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Chapter 1 – Climatic Conditions and 
Natural Resources 

1.1. Climatic Condition 

The levels and distribution in time and space of rainfall have considerable effects on agricultural 
activities and output. This is especially the case in Syria, where 75% of the cultivated area is 
rainfed. It is therefore important to recall briefly the main climate characteristics of the country 
and the prevailing conditions in 2001-2003.   

Syria is considered a semi arid country with an annual average rainfall of less than 250 mm. It is 
characterized by rainy winters and hot summers separated by two short transitional seasons. In 
addition, in winter, snow regularly falls over ar eas with an altitude exceeding 1500 m above sea 
level. 

The country can be divided into four distinct geographic regions: the coastal region, that lies 
between the mountains and the sea; the mountainous region, that includes the mountains 
stretching from north to south, in the western part of the country; the interior region, composed 
of the interior plains, located to th e east of the mountainous region; and the Al Badia, in the 
south and east, which consists of semi desert plains. The coastal region is characterized by a 
high rate of relative humidity, with heavy ra infall in winter and mode rate temperatures in 
summer. In the mountainous region, rainfall may exceed 1000 mm and the climate in summer 
is moderate. The interior region is characterized by rainy winters and hot and dry summers with 
considerable differences between the maximum and minimum intra day temperatures. In the Al 
Badia region, the levels of rainfall in winter are low and the summers are dry. Map 1.1 represents 
the geographical regions in combination with the 5 agro-ecological (climatic) zones described in 
section 1.2.1. 

A good part of the country is subject to large differences between night and daytime 
temperature. Such differences in summer may reach 23 degrees in the inland and 13 degrees in 
the coastal region. Temperatures can be as high as 48 degrees in summer and fall short below 
zero degree in winter. Annex table 1.1 provides some indicators on these weather phenomena. 
During the period 2001-2003, temperatures were close to the average levels. In 2003, however, 
in February, temperature fell about six degrees below the average, while in May, it was seven 
degrees higher. These unusual temperatures, accompanied by dry hot winds and low moisture of 
soils, affected the yields of some crops, particularly cereals and tree crops such as citrus and 
olives. 

The country is recurrently subject to drought wa ves, during which rainfall shortages are severe. 
The last severe drought occurred in 1999-2000. 

Rainfall fluctuated widely during 2001-2003. It averaged 266 mm, much above the 198 mm of 
the period 1998-2000 (annex table 1.2). The season 2002/2003 was characterized by high 
rainfall, exceeding the annual averages in all regions of the countr y. Moreover, snowfalls 
improved considerably the water table levels and increased most of the drainage water sources. 
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However, heavy rainfall and snowfall affected negatively winter crops, especially in Al Hassakeh, 
Dar'a, Aleppo, Quneitra, Homs, Hama, and Al Ghab. 

Despite these drawbacks, climatic conditions were generally more favorable in the period under 
study than in the late 90s, with positive impact s on yields, particularly on rainfed agriculture, 
and on the expansion of irrigated areas (see Chapter 4). 

Map 1.1. Map of Syria by Agro-Ecological Zones and Water Basins 

 

1.2. Natural Resources 

1.2.1. Land Resources 

Syria has a total area of 18.5 million ha, out of which 5.9 million ha (32%) is cultivable land and 
20% uncultivable land (rocky and sandy land, buildings and public roads, rivers and lakes). 
Steppe and pasture cover 45% of total area and the rest (3%) is forest (Figure 1.1). 

Total cultivable area decreased between the periods 1998-2000 and 2001-2003, due to the 
expansion of the pasture and forests land. Fallow land, which forms part of the cultivable land, 
rose in all regions. This practice has an important impact on the conservation of soil fertility as 
well as on the reduction of land degradation. Irrigated areas increased from an annual average 
of 1.2 million hectares in 1998-2000 to 1.3 million on average in the period in 2001-2003, as a 
result of the expansion of public irrigation sche mes and the increase in the number of wells in 
most Governorates. 

Agricultural land use varies from year to year depending on annual production plans, weather 
conditions and farmers’ response to market conditions and policies . Official statistics indicate 
that in 2003 cultivated land represented 93% of total cultivable land. Cultivated land was 
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distributed as follows: 25% irrigated, 75% rain fed (60% cultivated, 15% fallow), (annex table 
1.3). 

Figure 1.1. Land Use and Composition of Cultivated Land, 2003 (%) 

 
Source: Annex table 1.3 

Agro-climatic zones (settlement zones) and holding size 

The country is divided into five agro-climatic zones (see map 1.1), which are referred to for 
definition of the agricultural prod uction plan. The main criterion used for this zoning is the level 
of rainfall as shown in table 1.1 below: 
 

Table 1.1. Total and Cultivated Land by Agro-Climatic Zone, 2003 (1,000 ha and %)  

Agro-Climatic 
Zone Average Rainfall 

Total 
Area 

% of Total 
Area 

Cultivated 
Land 

% of Total 
Cultivated 

Land 
1 > 350 mm 2,689 15 1,538 28 
2 250-350 2,444 13 1,810 33 
3 250 1,325 7 816 15 
4 200-250 1,842 10 985 18 
5 < 200 10,217 55 329 6 
Source: NAPC Database 

The level of rainfall determines to a large extent the allocation of land to specific rainfed crops 
within each zone. For example, land in zone 5 is used for pasture and is unsuitable for rainfed 
cultivation, while the zone 1 is the major producing area of wheat, legumes and summer crops.  

Available data on land distributi on by size of holdings show that small and medium size farms 
are predominant in Syria. Their number has been increasing in the past decades as a 
consequence of high population growth, which increased the population pressure on land, as 
shown by the last agricultural censuses (1981, 1994)3.  In the inter census period, the total 
number of households increased from 486 thousands to 614 thousands, representing an 
increase of 26%. Given the fact that the total cultivable land is relatively stable, the size of 
holdings has therefore decreased so that more than a third of the holdings had an area of 2 
hectares or less in 1994.  

These trends are likely to have continued. The number of holdings has likely increased leading 
to a further decline in the average size of holdings. Indeed, rural population has been growing 

                                                        
3 The last census was conducted in 2004, but related data are not yet available.  
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almost at the same rate of total population and increased from 7.76o million, in 1998, to 8.744 
million, in 2003, maintaining its share of about 50% of total population (annex table 1.5). In 
2003, the agriculture labor force accounted for about 30% of the total labor force, and 8.5% of 
the Syrian population (17.5 million). It is likely that the number of absentee farmers (as a result 
of the pace of rural to urban migration) and part-time farmers in the peri-urban areas have 
increased, too.  

The small size of farms and the fragmentation of land pose serious problems for the efficient use 
of resources and the modernization of agriculture, making th e sustainability of income 
generation especially hard for small farmers that largely rely on farming as main livelihoods 
source. 

The averages referred to above hide large differences between regions and zones. Table 1.2 
shows that the average size of holdings and parcels is much lower in zone 1 than in the other 
zones. This may be explained by the higher population pressure in this zone that is supported by 
the higher productivity allowed by the more abun dant rainfall. It should be noted that zone 4 
and zone 5 contain large areas of open pasture land (common land used by livestock breeder) 
which are not accounted for in table 1.2.  

Table 1.2. Holdings, Parcels and Areas by Agro-Climatic Zones, 1994 (ha) 

Item Zone 1 Zone 2 Zone 3 Zone 4 Zone 5 Total 

Number of holdings 306854 128692 35582 28968 73097 573193 
Number of parcels 1038163 393251 103050 74535 149973 1758974 
Total area 1472569 1692050 542761 409651 570516 4687547 
Average holding size 4.80 13.15 15.25 14.14 7.80 8.18 
Average parcel size 1.42 4.30 5.27 5.50 3.80 2.66 
Source: NAPC Database at the URL www.napcsyr.org/sad.htm 

Land resource degradation and protection 

The Syrian soil is affected by three main types of degradation namely water, wind and 
chemicals. It is estimated that 17% of the country is affected by some form of degradation and 
that up to 12 tons/ha/year of soil are eroded in Al Badia alone (Jones, 2001). Various programs 
of land resource conservation and rehabilitati on are being implemented to address this major 
environmental and economic problem. Indeed, the overgrazing and the overexploitation of the 
Al Badia rangelands, due to the increasingly high density of sheep per hectare and other 
socioeconomic factors, led to land resource degradation and to changes in the plant composition 
as well as to the decline of wild grazing plants. Regulations and decrees have been issued to 
reverse this situation and preserve natural pastures4. For example, crop cultivation in Al Badia 
has been prohibited and protected pasture zones have been established. Furthermore, the 
government implemented a number of projects for the development of Al Badia and 
enhancement of the population living conditions. Programs of land reclamation are also in place 
outside Al Badia accounting for an annual average of almost 19.5 thousand hectares of reclaimed 
land in the period 2001-2003 (annex table 1.4). In addition various reforestation activities 
contribute to soil and water conservation (see section 1.2.4). 

1.2.2. Water Resources 

Syria has limited water resources compared to the needs of the country. The volume of water 
from all sources averages 67 billion m3/year. Rainfall, the main water source, accounts for more 
than two thirds (46 billion m 3/year), rivers contribute abou t one fifth, while springs and 
underground water account for less than one tenth (SOFAS, 2002). 

                                                        
4 Natural pastures in Al Badia account for more than 40% of the total area of Syria. 
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The above figures hide the increasing water shortage Syria has been experiencing as result of the 
continuously increasing demand and of frequent droughts. In deed, only 9% of the annual 
rainfall flows as surface water, the major part either evaporating or descending in aquifers. 

The country is endowed with 17 rivers. The two largest rivers are the Euphrates and the Al-
Khabour, running through the country for 680 km and 552 km, respectively. In 2003, the 
Euphrates had a flow of 564 m3/second, while the Al-Khabour and its tributaries had a flow of 
6.6 m3/second. Moreover, Syria has one large dam on the Euphrates and four medium sized 
dams: Al Rasten, Kateneh, Taldo, and Mouhardeh. Furthermore, there are 154 small dams out 
of which three account for 87% of their total storage capacity. 

Available water varies considerably from year to year according to weather conditions. 
Groundwater increased from an annual average of 3.8 billion m3 in the period 1998-2000 
(period of drought years) to an annual average of 4.7 billion m3, in the period 2000-2003. 
Similarly, the surface water resources improved from 6.7 to 7.1 billion m 3 (table 1.3). 

Table 1.3. Available Water resources, 1998-2003 (billion m 3) 

Item 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 

Ground water 4.7 3.55 3 3.75 4.37 6.11 
Surface water 7.02 6.68 6.42 6.67 7.13 7.48 
Total: Ground and Surface 11.71 10.22 9.42 10.42 11.5 13.59 

Other sources* 3.02 3.01 3.1 3.24 3.41 3.51 
Total supply 14.73 13.23 12.52 13.66 14.91 17.1 
Source: MAAR, the current situation of  the agricultural sector, 1992-2003 

* Drainage water, wastewater, etc.    

