle-borne 

improvised explosive devices (VBIEDs), Improvised Explosive 

Devices (IEDs), attacks with small arms, and kidnappings 

also persist in the area – and continue to inspire small scale 

displacements of individuals and families.

3  According to UNCHR, 36,000 were displaced from Al-Bab city alone.
4  UNHCR. Syria: Flash Update on Recent Events. 16 February 2017

Graphic 1. Major Displacement 
Events from Euphrates Shield 
Territory

2011

Displacement begins, with some fleeing to Turkey in 
anticipation of escalating conflict.

2012

Displacement in northern Aleppo increases due to 
GoS-Opposition clashes. GoS supporters flee areas where 
opposition forces gain control.

2013

The emergence of ISIS in northern Aleppo develops in 
late 2013 as ISIS breifly gains control of A'zaz.

2014 to 2016

ISIS gains and retains control of Al-Bab, Mar'e, Jarablus and 
surrounding areas.  Displacement to A'zaz and Turkey.

August 2016

Operation Euphrates Shield displaces 40,000 people in 
northern Aleppo, primarily from Al-Bab towards the 
border, Afrin, and Menbij. 

February 2017

Returns of those displaced by OES begin.

December 2017

The majority of those displaced by OES had returned to 
their communities by the end of 2017.

2018 through 2021

Continued low volumes of small scale displacements of 
individuals and families due to security incidents.

Displacement From and Returns To 
Euphrates Shield Territories

Only a small percentage of the original population of the 
ES area is expected to remain displaced, most of whom 

are residing in Turkey, as well as other countries in Europe 
and the Gulf. 
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4.1.3 Return Dynamics
As noted above, the majority of those displaced by OES returned to their communities shortly after the cessation of the operation 

following local Turkish demining efforts and the stabilization of control across communities. By the end of 2017, field reports 

indicate that most communities had seen the return of the majority of IDPs displaced by the offensive. The removal of ISIS 

from the region also allowed the return of IDPs that had displaced to A’zaz prior to OES from Mare’, Al-Bab, Jarablus and other 

communities that had fallen under prolonged ISIS control. Refugee returns have also occurred to the region from Turkey; however, 

the figures vary for the exact volume.5

Returns have slowed significantly since the initial wave of IDP returnees in 2017, with HNAP estimating only 13,696 individuals 

returning to the area between 2018 and 2020, with only 1,388 returning in 2021. In line with national trends, returns to ES have 

steadily declined in recent years. 

A large portion of those who remain displaced from the area are expected to be those who fled to Turkey, and abroad to Europe, 

the Gulf, and other countries. Additionally, those who have participated in active military operations with GoS, SDF, or ISIS forces 

as well as those affiliated to Kurdish political parties have not returned to ES areas. While return procedures to ES are simpler 

than to OB territory, people with such affiliations would be denied access to return, and are likely to face security concerns, 

whether from Turkish security or TSO forces if they enter the region. Overall, informal estimates suggest that less than 15% of 

the original population remains displaced, with Al-Bab district experiencing the greatest decrease in residents.6 

4.1.4 Prospects for Return
Prospects for additional returns to the area are limited and concentrated large volumes of returns to the region are unlikely to 

occur. Small scale returns from Turkey may continue especially of those facing poor conditions in their host community, those 

seeking to secure and manage their housing, land, and property in Syria, as well as for family reunification. However, those who 

remain displaced further abroad are likely to be unwilling to return to the insecure and poor economic conditions facing the 

region, while those who fled to other areas of control within Syria are likely to have significant personal security barriers to return. 

These conditions are unlikely to change in the current environment.

5 “In November 2018 Turkish officials reported that over 260,000 Syrians have ‘returned’ from Turkey to ES areas since 2017. It is not clear if 

this figure includes both IDPs and refugee returns. Additionally, the figure is not broken down by returnees’ area of origin and likely includes 

those who crossed the border but are not originally from the area. This figure also likely includes both voluntary returns and deportations. 

UNHCR also provides estimates of total voluntary refugee returns at the country level - but not broken down by movements into ES territory 

specifically. UNHCR estimates that there were over 93,000 total voluntary returns from Turkey to Syria overall between 2017-2020. The 

HNAP [figure of 15,084 total returns to the area between 2018 and 2021]... includes both IDP and refugee returns (and does not differentiate 

based on voluntary or non-voluntary movement), but includes only those who return to their actual area of origin and stayed for at least a 

month - with go and see visits not included. Bab Al-Salameh border crossing statistics department facebook page reported 17,011 voluntary 

crossings into ES territory in 2020 and between 50-400 deportations a month over the year - again not broken down by area of origin or 

intended final destination. Overall, exact numbers of refugee returns to ES territory is difficult to ascertain and verify due to the variety 

of border and crossing points, differing definitions of return, and inability to track final destinations/onward displacement.” Excerpted 

from RCM OES Area Profile, March 2020.  A statement from the Turkish ministry of the interior reported that Turkey have reached up to 

331,000 voluntary returns from Turkey to ES and OB territories as of June 2019.

6 This estimate is a combination of estimations and observations from field reports as well as comparing November 2019 HNAP resident 

populations to 2004 census data.
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4.2. OLIVE BRANCH TERRITORY

4.2.1 Pre-Conflict Population
The SCBS estimated the 2004 population of Afrin district to be approximately 170,000 with the sub-districts of Afrin (~64,000), 

Jandairis (~33,000), and Raju (~22,000) home to approximately 70% of the population. The vast majority7 of original residents of 

the OB territory were Kurdish, with a primarily Sunni Arab minority residing in small rural communities. Field reports indicate that 

both the Kurdish and Arab populations were predominantly Sunni Muslim, with a small number of Yazidi and Alowite families living 

in several villages. According to the 2004 census, approximately half of Afrin’s population was directly employed in agriculture 

and livestock. Economic activity in Afrin primarily centred around cultivation of olive and fruit trees – with work at olive presses 

also historically making up a large part of the manufacturing sector. Accordingly, like the ES area, Afrin was subject to rural-urban 

migration in the years preceding the onset of conflict, making precise pre-conflict population estimates difficult to ascertain.8 

Population reports that are available from early in the conflict are also difficult to verify and suffer from conflicting data between 

the GoS and the opposition due to methodology as well as distortion of figures. For example, SCBS figures estimate the 2014 

population of Afrin district to be 198,7559 while opposition reports put the number around half a million. 10 Accordingly, for the 

purposes of this report the 2004 census data is used as a rough point of comparison for pre-conflict figures.

4.2.2 Major Displacement Events
Considered a relatively stable area under PYD-YPG control, Afrin acted as a regional hub for IDPs with humanitarian estimates 

suggesting over that the population had reached 320,000, including 125,000 IDPs by November 2017.11

Launched in January 2018, Olive Branch has been the defining displacement event for the area.  the UN estimates that by the end 

of March, approximately 137,000 individuals had fled Afrin12 While exact demographics of who fled and who remained – especially 

differentiating between movements of original residents and IDPs who were residing in the area at the time - are not available. 

However, reports indicate that large numbers YPG and PYD members as well as significant Kurdish populations fled towards Self 

Administration controlled areas, while others arrived to nearby GoS controlled areas. The largest group, estimated at just over 

100,000 individuals displaced to SDF-controlled Tall Refaat and surrounding villages just southeast of Afrin. Approximately 30,000 

arrived to GoS controlled villages in Nabul sub-district slightly further south. Smaller numbers of IDPs fled to NES, reaching Menbij 

(1,000), and Hassakeh13 Options for locations of displacement were limited by the closure of the Turkish border and restrictions on 

enrtry to Aleppo in the south. GoS authorities required IDPs to submit applications to the SAA and pay high fees to receive security 

approvals to enter, despite many having familial connections in the area.14 Accordingly, OOB displacement remained primarily local.

7 Estimated by field researchers and open-source reports between 80-90%,

8 Local media reports that the population reached up to 500,000 by 2011 Enab Baladi 

9 SCBS. Number of Residents in the Districts Studied for the 2014 Census (in Arabic). 2014. p 22-31. 

10 Manaf Quman, 2017 and Omran For Strategic Studies, “The local Administration in Syrian Kurdish Areas: the Example of Afrin” (in Arabic)

11 UNOCHA. Afrin District, Facts and Figures. 18 March 2018, Figures from local media place this estimate much higher, for example reporting 

that 500,000 IDPs resided in the region in January 2018. 

12  UNOCHA. Syrian Arab Republic: Afrin. Flash Update No.2. 29 March 2018. Local figures place this number higher between 200,000 and 

300,000.  Early OCHA reporting suggested up to two-thirds of the population had fled Afrin District, Facts and Figures. 18 March 2018, 

13  UNOCHA. Syrian Arab Republic: Afrin. Flash Update No.2. 29 March 2018, 
14  Ibid. 
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Graphic 2. Major Displacement 
Events from Olive Branch 
Territory

Late 2012 to 2018

Afrin remains relatively stable under evolving PYD-YPG 
/ DAA / SDF control. As a regional IDP hub, population 
reaches over 300,000.

January 2018

Turkey launches Operation Olive Branch displacing just 
under half of the total population of Afrin - approxi-
mately 137,000 individuals. The largest group of IDPs 
fled to Tell Refaat followed by SDF controlled parts of 
NES, and GoS controlled areas of Aleppo.

December 2018

Estimates suggest that just over 41,000 people returned 
to Afrin in 2018, approximately 30% of those who were 
displaced by OOB.

2019 through 2021

Significant barriers to return persist and returns have 
been minimal and decreasing in recent years.

Displacement From and Returns To
Olive Branch Territory

A significant portion of the original population of OB 
area is expected to remain displaced, with significant 

barriers to return.

15  Both in media reports and through local sources reached by field researchers. 
16  Including 789 in 2021; 2,592 in 2020; and 5,959 in 2019. 

4.2.3 Return Dynamics
Returns to Afrin have highly politicized since the early days 

of OOB. While Turkey has widely publicized the area as ready 

for returns and IDPs as eager to go back, the border crossing 

to the region remain closed to civilian traffic and prospective 

returnees must gain permission from Turkish security to re-

enter the area. Conversely, local Self Administration figures 

consistently appear to significantly overreport the degree 

of Kurdish displacement from the area15 and insist that none 

of the population intends to return in the face of Turkish 

violations of basic rights, while actively enforcing strict 

controls on return from areas under its control. Accordingly, 

it is difficult to accurately estimate the total population that 

has returned to Afrin since being displaced by OOB. 

However, the general trends of return to the area appear clear. 

Field reports and humanitarian population data indicate that 

the largest wave of returns to the area occurred immediately 

following the cessation of OOB, with many original residents 

of Afrin returning directly to their communities of origin. 

Following stabilization of Turkish/SIG-LC control, populations 

that had fled Afrin as it came under PYD-YPG control have also 

had the opportunity to return. This includes some people who 

had joined early opposition groups, as well as those affiliated 

with rival Kurdish political parties, such as the Kurdistan 

Democratic Party of Syria (KDP-S). Overall HNAP estimates 

that approximately 41,498 people returned to Afrin district 

following OOB in 2018, approximately 30% of the total number 

of those displaced by OOB as estimated by UNHCR.

Beyond this initial wave of returns in 2018, returns slowed 

significantly. HNAP estimates that between 2019 and 2021 

only 9,340 people have returned to the area, with the volume 

decreasing each year.16 Current barriers to return include:
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Safety and security threats in Afrin remain a leading barrier to returns to the Afrin. Those affiliated with the PYD or YPG would 

certainly face detainment and interrogation upon return, a concern that appears to act as a widespread deterrent to return even 

among those with loose or unclear affiliations for fear of arrest, harassment, or other abuses.17 For those currently residing in 

Afrin, competition between and criminality among local SNA factions exacerbated by poor systems for mediation or enforcement 

of oversight as well as sporadic IED blasts or shelling attacks coming from across front lines18 and occurring in civilian areas 

are primary drivers of insecurity. Further, people who are perceived as wealthy, including returnees, as well as known business, 

security, and governance people can also be subject to kidnapping, ransom, and assassination.

Poor economic conditions and access to services OB areas have benefited less from Turkish investment than ES areas.  While 

economic conditions overall in northern Aleppo may be relatively better than other areas of Syria, they remain inconducive to 

sustainable durable solutions. Those who have found better conditions in their place of displacement, especially those abroad, 

are likely to see current conditions as a barrier to return.

Limited pathways for return: Even among those who may still desire to return, strict procedures and limited pathways for return 

have further moderated return volumes. Procedures for return to Afrin quickly became highly controlled following the cessation 

of OOB, with humanitarian actors reporting IDPs being prevented from returning as early as March 2018.19 

From Tall Refaat: Currently Afrin IDPs residing in the SDF-controlled Tall Refaat area, estimated between 20,000 to 50,000 

individuals,20  remains the largest group of Afrin IDPs, must apply for security clearance from both the local Internal Security 

Forces (ISF or Asayish) office for permission to leave as well as with Turkish affiliated security for permission to return. This 

process is expensive with substantial fees and requires applicants to have significant personal connections across areas 

to receive approval. For those unable or unwilling to go through this formal procedure, returns have also been facilitated via 

smuggling networks that run either directly through the mountainous roads between Tall Refaat and Afrin or indirectly via 

Menbij into Jarablus and through A’zaz. However, smuggling comes with significant risk as well as cost as returnees can be 

subject to extortion, confiscation of property, interrogation, and arrest. 

From other areas: Field reports indicate that perspective returnees from other areas, including Turkey and Northeast 

Syria, must also apply for return clearance. Return pathways from these areas most commonly lead through crossings into 

ES territory, and on to Afrin, and include multiple SNA-operated checkpoints. Smuggling routes are also operational for 

bringing people to the OB territory from GoS, YPG, SDF, and opposition-held areas facilitated by a wide network of security 

and business actors costing approximately 250 to 350 USD per person. 

Despite these challenges, very small numbers of individual returns have continued over the recent period including an estimated 

789 in 2021. Field reports indicate that the majority of those who have been able to travel back are those with existing SNA 

connections, or farmers with no political affiliations. According to HNAP return surveys and returns monitoring, the desire to 

secure assets has been a primary driver of return as well as security conditions and seeking economic opportunities. 

17  A report from Syrians for Truth and Justice indicated that 587 people were arrested in Afrin in 2021
18  Most often attributed to GoS forces or YPG networks in neighboring areas, ISIS cells, and occasionally SNA-factions themselves.
19  UNOCHA. Syrian Arab Republic: Afrin. Flash Update No.2. 29 March 2018,
20  December 2021 HNAP estimates report 50,755 total IDPs currently in SDF-controlled Tall Refaat (not differentiated by area of origin) 

while media estimates suggest 20,000 to 25,000. These figures suggest that roughly half to one-quarter of the population originally 
believed to have displaced to Tall Refaat by OOB still remain in the area. However, not all IDPs who may have left Tall Refaat since 
2018 represent returns to Afrin. Departures also include cases of onward displacement from the area, especially towards Aleppo 
city, of those seeking better livelihoods opportunities and living conditions.
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4.2.4 Prospects for Return 
Looking forward, returns to Afrin are unlikely to increase without significant shifts in the prevailing security, political, and 

economic conditions in the region. Real and perceived security threats continue to act as a barrier to returns, especially to 

those who may expect to be targeted upon entering the area. Politically, IDPs from Afrin, especially those in Tall Refaat, have 

been instrumentalized by the Self Administration as a symbol of Turkish crimes against Kurds in the region actively discouraging 

and preventing returns. At the same time, Turkey has taken advantage of the situation to allow, if not promote, large numbers 

of arrivals of non-Kurdish populations into Afrin, exacerbating the potential for social tensions and increasing the pressure to 

appropriate land and property. The undecided political and security future of the region will continue to play a primary role in 

prospects for return. Of particular note, Tall Refaat remains a potential target of further Turkish intervention. This would likely lead 

to large scale and long-term displacement of both Afrin IDPs and original residents from the area, largely towards NES.21 Beyond 

political and security issues, as noted above, the region also faces significant challenges in providing economic opportunities 

and basic services to its expanded and growing population which will continue to limit returns among those who have found 

better conditions in their place of displacement. 

21  This scenario is further explored in the RCM Thematic Report: Operation Peace Spring and Scenarios for Potential Turkish Inter-
ventions October 2021
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5. IDPS IN NORTHERN ALEPPO: 
IDP ARRIVALS AND POPULATION 
GROWTH 2017 THROUGH 2021

5.1. OVERVIEW OF IDP ARRIVALS AND CURRENT 
POPULATION IN NORTHERN ALEPPO
The period since Turkish/SIG-LCs have established control in both Euphrates Shield and Olive Branch territories has been classified 

by significant population increase. Current estimates suggest that the population has reached over 1.3 million people, compared 

to less than 550,000 who were estimated to be living in the area during the 2004 census. This population increase is due almost 

exclusively to an influx of IDPs arriving from areas across Syria over the past five years. HNAP estimates that over 800,000 IDPs 

currently reside in the region, while the area’s overall original resident population remains lower than it was prior to the conflict. 

Table 1. Changes in Pre-Conflict and Current Population – Total 
Population, Residents, and IDPs.22

Al Bab

A'zaz

Jarablus

"*In calculating the figures from the 2004 census data the following sub-districs are included: Afrin (Afrin, Bulbul, Jandairis, Ma'btali, Raju, Sharan, Sheikh El-Hadid);  A'zaz ( A'zaz, Suran, Mare'. Aghtrin); 
Al-Bab (Al-Bab, A'rima, Ar-Ra'ee); Jarablus (Jarablus, Ghandora).  
November 2021 data was taken from HNAP November 2021 MNM and includes all villages classified by OCHA as under the influence of Turkish Armed Forces and
Syrian National Army (opposition) as of August 2021"       

Sum of November
2021 Residents

Change in resident 
population 2004 census 
to November 2021

Sum of November 
2021 IDPs

IDP population as % 
of total population 
November 2021

November 2021 
Total population

Change in Total 
Population 2004 census
to November 2021

2004 Census 
Total PopulationDistrict*

Total

Afrin  154,246  (17,849)  299,449 66%454,322 172,095  282,227

 130,718  (29,085)  117,003 47% 248,482 159,803  88,679

 172,943  16,903  366,617 68% 539,802 156,040  383,762

 62,456  3,567  53,335 46% 115,791 58,889  56,902

 522,553  (24,274)  841,924 62% 1,366,107 546,827  819,280

According to HNAP data, as of November 2021, the IDP population across ES and OB territories, constitute 62% of the total 

population.23 A’zaz district hosts the largest proportion of IDPs, both in absolute numbers and as a proportion of its population, 

followed by Afrin, Al-Bab, and Jarablus districts. In the spring of 2018,24 IDPs already constituted the majority of the population of 

A’zaz district, while Al-Bab and Afrin districts reached this designation in 2020. In Jarablus district, residents still retain a slight 

but waning majority. As detailed below, A’zaz district has been a destination for IDPs since prior to OES. Notably, while Al-Bab 

and A’zaz were home to similar sized populations prior to the conflict, loss of resident population in Al-Bab as well as significant 

sustained IDP influx to A’zaz has shifted this dynamic. This is also notable in the populations of the cities of Al-Bab (63,069 in the 

22  These population figures represent best estimates rather than exact values, and comparisons across time, data sources, and 
methodologies are imperfect, nevertheless, the available data makes clear that the region has experienced significant demographic 
change over the course of the conflict.

23  These estimates are based on the raw data provided by the Humanitarian Needs Assessment Program (HNAP) at the sub-district 
level, considering all the subdistricts of Afrin district, 4 subdistricts of A’zaz district (ie. A’zaz, Suran, Aghtarin, Marea), two subdis-
tricts of Al-Bab (Al-Bab and Al-Ra’ee) and the two subdistricts of Jarablus (Jarablus and Ghandoura).

24  May 2018 is the earliest date detailed HNAP MNM data is available
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2004 census; 97,404 in December 2021) and A’zaz (32,623 in the 2004 census; 106,127 in December 2021).25 

Discussed in detail in Part Two, Settlement patterns of IDPs in northern Aleppo have been shaped by a number of factors, including 

grouping by area of origin and affiliation with specific opposition groups, historical familial ties to the region, availability of rental 

or empty housing, as well as economic access. Currently, the majority of IDPs in northern Aleppo reside in residential buildings in 

communities, while approximately one-third live in IDP camps or collective shelters. In ES areas, most IDPs living in residential 

areas have agreements with landlords while in Afrin, it is more common for IDPs to occupying homes without an agreement with 

the property owner, either abandoned or seized. 

Table 2. Euphrates Shield Territory - IDP Population in Camp and Non-
Camp Areas by Sub-District

Jarablus

A'zaz

A'rima

Suran

Aghtrin

Al Bab

Data Source: HNAP MNM November 2021

Total IDPsIDPs in Camps IDPs outside Camps% of IDPs In CampsSub-DistrictDistrict

Total

Ghandorah
Jarablus

A'zaz

Al Bab

22,02615,94672% 6,080

31,30919,77463% 11,535

233,921135,06858% 98,853

8,4063,26539% 5,141

64,10818,60129% 45,507

44,6977,57017% 37,127

Mare'

Ar-Ra'ee

23,8913,57015% 20,321

7,17000% 7,170

101,38716,05916% 85,328

536,915219,85341% 317,062

25  HNAP December 2021 MNM data, and SCBS 2004 Census
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Table 3. Olive Branch Territory - IDP Population in Camp and Non-Camp 
Areas by Sub-District

Afrin

Sharan

Jandairis

Raju

Bulbul

Sheikh El-Hadid

Data Source: HNAP MNM November 2021

Total IDPsIDPs in Camps IDPs outside Camps% of IDPs In CampsSub-District

Total

Ma'btali 11,0523,59933% 7,453

107,09131,53329% 75,558

45,95010,51523% 35,435

80,00211,18014% 68,822

25,7222,0458% 23,677

26,05700% 26,057

3,57500% 3,575

299,44958,87220% 240,577

Approximately 41% IDPs in ES territory and 20% of IDPs in Afrin live in IDP camps or collective shelters. Among these, over three-

quarters are residing in self-settled camps which according to the Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM) cluster 

“are independent of assistance from the government or humanitarian community. Self-settled camps, sometimes knows as 

‘spontaneous sites’, may be sited on state-owned, private or communal land, usually after limited negotiations with the local 

population or private owners overuse and access.” The next largest group resides in planned or formal camps, which receive some 

degree of humanitarian support and often have stronger HLP tenure. Less than 1% of IDPs are residing in collective shelters in 

Northern Aleppo, or just over 6,000 individuals, across approximately 20 sites primarily located in Afrin and made up of a mix of 

existing building and tents hosting from 20 to 250 individuals.26 

26  CCCM Cluster ISIMM October 2021 data
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Map 3. IDP Populations Residing in Camps and Collective Centres 
Aggregated at the Community Level 
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5.2. MAJOR PUSH AND PULL FACTORS FOR IDP 
ARRIVALS TO NORTHERN ALEPPO
Security conditions have proven to be a significant push and pull factor for IDPs to northern Aleppo and have shaped the 

development of IDP communities in the region. 27 Northern Aleppo has served as a landing space for people with opposition 

affiliations. Such arrivals have included both members of military opposition groups and their families28 as well as self-organized 

arrivals of IDPs fleeing ongoing GoS-advances who are now unable or unwilling to return to their community of origin under GoS 

control.29 Under Turkish/SIG-LC control, the area has proven relatively stable and has avoided significant security escalations 

seen in other areas. Most recently, the GoS-Russian offensive into Idlib and Western Aleppo from 2019 to early 2020 led to the 

arrival of up to 400,000 IDPs to northern Aleppo.30 Certainly, northern Aleppo faces it owns security challenges that threaten 

prospects for durable solutions (as detailed in the above discussions of return prospects) however, conditions in the area continue 

to act as a draw relative to other locations.

Security considerations remain the primary driver of displacement and the largest waves of IDP arrivals have been directly 

connected to conflict developments. However, access to economic opportunities and basic services are increasingly reported 

as a driver of displacement across Syria and have also been a factor in drawing IDPs to northern Aleppo. While developments 

have been gradual and many IDPs arrived to the region prior any notable changes, Turkish investment has had a clear impact on 

service provision in the region compared to other areas of Syria, especially in ES territories where investment has been prioritized. 

While services in northern Aleppo are relatively better than many areas of Syria,31 the region still faces significant challenges 

in providing basic services and economic opportunities for the significantly expanded and still growing population and are not 

conducive to supporting largescale durable returns. Economic opportunities are especially strained in Afrin which has seen 

less Turkish interest or investment than ES territory. Agricultural decline, appropriation of land, and looting and destruction of 

manufacturing sites has threatened the rural economy. 

Familial ties have also had an impact on displacement dynamics to the region. Due to a decades-long pre-conflict trend of 

migration out of the area, many people in other areas of Syria – especially Aleppo city - have historical and family ties to the region. 

These ties can serve as a draw to the area and help facilitate arrival as well as social and economic integration. According to 

some sources, due to local perceptions of belonging to the area, some of this population may in some cases have been recorded 

twice in the population statistics of humanitarian actors, as displaced persons and as residents of host communities. However, 

the extent of this phenomenon could not be estimated. 

27 CCCM Cluster. IDPs Situation Monitoring Initiative (ISMI). Monthly Overview of IDP Movement and Spontaneous Returns in North-
West Syria. May 2019.

28 Many opposition fighters who arrived in the region have maintained operation or joined/merged with present TSO factions, it how-
ever, it is difficult to ascertain if members of this group are included in IDP or overall population figures and in practice it is difficult 
to differentiate between these populations, their families, and IDPS as all such arrivals have contributed to the population influx.

29 Notably, there is no mandated military service for military-aged-males in areas under Turkish/SIG-LC control, which has proven a signifi-

cant barrier to return and source of discontent in GoS-controlled areas and SDF-controlled NES where military conscription policies are 

active.

30  UNOCHA. Syrian Arab Republic: Flash Update on Recent Developments in NWS. March 2020.
31  See RCM‘s Current State of Social Support in Syria Report for more detailed information on comparative access to basic services in Turkish/

SIG-LC controlled areas and across Syria.
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Finally, due to the dynamic of high volumes of arrivals from a diverse array of opposition areas, IDP’s specific opposition affiliations 

have played and continue to play a notable role in IDP settlement patterns and integration. IDP’s arriving as groups and with existing 

affiliations have tended to settle together, whether in camps or in the same non-camp communities. In some cases, as detailed 

below, opposition groups have provided land and resource to develop settlements for affiliated groups of IDPs. As opposition 

groups from other parts of the country arrived to the region, they joined with or were absorbed into local Turkish-supported SNA 

factions. Association with and relationships to these factions now play a notable role in determining the security environment 

and facilitating access to social and economic networks for IDPs. IDPs without such connections may be less protected and face 

additional challenges accessing support and opportunities. Developed with field researchers, the below map intends to serve 

as a reference point for this dynamic as it is explored further throughout the report.  The map shows the current distribution 

of the most prominent TSO-groups points of control, but does not necessarily reflect complete control of each faction over a 

given area. In practice, control in some areas is unilateral but in others is mixed.