Syrian water resources are distributed among seven water basins (see Map 1.1), whose 
characteristics in terms of size, precipitation and water endowment are quite diversified. The Al 
Badia basin, for example, is the largest in terms of area (representing 38% of the total area of the 
country), but has the lowest amount of total surface and ground water (2.1% of the total water 
supply, in 2003). On the contrary, the coastal basin, which is the smallest and accounts for only 
2.8% of the total area, receives 14% of the total water supply. The Euphrates basin is the most 
important basin.  In 2003, it  received 45% of the total water supply (annex table 1.6a).  

Syria is facing an increasing water deficit due to the expanding demand for this scarce resource 
and the repeated droughts. The deficit mainly concentrates in the Al Khabour and the Euphrates 
basins (annex table 1.6b), where water exploitation ratios (actual annual water use over water 
availability) can exceed 500% for ground water (Figure 1.2)5.  

Major crops such as wheat and cotton, which are highly demanding in terms of water, are grown 
in basins with high water exploitation rati os (Euphrates and Al-Khabour). The climatic 
conditions prevailing in these zones (hot and dry weather), together with low moisture of soils 
and low efficiency traditional irrigation technolo gies, result in unsustainable water exploitation 
rates.  

Agriculture is by far the sector that demands the largest share of water at national as well as 
basin level (table 1.4). 

                                                        
5 Data availability does not include the Al-Badia basin. 
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Figure 1.2. Use of Groundwater as Percentage of Availability, 2003 (%) 

 
* Mixed: Ground and surface water. 
Source: Annex table 1.6 

Table 1.4. Water Uses by Basin, 2001-2002 (Million m 3 and %) 

Basin Agriculture  Industry Domestic  Evaporation Total 
Agriculture 

(%) 

Barada & Aawag 577.6 76 269 6 928.6 62.2 

Yarmouk 360.1 38 76 31 505.1 71.3 

Al Badia 983.6 2 44 15 1,044.6 94.2 

Orontes  1735 229 240 148 2,352 73.8 

Coastal 458.9 85 81 16 640.9 71.6 

Al Khabour  4,017.7 45 38 132 4,232.7 94.9 

Euphrates 5,498.2 86 322 1,614 7,520.2 73.1 

Total 13,631.1 561 1,070 1,962 17,224.1 79.1 
Source: Somi et al. (2002) 

1.2.3. Development of Irrigated Areas 

Irrigated areas continued to expand in the period  under study reaching 1.36 million ha in 2003, 
in line with the Government policy aiming at  increasing land productivity, diversifying 
production, reducing the negative effects of rainfall fluctuations on agricultural production and 
increasing domestic supply. 

In view of the limited water resource availabili ty and of the water deficit in some basins, the 
Government is giving great attention to the effici ency of water use for irrigation, especially in 
consideration of the fact that agriculture is using about 85% of surface and underground water. 
To this effect, a number of regulations have been enacted. The Government prepared a plan6 to 
modernize all traditional irriga tion schemes using up-to-date technology and water-saving 
practices. Loans were granted to farmers to purchase modern equipment for irrigation. The 
main aim of the irrigation policy modernization is to reduce the annual consumption per hectare 
from 12400 m 3 to 7000 m3. However, the implementation of the plan is facing many technical 
and financial constraints. At present, 204 thousa nd hectares (15% of total irrigated areas) are 
irrigated with modern method s, while the rest still reli es on traditional systems.  

                                                        
6 Decree No. 23 dated 30/04/2001 
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Irrigated areas differ by Governorates. Official fi gures indicate that 31% of the total irrigated 
area is in Al Hassakeh, 14% in Al Raqqa, 13% in Aleppo, 11% in Deir Ezzor, and 5.8% in Al Ghab 
(annex table 1.7). Equally differentiated is the distribution of land using modern irrigation 
technologies. In some Governorates, modern irrigation covers even more areas than traditional 
irrigation. In Sweida, for example, 92% of the irrigated area has been modernized (the irrigated 
area in this governorate constitutes only 1% of the total irrigated area in Syria), in Idleb 69%, in 
Hama 50% and in Dar’a 49% (see figure 1.3). 

Figure 1.3. Area under Modern Irrigation in Total Irri gated Area, Selected Governorates, 2003 (%) 
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Source: Annex table 1.7 

1.2.4. Forestry 

Artificial and natural forests cover about 3.2% of Syria. In recent years, the area under forests 
grew by 1.8% annually, expanding from 537 thousand hectares in 1998 to 590 thousand hectares 
in 2003 (MAAR, 2004). This expansion is due to  the increased efforts in land reclamation and 
tree planting. In 2001, 2002 and 2003, about 23 , 21, and 17 thousand hectares were planted 
respectively (annex table 1.8). 
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Chapter 2 – Agriculture in the National 
Economy  

2.1. Contributions of Agriculture to the National Economy: Recent Trends  

Agriculture plays a central role in Syrian economic and social development. This is illustrated 
not only by its contribution to Gross Domestic Product, employment, and trade (table 2.1 below) 
but also by its effects on the development of non-farming activities such as marketing and 
processing. Indeed, it supplies the raw commodities necessary for the development of the agro 
industrial sector and stimulates the development of other sectors through its demand for non 
agricultural goods and services used in agricultural production. Moreover, agriculture is vital for 
the achievement of national food security (see chapter 5).  

Table 2.1. Share of Agriculture in GDP, Employment and Trade for the Period 1995 - 2003 

Item 1995 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 

Share of agriculture in GDP 
(constant price 2000)  

23.4 25.9 22.8 24.7 25.9 26.9 25.5 

Share of agriculture in 
employment  28.0 28.0 27.9 32 29.6 30.3 26.2 

Share of agriculture in foreign 
trade  18.3 26.6 24.2 18.6 16.3 18.3 18.2 

Share of agriculture in exports  19.7 32.4 22.8 16.7 15.6 18.2 16.8 

Source: Calculated on the basis of data from the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), 2004 

2.1.1. Contribution to GDP 

In the period 2001-2003, the share of the agri cultural sector in total GDP was about 26%, 
second only to the mining and manufacturing sector (including oil) which recorded a share of 
28% (Fig.2.1), followed by the storage, transport and communication sector (13%), government 
services (9%) and other sectors (9%). Agricultural GDP at constant prices grew by almost 13.7% 
from 1998-2000 to 2001-2003, compared to a tota l GDP growth of 6.8%. In this way, the share 
of agriculture on GDP increased from 24.5% to 26.1% (annex table 2.1 to 2.3). 
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Figure 2.1. Distribution of GDP by Sector, 2001- 2003 (%) 

 
Source: Annex table 2.3 

Figure 2.2 suggests a sound correlation between the growths of agricultural and total GDP. This 
is particularly evident in years of drought, such as in 1999, when the drop of the value of 
agricultural GDP coincided with a less marked, but still significant, decline in total GDP (annex 
table 2.2). This is an indication of the strong backward and forward linkages of agriculture with 
other sectors of the economy and of the still relatively strong dependence of Syrian economic 
growth on the development of the agricultural sector.  

Figure 2.2. Agricultural GDP and Total GDP, 1995 and 1998-2003 (Million SP, 2000 constant prices)  
 

 
Source: Annex table 2.2 
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Agricultural labor force is estimated at 1.4 milli on corresponding to almost 30% of total labor 
force. On average, it provided 29% of total employment in the three-year period under study, 
declining from 31% in 2000 to 26% in 2003. Despite this decrease, its contribution to 
employment remained the highest among all sectors, equal only to that of the Other Services 
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sector, followed by hotels, restaurants and communications (15%), mining & manufacturing 
(14%), building & construction (11%) and transport & communication (6 %) (see annex table 
2.4). 

Noticeably, female workforce formed only 30% of the total employment, 50% of which worked 
in the agricultural sector in 2003. In other words, the sector, compared to the others, occupied 
the highest share of female employment. Agriculture is also characterized by the prevalence of 
family labor. Indeed, in 2002 it employed only 13% of the total hired workers, against an 
average of 48% for the entire economy (annex tables 2.5 to 2.7).  

Unemployment was estimated at 11.7% of total labor force in 2002 (CBS, 2002). The respective 
figures for male and female are 8.3% and 24.1%. The country faces a tremendous challenge to 
generate employment opportunities for the increasing labor force. Indeed, population 
projections for 2010-2020 indicate that the growth rate of total population would be high, in the 
range of 2.2-2.7%, so that total population will rise by about two thirds by 2020 (Salem, 2002). 
This will result in an increasing pressure on existing resources, especially if the country's needs 
for food and agricultural commodities are to be  at least partly met by domestic production. 
Moreover, given high population growth, it has been estimated that preventing further increases 
of unemployment requires the creation of 20 0,000 additional employment opportunities per 
year.  

While the objective of creating a substantial number of additional employment opportunities 
can only be pursued through the development of other sectors, agriculture will have to 
contribute in meeting the employment challenge dire ctly as well as indirectly through its effects 
on the other sectors of the economy and the strengthening of its interrelationship with them.  

Agricultural growth should be seen as complementary to rather than competitive with the 
development of other sectors and, within this view, agricultural gr owth needs to be accelerated. 
Employment creation should be one of the major objectives of agricultural development 
programs, jointly with an increasing focus on the enhancement of agricultural marketing and 
processing as well as the promotion of price policies able to stimulate the complementarities 
between agricultural and non agricultural activities . In this respect, it should be noted that the 
Government is giving significan t attention to these aspects in policy formulation and in the 
elaboration of development programs. For example, job creation is considered as an essential 
component of investment promotion policies, while cotton price policy has been adjusted in 
such a way to maximize contribution of domestic cotton production to the growth of the textile 
industry (see Chapter 3 below).  Additional emphasis should be given to rural development 
beside and beyond the agricultural sector in such a way to augment employment opportunities 
and diversify livelihood sources for the population currently employed in agriculture, in order to 
couple employment generation with miti gation of rural-to-urban migration. 

2.1.3. Contribution to Trade 

Trade liberalization policies put in place by th e Government, also through the negotiation of 
various trade agreements, were instrumental to the expansion of agricultural trade in recent 
years.  

The share of agriculture in total trade 7 increased from 16.3% in 2001 to 18% in 2003 (figure 2.3). 
Both imports and exports contributed to this incr ease. Indeed, the share of agricultural imports 
in total imports raised from 17.1% to 20% while the share of agriculture in total exports 
increased from 15.6% to 17%. These figures were however well below the levels reached in the 
period 1998-2000, when the shares of agricultur e in total trade averaged 23.3% (SOFAS 2002). 
The decline is due to the jump in exports of other commodities, includin g oil and oil products. 
Indeed, total agricultur al trade increased significantly fr om 1998-2000 to 2001-2003 (11.3%), 

                                                        
7 For details see SAT 2004. 
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mainly as a result of a sustained export growth (20%), largely exceeding the growth of 
agricultural imports (2.3%) and reflecting the improvement of total agricultural production.  