Map 4. Presence of Prominent TSO-groups in northern Aleppo
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5.3. MAJOR ARRIVAL EVENTS TO EUPHRATES 
SHIELD TERRITORY
Currently home to an estimated 537,000 IDPs, ES territory hosts a diverse range of IDPs with significant populations from Aleppo, 

Rural Damascus, Homs, and Idlib governorates as well as smaller populations from Deir-ez-Zor, Ar-Raqqa and other areas.

 2012 to 2013 - Early IDP Arrivals fleeing GoS-Opposition Clashes – Arrivals from Aleppo City and its surrounding countryside 

and Homs - Small numbers of IDPs began arriving to the ES area early in the conflict, with A’zaz acting an informal transit area 

for people IDPs from around the country seeking to cross the border to Turkey and further abroad. IDPs from Aleppo city, Rural 

Aleppo, and Homs fleeing GoS-opposition clashes were among the earliest arrivals to the region beginning in late 2011.32 The first 

large, concentrated wave of IDPs arrived from Aleppo city in 2012 fleeing intensive clashes that displaced hundreds of thousands 

from the city.33 In mid-2013, another wave of IDPs arrived to the region from the opposition-controlled Al-Qusayr area in Homs 

governorate, moving north and fleeing a GoS offensive. While many who arrived during this period have since transited on to Turkey, 

some have remained in the area from both Aleppo and Homs.34 The first IDP camps were established in A’zaz during this period, 

near the Bab Al-Salameh border crossing which were reported to be hosting more than 20,000 IDPs by the beginning of 2014.35

2014 to 2016 - Arrivals of IDPs fleeing ISIS – Arrivals from neighboring communities, Ar-Raqqa, Deir-ez-Zor, and Menbij - A’zaz 

district accepted and continues to host large number of IDPs who fled ISIS offensives and rule in their communities of origin. 

Beginning in 2014, arrivals included IDPs from Ar-Raqqa, Deir-ez-Zor, and Menbij as well as neighboring areas of northern Aleppo, 

and continued through 2016 as ISIS gained and lost their footholds in the regions. 

Early 2016 – Arrivals of IDPs following the SDF offensive in Tall Refaat - In February 2016, the SDF launched an offensive on 

opposition-controlled Tall Refaat that led to Self-Administration control of the area. The offensive displaced the majority of the 

area’s population towards the opposition-controlled border region of the A’zaz sub-district, with estimates suggesting up to 

70,000 arrivals to the area.36 Arriving to the A’zaz corridor, only a small number of medical cases were allowed to pass through to 

Turkey, leading to a significant build-up of thousands of IDPs along the border area and leading to the expansion of IDP camps 

in the Bab Al-Salameh area.37 The presence of Tall Refaat IDP’s in the ES region has since created an interesting dynamic due to 

the large number of IDPs from Afrin that now reside in the Tall Refaat region. 

In total, by late June 2016 estimates that approximately 173,000 IDPs38 were residing in the increasingly squeezed A’zaz corridor 

prior to the launch of Operation Euphrates Shield in August of 2016.

32  Brookings Foreign Policy. Syrian Crisis: Massive Displacement, Dire Needs, and a Shortage of Solutions. September 2013

33  Local estimates suggest up to 600,000 people were displaced by GoS-offensive clashes in Aleppo governorate from 2011-2013. 

34  IDPs from Homs include a small Turkman population concentrated in Jarablus.

35 Violations Documentation Center Syria. Report on the Situation of IDPs in Aleppo Countryside. March 2014. The report also details the 

poor conditions faced by IDPs in the camps

36 While the exact volume of displacement is difficult to estimate, OCHA figures report 70,000 displacements in northern Aleppo in the first 

half of February 2016, however this figure also includes displacements due to GoS advances north of Aleppo city, who primarily displaced 

towards Idlib. Prior to the offensive, the population of Tall Refaat city was approximately 35,000 with more residing in the 10-15 affected 

villages surrounding the city. Opposition and firsthand sources indicate that the area was almost fully evacuated during the offensive, and 

returns since have been highly controlled and limited. (Enab Baladi, El-Jumhuriya, Time)

37 Tall Refaat IDPs are primarily residing in the new Bab Al-Salameh camps, Al-Iman camp, Al-Rayyan camp, Sejo camp, Al-Armouta, Al-Musa-

mamah and Shamarkh camp.

38 UNOCHA. Turkey|Syria: Northern Aleppo - A’zaz Flash Updates. 27 May 2016 and 01 June 2016 
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March 2017 to 2021 – Post OES Influx of IDPs Fleeing Areas Recaptured by GoS and Escalations of Conflict in Idlib Following the 

cessation of OES and the recapture of areas from ISIS (the displacement impacts of which are described above), arrivals have 

significantly increased, and the region is now estimated to host approximately 537,000 IDPs. Shortly following OES, IDPs began 

to spread out from overcrowded A’zaz moving towards newly captured areas of Al-Bab, Al-Ra’ee, Jarablus, Suran, and Aghtrin 

sub-districts and later to Afrin. As the region stabilized, IDP arrivals increased as the successful GoS offensives led to largescale 

displacements in other parts of the country. In early 2018, IDPs began arriving from Eastern Ghouta outside of Damascus with an 

estimated 17,534 IDPs arrived in ES territory in the first half of the month alone, primarily to Al-Bab subdistrict followed by Suran 

and Jarablus.39 Additional IDPs who fled Aleppo city and surrounding areas have also gradually arrived to ES territories, often 

having first taking refuge in Idlib. Although the though exact figures are unclear, field reports indicate that IDPs from Aleppo 

make up a significant portion of the IDPs residing in the region and many have historical family ties in the area. The launch of 

the Russia-GoS campaign in Idlib in 2019 and escalations through early 2020 marked the largest single wave of IDP arrivals to 

the area in recent years as a result of significant escalations in conflict in Idlib governorate. Approximately 150,000 to 200,000 

IDPs40 arrived in the region by March 2020, leading to significant increases in the IDP populations in A’zaz, Al-Bab, Suran, Aghtrin, 

and Mare’ sub-districts. Since then, ES has continued to see low levels of continuous IDP arrivals with major drivers including 

seeking security, economic opportunities, access to services, or the possibility of transit to Turkey.

March 2017 to 2021 – Post OES arrivals of Opposition Fighters and their Families – Arrivals from Homs, Rural Damascus, 

Aleppo Arrival of opposition fighters and their families have also significantly contributed to population growth in the area. In 

March 2017, ES territory became the destination of Russian-brokered reconciliation agreements for evacuating opposition 

fighters from newly regained GoS territory. The evacuation of approximately 20,000 from the Al-Wa’er neighborhood of Homs 

city saw arrivals split between Idlib and, for the first time, Jarablus.41 Over this period ES also received fighters migrating from 

Idlib as a result of opposition infighting ongoing in the region. This period also included arrivals of families of fighters belonging 

to TSO-groups that had already relocated to northern Aleppo prior to OES, for example Deir-ez-Zor based Ahrar Al-Sharqiyah. 

As arrivals continued, and as evacuation deals developed for opposition groups in Eastern Aleppo City destined for region, in 

December 2017 Turkey supported the formation of the Syrian National Army (SNA). The move was an effort to, at least to some 

degree, unite Turkish-Supported Opposition (TSO) groups under one banner. Arrival of fighters and their families to ES territory 

has since continued including the arrival of thousands of Jaysh Al-Islam fighters from Eastern Ghouta in April 2018, as well as 

hundreds of fighters from Ahrar Al-Sham, Nour Al-Din Al-Zinki, and Suqour Al-Sham following their unsuccessful bids to fend of 

HTS expansion in Idlib and Western Aleppo in 2019. Ultimately, the profiles of fighters of their families and civilian IDPs are very 

difficult to distinguish within population datasets. Accordingly, these populations are most often included in total IDP figures.

39  CCCM Cluster. Rapid Assessment of Evacuations from Eastern Ghouta to North-West Syria, 1-14 April 2018. 
40  151,000 according to estimates from the Syria Response Coordinators team. HNAP figures estimate an increase of 210,760 IDPs
41  Fadi Adleh, Agnes Favier. Local Reconcilation Agreements in Syria: A Non-Starter for Peacebuilding. June 2017 



IDPS IN NORTHERN ALEPPO: IDP ARRIVALS AND POPULATION GROWTH 2017 THROUGH 2021

34    THEMATIC REPORT - POPULATION DYNAMICS AND HLP IN NORTHERN ALEPPO

5.4. MAJOR ARRIVAL EVENTS TO OLIVE BRANCH 
TERRITORY
Currently home to approximately 300,960 IDPs,42 figures and proportions of IDP groups in Afrin by area of origin is difficult to 

parse, as many arrived to the region as part of secondary or tertiary displacements. However, field reports indicate that IDP 

populations in Afrin include IDPs originally from Rural Damascus/Damascus, Aleppo, Homs Deir-ez-Zor, and Idlib.

Like in the ES territory, IDP arrivals to Afrin district began prior to Turkish intervention. According to UN actors, 125,000 IDPs were 

registered out of a total population of 325,000 in November 2017 just prior to the launch of Operation Olive Branch.43 However, 

little information is available on the profile and time of arrival of these IDPs. Some of the IDP population arrived in 2012 as the 

siege of the cities of Nabul and Zahra by the Free Syrian Army led to displacement of the population to Afrin.44 There are also 

indications that a significant number of pre-OOB IDPs were Kurds with family ties in the region who fled the threat of escalation 

of conflict in communities elsewhere in Syria towards the majority Kurdish border area. 45 The control of the district by the PYD 

from 2012 to March 2018 and the near absence of camps (except the informal camp of Roubar, with a population of 1,755 people),46 

also suggests that pre-OOB IDPs had links to the area. 

Like in ES territory, the situation changed dramatically after the Turkish offensive into the region. Arrivals to OB have included 

three major sources: 

Arrivals of IDPs directly to Afrin fleeing escalations and poor conditions in other areas of Syria - the largest wave of arrivals 

to the area occurred from Idlib in early 2020 following the significant escalations in the region led to over 150,000 arrivals to 

Afrin.47 These arrivals included original residents of Idlib as well as significant populations of people living in Idlib as IDPs but 

originally from other areas of origin. IDPs from other areas have also arrived directly to Afrin. In mid-2018, a wave of IDPs arrived 

from the northern Homs countryside when a GoS offensive displaced an estimated 40,000 people were displaced from the area. 

Arrivals of IDPs who had been residing in crowded areas of ES territories - Following the conclusion of OOB, authorities allowed 

and organized the movement of IDPs from crowded areas of ES territory into Afrin. Arrivals from ES territory included groups of 

IDPs from Rural Damascus/Damascus and Deir-ez-Zor who were able to negotiate movement into Afrin seeking better housing 

opportunities and lower cost of living. As discussed below relocation of IDPs from ES to OB territories remains ongoing, with 

such projects not always initiated or supported by the IDPs themselves.

Arrivals opposition fighters, their families, and families of TSO-fighters who were present in the area prior to OOB - Arrivals to 

Afrin following OOB, whether direct or first through ES territory, include fighters from Eastern Ghouta, Hama, and Dara’a after GoS 

recaptured the areas. In 2019, fighters from Ahrar Al-Sham and Nour Al-Din Al-Zinki also arrived to the area after unsuccessful 

confrontations with HTS in Idlib and the western Aleppo countryside. Like in ES areas, the populations of opposition fighters 

are difficult to separate from total IDP figures. Notably, due to the high proliferation of different armed groups residing in Afrin 

as well as the lower level of control excreted by Turkey to manage behaviour and infighting, IDP groups and settlements remain 

largely defined by localized control of specific opposition groups as well as IDP’s opposition affiliation.

42  HNAP December 2021 MNM Data
43  OCHA. Afrin District, Facts and Figures. 18 March 2018. Again, local estimates suggest this figure is much higher reporting that the 

region was hosting up to 500,000 IDPs, mainy from Aleppo, prior to the offensive.
44  Field Reports
45  ACAPS. Aleppo – Governorate Profile. Syria Needs Analysis Project. March 2013.
46  CCCM Cluster. IDPs sites integrated Monitoring Matric (ISIMM). November 2017, 
47  183,000 estimate from the Syria Response Coordinators team. HNAP estimates an increase of 155,425 in Afrin district between 

December 2019 and April 2020.
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5.5. PROSPECTS FOR RETURN OF IDPS CURRENTLY 
IN NORTHERN ALEPPO
Under current conditions, the large majority of IDPs currently residing in northern Aleppo are unlikely to return to their areas of 

origin in the near to mid-term. 

The largest group of IDP in northern Aleppo originate from areas now under GoS control, including Aleppo city, Eastern Ghouta, 

Homs, and other parts of south and central Syria as well as parts of Ar-Raqqah and Deir-ez-Zor face. Return to GoS areas present 

significant barriers to return, including fear of detainment and interrogation due to opposition affiliations, concerns related to 

military conscription, and deteriorating economic conditions and poor access to services. Further, return to most GoS controlled 

areas requires security approvals from GoS security actors, which necessitate social and financial resources that many IDPs 

are lacking. IDPs originally from NES also face challenges. Arab IDPs, primarily from Ar-Raqqa and Deir-ez-Zor require security 

approvals from SDF-affiliated security actors, and may also need a local sponsor to guarantee their return. Returns to SDF-

controlled Tell Refaat are also heavily controlled by the SDF and Asayish, and would require significant change in the current 

context to occur at large scale. Most IDPs from Idlib encounter fewer barriers to return, as they do not face the same concerns 

related to having opposition affiliations and obtaining security clearance to return. However, poor conditions for livelihood 

opportunities, inadequate access to services, and poor housing are likely to remain barriers to return.

Reflecting these conditions, a November 2021 HNAP IDP intentions survey indicated that only 1% of IDPs residing in Turkish/

SIG-LC controlled areas48 intend to return to their area of origin over the coming 12 months.49 Notably, almost three-quarters 

of those who intend to return cited reclaiming assets as a primary driver of their intention to return. Overall, without changes 

in prevailing security and economic conditions in the region and/or IDPs’ areas of origin, the overwhelming majority of IDPs in 

northern Aleppo are likely to remain for the foreseeable future.

48 Figures cited from this report also include Operation Peace Spring territory in NES

49 HNAP. Future Intentions of Syrian IDPs. November 2021. 57% were undecided and 39% indicated they intended to stay in their current 

community and 3% intended to move to a third location. High degree of undecided intentions could signify a number of things for example, 

uncertainty on how prospects will develop, desire to return but inconducive conditions, desire to remain but a sense of insecurity, indeci-

siveness between competing push and pull factors, or simply that thinking about future planning has not been a priority in the household. 

In practice, however, the overwhelming majority of IDPs in northern Aleppo are likely to remain there without changes in prevailing security 

and economic conditions in the region and/or their place of origin.
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PART TWO: 

HLP FACTORS 
AND RISKS 
IMPACTING RETURNS 
AND IDP INTEGRATION IN 
NORTHERN ALEPPO
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As described Part One, current conditions do not point to a rapid return of IDPs to other areas of control, but rather to protracted 

presence in the region. Further action is needed to protect HLP rights and support durable solutions. This involves reconciling 

the need to protect the HLP rights of the host population with the need to ensure access to adequate housing for IDPs and to 

prevent their forced eviction, even in a context of increased competition, including among IDPs. 

Key Findings
Risks Related to Land Management and Weak Security of Tenure Prior to and 
Exacerbated by Conflict

• Established in 1947, the General Directorate for Cadastral Affairs (GDCA) is the only administration 
empowered by the GoS to issue a Syrian property title (commonly referred to as Tabu akhdar), and 
registration with the GDCA was the formal legal basis for security HLP rights. However, even prior to 
2011, there were issues with the GDCA system including areas of the country where the land was not 
fully matriculated by the GDCA, which limited the ability for people to security their HLP claims. 

• In Northern Aleppo, Al-Bab and A’zaz districts had Local Land Registry Offices that operated under the 
GDCA while Jarablus and Afrin did not. Further, according to GDCA sources, only the land in A’zaz district 
had been fully surveyed and registered, and matriculated into GDCA records, while parts of northern 
Afrin remained under matriculation, and the status of Al-Bab and Jarablus remained unspecified. Local 
reports also indicate that the town of Mare’ remains unmatriculated.  

• The widespread use of ‘alternative’ practices to secure assets before 2011 weaken rights holder’s tenure 
in the wartime. They were largely based on seeking alternative institutions to the General Directorate 
of Cadastral Affairs (GDCA) and can now put rights holders at risk for dispossession of property when 
alternative documents are lost.

• HLP registrations and services via the GDCA were significantly impacted during the conflict due 
to the closure of local offices and regional directorates, as well as damage and loss to land registry 
documents, the degree of which remains undetermined. In northern Aleppo, GDCA services in the 
area have effectively ceased since the onset of conflict, with minimal exceptions. . 

• In February 2019, Turkish/SIG authorities opened a Land Registry Department in A’zaz under the A’zaz 
Local council based on the land registers that could be saved as well as alternative documentation. 
Buy-in to the new office appears slow as transaction volume remains low.  However, the operation of 
separate land registries by different parties to the conflict, increases the risk of medium- and long-
term land conflicts.

• Significant challenges to HLP persist, and the lack of clear accessible avenues to securing HLP tenure 
and rights remains ongoing. Currently, court decisions and simple contracts appear to be the most 
common form of HLP transactions, which are likely to continue to create vulnerabilities in tenure and 
openings for disputes and conflict. This risk is exacerbated by the fact that the Syrian government does 
not recognise transactions recorded in opposition-controlled territories, complicating prospects for 
reunification of records in the event of shifts in control.
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Risks Related to Property Violations

• While risks to HLP rights are high throughout the study area, HLP violations are committed on a large 
scale in the Afrin district. 

• In Afrin, cases of property dispossession are tied to longstanding tensions between TSO-groups and 
the YPG, and primarily tend to be targeted at Kurdish owners of HLP. Such violations constitute a 
major obstacle to returns and integration and negatively impacts social cohesion. Dispossession also 
affect the ability of residents to derive adequate livelihoods from their property, negatively effecting 
economic conditions for the population.

• A wide range of HLP violations have been documented in Afrin, impacting a wide range of properties 
including homes, factories, agricultural land, and cultural sites.

• In ES territory, HLP violations are far less numerous and pronounced. Violations in this area tend to 
target those accused of being associated with the GoS or ISIS, while other issues center around use 
of land for IDP settlements and housing.

Risks related to Spatial Segregation

• The location of the site where IDPs settle is a key factor in social, economic, and civic integration, 
and isolation from key points of community and infrastructure further deepens economic, social and 
political inequalities created by displacement. 

• In Northern Aleppo, spatial segregation is most visible in the creation of camps and informal settlements 
on the outskirts of cities, and the continued grouping of IDPs based on area of origin. 

• In northern Aleppo conditions, location, and security of tenure of IDP’s housing are primarily determined 
by IDP’s financial and social resources including familial, business, and relational ties to the region 
developed prior to and throughout the conflict. 

• Affiliation to an opposition group may also impact settlement location as TSO-groups have acted as 
brokers in recent years organizing and financing housing arrangements for IDPs. This includes renting 
land and negotiating living conditions for IDP groups under their affiliation.

• However, these types of agreements are not static guarantees of tenure and are continuously evolving 
with the interests and influence of TSO-groups as demonstrated in the case of Bab Al-Salameh camp

• In Afrin, according to converging information, the vast majority of IDPs are affiliated to an armed group, 
in accordance with their geographical origin. Unlike the IDP population, very few original residents 
of Afrin have any affiliations to TSO-groups, creating even clearer lines of distinction, and points of 
tension, between the IDP and resident communities as well as between IDP communities.
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6. HLP AS A FACTOR IN RETURN 
AND INTEGRATION TO NORTHERN 
ALEPPO
HLP issues are as much about property rights as they are about rights to adequate housing and access to land for food security 

and sustainable resource use. HLP rights enshrined in international law include the right to security of tenure, protection against 

forced eviction and the right to non-discrimination in accessing HLP rights. These rights apply to owners, tenants, informal 

dwellers without security of tenure and land users.

In a recent report, dated 21 April 2021, the special rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons, Cecilia Jimenez-

Damary, recommended, in line with the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement adopted in 1998, exploring the multiple 

dimensions and impact of housing, land and property issues on the local integration and settlement of IDPs in host communities.50

In ES and OB territories, the massive displacement of conflict-affected people described Part One and the lack of a political 

settlement between conflicting parties do not point to a rapid return of IDPs to other areas of control, but rather to their prolonged 

settlement in the region. Accordingly, HLP issues must be incorporated into considerations of durable solutions prospects for 

both those displaced from as well as those displaced to the region. 

This involves reconciling the need to protect the HLP rights of the host population with the need to ensure access to adequate 

housing for IDPs and to prevent their forced eviction, in a context of increased competition, including among IDPs. Due to the 

impact the HLP risks can have on social cohesion as well as the prospects for return, reintegration, and integration of IDPs into 

host communities, further action is needed to protect HLP rights and ensure access to adequate housing. 

In northern Aleppo, HLP rights impacts on the return and integration of IDPs in several ways, which manifest differently in ES 

and OB territories. Three risks have been identified for the current report. The first one is linked to the land management and 

weak security of tenure. The second concerns property violations, particularly in the Afrin district, and the tools for resolving 

land disputes. A third risk is related to the dynamics of spatial segregation resulting from the accommodation of IDPs in camps, 

as well as to the inequalities of treatment to access adequate housing within the displaced populations themselves, according 

to their affiliation with armed groups and their economic situation. 

50  United Nations General Assembly. Housing, Land and Property issues in the context of internal displacement. July 2021.
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7. HLP RISK ONE: LAND 
MANAGEMENT AND WEAK 
SECURITY OF TENURE AND THE 
IMPACT OF CONFLICT

7.1. STRUCTURE OF THE GDCA IN SYRIA AND 
ALEPPO GOVERNORATE - REFERENCE MAPS AND 
REGISTERS 
Established in 1947, the GDCA is the only administration empowered by the GoS to issue a Syrian property title (commonly referred 

to as Tabu akhdar). The creation of the GDCA brought together two institutions created under the French mandate, the Survey 

Department and the Land Registry Department, whose missions are defined by Regulations 186 and 188 of 1926. Under the latter, 

legal rights to housing, land, and property are attached to a numbered ‘parcel’ as defined on official geo-referenced maps. Most 

of the official reference maps were created and began being used under the French mandate, during which time properties were 

registered under the control of a dedicated judge, the Land judge, who certified the census and demarcation work (tahdid wa 

tahrir). Once certified, rights holders receive a title deed formally validating their HLP claim.

Graphic 3. GoS GDCA Structure as Applicable to Afrin, Jarablus, Al-Bab, 
and A’zaz Districts
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Placed under the supervision of the Ministry of Local Administration since 2010, the current GDCA apparatus is made up of a 

central GDCA office located in Damascus with regional directorates of cadastral affairs located in each governorate capital, 

which then in turn have local branches in each district. Generally, at the governorate level, the regional directorate of cadastral 

affairs is mainly composed of two departments, the Survey department, and the Land Registry department. Together, these 

departments map and document real estate records with the support of topographical engineers who report to the regional 

directorate. At the district level, there is usually one local Land Registry branch which works to keep records but does not have 

a Survey Department to maintain maps. 

In Aleppo Governorate, even prior to 2011, the directorate of Cadastral Affairs presented some deviations from this model. In 

northern Aleppo, the districts of A’zaz and Al-Bab had both a local branch to keep records and register transaction,51 those of Afrin 

and Jarablus did not enjoy one before 2011.52 In Afrin, property rights had to be registered in a dedicated office of the directorate 

in Aleppo city, located 60km from the city of Afrin by road. This situation is perceived by the Kurdish population, the majority in 

Afrin, as a deliberate policy of the authorities to marginalise them, in parallel with the Arabisation policy of northern Syria since 

the 1960s. Consequently, as discussed below, much agricultural land remained undivided between people and not registered at 

the GDCA. In Jarablus district, responsibility for the area was placed under the Manbij Land Registry Office in 2006.53 

As explored more in depth in section 7.5 these challenges have only exacerbated with conflict. Split control of the governorate 

between GoS, the Self Administration, Turkish/SIG-LCs, and, formerly, ISIS have halted the operation of local registries and 

significantly impacted access to the regional and central GDCA offices.54 

51 According to an official in A’zaz’s Cadastral Affairs directorate, until mid-2012 A’zaz was the headquarters of land registries for 148 real 

estate areas, including surrounding cities and towns. See: The Syria Report. A’zaz Cadastral Affairs: A Success Story. 21 July 2021, 

52 A local branch seems to have been established in Afrin in 2009, but poorly efficient. In the case of Afrin, the lack of a local registry is tied 

the mapping and matriculation (tahdid wa tahrir) of the territory, although almost complete, had not been finalised in 2011 (see map 5).

53 GDCA, 2014 Annual Report,. According to key informant,  a staff member from the Aleppo GDCA used to work in Jarablus for only a day a 

week and collect all land and property registry documentations and take them to Aleppo. After 2006, Jarablus land registry was placed 

under the Land Registry Office in Manbij. 

54 Currently, the only way to access all maps covering Aleppo governorate is through the central office in the city of Aleppo. . Key informant. 

Field Report. December 2021
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7.2. MATRICULATION OF LAND TO THE GDCA – 
STATUS AND RISKS OF UNMATRICULATED LANDS
While most land in Syria has been matriculated to the GDCA, work is still in progress in some areas, or has not started in some 

parts of the country (primarily desert or badiya areas in Ar-Raqqah and Deir-ez-Zor).55 Matriculation status is important to HLP 

rights as it has implications for the ability for those living in an area to formally secure their HLP tenure with the GDCA.

Map 5. GDCA Matriculation Status in Northern Aleppo as of 2015
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In Northern Aleppo, the status of matriculation progress according to the GDCA as of 2015 in Northern Aleppo can be found on 

the map above which indicates that A’zaz and southern Afrin are fully matriculated, northern Afrin remains in progress, and the 

status of Al-Bab and Jarablus districts is unspecified. Taken from the GDCA website, parts of the map have been contested by key 

informants and justifies further in-depth exploration to clarify. Notably, while not reflected on the 2015 GDCA map, local sources 

indicate that the city of Mare’ has, for unknown reasons, not been matriculated by the GDCA.  Additionally, Al-Bab and Jarablus 

districts are identified as unspecified on the GDCA map, introducing doubt as to whether these districts are matriculated or not, 

and with conflicting information from field reports status the remains unclear. This lack of clarity is reinforced by the absence 

of a local Land Registry office within Jarablus district prior to 2011. Despite the possible lack of matriculation, field research 

confirms (as can also be seen on satellite images) that parts of the land referred to as not specified in Al-Bab and Jarablus are 

not badiyya but fertile agricultural grounds that are currently being cultivated, suggesting that some portions may have been 

allocated to (either under the care of or belonging to) farmers. However, it is not known how the rights of farmers were and may 

still be protected. 