Figure 2.3. Ratio of Agricultural Trade to To tal Trade, 1995 and 1998-2003 (%) 

 
Source: Annex table 2.10 

Total trade value increased by about 43.8% from 1998-2000 to 2001-2003, as a result of a 
sound 61.9% increase in total exports and 27% increase in total imports (annex tables 2.8 to 
2.10). Figure 2.4 depicts the evolution of total agricultural trade. 

Figure 2.4. Evolution of Agricultural and Total Tr ade, 1995 and 1998-2003 (Million SP) 

 
Source: Annex tables 2.8 and 2.9  

The most important exported agricultural commo dities in 2002 were meat (28.2%), cotton 
(16.5%), spices, cumin and aniseed (11.3%), vegetables (10.6%), cereal (10.1%), fruit (8.9%). The 
main imported agricultural commodities were cereals (20.1%), sugar and sugar confectionary 
(18.9%), coffee, tea and spices (10.2%), oilseeds (8.1%), and residues of food industry (7.9%). 
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2.1.4. Investment in Agriculture 

Investment flows are a major determinant of grow th and job creation. This section focuses on 
the evolution of the share of agriculture on total investments with a view to assessing priority 
given to the sector. To this effect, national account statistics (more precisely those relating to the 
Gross Fixed Capital Formation, GFCF, and to the Expenditures on GDP) as well as data on 
Government expenditures were used.  

Official information shows that GFCF (at 2000 constant prices) increased by 28% from 1998-
2000 to 2001-2003, while GFCF in agriculture, including irrigation, grew by 9.1% only. The 
volume of GFCF has been characterized by wide yearly fluctuations. For example, it increased by 
7.3% in 2001 and decreased by 1.4% the following year (annex table 2.11). 

Data on expenditures on GDP provide information on the shares of public and private sectors in 
both consumption and gross domestic investment. Figures available clearly show that the levels 
and growth of gross domestic investments of the public sector have been constantly higher than 
those of the private sector (annex table 2.12).  

The agricultural share of GFCF including irrigation in the year s 2001-2003 was 12.6%, which is 
much lower than the agricultural share in GDP 8. The same is true for expenditures on the 
consolidated budget: only less than 10% of total expenditures are allocated to agriculture, 
including irrigation (annex table 2.13). These ratios indicate that the priority given to agriculture 
in the development plans is not reflected in sector allocations of investments, neither by the 
public nor by the private operators. This situat ion should receive the attention of both policy 
analysts and policy makers. Agriculture is facing considerable challenges with the opening and 
liberalization of the economy (see chapter 3). It is called upon to play a leading role particularly 
as regards food security, employment creation and agro- industrial development. To fulfill its 
functions it is essential that it continues to grow at high rates. To this effect, adequate 
investments flows should be channeled to it.  

The governmental investments aim at providing services to improve the infrastructure and 
productivity in the agricultural sector through the projects of land reclamation and irrigation. 
These services include also rural roads, forestry roads, agricultural research, extension, and 
others. In 2003, the number of agricultural projects excluding the projects of the Ministry of 
Irrigation amounted to 68 projects with an expenditure of SP 8070 million. The public 
establishments are economically independent. The General Establishment for Poultry, the 
General Establishment for Cattle, the General Establishment for Feed and the General 
Establishment for Seed Multiplications are exam ples of leading public companies. Table 2.2 
traces the evolution of the expenditure related to the most important public investments, which 
are service and production oriented, from 1995 to 2003. It can be noticed that the public 
expenditure is increasing.  

                                                        
8 Some sectors received more investments compared to their share in GDP and this is the case of mining & 
manufacturing (30.2%) and transp ortation& communication (16.6%).  
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Table 2.2. Public Expenditure for Agricultural Inve stments, 1995, 2000 and 2003 (SP million ) 

Item 1995 2000 2003 

Total service oriented public investments 2,465 5,725 7,490 

     Rural roads 327 750 1,209 
     Crops and fruit trees 728 2,288 1,612 
     Research on plant and animal production 312 624 780 
     Soil sorting and classification 42 43 26 
     Irrigation research 44 70 115 
     Development of veterinary care 79 72 162 
     Improvement of local cattle 33 114 89 
     Extension  90 158 237 
     Pest control 95 154 401 
     Al Badia projects 270 274 379 
     Forestry projects 399 849 1,534 
     Other services 46 329 946 
Investments of public establishments 354 322 580 

     General Establishment for Poultry 52 26 21 
     General Establishment for Cattle 16 10 0.3 
     General Establishment for Seed Multiplication 57 47 88 
     Others 229 239 471 
Total agricultural investments 2819 6047 8070 
Source: MAAR, Directorate of Planning and Statistics 

Note: Ministry of Irrigation expenditure is excluded 

Agricultural private investments conduct the activi ties of plant and animal  production. Table 2.3 
gives examples of private projects related to agriculture established by law no. 10 of 1991 (see 
chapter 3) over the period 1991-2003. 

Table 2.3. Private sector investments established by law no. 10, 1991-2003 
Total 

Investments 
Imported 

Equipment  
Goal 

No.  
of 

Projects 
 

Million 
SP 

Million 
US$ 

Million 
SP 

Million 
US$ 

Employment 
opportunitie
s generated 

Agricultural production 
and animal breeding 47 13,305 256 4,726 91 3,598 

Animal breeding and 
fattening 30 7,634 147 2,980 57 1,808 

Irrigation, 
wells digging and 
agricultural services 

8 2,094 40 1,793 34 409 

Total agricultural sector 85 23,033 443 9,499 182 5,815 
Source: Fiorillo and Vercueil (2003) 

2.2. Labor Productivity and Income  

The ratio of agricultural GDP to agricultural labor force (productivity of agriculture labor) 
improved steadily in the period 2001-2003 and was almost equal to the ratio of total GDP to 
total labor force in 2003. Moreover, the growth of  the productivity of labor in agriculture was 
higher than in the other sectors of the economy (annex table 2.14) taking into consideration that 
the labor productivity in agriculture is lower than that of the non-agricultur al activities. This can 
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be explained by the government price and credit policies favorable to agriculture (see chapter 3), 
but it is also due to the relatively low labor pr oductivity in sectors ot her than agriculture.  

The increase in the yields of crops per hectare of most of the crops in the period under 
consideration contributed to this situation, too (see chapter4). The productivity of land, 
measured as ratio of the value of crop production to arable land, increased by 12% between  
1998-2000 and 2001-2003. The increase in productivity from 2001 to 2003 was about 2.9%. 

According to the available data, rural population  represented about 50% of the total population. 
There is no breakdown of these figures by agriculture and non-agriculture population, and 
therefore there is no possibility to compute the per capita agricultural GDP. However, given the 
fact that agriculture GDP represented on average 27% of total GDP and assuming that 60% of 
the rural population can be classified as agricultural population, the income in agriculture is 
almost equal to the per capita total GDP. This is in line with the findings on productivity of labor 
previously referred to (annex table 1.5) and confirms the positive effects on farmers’ income of 
the agricultural oriented policies of the Government. 
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Chapter 3 – Developments in 
Agricultural Policies and 
Supporting Services  

In the second half of the 80s, Syria started a policy reform process aimed at promoting private 
sector participation in national  economic development with a move to indicative planning. The 
reform initiated with the sixth Five Year Plan (1986-1990). In this context private sector was 
allowed to engage in activities previously under State monopoly and a series of incentives was 
provided to promote private investments.  

The pace of reform accelerated at the end of the 90s when a renewed effort in moving from 
central planning to market oriented economy was reinforced by an increasing focus on the 
capacity of the economy to integrate in the changing international economic environments. As a 
result, policy changes have been introduced at both macro and agricultural sector levels. At the 
macroeconomic level, reforms covered exchange rate and currency regulations, banking and 
credit system, custom duties and procedures as well as the promotion of trade through the 
involvement in various trade agreements and negotiations, including the implementation of the 
Great Arab Free Trade Area (GAFTA), the initialization of the Association Agreement with the 
European Union and the application for membersh ip in the World Trade Organization (WTO). 
At the sector level, reforms  included price and subsidies, credit, incentives for the promotion of 
the private sector participation in production and marketing activities and the development of 
support services such as research and extension. Overall, an orientation toward self-reliance 
started taking over the former strategy of self-sufficiency, implying an increasing focus on 
efficient use of resources on the basis of comparative advantages and enhanced integration into 
the world markets. The approach followed in implementing the reform was characterized by 
gradualism in response to changing national and international economic conditions. 

This chapter presents the most important policy  changes, of relevance for the performance of 
the agricultural sector, which occurred over the period 2001-2003. An attempt is made to 
identify the policy setting within which farmers and other agents operated, distinguishing 
between general (macro) policies and agricultural sector specific policies.  

3.1. Developments in General Policies Affecting Agriculture 

3.1.1. Exchange Rate Policies 

The Syrian Government has been giving increased attention to the adoption of exchange rate 
and currency use regulations conducive to a positive domestic business environment and its 
integration in the international context. The reforms undertaken in 2001-2003 simplified the 
exchange rate regime and currency use regulations and aimed at reducing the negative impacts 
of past policies as well as protecting the purchasing power of the Syrian Pound. The multiple 
exchange rate policy was discontinued and considerable steps were taken in 2003 towards the 
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unification of the exchange rate9. Already in 2002, an important step was taken towards 
facilitating external transactions and enhancin g transparency of the trading system, allowing 
exporters to keep 90% of their export earnings so as to reduce to 10% only the obligation to 
surrender the foreign currency to the Commercial Bank of Syria10. A further substantial step 
forward was represented by the elimination, in 2003, of the obligation to finance import 
through export earnings 11.  

In 2004, the Government took a new decision on the exchange rate and announced the adoption 
of a flexible approach in revising the exchange rate (see box below). 

Box 3.1 - Introduction of flexibility in fixing ex change rate (Decision No.3 of 3/1/2004) 

The exchange rate for the Government and the public sector transactions is set at 48.5 SP/US$ for 
purchasing and 48.65 SP/US$ for selling. 

The exchange rates list issued by the Commercial Bank of Syria entitled "list of exchange rates in 
neighboring markets for non- commercial transactio ns" is renamed “list of free exchange rates of 
foreign currencies”. 

The Commercial Bank will move the exchange rates in the above mentioned list continuously and in a 
flexible manner to reflect the effective value of the Syrian Pound in the market.  

Custom duties are computed using the exchange rate of the Government and public sector in place of 
the exchange rates in neighboring markets. 

At present the system of exchange rate is composed of12: 

1. The official exchange rate used for repayment of the external debt (fixed at 11.20 
SP/US$ for purchase and 11.25 SP/US$ for sale). 