55  GDCA, 2014 annual report
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Securing Tenure in Matriculated Areas (tahdid wa tahrir completed)

Fully securing HLP rights in Syria is predicated on receiving a title deed to land that has been registered and formally validated 

through the GDCA, which includes the survey, registration, and matriculation of the asset into the GDCA records. Possession 

of the title deed is the legal basis for critical HLP rights and endows rights holders with the ability to register future sales or 

inheritances of their housing, land, or property before the Land Registry Department. In addition to obtaining title deeds from 

the land registry, right holders may ask the Survey Department to subdivide (ifraz) their property into several new parcels, which 

are in turn mapped and numbered, before selling these parcels. They can also terminate property held in common ownership 

(izalat chiu’) by a family or village. In the latter case, the Survey Department is also responsible for making and updating the record 

maps. Any citizen is entitled to inquire at the land registry about the legal status of a real estate, and to ascertain whether the 

owner is entitled to sell the plot. Indeed, restrictions on sales may be placed on housing, land, or property in the event of unpaid 

mortgage or other dispute. In this case, a plot notice (qaid ‘aqari) is issued specifying the plot number, the name of the right 

holder, the plot’s surface as well as possible restrictions.

In most cases, rights holders do not interact directly with the GDCA apparatus but go through an intermediary (mu’aqib mu’amalat), 

specialised in administrative procedures to secure their title deed or register sale or inheritance. Since the beginning of the 

conflict, information about a plot is no longer as easily accessible from the GDCA service. Several reasons can be given. The first 

is that the number of intermediaries capable of and authorized to navigate the administrative procedures are limited. Currently, 

only those affiliated with the Syrian authorities’ intelligence services are able to carry out activities at the central and regional 

directorates of cadastral affairs under GoS control. Further, the high cost of these procedures, particularly for those perceived 

as belonging to the opposition, prove a significant barrier due to the many bribes and different intermediaries required.

Securing Tenure in Land Under Matriculation or Never Matriculated

The above procedures apply to areas where housing, land, and property assets have been mapped and registered within the 

GDCA. However, the same procedures appear to not be available for areas where mapping and registration is ongoing or has 

not started, leaving people in these areas vulnerable to insecure tenure of HLP. As discussed above, in northern Aleppo, this 

applies to northern Afrin, and could apply to parts of Al-Bab and Jarablus district which remain unspecified, as well as the city of 

Mare’. People in these areas may be more likely to pursue alternative methods for securing property as discussed in section 7.3.

Those who own property in an area where mapping and registration are nearing completion, HLP rights are registered in a 

dedicated office located in the relevant regional directorate of cadastral affairs, under the authority of the land judge. Such is 

the case in northern Afrin where the lack of local land registrar in the district, and the requirement to travel to Aleppo for GDCA 

services have discouraged the local population from formally registering transactions. 

In areas where the process of survey and registration has not been begun, information on the way to secure HLP rights is lacking. 

According to GDCA maps however, this designation primarily applies to land outside of northern Aleppo, namely the large sparsely 

populated strip of desert or badiya land running South-East in Ar-Raqqa and Deir-Ez-Zor.
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7.3. SECURING PROPERTY BEFORE THE COURT, 
THE NOTARY, BY PAYING TAX OR THROUGH 
SOCIAL TIES
For several decades, practices involving institutions other than the GDCA have developed to secure land transactions, i.e. property 

rights, where lands have been matriculated once with the GDCA (through the Land Judge) but not subdivisions afterwards. 

Conceived as preliminary steps to the registration of a sale with the GDCA, they are recognised by law and regulation to secure 

ownership, through protection falls below that gained by obtaining a deed from the GDCA. These methods include processes 

through courts and notary offices, using the payment of tax to the Ministry of Finance or to water or electricity utilities as proof 

of ownership, development of simple contracts between the seller and the buyer, as well as full reliance on social ties without 

written agreement.56 Relatively effective before 2011, their ability to protect people’s tenure and property rights has diminished, 

especially when people have lost their property documents, or the rightful owner has died. Additionally, these institutions were 

intended as steps before full registration with the GDCA which is no longer occurring at scale in northern Aleppo, and thus leave 

people vulnerable to insecure tenure. 

The transfer of ownership by judicial means has been and remains a widespread practice, the most secure after the GDCA. It is 

based on the fiction of a dispute between the seller and the buyer, which is constructed for practical purposes, in agreement 

between the parties. The judge of first instance, responsible for this kind of dispute, issues a court decision, which confirms 

the transaction. Registered in the land register, it prevents the registration of any further transactions on the parcel concerned 

with the GDCA. However, the destruction of court records in wartime opens the door to violations of the law on the protection 

of HLP rights. In the study area, the four districts had a court, including Afrin and Jarablus. The state of the registers kept in the 

courts could not be assessed.

Transactions certified by the Notary Public (kâtib bil-‘adl) through the concatenation of Powers of Attorney (tassalsul wakâlât) are 

also widespread. Through this procedure, the seller authorises the buyer to take all the steps with the GDCA to sell the property, 

including to himself (li nafsihi). The power of attorney stipulates that the mandate granted to the buyer is irrevocable (ghayr qâbila 

lil-’azl). The buyer-agent can in turn mandate a third party (haq tawkîl al-ghayr) to register the sale before the GDCA and therefore 

sell the property to a new buyer-agent. At the time of sale, previous powers of attorney are transferred by the seller to the buyer 

who retains all the file as proof of ownership. The notary public also registers the procedure in his records, including names. 

While common, this procedure is vulnerable to a number of risks. First, the lack of indexation by names of the beneficiaries in the 

latter’s registers may be an obstacle to their retrieval. The rights are indeed indexed on the date of acquisition. The procedure 

is also less secured than Court rulings because power of attorney is not recorded on the Land Registry. Further, in the event of 

the death of the beneficiary and the loss of the documents by the heirs, the latter (children or spouses) will find it difficult to 

assert their rights. Currently, there is no procedure for a court decision registered in the name of the deceased husband to be 

passed on to his widow or children, and the registration of a land inheritance is only possible before the GDCA. The same applies 

to power of attorney, which also penalises women. The numerous complex steps required for a widow to secure her rights by 

enforcing a court order registered in her husband’s name present a significant obstacle, particularly in a context where women’s 

overall access to the administration and justice system is low due to social stigma.

56  In this latter case, ownership may be established by custom, such as the testimony of neighbors. For example, local tractor and combine 

harvester owners may also be called upon. They constitute a group not to be underestimated in attesting to the limits of the lands. Their 

testimony is used by the courts to confirm a person’s property, or even to compel usurpers to return the property.
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According to a lawyer who practised in the city of Afrin until 2011, court decisions and simple contracts based on social ties 

were the most common methods used to secure real estate transactions. This is partly explained by the fact that the work of 

census and demarcation has not been completed as previously developed. Another reason for not going through the GDCA is the 

adoption of the Law on the Border Lands. Decree 193, dated 1952, mandated that a security clearance must be obtained in order 

to register a property sale with the GDCA within 25km of the border.57 The decree was the first of its kind, and has since been 

amended several times, and currently applies to all districts in the study area. Notably, however, while the law impacted GDCA 

registration, it did not initially affect the courts, which people therefore used as an avenue to avoid the security requirements. 

In 2004, this requirement was lifted for property in an urban area but retained for agricultural land. In 2011, the law was again 

amended in order to impose the requirement on property transactions in courts, likely intending to close the court loophole. 

However, in practice the court practices described above have circumvented the security clearance requirement up to 2011.

In A’zaz district, the discrepancy between the number of registered records in the GDCA administered A’zaz District Land Registry 

Office, and the reality of ownership on the ground, is estimated at about 40%58.

Map 6. Area in Northern Aleppo Under Border Law Restrictions
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57 According to a key informant, the average wait time for such approvals from the Ministry of the Interior was 2-4 years.

58 The Day After. Housing, Land, and Property and Access to Documentations Outside Regime-Held Areas in Syria . December 2020
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7.4. ADDITIONAL RISKS RELATED TO THE 
INTERRUPTION OF THE LAND REGISTRY AND 
DUPLICATION OF RECORDS IN THE WARTIME AND 
POST CONFLICT
 GDCA services were interrupted in 2012 as escalating conflict and GoS territorial losses led to the closure of regional and local 

land registry offices including those in A’zaz, Al-Bab, and Menbij, effectively halting the ability of the region’s population to locally 

register records with the GDCA.59 Over the following years, as control lines shifted in northern Aleppo, so too did access to registry 

offices and documents. Currently, Turkey/SIG have access to the local Al-Bab and A’zaz records, with the Self Administration has 

access to the Menbij office and is reported to have copies of the records from in Al-Bab.60 While the GoS no longer has access to 

the office, the Aleppo Directorate of Cadastral Affairs holds copies of all local documents and transactions as they existed prior 

to the closure of the local offices, and these have been shared with the GDCA Central Office and the GoS intelligence service. The 

degree of document loss and destruction between registries in northern Aleppo is difficult to ascertain. While there have been 

reports of ISIS destroying records, and the GDCA reported significant losses of records in the Aleppo directorate of cadastral 

affairs prior to 2014,61 loss of significant documentation from registry offices was not, as of yet, widely identified by KIs as a 

current barrier to HLP in the region. Currently, with no GoS access to the area, GDCA services remain unavailable in northern 

Aleppo. However, in 2019, Turkish/SIG authorities opened a new registry office in A’zaz placing it under the A’zaz Local Council. 

The lack of surveyors and topographic tools to account for new construction and to register undivided interests with the land 

department also weakens ownership throughout the study area in a highly dynamic construction context.

The gap in registration of records from Northern Aleppo with the GDCA since 2012, the duplication of records, and the development 

of parallel registry system is problematic in several respects and likely to create conflicts of ownership at a later stage. With the 

relative stabilisation of areas of control since the OES and OOB operations, property issues are a key element for the integration 

of displaced populations. The duplication of registers contributes to the lack of transparency that territorial negotiations could 

generate, to the detriment of the populations who are excluded from some or all registries. Currently, risk is exacerbated by 

economic development projects in the region which are increasing tensions and pressures on the land market. How Turkish/

SIG HLP policies and procedures develop, and the relation therein to existing GoS law and registries, will play a significant role 

in HLP rights in the region. 

59  This dynamic was further reinforced in 2016, when authorities in Damascus adopted Legislative Decree 11/2016 stating that any 
records made in territories help by the opposition would not be recognized, indicating that any efforts to maintain records in the 
areas would be ultimately irreconcilable with GDCA records.

60  There are reports that ISIS moved records from the Al-Bab office to Menbij when the area was under their control, which gave the 
Self Administration access to these records when the SDF took control of the area. While information is mixed and difficult to verify, 
there have since been reports of record sharing between the SDF and opposition.  

61  According to the GDCA 2014 annual report, the department and the documents suffered extensive damage in 2013 and the building was 

occupied by Syrian security forces. Then the documents were transferred to temporary premises (grain warehouse) reportedly continued 

to function, albeit imperfectly.
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7.4.1 HLP in Conflict - Euphrates Shield Territory
Three periods have been identified for HLP procedures in the ES region during the conflict: 

Phase One - 2012 to 2015: This phase was marked by a complete closure of all land registry offices in the region. During this 

period, no registration with the GDCA was possible, and HLP transactions were primarily documented through simple contracts 

between parties. 

Phase Two - 2015 until 2017: During this period local registries remained closed, however people could take the step of registering 

transaction before the opposition-administered courts. Of course, however, these court decisions would not be recognized by 

GoS officials and therefore could not be documented in the GDCA Land Registry. 

Phase Three - 2017 to 2019: Following OES, consultations were held between the A’zaz court, the local council, the land registry 

office, and the free lawyers’ union to discuss the land registry system that should be developed in the newly Turkish/SIC-LC 

controlled region under the financial support of the Turkish authorities. As part of this process, existing documents from the 

A’zaz and Al-Bab registers were scanned and saved on hard discs, with a copy sent to the Turkish Authorities in Killis. 

Ultimately, SIG/Turkish authorities re-opened land the registry offices in Al-Bab in late 201862 and A’zaz in February 2019 under 

the purview of the Al-Bab and A’zaz Local Councils. Intentions to open similar offices in towns such as Jarablus, Mare’ and Al-

Ra’ee have been reported, but not yet implemented63 In Azaz, the re-opened land registry office includes a Real Estate Interests 

Office which is innovative in that it combines the existing land registers (which could be saved from the GDCA records in the 

local branch office) with work underway to directly register new transactions made through the office onto the original property 

records. Whether this method was used to re-open the Al-Bab Real Estate Department of the Al-Bab land registry could not be 

verified, but is less likely do to less access to existing land registers for the district. While the land registries administered by 

local councils tend to follow existing GoS laws and practices, they also have critical flexibility to adhere to certain laws or not. 