2. The public and transaction exchange rate set at 48.5 SP/US$ for purchase and 
48.65 SP/US$ for sale (these exchange rates replaced the neighboring countries 
exchange rate fixed at 46 SP/US$ for purchase and 46.5 SP/US$ for sale). 

3. The free foreign currency exchange rate replaced the neighboring countries 
exchange rate for non trade transactions. It is fixed by the Commercial Bank of 
Syria in collaboration with the Central Bank  of Syria on the basis of the exchange 
rate registered in Beirut and Amman (in the range 51-53 SP/US$ in 2004). 

3.1.2. Monetary and Credit Policies 

As part of the policy reform process, the Credit and Monetary Council issued a legislation to 
stimulate economic growth through the mobi lization of savings and the promotion of 
investment. Issues relating to the structure of in terest rates were tackled with the aim to unify 
all the interest rates applied by public sector banks to loans of similar terms and purposes. In 
particular, interest rates on current accounts and saving deposits were reduced gradually from 
9% to 5.5% in 200313. Management boards of the banks were authorized to provide loans for 
high technology projects in the areas of computer, biotechnology, medicine, and environment at 
an interest rate below 5.1%, subject to the approval of the Central Bank of Syria. 

In order to foster the modernization of the banking sector, the creation of private banks was 
permitted in 2002. By 2004, four private bank s started their activities, operating under the 
same set of norms regulating the public banks.  

                                                        
9 For more information refer to SAT 2003 and SAT 2004.  
10 Decision no. 1184 dated 19/9/2002 
11 Decision no. 1100 dated 15/7/2003 
12 For more details refer to SAT 2004. 
13 Decision no. 39 dated 3/12/2003 , decree no 4 dated 28/5/2003, and decree no. 43 dated 5/1/2004. 
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It should be noted that previously, the financia l sector consisted of state institutions only, 
namely: the Central Bank of Syria, the Commercial Bank of Syria, Post Office Saving Bank 
(POSF), and four specialized banks:  the Agricultural Cooperative Bank (ACB), the Popular 
Credit Bank, the Real Estate Bank, and the Industrial Development Bank. The ACB finances 
most of agricultural production activities, de als directly with farmers, and organizes the 
distribution of inputs to them according to the detailed plan drawn by the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Agrarian Reform.  

3.1.3. Fiscal Policies 

The main objective of the policy reform in this area is to develop and modernize the legislations 
related to the taxation of income, wealth and capital. A program of tax reform has been devised 
in the period under consideration to ensure tax equity and increase tax revenues. 

The system of tax exemptions was modified in line with the economic and social objectives of 
the country. Farm income tax and agricultural cooperatives continue to be exempted from 
income taxes.  

Regarding trade taxes, all custom duties and other fees were unified and the harmonized system 
was adopted to simplify tariff calculat ion and avoid duplications of taxation 14.  

3.1.4. Marketing and Trade Policies 

Trade policies implemented in the past aimed at developing local production, promoting exports 
and discouraging imports. They served also the purpose of ensuring sufficient supply of 
commodities for consumption and processing. To achieve these objectives, the Government 
monopolized trade of most commodities and prov ided incentives for the export of processed 
products. It provided also subsidies on production inputs.  

This system started facing a series of problems, exacerbated by the absence of private sector 
participation in trade activities. Indeed, expo rt services and quality control of exported 
commodities did not develop as required and competitiveness of some products in international 
markets started decreasing.  

Trade policies have been revised in the 80s to address these problems and since then are being 
substantially adjusted in the framework of the on-going economic reform. In this respect, 
import subsidies on inputs were  eliminated and some import re strictions were removed. The 
private sector was allowed to export and import commodities, which were previously under the 
monopoly of the public sector (See section 3.2.4 below). 

3.1.5. Trade Agreements 

In its efforts towards trade liberalization, Syria concluded a series of trade agreements and 
engaged negotiations with the European Union and WTO. The agreements call for a reduction of 
custom duties and for the removal of non-tariff barriers to facilitate and develop trade flows 
with the trading partners 15.  

Syria is enlarging its trade relations with Arab countries under the umbrella of the Arab League 
taking part in the establishment of the Great Arab  Free Trade Area (GAFTA) initiated in 1997. It 
signed bilateral trade agreements with most Arab countries and with a number of other 
countries. Economic cooperation agreements were concluded with Egypt and Lebanon in 2000 
and with Jordan, Saudi Arabia, United Arab of Emirates, and Sudan in 2001. Most of the 
bilateral agreements with Arab countries were concluded with a view to speeding up the 
implementation of the Great Arab Free Trade Area, that has been completed by the end of 2004 
with the abolition of all custom duties on produc ts of originating in GAFTA countries members.  

                                                        
14 Decree no. 265 of 2001. 
15 For detailed review of agricultural trade see the SAT 2003 and SAT 2004. 
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Syria is looking forward to joining the WTO to  develop further its trade relations with the 
members of this Organization. It presented its application in 2001 and confirmed it recently. 
The country is trying also to expand its tradin g activities with the members of the European 
Union. Negotiations for an Association Agreement were finalized and the agreement has been 
initialed on 19 October 2004.  

Agriculture is expected to be a major beneficiary of these measures. Indeed, they foster the 
opening of foreign markets for Syrian agricultural products (raw and processed) and contribute 
to foster the diversification and competitivene ss of agricultural production by creating the 
economic incentive for a better allocation of resources. Furthermore, the development of trade 
is also likely to induce the technological improv ement of the commodity chains that aim to meet 
the international market standards and requirements . On the other side, costs of  adjustment to 
the new trade environment are expected to arise with the increasing competition from foreign 
exporters. Syrian agents shall adapt to the variable conditions of an open international trade 
and, for example, bear the risk of price uncertainty characterizing an open market environment.  

Specific policies relating to the sector have therefore been put in place to facilitate and take 
advantage of the international trade liberalizati on process, limiting as much as possible the 
related drawbacks. Such policies are presented in the next section.  

3.2. Developments in Policies Specific to Agriculture 

Agricultural policies are identified and formulated in the framework of development planning. 
Syrian agricultural development planning is done  in three stages: long term planning, medium 
term planning and annual planning. The long-term plan defines the orientation and strategy of 
agricultural development, which in turn serve as the framework for the preparation of the 
medium term plan (five year plan). The latt er is implemented thro ugh annual plans. All 
concerned parties participate in the planning process; village level parties as well as governorate 
and national level ones. The Ministry of Agri culture and Agrarian Reform, the Ministry of 
Irrigation, the State Planning Commission, the Na tional Peasant Office, and the General Peasant 
Federation contribute to this activity and to the finalization of the corresponding planning 
documents, which are ultimately approved by the Office of the Prime Minister. 

The document “Orientations for Agricultural De velopment Strategy 2001-2010” provides the 
basis for the on-going medium-term plan. It states the long-term goals for agricultural 
development, presents the strategic choices made to achieve them, and defines specific 
objectives (on the basis of the analysis of the situation in the period 1995-1999 and of the 
potential and constraints facing the sector). It also identifies the policy orientations to be 
adopted, in line with the on-goi ng gradual economic liberalization. Agro industrial development 
and marketing issues are also covered in this document. 

The long-term agricultural development goals for the current decade aim at:  

- improving the producers’ income, increasing the contribution of agriculture to the GDP; 

- achieving self sufficiency of the main food staples and ensuring food security based on 
the comparative advantages in crop production; 

- enhancing the competitiveness of Syrian commodities in local and international markets, 
introducing alternative crops and adopting modern technology;  

- promoting agro processing and marketing activities so to have products with higher 
value added and foster exports. 

The current medium plan is the 9 th Five Year Plan, covering the period 2001-2005. It defines in 
a more precise manner the programs, measures and policies to be implemented in order to 
achieve the objectives pursued. It sets also quantitative targets for the agricultural sector (annex 
table 3.1). 



The State of Food and Agriculture in the Syrian Arab Republic 2005 
 

 21

Annual Plans set production targets for areas and production of agricultural commodities at the 
village level, the lowest administrative unit. Unde r these plans, farmers are given licenses to use 
the land for specific crops. Various policy instruments such as price, subsidy, credit and 
provision of seeds and other inputs are put in place to induce farmers to implement these plans.  

3.2.1. Inputs and Credit 

3.2.1.1. Seeds 

All seed requirements for cotton and sugar beet as well as a great portion of potato seeds are 
provided by the General Establishment for Seed Multiplication (GESM). They are distributed 
according to the licensed area to each farmer, in conformity with the annual plan. Regarding 
tobacco, the General Establishment for Tobacco provides the required seeds and fungicides in 
proportion to the licensed area. 

The GESM provides only part of the seeds for wheat, barley, lentils and chickpeas. For the rest 
and for all the seeds of other crops, farmers rely on their production in preceding years or on 
local markets. 

Prices of seeds are set by the Management Board of the GESM and approved by the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Agrarian Reform (MAAR). Pric es in 2003 are reported in table 3.1. 

Table 3.1. Seed Prices Set by the General Establishment for Seed Multiplication, 2003 

Crop Unit Price 

Cotton SP/Kg 10 
Potato SP/Kg 12.5 
Sugar beet mono embryo  SP/ seed unit*  4200 
Sugar beet multi embryo SP/Kg 320 
Durum wheat SP/Kg 16 
Soft wheat SP/Kg 15 
Barley SP/Kg 12.1 
Lentil SP/Kg 25 
Chickpea SP/Kg 27 
 Source: MAAR 

     *Seed unit is 1.5 Kg 

Total quantities of cottonseed as well as the quantities of improved cottonseed decreased from 
1998-2000 to 2001-2003 as result of the decline in the average quantities used per hectare 
induced by the adoption of better agricultural practices (fo llowing recommendations by the 
Cotton Bureau). There was also a decline in the share of improved seeds of wheat because 
farmers have been using seeds from their own production of previous years. This share was as 
high as 58% in 2000 and decreased to 26% in 2003. On the contrary, the average share of 
improved potato seeds over the total increased from 39% in 1998-2000 to 43% in 2001-2003 
The quantities of improved seeds of lentils and chickpeas have been fluctuating considerably 
from one year to the other, according to weather conditions (drought). Annex table 3.2 presents 
available data on the quantities of seeds used in the period 1995-2003 

3.2.1.2. Fertilizers 

The Agricultural Cooperative Bank distributes imported and locally produced fertilizers either 
directly or through the cooperatives as an in-kind credit. The bank distributes nitrogen, 
potassium, and phosphate fertilizers to farmers according to the demand schedule available at 
the bank and to the licensed area. The remaining part of fertilizers is provided by the private 
sector, which is playing an increasing role. 
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Imports of fertilizers increased from an annual average of 185 thousand ton in 1998-2000 to an 
average of 250 thousand ton in 2001-2003. According to 2003 statistics, during winter season 
the ACB supplied 106% of the amount needed for the licensed area of nitrogen fertilizers, 98% of 
the phosphates, and 100% of the potassium, while a deficit of 28 thousand ton of fertilizer  units 
was registered for the nitrogen needed for the summer season. 

It should be noted that, apart from the year 2003 , the amount of nitrogen fertilizers available at 
the Agricultural Cooperative Bank exceeded largely the quantities effectively used. Quantities of 
phosphate used were below the total availabilities in the period, except for the years 2002 and 
2003. Moreover the total volume of fertilizers used in 2001-2003 was smaller than the level 
reached in 1998-2000. The decline amounted to 20% for nitrogen, 14% for phosphate and 4% 
for potash. These issues deserve careful analysis to identify the factors (such as improvement in 
the use of fertilizers, prices, distribution, extens ion) limiting the demand  for fertilizers and to 
devise policies to ensure the efficient use of this important input. Moreover, the quantities used 
for all types of fertilizers are generally far below those indicated in the annual plans (annex table 
3.3). 

3.2.1.3. Pest and Weed Control 

The Committee for Pesticides assesses the country's needs for pesticides taking into account the 
areas planned for cultivation, the expected diseases and the area expected to be infested. The 
required compulsory chemicals, pesticides, and herbicides are imported by the Government, 
whereas the private sector imports the rest of chemicals needed for pest control.   

The value of pesticides used in Syrian agriculture decreased by 16% between 19998-2003 and 
2001-2003 due to the adoption of the Integr ated Pest-control Management (IPM) and the 
development of non chemical treatments, particularly biological control. The latter is applied to 
various crops, especially tree crops such as citrus, as described in section 3.3.3 below. 

Weed control covered on average about 900 thousand hectares per year in the period 2001-
2003, with the area treated increasing by about 25% over the period. For other Government 
interventions, such as disease control and insect control, the areas treated remained stable. 

3.2.1.4. Feed 

The General Establishment for Fodder (GEF) provides only part of the feed needed for livestock 
production, leaving the main role to the private tr aders, which were allowed to enter this activity 
in 1987. There is however no systematic quantitative information on the volume of feed handled 
by the private agents.  

The GEF gets the raw products from both the private and public sector: barley from the General 
Establishment for Cereal Trade and Processing, bran from the General Establishment for 
Milling and oilcake from public vegetable oil fact ories. It sells the processed feed to sheep and 
cattle breeders at the beginning of the agricultural season. 

Quantities of feed processed and quantities sold by the GEF decreased respectively by 30% and 
17% from 1998-2000 to 2001-2003. This is most li kely explained by the effective competition of 
the private sector (annex table 3.5). 

3.2.1.5. Agricultural Machinery 

There was a notable increase in the number of agricultural machines in the period under 
consideration, in line with the expansion of the cultivated areas. Tractors increased by 9% from 
1998-2000 to 2001-2003. Sprayers (motorized and manual) used in the tree crop cultivation, 
increased by about 3.3% (annex table 3.6). The number of irrigation pumps rose by 6.4% as a 
result of the increasing water pumping. It is to be noted that heavy equipment, such as the 
combines (the number of which has declined) is usually hired, especially by small farmers. 
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3.2.1.6. Credit 

Agricultural activities are financed by the ACB, which provides short, medium and long-term 
loans to public, cooperative, and private agents. These loans finance crops and livestock 
production, poultry farms, irrigation, land recl amation, greenhouses, tractors, harvesters, and 
other agricultural machines and equipment. The ACB is also concerned with natural resources 
development and preservation; it finances activities that enhance the adoption of modern 
irrigation technologies (sprinkle and drip) as well  as the establishment of water tankers for well-
irrigated lands . Loans are extended in kind and/or in cash. In kind loans are provided for 
seasonal activities, and in cash loans are provided for medium and long-term investments in 
agriculture.  

Short-term loans are provided in kind - seeds and fertilizer - and in cash to  finance  agricultural 
operations. They are granted for periods not exceeding 300 days. Interest rates vary according 
to the volume of the loan and are different for cooperative members and individuals: 4% for 
cooperatives’ members and 5.5% for individuals, for loans less than SP 50 thousand, and 6% 
and 7.5%, respectively, for loans exceeding SP 50 thousand. These loans have to be reimbursed 
by the first of August for winter crops and by the first of December for summer crops.  

Medium term loans (maximum duration of 5 year s) are used to finance greenhouses, purchase 
animals, irrigation channels construction, poultr y farm equipments, land reclamation, fence and 
terrace construction, and banana planting. These loans bear an interest rate of 5.5%. 

Long-term loans do not exceed 10 years. They are intended for land development and 
improvement, building storage fa cilities including cold storage units, forestation projects and 
fruit trees crops. These loans are subject to an interest rate of 5.5%. 

In 2002, the ACB adjusted the scope and coverage of its activities16 to include watermelon 
production in greenhouses, kaki trees,and palm trees in the green belt, kiwifruit, silk warm, 
loquat, and avocado within land reform projects. It also started financing the installation of 
greenhouses that use Byrin (olive by-product after pressing) heating systems, poultry farms and 
tobacco ovens. Due to the significant reduction in the cost of establishing vegetables and 
bananas greenhouses, loans provided for this purpose were reduced. The bank waived also the 
collateral requirement 17 for cooperative members, with the aim of increasing the number of 
beneficiaries of its lending activities. 

In order to help farmers overcome the effects of the drought, the ACB rescheduled the 
repayments on short-term loans for the seasons from 1999/2000 to 2001/2002 following law 
no. 57 of 2000, to be reimbursed in equal installments over 5 years with the first installment to 
be paid on 1/8/2003 18. Interest rates started being applied on 1/1/2003 and are equal to interest 
rates for the medium term loans. In addition, all overdue interests and deferral penalties were 
waived.  

The total volume of loans decreased from SP 7.5 billion in 2001 to SP 6.7 billion in 2002. Short 
and long terms loans decreased by SP 1.3 billion and SP 0.836 billion respectively, while 
medium term loans increased by SP 0.576 billion. The decline in total volume of loans is the 
consequence of existing credit regulations and drought occurrence. Indeed, farmers cannot 
obtain new loans in case of non-compliance with previous loans’ declared purposes, as well as in 
case of default in repayment of previous loans. The cases of default have substantially increased 
during drought periods due to farmers’ income  deterioration. As shown in table 3.2 the 
distribution of loans by term re gistered some significant changes contrary to the distribution by 
sector, which remained unchanged. 

                                                        
16 Decision no. 246 dated 31/12/2003 (decree of management council of ACB) 
17 Instructions no. 41 dated 2/11/2000  
18 law no. 57 for year 2000 
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Table 3.2. Distribution of ACB Loans by Term, 2001 and 2002 (%) 
 

2001 2002 

Short term loans 87 77 
Medium term loans 12 22 
Long term loans 1 1 
Source: ACB 

3.2.2. Price and Marketing Policies 

As far as output policies are concerned, agricultural products are classified as strategic and non- 
strategic crops, according to the degree of Government intervention  in their pricing and 
marketing. 

3.2.2.1. Strategic Crops 

There are seven crops considered as strategic crops, for which the Government sets the price: 
cotton, wheat, barley, sugar beet, tobacco, lentils, and chickpeas. They are further divided into 
two sub groups in light of the differences of Government involvement in their marketing. 
Cotton, sugar beet, and tobacco farmers should sell all their production to public sector agencies 
that have the monopoly of marketing and processing. Wheat, barley, lentils, and chickpeas 
farmers have the choice of selling their production either to the public or to the private sector. 
For the latter group, procurement price levels determine to a large extent the share of public and 
private sector in the market. When the procurement price level is above the market price, the 
public sector retains the main role  in marketing (as in the case of wheat), while it acts only as a 
buyer of last resort when the procurement price is below parity (this is typically the case of 
lentils and chickpeas). Policy changes related to individual crops within these two sub groups 
are presented below. 

Cotton 

The production has to be delivered to the General Organization for Cotton Ginning and 
Marketing (GOCM), which has the monopoly of  cotton marketing and ginning in Syria.  

Table 3.3. Cotton Pricing System According to Delivery Time 

Period Price 

From the beginning of the season to November 15th 30.75 
From November 16th to November 30th 26.25 
From December 1st to the end of the season. 19.75 

Source: CMO 

The Government sets the prices of cotton to be produced from licensed areas (see section 4.1 in 
the next chapter). Prices vary according to the time of delivery19 as indicated in table 3.3. Cotton 
produced on unlicensed areas is procured by the GOCM at a price close to the world market one, 
which is far below the official prices shown above. The objective of this pricing policy is to 
discourage cotton production on areas additional to those licensed according to the annual 
production plans, in such a way to avoid excessive pressure on Government budget and 
unsustainable use of land and water.  

Sugar beet 

The General Establishment for Sugar procures sugar beet and processes it in its five plants 
located in Deir Ezzor, Al Raqqa, Maskana, Tal Salhab, and Al Ghab. The sugar processed in 
these plants covers about 1/5 of total Syrian demand.  

                                                        
19 Decree 40 dated 28/5/2001 
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Farmers are committed to deliver the crop direct ly to the factory, where the sugar content is 
calculated from a sample of the produce. Prices are determined with reference to a base price, 
which is fixed each year for a given sucrose content. The price paid to farmers is adjusted 
according to the actual sucrose content of the product delivered on the basis of the schedule 
described in table 3.4 below. 

Table 3.4. Evolution of Sugar Beet Pricing Criteria  

Season 

Base 
Percentage 
Contents of 

Sucrose 

Base 

Price 

Price Variation for One Point 
Variation from the Base Percentage 

Contents of Sucrose 

Sucrose 
Content at 
Which the 

Crop Is 
Rejected 

Before 2002/2003 16% 2250 
-25 SP for one point below 

+100 SP for one point above 
- 

2002/2003 14% 2250 
-25 SP for one point below 

+100 SP for one point above 
- 

2003/2004 14% 2250 
-150 SP for one point below 

+150 SP for one point above 
10% 

2004/2005 15% 2250 
- 250 SP for one point below 

+250 SP for one point above 
11% 

Source: MAAR  

Tobacco 

Farmers have to deliver the totality of their pr oduction to the committees set up by the General 
Establishment for Tobacco (GET) in the producing regions. Farmers are provided with the boxes 
needed for leaves packing. Tobacco collected by the GET is processed at its plants located in 
Lattakia, Hama, Aleppo, and Damascus. 

Prices set by the GET differ according to the variety and quality of tobacco. For the Virginia 
variety for example, price of medium quality is set at 45 SP/kg, while good quality is priced at 75 
SP/kg and excellent quality at 101 SP/kg.  

Other strategic crops 

Wheat, barley, lentils, and chickpeas are covered under this heading. The Government fixes the 
prices for the deliveries to the General Establishment for Cereal Processing and Trade (GECPT). 
Prices have not changed since 1996 and are based on the cost of production plus a profit margin. 