For example, the new system does not recognize or apply the GoS Law on Border Areas. Additionally, they have implemented 

new measure for people who are not originally from to purchase land, who must gain security clearence issued by the armed 

opposition group prior to transacting.64 

While the department has the merit of existing and filling the void caused by the absence of state institutions, several challenges 

have been identified:

• The large number of transactions carried out by simple contracts and other alternative means during the 7-years suspension 

of the GDCA Land Register, between 2012 and 2019 facilitate dispossession and falsification of documents. Transactions 

on properties left vacant by their owners who had been exiled to Turkey or elsewhere due to the conflict, to sell them, have 

been reported.65 

• The population’s distrust of the land administration (as with any other administration) is reflected in the widespread practice 

of bypassing the land registry services to enter into ‘clandestine’ transactions, to use the words of a seminal study on this 

issue. According to the study’s estimates, the number of transactions registered in the Real Estate Interests Office of Azaz 

in 2020 were barely half the number of transactions that were registered annually before 2011.66

62 Enab Baladi, ”The Land Registry in Al-Bab City.. Efforts to Preserve Property Facing Obstacles Without Solutions” (Arabic), 28 November 

2021, and The Day After. Housing, Land, and Property and Access to Documentations Outside Regime-Held Areas in Syria . December 

2020

63 Khaled Al-Khated. First municipal real estate department opens in northern Syria (in Arabic), Al-Monitor, 12 February 2019.
64 The Day After. Housing, Land, and Property and Access to Documentations Outside Regime-Held Areas in Syria . December 2020
65 Khaled Al-Khated. First municipal real estate department opens in northern Syria (in Arabic), Al-Monitor, 12 February 2019.
66 The Day After. Housing, Land, and Property and Access to Documentations Outside Regime-Held Areas in Syria . December 2020
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• Informal settlements built in peri-urban areas outside of urban plans have developed in the city of A’zaz on agricultural land 

to host IDPs. Built illegally, albeit usually to safety standards, the new constructions cannot be registered with the Azaz 

Land Registry (which is also lacking surveyors and technical tools), and ownership of the land cannot be easily verified. Like 

the informal settlements in the major Syrian cities (Damascus, Aleppo, Homs, etc.), land reserves, a source of substantial 

income, have undoubtedly become an object of political transactions between groups of influential actors, a means of 

securing loyalties, and a tool for co-optation.

• While GoS areas and HLP services can be risky and expensive to access, cases have been reported in which transactions 

are registered in both the A’zaz Land Registry Office run by the Turkish/SIG A’zaz Local council as well as in the GoS Aleppo 

Directorate Cadastral Affairs67 by the parties of the same contract. This likely signals the parties uncertainty in the political 

future of the region and an awareness that transactions registered through the A’zaz Local Council system will not be 

recognized in the case of GoS return to the area. Although the extent of the phenomenon could not be assessed, this practice 

is undoubtedly reserved for people with financial resources and a solid network.

• Many lost their documents proving ownership of properties due to the war and the ongoing displacement.

7.4.2 HLP in Conflict – Olive Branch Territory
As noted above, Afrin lacked a local Land Registry Office prior to conflict and records were kept in a special department in 

the Regional Aleppo office. Accordingly, Turkish/SIG authorities likely do not have access to the pre-2011 GDCA registers, and 

intentions to open a Real Estate Department within the Afrin Local Council have not been announced. Information is lacking 

about HLP procedures in Afrin under PYD-YPG control prior to OOB and require further investigation.68

• Registration of transactions is only allowed through the court in Afrin by the Turkish Authorities. However, while court 

decisions were recorded on the land registers kept in the Real Estate department in the city of Aleppo before 2011, this is no 

longer possible . As in the district of A’zaz, cases of individuals registering their transaction before the GDCA Land Registry 

in the City of Aleppo are reported.

67 The exact periods during which the Aleppo Directorate for Cadastral Affairs was operational throughout the conflict is unclear. The GoS 

does not seem to recognize any interruption in services of the department, nor therefore its reopening. The original building (Saba’ Bahrat 
square) is currently under repair and reconstruction of the damaged records (under law 33/2017) is ongoing but the services are functioning 
in a new temporary building

68 Preliminary exploration indicates that HLP was managed through the Afrin court, while some individuals travelled to neighboring GoS 

controlled areas to register transactions within the GDCA system (such as Nubbel). The PYD authority issued an order requiring ISF security 

clearance and forbidding sales to people not originally from Afrin.



49    THEMATIC REPORT - POPULATION DYNAMICS AND HLP IN NORTHERN ALEPPO

8. RISKS RELATED TO HLP 
VIOLATIONS: DISPOSSESSION, 
FORCED SALES, SEIZURE OF 
PROPERTY BY ARMED GROUPS
While risks to HLP rights are high throughout the study area, HLP violations are committed on a large scale in the Afrin district, and 

marginally in the A’zaz, Al-Bab and Jarablus districts. In Afrin, in many cases the seizure of Kurdish property is largely perceived 

as legitimate by armed factions due in large part to longstanding tensions between TSO-groups and the YPG. The tacit alliance 

between the PYD and the GoS against the Turkish/SIG-LC authorities as well as local disapproval of Kurdish forces’ control over 

Tall Refaat and areas in NES east of the Euphrates River reinforces this mindset.69 Tensions are further fuelled by recurrent 

attacks by Kurdish forces against TSO forces in Afrin. This dynamic as well as the ongoing HLP violations have contributing to 

creating a gap between the displaced and host communities that is particularly wide. Conversely, in ES territory, HLP violations 

are far less numerous and pronounced. Violations in this area tend to target those accused of being associated with the GoS or 

ISIS, while other issues center around use of land for IDP settlements and housing. 

8.1. VIOLATIONS IN OLIVE BRANCH TERRITORY
Unlike the Euphrates Shield territories, violations of HLP rights are widely reported in the district of Afrin by international 

organisations as well as academic research,70 Kurdish organisations, and to some extent Arab media and Human rights organisation. 

These violations are likened to retaliatory measures against the Kurds and are committed by the armed groups that participated 

in Operations Olive Branch and Euphrates Shield and have settled there. In many cases, violations are based on accusations of 

affiliation to the PYD or YPG. They concern both houses and land, in urban and agricultural areas. Unlike A’zaz, which is dominated 

by a single armed faction (the Levant Front), the district of Afrin is divided into zones of influence by close to two dozen armed 

groups71 that are not originally local to the territory. Coupled with the statements of the Turkish authorities regarding the creation 

of a security territory along the border (which would include part of Afrin), the allegations of demographic change made by various 

Kurdish actors are corroborated by these violations.

Several categories of violations by TSO groups are reported, by local and/or international actors:

• The destruction of houses during Olive Branch Operation72 

• The looting and forced appropriation of houses and residential building.

69  Additionally, a notable proportion of IDPs currently residing in Afrin were displaced from their original homes in Deir-ez-Zor and Ar-Raqqah that 
are currently under Self Administration control.

70  Mcgee, Thomas. Nothing is ours anymore. HLP violations in Afrin, Syria. In Reclaiming Home: The struggle for Socially Just Housing, 
Land and Property Rights in Syria, Iraq and Libya, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung: Tunis September 2019.

71  the most prominent factions are Faylaq Al-Sham, Sultan Murad Division, Ahrar Al-Sharqiyah, Suleiman Shah Division, Jaysh Al-Shar-
qiyah, the Levant Front, Al-Hamza Division, and Jaysh Al-Islam.

72  The Kurdish Democratic Unity Party in Syria (Yekiti). Afrin Under Occupation. 8 May 2021. p 144.
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• The seizure of factories.

• Occupation of private land for IDPs camps. 

• Destruction of agricultural resources (felling of olive trees), seizure of agricultural resources 

• illegal tax by TSO on the harvest on which Afrin economy is based,73 coupled with access restriction imposed on farmers 
unless they pay royalties.74

• Intimidation based on residents’ difficulty in proving ownership, linked to the securitization practices explained above in 
response to the lack of Land Registry in Afrin and the border law

• Destruction of cultural properties

According to the International Independent Investigation Commission, the looting and appropriation of Kurdish property is carried 

out in a coordinated manner by members of the TSO.75 Housing needs for the majority of IDPs appears to be accommodated 

though the appropriation of property of people displaced from the region. According to converging information, the vast majority 

of IDPs are affiliated to an armed group, which likely facilitates this process,76 discouraging people from seeking accommodation 

in which they would be paying rent. Buildings constructed by the PYD prior to OOB, but which remained unfinished, are also 

reported to be housing displaced persons affiliation to TSO-groups active in Afrin.77 Like in A’zaz district, the district of Afrin is 

experiencing an informal construction boom, which began before OOB. While the majority (80%) of IDPs in Afrin live in residential 

areas, settlement in IDP camps has also occurred, and in some cases without clear coordination with landowners. Of the 104 

camps identified in Afrin,78  sixty-five camps are established on private land, 41 on public land;79 and two-thirds are occupying 

land without the consent of the owner, none with the owner’s consent, and the remaining third are unspecified. 

The seizure of property was reported following Operation Olive Branch in June 2018, by Human Rights Watch,80 which was echoed 

by Amnesty International some months later. 81 While the SNA Office of the General Prosecutor of the Syrian National Army issued 

a statement in March 2018. 82 inviting Afrin residents to submit complaints to the military headquarters in A’zaz to claim their 

looted property, this first mechanism was deemed ineffective by HRW. In late 2021, the reliability of the complaint mechanism, 

for which Turkey is responsible, is still disputed. The “Rights Restitution Committee”, that replaced the initial mechanism that 

operated through the military headquarters, is considered ineffective by Kurdish organisations.83 While the Suleiman Shah 

Brigade, which controls the Sheikh Al-Hadid distric,84is most often cited, all armed groups appear to engage in such behaviour.

73 Afrin Local Council. A Brief History of Afrin. Accessed Jan 2022.
74 Afrinpost. Pro-Turkey ‘Faylaq Al-Sham’ Militia Prevents Barad Village People from Harvesting and Grazing. 14 September 2021.
75 The Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic. Report. 14 August 2020.
76 Local reports are confirmed by a key informant from A’zaz.
77 Key informant, Field report.
78 These are primarily small informal settlements made up of tents as well as buildings. In half of the cases, the population of the camps 

does not exceed 350 people, while 15 have between 1,000 and 2,500 people, none more.  

79 CCCM Cluster IDPs Sites Monitoring Matrix, October 2021.
80 HRW. Syria: Turkey-Backed Groups Seizing Property. 14 June 2018.
81 Amnesty International. Syria: Turkey Must Stop Serious Violations by Allied Groups and its Own Forces in Afrin. 2 August 2018. in August 

2018. Its director, Lynn Maalouf, pointed to the responsibility of the Turkish authorities, and called on Turkey to “provide full redress to 

those whose homes have been confiscated, destroyed or looted by security forces or their allies.”

82 Office of General Prosecutor. Statement Facebook. March 2018.

83 The Kurdish Democratic Unity Party in Syria (Yekiti). Afrin Under Occupation. 11 December 2021. 175.
84 STJ. Afrin: Sheikh Al-Hadid: Intimidation and Economic Tightening. 9 March 2020.
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Since 2018, abuses have been reported continuously. The facts are particularly covered by Kurdish media (Afrinpost) and 

organisations operating form NES (Human Rights Organisation in Afrin,85 the Rights Defence initiative86, the Rojava Information 

Center87) or Tall Refaat, and to some extent by non-Kurd Syrian organisations, media and human rights organisation. A short 

review points reports by the newspapers Al-Monitor,88 Enab Baladi,89 and the Syrian Observatory of Human Rights (SOHR),90 as 

well as the Syrian news Agency SANA operating in Damascus.91 More comprehensive reports have also been produced by Syrian 

for Truth and Justice,92 and the Violation Documentation Center.93 A more systematic effort to document property violations is 

carried out by the Kurdish Yekiti political party of Afrin that is closely aligned with the Self Administration and PYD.94 However, 

overall coverage is not highly coordinated complicating triangulation of reports. It should also be noted that the verification of 

information may also be hampered by the fact that specific localities are sometimes referred to by their Kurdish name, sometimes 

by their Arabic name. 

8.2. VIOLATIONS IN EUPHRATES SHIELD 
TERRITORY
In ES territory, far fewer HLP violations are reported than in OB areas. This is due to several factors. In A’zaz district, unlike in 

Afrin, parts of both the host and IDP population are affiliated to the Turkish-supported Levant Front. Composed of local fighters, 

in addition to fighters from Ar-Raqqa (Tell Abiad), the Levant Front is the largest faction among those active in A’zaz district, 

controlling A’zaz city and the Bab Al-Salameh border area, and the only one to have operated there before Operation Euphrates 

Shield.95 This situation facilitates negotiations between the different parties regarding the occupation of land, the establishment of 

IDP camps, and possibly the construction of housing units for the displaced.96 The good relationship between the host population 

and the IDPs is also a political issue for stakeholders, to show the success of their political project. The reopening of the A’zaz 

land office by the opposition in 2019 can also be viewed as a message to demonstrate the authorities’ care for the protection of 

property rights. If violations are low, tensions are probably also less publicised. 

As for HLP violations in the districts of Al-Bab and Jarablus, their current situation should be further investigated. As demonstrated 

before, tenure security appears weak there. The possible lack of matriculation of areas with the GDCA before 2011, and the 

fact that these territories may be considered public property also open the door to possible violations linked to land use. If 

Matriculated with the GDCA, tenure security has also been undermined by the Law on Borders which has pushed people to use 

alternative institutions to secure rights. Conditions for the Kurdish minorities originally from Al-Bab and Jarablus was difficult 

to ascertain and needs further assessment. Also noteworthy is the establishment of the Turkmen Sultan Murad Division in the 

districts of Al-Bab (Al-Ra’ee subdistrict) and Jarablus,97 which is used by the Turkish authority to secure the border strip to a 

depth of 3 to 15 km inside Syrian territory. 