Unlike cotton, sugar beet and tobacco, the production of wheat, barley, lentils, and chickpeas 
can be sold freely on the market. The competition from the private sector reduced the share of 
total production purchased by the General Establishment for Cereal Trade and Processing, 
GECTP. This share amounts now to 70% for wheat and 50% for barley20. Only small quantities 
of chickpeas and lentils go through the marketing channels of GECTP. In fact, procurement 
price are below market prices. In such a situation, the State actually acts only as a buyer of last 
resort. 

                                                        
20 GECPT did not purchase any barley in the season 2003/2004.   
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Table 3.5. Prices of Selected Strategic Crops 

Crop Price Sp/Kg Delivery Bonus Sp/Kg 

Durum wheat 11.30 0.5 

Soft wheat 10.30 0.5 

Barley 7.50  

Chickpeas 17.80  

Red lentils 16  

White lentils 17  

 Source: General Establishment for Cereal Processing and Trade 

3.2.2.2. Non Strategic Crops 

This group comprises vegetables, fruits, and animal products. There were no changes in policies 
regarding crops other than those considered as strategic. For fruit and vegetables, production is 
marketed freely in local or central wholesale markets. Farmers either sell directly to traders or 
request traders to market their production providing a 5% commission of the total value. The 
public sector also buys fruit and vegetables through the General Establishment for Fruit and 
Vegetables (now forming part of the General Establishment of Storage and Marketing) and sells 
them though its market outlets in urban areas.  

Livestock products (meat & milk) are sold by farmers freely in local or central markets. Milk 
fresh and dairies are collected by traders directly from the farms and then sold to public or 
private companies or to retail sellers.  

The Government sets an indicative milk price (13 SP/kg). The actual price in the market, even in 
winter, is generally lower th an this indicative price 21.  

3.2.3. Investment Promotion Policies 

Most of the new investment projects are established under the Investment Law no. 10 of 1991, as 
amended per Legislative Decree no. 7 of 2000. The law provides a series of incentives for 
investors.  

Under this law, a new investment project is allowed to import all the capital and inputs (raw 
materials, processed and semi-processed) goods needed for its implementation, development 
and expansion free from any import restriction. These goods are also exempted from taxes, 
custom duties and other central or municipal taxes, provided that they are used exclusively for 
the project.  

Law No 10 is applicable to all agricultural investments, covering plant and animal production 
and all related activities (i.e. greenhouses), cold storage facilities, grading, packing, and plant 
and animal product processing. It applies to indust rial projects established separately or jointly 
by public and private investors, to investments in transport, and to all other projects approved 
by the Supreme Investment Council. 

To further facilitate investments the so-calle d “single stop window” was established in the 
Investment Office in 2002 to ease project proposal approval. The investors present their 
application and related documents to this "w indow" where representatives of concerned 

                                                        
21 Prices of milk are higher in winter than in summer.   
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ministries take care of the procedures and present, for approval in the shortest possible time, 
the project proposal with all needed documents to the Supreme Agricultural Council. 

The number of projects licensed under law 10 increased to 981, in 2002, from 227, in 2000. It 
decreased however to 572 in 2003. The increase observed in 2002 is explained by the further 
incentives and easing of administrative procedures introduced by the Decree n0. 7 of 2000, 
amending Law no. 10. Also relevant is the general improvement in the Syrian economic 
environment. However, in 2003, investments contracted, mainly as a consequence of the 
unstable economic perspectives in the region. 

The total number of projects approved during the period 1991 to 2003 reached 3575, out of 
which 85 relate to agriculture with a total invest ment of SP 23 billion (representing 4.5% of the 
total). In addition, in the same period, 267 proj ects, valued SP 69 billion, in food packing and 
drying, and other agro-food industries were licensed.  

3.2.4. Agricultural Trade Policies 

In the framework of the trade liberalization poli cy described above, the Syrian Government has 
been taking concrete measures to promote agricultural trade.  

All exports of agricultural products have been exempted from income and agricultural 
production taxes22. The exchange rate applied to the part of export earnings to be converted in 
Syrian Pound at the Commercial Bank of Syria has been replaced by the neighboring countries 
exchange rate23. In addition, strict instructions have  been given to the Export Committee24 to 
ensure that quality standards are respected and that the control of the quality of the exports is 
effective. Exporters of agricultural processed products are asked to label on the export packages 
indicating the nature of the product exported, its components, name and address of the factory, 
and the mention ”for export” 25. Moreover, exporters have the obligation to comply with the 
standards and specifications defined by the destination country. 

3.2.4.1. Measures Specific to Exports 

In order to promote private exports of olive oi l, the Government reduced, in 2001, taxes and 
other fees imposed on exporting companies26. In addition, all taxes and fees levied on olive oil 
processing companies that produce less than 2 tons per day have been eliminated and long-term 
loans have been made available to modernize traditional olive oil mills.  

To encourage export of fruit and vegetables, the tax on the profit from fruit and vegetables 
exports was reduced from 1.9% to 1% and financial facilities were provided to exporters by the 
Commercial Bank of Syria. The link of banana imports to the export of apples and citrus was 
abolished in 2003 27. Indeed, in the past, to encourage the export of surplus production, only 
exporters of citrus and apples could import bananas.  

Regarding sheep exports, the Government allowed the General Establishment for Meat, the 
breeding associations, the sheep fattening associations, and the breeders from private and joint 
venture sectors to export male sheep in conformity with the quantities and the timetable fixed 
by the Ministry of Agriculture. In response to requests made by sheep exporters, quantitative 
restrictions were removed in 2003 28 on the condition that export proceeds are returned to the 
Commercial Bank of Syria for the financing of imports.  

                                                        
22 Legislative decree no. 15 dated 3/7/2001. 
23 Decision no. 4667 dated 21/8/2001 (Office of the Prime Minister). 
24 Instructions no. 5536 dated 2001. 
25 Exporters of textile were exempted from the provision of writing the name and address of the factory as a 
concession and an export enhancement procedure.  
26 Decision no. 69 dated 19/11/2001. 
27 Decision no. 1100 dated 15/7/2003 
28 Instruction no 8573/4/9 dated 20/8/2003 
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There was no change in trade policies regarding strategic crops; exports of wheat, cotton, and 
tobacco continue to be a monopoly of State agencies. However, private traders can re-export 
imported wheat for the purpose of processing and milling.  

3.2.4.2.  Measures Specific to Imports 

The various custom duties and taxes on imports were unified in 2001 in one single tariff 
schedule (the Systematic tariff). The Harmonized System was adopted in the same year to 
ensure consistency between Syrian and international trading systems (Decree no. 265 of May 9, 
2001).  

Syria has also been progressively removing some of non-tariff import constraints on agricultural 
commodities. Import licenses required from th e Ministry of Economy and Trade (previously, 
from the Ministry of Supply and Internal Trade) we re cancelled for all goods except wheat, flour, 
barley, lentils, and chickpeas29. Regarding grains, in 2002, the Ministry of Supply and Internal 
Trade decided30 that wheat, barley, and lentils imports are suspended during the period May 1 – 
September 1, which is the peak period for domestic harvesting and marketing  

Wheat importers are requested to pay a deposit in Syrian Pounds equivalent to the value of the 
imported wheat, which is reimbursed upon the presentation of documentation proving that the 
imported wheat has been either re-exported or milled locally and sold for domestic 
consumption. This policy aims at utilizing the ex isting private mills and pasta factories capacity; 
it has also the objective of avoiding that the imports of wheat are sold locally to the public 
procurement system at the domestic price level, which is normally above the import price.  

Circular no. 74 of November 14, 2002, has allowed barley to be imported differently from the 
past when imported barley should have been colored in order to di stinguish it from the 
domestically produced one.  

As regards fruit and vegetables, while a general ban on imports is still in place, liberalization is 
taking place under various trade agreements and, especially, under GAFTA. 

In addition to the above, agricultural imports ar e subject to the certification of compliance with 
the sanitary and phitosanitary regulations, to be obtained from the MAAR . 

Regarding agricultural inputs, the private sector  is now allowed to import seeds for sowing, 
except seeds of cotton and potatoes. It is also allowed to import fertiliz er and pesticides after 
obtaining the approval of MAAR and the Ministry of Health.  

3.3. Agricultural Support Services 

Public agricultural support services are provided to achieve a series of intermediate goals in 
order to improve the performance of the agricult ural sector. The most important activities are 
shown in table 3.6. 

3.3.1. Agricultural Research 

The General Commission for Scientific Agricultural Research (GCSAR), established under Law 
no. 42 of 2001, plays a key role in the improvement of agricultural research in Syria. It is formed 
by all the directorates of MAAR involved in agricultural research, namely: the directorates of 
agricultural scientific research, lands and irriga tion, as well as the Bureaus of cotton, olives, 
citrus, apple, and sugar beet research. The commission aims at coordinating agricultural 
research activities and at enhancing research quality and researchers’ skills. The GCSAR deals 
with crops, horticulture, cotton, natural resour ces, socio-economic studies, plant protection, 
livestock, finance, and administrative techni cal affairs. Its research divisions comprise 
biotechnology, food technology, genetic resources, and technology transfer.  

                                                        
29 Decision n. 1515 of December 12, 2002, Ministry of Economy and Foreign Trade.  
30 Instructions no. 9 of October 9, 2002 and no. 74 of November 11, 2002 
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Table 3.6. The most important intermediate goals 

Item 1992 1995 2003 

Agricultural research    
Number of research and experiments 627 866 1104 
Number of irrigation research 35 59 106 
Extension    
Number of extension units 760 816 1,043 
Support of pest and weed control    
Area covered (000 ha) 973 1,613 1,547 
Development of veterinary care    
Artificial insemination (Million doses) 94.7 20.2 120 
Grading and sorting local cattle    
Artificial shots (000) 400 430 787 
Rural roads    
Length of roads (Km) 347 614 1,578 
Area served (000ha) 34 46 167 
Reclamation projects    
Trees (ha)  25,682 7,090 
Crops (ha)  2,707 2,848 

Source: MAAR 

The GCSAR is supervised by a management board chaired by the Minist er of Agriculture and 
composed of representatives of the Agricultural Extension Department, the State Planning 
Commission, Universities and the Farmers' Federation. Furthermor e, it enjoys administrative 
and financial autonomy. 

The commission contributes to th e preparation of legislations related to the improvement of 
agriculture (such as the genetic resources law). It is also expanding its collaboration with 
regional research institut ions such as the International Center for Agricultural Research in Dry 
Areas (ICARDA) and the research units of international organizations such as the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO).    

Investment expenditure on agricultural research grew from SP 458 million, in 2001, to SP 950 
million, in 2003, in line with the objectives of annual growth of 10 to 15 percentage points set in 
the agricultural development strategy.  