85  Human Rights Organisation in Afrin. The So-Called “Abu Amsha” Seizes 40 Dunums of Lands Belonging to the Kurds. 20 April 2021,.
86  RDI. The Leader of Levant Front Finance Confiscates Properties of Citizens in Afrin. November 2021
87  RIC. The State of the Occupation. Documenting Rights Abuses in the Turkish Occupied Regions of North and East Syria. June 2021.
88  Wilkofsky D., Zaman A., Hardan M. Turkish-Backed Rebels Leave Trail of Abuse, Criminality in Syria’s Afrin. Al-Monitor, 22 July 2021.
89  Ninar Khalifa. Real Estate Seizures, Utilization, and Royalties… Who Protects Property Rights in Afrin? Enab Baladi. 29 July 2020.
90  SOHR. Factions Dispute in Afrin 22 September 2021.
91  SANA. Turkish occupation mercenaries seize olive fields and citizens’ homes in Afrin. (in Arabic) 6 December 2021.
92  STJ. Afrin: Seizing Real Estate Property After Operation Olive Branch and Operation Peace Spring. 26 May 2021, 
93  VDC has an online form for anonymous reporting of expropriation cases. https://bit.ly/3zYPLT9 
94  See the series “Afrin Under Occupation” edited by the Kurdish Democratic Unity Party in Syria (Yekiti), 
95  Al-Hilu Khayrallah. The Turkish Intervention in Northern Syria: One Strategy, Discrepant Policies. 14 January 2021, Wartime and 

Post-Conflict in Syria Project.
96  Informal housing construction in the peri-urban areas of A’zaz has expanded significantly. It is also very lucrative.
97  Key informant, Field Report. 11 January 2022
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At this stage, the following HLP violations have been identified in ES territories: 

• Private land has been seized without compensation by the Turkish authorities and TSO groups to build military bases or 

police stations. This is the case in Jabal Al-Sheikh Aqil in the city of Al-Bab (where the largest Turkish base in the area is 

located),98 the village of Kaljibrin (south of A’zaz) and near Mare’. Complaints have been made to the military courts and to the 

Board of Grievances, but to no avail. In addition, some of the complaints reached the Turkish Ministry of Defence in Ankara. 

No response has been received.

• Property has been seized by the Turkish authorities along the Turkish border in A’zaz, to a depth of one kilometre, to set up 

camps for displaced persons (Al-Rayan and Shamarin camps), as well as a university (Sham International University). This 

policy would be considered legitimate insofar as the land in many villages was owned by Turkish dignitaries until 1946 (end 

of the French mandate). The latter were then deprived of these lands, but continued to receive the income from them, paid 

by Syrian farmers since then. The seized land is now administered by the Turkish authorities, who rent it out. 

• Private agricultural areas are also occupied by displaced people without the consent of their owners.99 However, the extent of 

this phenomenon is difficult to assess, due to conflicting information. According to a key informant, the host population has 

benefited greatly from the presence of the displaced, generating new resources by renting houses and land for camps. On 

the other hand, the CCCM Cluster100 reports cases of camps established on private land without the consent of their owners, 

whereas the information is lacking for several camps. Complaints have been lodged by landowners, with varying degrees of 

success. Information was obtained for this report on the case of three sites to the north and east of the city of A’zaz: Nayara, 

Ma’arin and Kurum Yazibagh. Of the displaced people, all from the south of Aleppo governorate, the most vulnerable have 

been evacuated at the owners’ request. The entire population of Nayara camp (from Al-Safira and Abu Zuhur) is reported 

to have been dispersed to different existing sites, as well as 35% of IDPs in the Ma’arin and Kurum Yazibagh informal camps, 

with the remaining 65% opposing any evacuation by arms.

• Property belonging to prominent individuals from A’zaz and Jarablus who have remained loyal to the Syrian government has 

been seized by TSO-groups, which may receive rental income from it. This for those reported or known to be still active in 

the Baath Party.101 Such cases involve agricultural lands as well.

• Properties of people who joined the Islamic State have also been seized by the City Council of Aghatrin. The latter’s decision 

has been criticized by a lawyer of the city and religious authorities on two grounds. First, because it is not the Council’s 

prerogative to do so. Then, because it affects relatives and children to whom the property cannot be transferred.102

The restitution of properties to the Kurdish population in the three districts is under documented. HLP violations are possible. 

At this stage, the cities of Aghtarin (A’zaz district) and Qabasin (sub-district of Al-Bab), which seem predominantly populated by 

Kurds before 2011, have been identified as possible area of concern.

98  SOHR. The people of “Jabal Sheikh Aqil” Demonstrate Against the Turkish Forces in the city of Al-Bab, East of Aleppo, for the Third Week 

in a Row. (in Arabic), 16 April 2021, 

99  CCCM Cluster, IDP Sites Integrated Monitoring Matrix (ISIMM)

100  IDP Sites Integrated Monitoring Matrix ISIMM

101  Key informant, Field Report, 1 January 2022 , one such well known case includes the property belonging member of the Syrian Parliament 

in Damascus, MP Hassan Fawzi Hamade.

102  Al-Khatib, Khaled. IS families lose their homes in Syria’s Akhtarin. Al-Monitor, 17 January 2018, 
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The host population faces several challenges related to land occupation. In strategic areas, landowners may have been under 

pressure to sell their property, especially those deemed as strategic sites or potential targets. In addition to Turkish military 

bases and outposts, strategic sites include areas with high economic potential, located on trade routes. These challenges also 

affect refugee populations in Europe, whose right to inheritance is de facto not considered. Finally, as examined in section 7 

above, the financial burden of the administrative procedures required to establish property rights is another obstacle for people 

with no income, particularly widows who are heads of household. This cost is all the higher as the property documents of the 

rightful owners have not been kept by them during their successive moves.

8.3. CASE STUDY: PROPOSED RELOCATION 
OF BAB-AL SALAMEH CAMP HIGHLIGHTING 
HLP VIOLATIONS AND THE EVOLUTION OF IDP 
HOUSING CONDITIONS AS FACILITATED BY TSO-
GROUPS

Relocating IDPs living in A’zaz to Afrin: The case of Bab Al-
Salameh Camp in A’zaz and Bafluna Village in Afrin (Sharan 
sub-district)
 Located in the Sharan sub-district a few kilometres south of the Turkish border, the village of Bafluna has been identified as 

the intended location for project to relocate IDPs currently living in the Bab Al-Salameh camp in the border area of A’zaz district. 

Located in a strategic location, the village of Bafluna used to host a Yazidi population before OOB. According to report by former 

residents, the village was subjected to intense Turkish shelling during Operation Olive Branch leading to largescale displacement 

from the community. Following the cessation of OOB, Levant Front militants, led there by an inhabitant of the town of A’zaz, 

forbade the population to return to their village and to harvest their fields. Since then, some 500 people, originating from Homs, 

Idlib and to a lesser extent Madaya (rural Damascus) and all affiliated with the Levant Front, have moved to the area.103 Under the 

proposed relocation project, they would be joined by the relocated IDPs from Bab Al-Salameh camp.

The proposed relocation of Bab-Al-Salameh camp serves an objective of the A’zaz Local Council to free up the land at the entrance 

to the Bab Al-Salameh border crossing as well as interests of the Levant Front, who wants to create a transit zone at the border 

to generate more income. Parts of the site are located on public land belonging to the Customs Department but is currently 

rented by the Levant Front to house the displaced.

Negotiations for the proposed move have been going on for five months but have stalled so far due to the IDPs’ opposition to 

their relocation. As 45% of the IDPs to be impacted originate from Tell Refat, they perceive the relocation project as a risk of 

marginalisation of their right to return.104 

103  Najmuddin Khalil. Bafluna.. from a Yazidi Village to a Village Inhabited by Extremist Islamists Only. (in Arabic), Ezdina, 29 May 2021, 
104  IDPs have written statements criticizing the proposed relocation site in Bafluna as an isolated area, which will weaken their ability 

to mobilise the population to obtain services, and perceptions that the project is a renunciation of the call to retake control Tall 
Refaat . Qabous Tell Rifaat, Telegram Thread
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This case is instructive for several reasons. First, it illustrates how access to housing (even camps) is linked to the close relationship 

between IDPs and the armed group that support them. Secondly, it shows that this relationship can evolve, even though, but also 

because, the region has gained stability. The agreement reached to settle IDPs with the owner(s), negotiated in previous years 

through the armed group, is not irreversible. The case of Bab Al-Salameh camp shows how housing issues may be an object of 

transactions and negotiations between influential actors.

Finally, ongoing development of projects such as these to relocate IDPs from ES territory and other areas (Idlib) to Afrin represent 

a significant challenge to HLP tenure of residents Afrin, and further threaten social relations between host and IDP populations. 

These projects also concern IDPs living in A’zaz, whose relocation to Afrin could also be organised.
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9. RISKS RELATED TO SPATIAL 
SEGREGATION OF HLP

9.1. CONSEQUENCES OF SPATIAL SEGREGATION
Spatial segregation in a context of prolonged displacement presents another risk to HLP rights as well as prospects for durable 

return of the displaced and integration of IDPs. 

The location of the site where IDPs settle is a key factor in social, economic, and civic integration, for example, based on proximity 

to the job market, communication networks, or governance bodies and decision-making centres. Isolation from these things 

further deepens the economic, social and political inequalities created by displacement. In Northern Aleppo, spatial segregation 

is most visible in the creation of camps and informal settlements on the outskirts of cities, and the continued grouping of IDPs 

based on area of origin. In this way, spatial segregation is a marker of social inequalities between IDP and resident populations 

and among different groups of displaced people which are a factor in social tensions.

Additionally, spatial segregation is often closely linked with HLP tenure, with those residing in informal camps least likely to have 

formal agreements for their shelters. Displaced people who have not obtained the agreement of the landlord’s risk eviction, which 

is the case for most IDPs living in informal camps. Such a case is reported in the village of Nayara (A’zaz), where IDPs had settled 

informally to raise their livestock before being evicted. These camps are different from formal camps where an agreement is 

reached with the owner of the land (public or private) in return for rent. In the latter case, the rent can be paid by the displaced 

persons or by an external actor, include TSO-groups. Informal camps should also be distinguished from informal settlements, 

which describes urban growth outside the urban plan and without building permits, but which lands have been sold by owners.105

105 Informal housing and informal settlements were a well-known phenomenon before 2011 in the peri-urban area of Syrian main cities (Da-

mascus, Aleppo, Homs etc) as well as medium size cities in the decade prior the conflict.
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9.2. INEQUAL ACCESS TO HOUSING AMONG IDPS 
In northern Aleppo conditions, location, and security of tenure of IDP’s housing are primarily determined by IDP’s financial and 

social resources. Financially, those with the resources to do so have greater access to higher quality rental unit and are more 

likely to secure formal agreements. Social resources include familial ties in the region. IDPs can benefit from having relatives 

support securing housing, such as offering accommodation for free or supporting in locating a place, negotiating rent, and 

providing additional social security to accommodation agreements made with landlords.106

Social resources can also include affiliation to a TSO-groups, which have acted as brokers in recent years organizing and 

financing housing arrangements for IDPs.107 For example, the Levant Front pays rent to the owners of the land where the Bab 

Al-Salameh, Sujo, and Tallil Al-Sham camps are located.108 Additionally, members of the Jaysh Al-Islam and Faylaq Ar-Rahman 

factions were able to reach an agreement with the Turkish authorities during their evacuation from Damascus on 8 May 2018 to 

be relocated to houses rather than a tented camps.109 In contrast, IDPs without such affiliations lack this leverage and are more 

likely to be settled into tented camps.110 Notably, however, these types of agreements are not static guarantees of tenure and 

are continuously evolving with the interests and influence of TSO-groups as demonstrated in the case of Bab Al-Salameh camp 

(detailed in section 8.1).

In Afrin, according to converging information, the vast majority of IDPs are affiliated to an armed group, in accordance with their 

geographical origin.111 While this reinforces the feeling of security of individuals, it also contributes to their dependence on the 

group, and to the non-mixing of communities. In the city of Afrin, for example, the armed factions occupy separate neighbourhoods 

and access across areas is controlled by checkpoints. The division of territory is strict and can lead to conflicts between factions. 

Unlike the IDP population, very few original residents of Afrin have any affiliations to TSO-groups, creating even clearer lines of 

distinction, and points of tension, between the IDP and resident communities as well as between IDP communities.

106 Social segregation also impacts access to key factors that support integration, as well have implications for social cohesion. 
IDPs who do not have familial ties to the area and have notable difference in their local customs, mindset, dialects/accents, 
or personal backgrounds may not be very exposed to social mixing, a vector for social integration and cohesion. This appear 
to be the case for some poor IDPs from Deir-ez-Zor residing in A’zaz, who have reportedly been less successful in integrating 
socially and economically than IDPs from Aleppo city who have historical familial and economic ties to the region. 