Main results achieved in recent years include the adoption of 17 high yielding varieties of wheat, 
barley, lentils, cotton, maize, and sorghum during  the period 2001-2003 and the distribution of 
hundreds of improved animal breeds, especially Al Awasi sheep and Shami goats in order to 
improve livestock productivity. The commission received in 2003 the Arab Organization for 
Agricultural Development Award for Scientific I nnovation in the field of water harvesting and 
spreading.  

Plans for 2004 include 1017 research investigations and experiments in priority areas of 
agricultural development, such as drought and water management, resources conservation, 
quality improvement, integrated pest management, biotechnology and organic production, 
yields’ increase and reduction of production costs.  

3.3.2. Agricultural Extension, Training and Education 

Agricultural extension is performed essentially by the Agricultural Extension Directorate of 
MAAR. Extension programs ensure the transfer to farmers of the knowledge and technology 
needed for the development of crop and livestock production. Government extension services 
are provided free of charge through a countrywide network of extension units (1,043 units in 
2003). Extensionists ensure that farmers' needs are well understood by agronomists and duly 
taken into account by researchers. They adopt a participatory approach in order to involve 
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farmers in identifying their problems and in devi sing feasible and suitable solutions. Extension 
activities are implemented through extension fields and field visits (143 extension fields and 231 
field visits, in 2003). 

The plan of work of the Agricultural Extension Directorate is prepared in collaboration with 
GCSAR, universities and international research institutions. Exte nsion programs cover 
essentially eight crops (wheat, maize, sugar beet, cotton, olives, citrus, grapes, pistachios), as 
well as cattle and sheep.  

Rural women are receiving significant attention in, in order to pr omote their participation to the 
development of local communities in general, and to agriculture development in particular. The 
number of seminars directed at women, increased from 2,482 in 2001 to 2,763 in 2003. 
Moreover, the Rural Woman Section of the Agricult ural Extension Directorate is granting loans 
to finance small-scale income generating projects. In 2003, it planned to provide 25 thousand 
loans, out of which 15 thousand were actually granted. Notably, 80% of the total loans financed 
livestock related activities.  

Regarding training and skill enhancing activities, there are five training institutes, located in 
various Governorates, which provide courses and training programs on the country agricultural 
priority issues and on technological development. In 2003, 1,340 internal training courses were 
organized for the benefit of 17,457 farmers, 16,741 agronomists and about 10000 students. In 
the same year, 32 courses abroad were provided to 46 trainees. Furthermore, in 2003-2004, 
four new agricultural high school s, covering all fields of agriculture including veterinary services 
and agricultural machinery, were established in  the Governorates of Idleb, Tartous, and Deir-
Ezzor, bringing the total of the country to 47.  

3.3.3. Plant Protection Services 

The Plant Protection Directorate of MAAR, im plements a comprehensive program of plant 
protection to reduce the crop losses due to plant pests. A system of continuous monitoring and 
control of possible infestations is in place and treatments are done on the basis of up-to-date 
scientific knowledge and with du e consideration of human health and environmental protection. 

The Committee for Pesticides assesses the country's needs of pesticides taking into account the 
areas planned for cultivation, the expected diseases and the area expected to be infested. The 
needed pesticides for compulsory control of pests of a general nature and/or of public concern 
are provided by the Government for free.  

The Government discourages the use of chemicals and promotes the adoption of Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) to preserve the ecosystem, including the parasites used for biological 
control. A Center for breeding and multiplication of bio enemies was established in the coastal 
area in 1996. It conducts experiments on bio enemies to assess their effectiveness in protection. 
The MAAR started the implementation of IPM programs in 1992, covering all stages of crop 
production, from the planting to the harvesti ng operations. In this context, farmers are 
encouraged to implement specific agricultural pr actices, mechanical operations, and biological 
control and use of appropriate chemicals.  

IPM has been widely applied on Syrian citrus crops, which are now considered free from any 
chemical residues. The program started in 1992 and covers at present an area of about 30 
thousand hectares. Twenty local bio enemies have been classified and proved very effective in 
citrus protection. The same path is being followed in apple cultivation protection. 

The successful implementation of the IPM programs and the increasing demand for organic 
agricultural products encouraged MAAR to increase the areas of field crops and fruit trees under 
IPM. An IPM Project was prepared in 2003 to cover 1 million hectares all over the country in a 
three-year period. Furthermore, the Government is taking other initiatives to expand the IPM 
activities in Syria and is increasing its cooperation with neighboring countries.  
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3.3.4. Veterinary Care and Vaccinations 

Veterinary care and vaccination services are provided by MAAR through the Department of 
Livestock Health. A network of veterinary clinics and centers has been established to this effect. 
Veterinary care and vaccination services use both locally produced and imported vaccinations 
which are provided free of charge for all livestock with the exception of poultry.  

In addition, the MAAR has been implementing a cattle improvement project through artificial 
insemination. In order to improve the veterinary services, the Government is also implementing 
several projects in collaboration with intern ational organizations. A successful project was 
executed in 2001 with the support of FAO to conduct livestock diseases surveys, particularly for 
transboundary diseases such as small ruminants plague, foot and mouth disease etc. Another 
cooperation project with FAO started producin g Brucellosis Vaccine, with the objective of 
providing 4 million dosages for sheep and 160 thousand for cattle. Investigations on BSE (mad 
cow) disease are conducted with the support of the Government of France through clinical 
diagnosis and field surveys31. Moreover, a new national project related to the epidemic diseases 
investigation is under discussion with the State Planning Commission. 

In compliance with the Government orientation to  certify that the exported livestock products 
are free from the residual effect of hormones and veterinary medicines, a new laboratory will be 
established by the end of 2005. 

3.3.5. Infrastructure 

The Government of Syria has been devoting significant attent ion to rural infrastructures 
development, such as rural roads. Annex table 3.7 presents the data available on rural road 
construction and on areas served during the period 1995-2003. It is worth indicating that the 
responsibility for the construction of agricultur al roads was within the mandate of MAAR until 
2003, in consideration of the positive impact of infrastructures development on agricultural 
production and marketing as well as on the living conditions in rural areas. At present, the 
Ministry of Transport and the Ministry of Local Management are in charge of this activity.  
 

                                                        
31 Syria is classified as a suspected country according to the classification of the International Epidemics Bureau.  
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Chapter 4 - Agricultural Production 

An agricultural production plan is prepared annu ally, setting quantitative production targets for 
crops at village level. The agricultural plan indicates the crop rotations to be adopted for 
irrigated and rainfed agri culture and by agro climatic zone. It is an important component of the 
Syrian planning system, described in the preceding chapter, and is the instrument for the 
achievement, on a yearly basis, of the quantitative production targets set for individual crops in 
the Five–Year Development Plan. 

The mechanism followed for the preparation of th e annual production plan has not changed in 
the period under study. The iterative and participatory approaches are adopted to ensure that 
the views and knowledge of all concerned parties are taken into account. The plan preparation 
starts with the issuance by the MAAR of the indicative figures of area and production for all 
Governorates, which takes into account specific objectives set for agriculture in the medium and 
long-term plans. These indicative figures serve as reference to develop a plan of the 
Governorates. It is discussed and reviewed at all administrative levels, down to the village, and 
eventually agreed upon by all concerned parties. All plans approved are subsequently submitted 
to the MAAR, for their review at the national le vel with the participatio n of the General Peasant 
Federation, the Ministry of Irrigation and the relevant MAAR departments. Finally, they are 
consolidated in a national plan and submitte d to the Monitoring Committee chaired by the 
Minister of Agriculture, and then to the Prime Mi nister’s Office for endorsement (prior to 2002, 
the national plan was approved by the Supreme Agricultural Council).  

The preparation of the annual plan for irrigated la nd takes into account the irrigation capacity of 
each water basin32, as estimated by the Ministry of Irriga tion at the beginning of the agriculture 
season as well as the crops needs of water. For the year 2002/2003, field surveys were 
conducted on the irrigated areas and on the sources of water used. As a result, dry wells in zone 
4 and zone 5 and those existing in water basins having insufficient resources were excluded from 
the annual irrigation plan. 

The approved national plan serves as the reference for the issuance of agricultural licenses to 
individual and cooperative farmers. Licenses are permissions to plant specific crops on specific 
irrigated and rainfed land in co mpliance with the plan. If correctly implemented, they give 
access to Government credit, inputs and services. Farmers are legally bound to comply with 
these licenses and face, in theory, penalties if they deviate from dispositions without the 
approval of concerned Government services.  

                                                        
32 In 2002-2003 total water supply was about 16  billion m 3, distributed as follows: 

• 6 billion m 3 from ground water with utilization rate 302% 
• 8 billion m 3 from surface water with utilization rate of 54% 
• 2 billion m 3 from mixed water source 

Water needs for agricultural production (including winter , summer intensive crops and perennials) represent 87% of 
the total. 
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A comprehensive monitoring system ensures that the plan is adhered to and that farmers 
respect their obligation as stated in the licenses. The monitoring of the plan implementation is 
initiated immediately after the issu ance of agricultural licenses and is done periodically: daily, 
monthly, and seasonally. Special monitoring exercises are undertaken when there are 
exceptional situations such as droughts and unforeseen epidemic diseases.  

The annual plan, although indicative, determines to a large extent, the allocation of cultivable 
areas to specific crops, especially to the major strategic crops. Licenses play an important role in 
this respect as well as in the use of modern agricultural inputs and practices. 

This report classifies agricultural production in Syria into four sub-sectors namely crops, animal 
production, fisheries and forestry. Fisheries and forestry contribution to agricultural production 
are very small (less than 0.5% of the total). Crops represent about 54% of total agricultural 
production and animal producti on about 27 % (table 4.1).  

Table 4.1. Share of Agricultural Production by Sectors, av. 1998-2000 and 2001-2003 (%)33 

 
Average 

1998-2000 
Average 

2001-2003 2001 2002 2003 

Crop production 53.2 54.9 54.9 56.1 53.9 
Animal production 27.7 27.3 28.7 27.3 26.0 
Fisheries 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 
Others34 18.7 17.5 16.1 16.3 19.7 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: NAPC Data Base  

The value of agricultural production increased by 12%, from 1998-2000 to 2001-2003, and 
crops have grown at a higher rate than livestock. Indeed, the share of crops in the total has risen 
while the livestock contribution remained almost stable in the period under review (annex table 
4.1). Moreover, inputs used for agricultural production increased only by 4%, which is an 
indicator of the increased productivity of the agricultural sector in the period 2001-2003 
compared to the period 1998-2000.  

A detailed review of the performance of the different sub sectors of Syrian agriculture is 
presented in this chapter, concentrating on the output side of agricultural production because of 
the lack of data regarding agricultural inputs.  

4.1. Crop Production 

The total value of crop production 35 increased by 15%, from an annual average of 215 billion SP, 
in 1998-2000, to an annual average of 247.5 billion SP, in 2001-200 3. The value of crop 
production in 2003 was 12% higher than in the year 2000. This increase is due to the changes in 
the allocation of land to different crops as well as to the improvement in the average yield per 
hectare. The latter accounted for 38% of the observed rise in the value of crop production. Prices 
have declined however and reduced this value by about 3o%. The productivity of land increased 
therefore from 37 thousand SP/ha in 2000 to 4o  thousands SP/ hectare in 2003 (table 4.2).  

Crops grown in Syria can be divided into the following groups: cereals, legumes, grazing crops, 
industrial crops, vegetables, and fruit. Cereals and fruit are the most important groups, 
contributing each around one fourth of the total value of crop  production. Grazing crops and 
legumes together accounted for less than 3% of this value. The contribution of cereals and 

                                                        
33 Forestry is not included. 
34 Others include seeds and seedlings, rural industries, cotton ginning, public sector products and other plant 
products. 
35 MAAR, Analysis of the Current Situation of Agricultural Sector, 1992-2003. 
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vegetables increased from 1998-2000 to 2001-2003, whereas the share of fruit and industrial 
crops in the value of crop production declined during the same period (table 4.2 and annex table 
4.2). 

Table 4.2. Value of Crop Production, av. 1998/2000 and 2001-2003 (%) 

Item Average 
1998-2000 

Average 
2001-2003 

2001 2002 2003 

Cereals 20.5 27.7 31.2 25.5 26.4 
Legumes 1.7 2.4 2.6 2.2 2.4 
Grazing crops 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 
Industrial crops 16.2 14.3 15.6 14.6 12.7 
Vegetables 6.0 6.6 5.9 6.8 7.1 
Fruits 27.6 23.5 21.60 27.5 21.3 
Others36 27.3 25.1 22.7 22.9 29.5 
Crop production 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: MAAR (2004) 

The total area devoted annually to crops declined from 4778 thousand hectares, in 1998-2000, 
to 4722, in 2001-2003. However, the distribution of total crop areas by groups of crops has not 
changed significantly as shown in figure 4.1; most of these areas continue to be devoted to 
cereals, rather than to grazing crops. 

Figure 4.1. Distribution of Cropped Area (%) 
                                     a. 1998-2000                 b. 2001-2003 
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Source: NAPC database 

The following sections discuss the performance of main crops. As part of this, index or factor 
analysis37 is used to break down the value of agricultural production into its determinants - area, 
yield, and price. Table 4.338 summarizes the results of this analysis for selected agricultural 
products, while the methodology is summarized in the following text box. More significant 
results are discussed in the sections referring to individual crops.  

                                                        
36 Others are crops not included in the above-mentioned groups 
37 Sadoulet and De Janvry (1995), Deaton and Muellbauer (1993), Walter and Beyer (1977). 
38 Unless stated, the paper refers to S.A.R. official data and not to table 4.2. 
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Table 4.3. Analysis over Selected Agricultural Products, 2000 and 2003  
Index Productivity 

Item 
Area effect Yield Effect Price effect Total Effect 

000 SP/ha 
2000  2003 

Crop Production 1.16 1.38 0.70 1.12 37 40 

Wheat 1.07 1.48 1.00 1.58 21 32 

Irrigated 1.17 1.22 1.00 1.43 40 49 

Rainfed 1.00 2.11 1.00 2.11 8 18 

Barley 0.95 5.35 1.00 5.09 1 7 

Legumes 1.27 1.44 1.07 1.96 12 22 

Lentil 1.13 1.74 1.18 2.32 11 22 

Chickpeas 0.98 1.37 1.01 1.36 11 15 

Fodder crops 0.91 2.65 1.00 2.41 4 9 

Dry fodder crops 1.03 2.94 1.00 3.03 3 8 

Grazing crops 0.61 1.35 1.03 0.85 19 25 

Industrial crops 0.86 1.02 1.00 0.88 100 91 

Cotton 0.76 0.99 1.00 0.75 110 108 

Sugar beet 1.03 1.00 1.00 1.03 102 102 

Tobacco 0.93 1.08 1.00 1.00 109 118 

Sesame 2.00 0.95 0.95 1.81 46 44 

Aniseed 0.83 2.07 0.86 1.48 138 286 

Cumin 2.99 1.28 0.96 3.67 37 48 

Black cumin 1.06 1.41 0.77 1.15 134 188 

Vegetables 1.14 4.01 0.29 1.31 142 137 

Potato 1.09 0.92 1.00 1.00 255 236 

Tomato 0.81 1.40 1.00 1.13 158 221 

Fruit 1.01 0.81 1.00 0.82 83 66 

Olive 1.08 0.59 1.00 0.64 69 41 

Apple 0.88 1.22 1.00 1.07 92 112 

Citrus 1.07 0.76 1.00 0.81 286 218 

Grapes 0.75 1.00 1.00 0.75 79 79 

Source: NAPC estimations       
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BOX 4.1 - Methodology for Index Analysis  

The methodology refers to the index of the value change in agricultural production and uses a combination of 
Laspeires and Paasche indexes for the interpretation of its components. 

Given the quantity and price composition of  agricultural crops at, let’s assume, current time 1 and at base time o, the 
index of the value change in agricultural production expressed as, IV: 

IV = ∑ q1  p1 / ∑ q0 po 

Where:  

q and p are the quantity and price of a given crop; 
∑ q1  p1 is the value of a given agricultural production mix in current time; 
∑ q0 po  is the value of a given agricultural production mix at base time. 
 

Multiplying and dividing I V by the same factor ∑ q1 p0 and algebraically rearranging, IV can be rewritten as follows: 

IV = ∑ q1 p0 / ∑ q0 p0 . ∑ q1 p1 / ∑ q1 p0 

∑ q1 p0 / ∑ q0 p0 is a Laspeyres index applied to quantities, while ∑ q1 p1 / ∑ q1 p0 is a Paasche index applied to prices. 
The former measures the effect of just the quantity change over the change in agricultural value between the current 
and base time, the latter instead measures just the effect of price change. 

Calling 

IQ = ∑ q1 p0 / ∑ q0 p0 
IP =  ∑ q1 p1 / ∑ q1 p0 
 

IV can be expressed as follows: 

IV = IQ  . IP 

Given that the quantity produced of a certain crop results from the multiplication  of the area under that crop by its 
yield, I Q can also be expressed as follows:  

IQ = ∑ a1 y1 p0 / ∑ a0 y0 p0 

Where 

a and y are the area and yield of a given crop. 

Multiplying and dividing I Q by the same factor ∑ a1 y0 p0 and algebraically rearranging IV can be written as follows: 

IV  = ∑ a1 y0 p0 / ∑ a0 y0 p0 . ∑ a1 y1 p0 / ∑ a1 y0 p0 . ∑ a1 y1 p1 / ∑ a1 y1 p0 

Calling: 

IA = ∑ a1 y0 p0 / ∑ a0 y0 p0 

IY = ∑ a1 y1 p0 / ∑ a1 y0 p0 

IP = ∑ a1 y1 p1 / ∑ a1 y1 p0  

The value change in agricultural production can be written as: 

IV  = IA . IY . IP 

Where: 

 I i > 0  i = V, A, Y, P 

IA measures the effect of just the area change over the change in agricultural value, between the current and base 
time, keeping constant the yield and the price; IY measures the effect of just the yield change, keeping constant the 
area and the price; IP measures the effect of just the price change, keeping constant the area and the yield.  

The effect can also be expressed in percentage share equal to (Ii - 1) * 100. 

If: 

 0 < I i < 1  the effect of factor i on the change of agricultural production is negative; 

 I i = 1  factor i has no effect on the change of agricultural production; 

 I i > 1  the effect of factor i on the change of agricultural production is positive. 
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4.1.1. Cereals 

Wheat and barley are the main cereals grown in Syria, followed by maize and sorghum (table 4.4 
and annex tables 4.2 and 4.3). Land devoted annually to cereals decreased from an average of 
3156 thousand hectares in 1998-2000 to an average of 3048 thousand in 2001-2003. The 
decline only interested rainfed cereals, whose share on total cereal area declined from 76% to 
72%. Conversely, area planted with irrigated cereals increased by 14%.  

Table 4.4. Distribution of Total Area and Value of Cereals by Individual Crop (%) 
Average 

1998-2000 
 

Average 
2001-2003 

 

 
Item 

 
 Area Value Area Value 

Wheat 52.9 86.5 56.4 81.5 
Barley 45.1 9.4 41.5 15.7 
Maize and Sorghum 2.0 4.1 2.1 2.8 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: annex tables 4.2 and 4.3 

Wheat 

Wheat is one of the major winter crops. It is a strategic crop and is of paramount importance for 
food security in the country. Both soft and duru m wheat are planted in Syria, covering almost 
equal areas. In 2003, wheat represented 12% of total value of agricultural production, 22% of 
the value of crop production and 84% of the value of cereal production (annex tables 4.1 and 
4.2). This crop covered 37% of total area under crops and about 58% of total cereal area. 

On average, the area under wheat increased by 3.1% from 1998-2000 to 2001-2003, as a result 
of policies favoring wheat cultivation (chapter 3). Area under soft wheat expanded by 24% 
whereas durum wheat area decreased by 12% (annex table 4.3). On the yield side, production 
per hectare rose considerably as a result of the adoption of new varieties, improved seeds, 
extension of irrigated areas and the improvement in the technical know-how of farmers. The 
yield of soft and durum wheat (irrigated and rain-fed) increased in the period under 
consideration by 49% and 38% respectively (annex table 4.4). Soft wheat production increased 
by 86%, compared to a production increase of only 20% for durum wheat. As a result, the total 
production of wheat increased by 46% (annex table 4.5). Figure 4.2 shows the improvement in 
area, yield and production of wheat during 1995-2003. 

Irrigated wheat area covered 55% of total irrigated area of the country in 2003. The share of 
irrigated land used for soft wheat has grown by 32% from 1998-2000 to 2001-2003 against a 
decline by 5%, for durum wheat (annex table 4.6). With reference to the same periods, yield and 
production of irrigated wheat improved by 24% an d by 36%, respectively (annex tables 4.7 and 
4.8). The increase in yield of irrigated wheat resulted from the combination of the following 
factors: selection of seeds adapted to each region; adoption of high yield varieties; improved 
farmers’ skills, pest control and crop related extension services; and increase in irrigation 
efficiency through the adoption of modern irri gation technologies (sprinkle). The value of 
production per hectare for irrigated wheat reac hed SP 49 thousand in 2003 (table 4.3).  

The distribution of irriga ted wheat area by governorate is lead by Al-Hassakeh, with 43% of the 
total area (annex table 4.9), while, concerning productivity, Al-Ghab recorded the highest yield 
(5.1 tons/ha), and Al Quneitra  the lowest (3.2 tons/ha).  
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