107 As noted above, it is difficult to make clear distinctions between opposition group members, their families, and IDPs.
108 Field Report. December 2021
109 They were relocated to Jarablus, Al-Bab and Jandaris.
110 Key informant, Field Report
111 Report by key informant, Field Report
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PART THREE:

 ANALYSIS –
ATTITUDES, PROSPECTS, 
AND CHALLENGES FOR 
DURABLE SOLUTIONS IN 
NORTHERN ALEPPO
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10. POLICY AS A REFLECTION OF 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS RETURN AND 
IDP INTEGRATION
Overall, Turkey has not put forth a comprehensive effort to manage HLP in northern Aleppo, but has shown both economic and 

practical humanitarian interest in HLP issues. Currently, housing programs for the most vulnerable IDPs are not yet part of a 

comprehensive policy, but rather a case-by-case approach, while the ongoing construction of informal settlements also partially 

meets needs. There are both economic and political reasons for this lack of a comprehensive response. The first challenge is 

undoubtedly the method of financing and questions of who should bear the costs. This issue raises questions about the solvency 

of IDPs in the case of own funding, and the criteria for determining beneficiaries in the case of external funding. As such, the 

mode of financing is political. In addition, Turkey’s support could be interpreted as a renunciation of the return of populations to 

their areas of origin. Moreover, it involves negotiations with host communities to access land and on the long-term settlement of 

the population, some of whom are less accepted than others, in a context where economic perspectives are difficult to predict.

Some humanitarian actors, who consider the return of IDPs unfeasible, are pushing for the development of housing projects.112 

For example, the NGO Molham Team is visibly active in both advocacy and implementation.113 Such dynamic deserves careful 

consideration. In December 2021 the Turkish Interior Minister visited a brick housing project for IDPs in Idlib, demonstrating 

Turkish interest.114 He also announced that 50,000 housing unit will be built for IDPs, in partnership with the Turkish Humanitarian 

Relief Agency IHH and the Turkish Disaster and Emergency Management Authority AFAD in both Idlib and Northern Aleppo.115 

The development of housing programs for IDPs has also been reported in A’zaz,116 Al-Bab,117 Al-Rai118 and even Afrin119 and could be 

implemented in Bulbul.120 Overall, the risks faced each year by the displaced population in tented camps or unfinished buildings 

due to the severity of the winter conditions, coupled by the sense of abandonment of IDPs, represent a political risk for Turkish 

and local authorities and push to develop durable solutions.

Turkish efforts to reconstitute the land registry suggest a willingness to invest resources in securing existing and future land 

transactions in the region. However, control of and influence over the land registry may be seen as generally useful regardless 

of future intentions.

112  Zeynep Masri, Usufruct Contracts for Alternative Concrete Housing Units in Northern Syria. Enab Baladi. 25 July 2020.
113  Al-Molham Volunteering Team is a Syrian CSO active in housing projects to put an end to IDPs’ inadequate housing as displayed on 

their website. Projects are funded through contribution from institutional or individual donors. See The Molham Team, “Until the 
Last Tent. To Transfer the Displaced Families from Their Tents to Housing Units and End their Suffering”

114  Hadi Abduallah, The Turkish Minister of Interior Visits Northern Aleppo. (in Arabic), Blog, 20 December 2021. 
115  Shahed Agency. Turkish Relief Provides 300 Homes for the Displaced in A’zaz. (in Arabic), 1 March 2021.
116  Construction of 472 housing units in the city of A’zaz (Al-Molham Village). See Syria TV, “Molham’s Volunteer Team Moved 500 

Displaced Families Residing in A’zaz Camps, North of Aleppo, Into Brick Houses” (in Arabic), YouTube, 12 January 2021.
117  A housing complex was inaugurated near Al-Bab city, to house the most vulnerable families from the camps of Al-Bab, Bazaa, and 

Qabasin in the northeastern countryside of Aleppo. The project, called Al-Hilal Residential City, with 29 residential units providing 
116 apartments, was funded by the Qatar Red Crescent Society (QRCS), Qatar Fund for Development (QFFD), Disaster and Emer-
gency Management Presidency of Turkey (AFAD), Saed Charity Association (SCA) and the local council of Al-Bab city. See Enab Baladi, 

“New Housing Complex to Accommodate Most Vulnerable IDPs in Al-Bab city“, 15 November 2019. 
118  The Syria Report. The Opposition expands the Urban Plan in a City North of Aleppo... After Consulting With Real Estate Owners. 2 

December 2020.
119  Afrin Post. Turkish Authorities Building New Settlement Complex in Eastern Countryside of Afrin. 18 April 2018.
120  Analysis of satellite imagery shows razed land at the eastern entrance to the city, one of which was set up by Turkish authorities 

in the spring of 2018 to accommodate IDPs from Ghouta. The land remained as it was without the population settling there. The 
destination of these lands remains unclear. A project of industrial zones is evoked by a key informant.
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Turkey has announced plans to invest in the construction sector (by opening the market to Turkish investors),121 as well as 

advertised the creation of industrial zones by host communities and Turkish investors which also indicate an interest in longer 

term involvement and stability in the region. The construction of the first industrial city, coupled with the project to build a highway 

between Al-Bab and Al-Rae’ by Turkey, was launched in Al-Bab after Operation Euphrates Shield under the supervision of the 

Turkish Governor in Gaziantep, with the aim to provide economic opportunities to young people and achieve stability.122 A second 

one has also been reported in Suran.123 The dynamic augurs a lasting break in the links between the north of the governorate and 

the city of Aleppo, which has held a near monopoly on industrial activities. It also could suggest competition to the GoS project 

to develop the industrial city of Sheikh Najjar in Aleppo city, a catchment area for rural labor and investment prior to 2011.

If such proposed housing projects and economic investments come to fruition, these efforts, as well as others including the 

continued expansion of the electricity network, may serve as further indications of an accepting attitude towards integration 

and settlement of IDP populations in northern Aleppo. 

121  Khayrallah Al-Hilu, Afrin Under Turkish Control: Political, Economic and Social Transformations. Wartime and Post-Conflict in Syria 
(WPCS), 25 July 2019.

122  Khaled Al-Khatib. Turkey Props Up Industrial Zone in Syria’s Al-Bab. Al-Monitor, 26 February 2018.
123  Enab Baladi. The Investor Gets a Free Transit Permit to Turkey. (in Arabic), 14 December 2021, 
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11. OVERALL DURABLE SOLUTIONS 
PROSPECTS IN NORTHERN ALEPPO: 
CONSIDERATIONS FOR LONG-
TERM INTEGRATION OF IDPS IN THE 
ABSENCE OF RETURN
Regardless of local attitudes or degree of acceptance towards returns, reintegration, and/or IDP integration, currently conditions 

in northwest Syria, including northern Aleppo, are not conducive to durable solutions.124 While in depth exploration of current 

security, economic, and political conditions and prospects for the region are outside of the scope of the report, these dynamics 

are likely to be the major limiting factors in prospects for durable solutions including sustainable integration IDPs and reintegration 

of returns.125 Though in some respects, conditions are relatively better than other areas of Syria, significant gaps in physical, 

material, psychosocial, and legal safety remain. In the immediate term, conditions impact the ability for returnees, IDPs, and 

residents to sustainably achieve a basic standard of living and serve as significant barriers to return. In the near- to medium- 

term a negative trajectory in these conditions could not only impact living conditions but contribute to unrest. Critically, the 

political and security future of the region, and longevity of current security and governance arrangements remain unclear. 

Significant changes in current control dynamics and interests and capacities of Turkey or other neighboring authorities could 

cause significant upheaval of dynamics and reshape prospects for durable solutions.

Barring significant political or security developments however, the population of northern Aleppo is likely to only increase in the 

near to mid-term as the area continues to receive IDPs, low volumes individual returnees continue to trickle back, and outward 

displacement from the region remains limited by restrictions on crossing to Turkey. Accordingly, sociopolitical dynamics are likely 

to play a significant role in integration over the long term, suggesting a number of risks. First, in Afrin, disenfranchisement of 

Kurdish residents, security violations, and appropriation of HLP has led to clear tensions between the host and IDP communities. 

Spatial and social segregation between IDPs and residents in Afrin, as well as what appears to be a minimal capacity for original 

resident population to address grievances, threaten prospects for sustainable integration. While tensions between IDP and 

resident population are often downplayed in ES territories, they exist in the region as well. Second, the current dynamics, under 

which IDP affiliations to TSO groups play a significant role in facilitating economic opportunities and access to housing, present 

the potential for inequalities between IDP groups which may exacerbate vulnerability. Fault lines among TSO groups and between 

some populations, have previously manifested in infighting and security incidences and maintain the potential for escalation. 

Finally, certain population groups appear to face more challenges in social and economic integration including those who have 

to traditional, familial, and linguistic differences or those who are geographically isolated from population and economic centers. 

For example, poor IDPs from Ar-Raqqa and Deir-ez-Zor tend to have fewer historical ties to the region and less familial or tribal 

connections, are less likely to intermarry, and many remain heavily reliant on remittances, as compared to IDPs from Aleppo 

with personal and business ties to the region.

Without continued investment and humanitarian support to the region these risks will become more acute over time, as the 

region will increasingly struggle to support the significantly increased and growing population.

124  Durable Solutions Platform. Northwest Syria Durable Solutions Analysis. November 2021
125  See RCM OES and OOB Return and Reintigration Area Profiles
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12. POTENTIAL DEVELOPMENTS AND 
AREAS TO WATCH
Given the above research and analysis, RCM has identified a number of indicative areas and potential developments that may 

impact or lead to changes in prospects for return and IDP integration in northern Aleppo:

Overall
Longevity of the current political status quo in Syria remains unclear. While conflict has significantly decreased in recent years, 

control of the country remains split, and a long-term political solution has not developed. This leaves potential for largescale 

conflict in both NES and NWS that could cause new displacement waves to the region. Dynamics between the SDF, GoS, and 

opposition groups as well as activities and capacities of ISIS cells will continue to pose security threats to the region and 

escalations will continue to drive security incidents that harm and displace civilians. Developments related to Tall Refaat are 

especially relevant to northern Aleppo as conflict or political agreements there could significantly shape population dynamics.

Degree of Turkish Investment into the region will have a significant impact on access to services and livelihoods in the region. 

For example, further planning or implementation of projects that support transition of the development of the industrial sector 

in ES territory. 

TSO Infighting and Local Security Conditions are also an indicator of prospects for durable solutions in the area. Efforts, 

whether genuine or signalled, have been made in recent years to establish oversight and mediation mechanisms for TSO groups. 

Convergent, as opposed to divergent, coexistence of the multitude of TSO groups in the region will be a key factor in security in 

the region as well as future prospects for return and IDP integration.

Conditions for refugees in Turkey have the potential to deteriorate if the current economic decline in Turkey continues. While 

the situation has long been precarious, there have been recent signs that Turkey may increase its interest and efforts to promote 

Syrian return. In fall of 2021, following a period of increased tension, officials in Anakara province announced126 that the halting of 

issuance of new Temporary Protection cards (known as Kimlik) which form the legal bases for most Syrians stay in Turkey. Both 

national trends and localized dynamics may act as push factors particularly in areas where refugees are increasingly stigmatized 

by the local population and face additional hardship in securing a sustainable and acceptable standard of living. 

126  Turkish Directorate of Migration Management.  Satement. Twitter.
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Housing Land and Property
Progress of Turkish/SIG-LC administered land registration system While the A’zaz and Al-Bab Land Registry Offices were 

re-opened in 2018 and 2019, the Turkish/SIG administered system has yet to proliferate across other areas of northern Aleppo. 

Increasing transaction volume in the A’zaz office would be an indication of increased local buy-in to the system, while the opening 

of additional offices in other districts would indicate intention of the authorities to invest in and grow the registries. However, 

the lack of Survey Department prevents the registration on the Land records (kept by the Real Estate Department) of subdivided 

lands (on which informal settlements are built).

Development and implementation of housing projects and locations by local authorities, especially efforts to house IDPs living 

in non-durable shelters, would offer some indication towards intentions and appetites for integration, as would the locations and 

groups served by such projects. It is also unclear how construction permits for these and other projects are allocated.

Adherence to existing urban legal frameworks. Given the significant population increase in the region, urban development is 

inevitable. However, it remains to be seen to what degree Turkish authorities follow existing GoS urban framework laws and plans, 

or opts to invest the resources to develop and implement their own; as well as the degree to which urban planning is compulsory 

or there is participation from of population. 

Developments in security of HLP tenure in IDP camps and informal settlements. IDPs residing in informal camps and settlements 

often have little recourse to obtain security of HLP tenure. However, in some cases pathways have developed.  For example, in 

A’zaz if the landowner agrees to sell the land, the transaction can be recorded through power of attorney and registered in the 

A’zaz Land Registry under the A’zaz Local Council. The creation of additional pathways to HLP tenure and increased use of these 

mechanisms would be of interest in the area. A trend towards individuals and groups who already occupying areas retroactively 

developing formal agreements with landowners, or conversely an increase in cases in which landowners attempt to reclaim their 

land and peruse evictions or a would give indications towards the longevity of such settlements.

Degree/type/volume of HLP violations as well as who are the perpetrators and who are targeted. 

HLP developments through negotiations HLP issues have been brought up in international negotiations included in guidance 

notes for HLP issues that should be considered. However, the likelihood that agreements are made at this level remain low 

given the overall progress of the peace process, the complexities of the issues at hand, and the low incentive for the GoS and 

emerging authorities in Syria, which are able to act with wide authority on HLP issues within their areas of control. Localized 

negotiations around HLP are more likely, such as those explained regarding the relocation of Bab Al-Salameh camp, that may 

set local precedents. 


