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1. Introduction

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) attainment is severely
compromised not only in fragile and conflict-affected
countries (FCAS) like Syria, but also in those countries that
host their refugee populations. Protracted conflict and forced
internal and external displacement of people leads to severe
poverty, destruction of health services and food insecurity,
due to pressure on land and water resources; fractured
supply and value chains for essential crops and products;
interrupted distribution routes, and volatile market prices. This
inevitably leads in turn to food insecurity; acute malnutrition;
increased morbidity and mortality; poor mental health and
impaired cognitive development, particularly in children.

Emergency interventions are focused on survival and short-
term needs and recovery efforts, (e.g. food, medicines,

seed multiplication, irrigation canals rehab, bakeries) at the
expense of longer term strategic approaches that incorporate
broader socio-economic or environmental considerations.
This may result in unforeseen tensions between short- and
long-term food-security demands, which could undermine the
future resilience of different agricultural sectors.

Syrian academics in exile offer a wealth of local knowledge,
connection and expertise; a major part of Syria’s intellectual
and cultural capital that has been largely neglected by the
intelligence-gathering and analysis activities informing
humanitarian responses to the crisis. In June 2019, the
University of Edinburgh (UoE) and Cara Syria Programme
(Cara Syria) led a round-table meeting to provide a platform
for Syrian academics. This enabled them both to share their
local knowledge, culture and expertise in food and health
security with relevant decision-makers, practitioners and
responders to the crisis, and to facilitate their contribution to
the development of strategies for a successful transition away
from humanitarian provision of short-term food supplies and
agriculture inputs towards long-term contingency planning
and ultimately, reconstruction.

In this briefing paper, which draws on the full report,’ we
provide an overview of the history and current situation

of agriculture and food security in Syria (Section 1); a
description of drivers of change for the future of agriculture
(Section 2); priority-setting, and strategy development to
address skills and knowledge gaps (Section 3); models of

how best to incorporate local knowledge into decision-making

(Section 4); and conclude with a discussion of next steps
(Section 5).

1 Boden et al. (2019) Global health and food security in fragile and
conflict affected states (FCAS) — Syrian academics and their role in the
future of food security for Syria. Full report, Swedish Research Institute,
Istanbul, Turkey.

2. Key Developments in the History of Agricultural

Production in Syria

«» Syria was once considered the breadbasket of the Middle

East, as one of its largest exporters of livestock, crops,
vegetables and horticultural products.

+ A Soviet-style model of buy-high, sell-low? dominated

pre-conflict agricultural production. Costs of agricultural
inputs such as fuel, seeds and fertiliser were subsidised.
The quantity of specific crops to plant was stipulated,

with guaranteed government prices for strategic crops. A
compulsory pricing scheme for consumers was in place for
basic foods such as bread and milk.

+ Inthe 1970s, land reform and other government policies

to improve credit and reduce farmer debt resulted in
consolidation of a rural power base for the ruling political
party. However, this ultimately had a detrimental effect on
pasture land, due to overstocking and overgrazing in some
areas, and soil depletion in others, caused by frequent
ploughing for crop production. Water-hungry crops, such
as cotton, contributed to the depletion of already scarce
water resources. State control over water management

led to significant government investment in expensive
hydraulic projects, engineering infrastructure and dam
building to coordinate water management for irrigation.

+ Inthe 1980s, state farms became more expensive to run,

due to high production costs and low productivity. Farmer
numbers diminished as farmers moved into the more
profitable industrial and engineering sectors, which offered
better employment opportunities. Over the next 20 years,
this trend was exacerbated by prioritisation of high-tech
and commercial enterprises at the expense of agriculture.
Withdrawal of subsidies for fuel and fertiliser, combined
with a four-year drought, forced farmers to sell their crops
and livestock and move to urban areas to survive.

+ The current conflict in Syria has had a devastating impact

on an already fragile agricultural sector, resulting in
$16 billion in total losses between 2011 and 2016.3

This includes more than $3 billion losses in infrastructure,
including irrigation canals, wells and veterinary
infrastructure.* Food prices are estimated to have increased
by 800% since 2010. It is estimated that 6.5 million people
are currently food insecure with a further 4 million at risk of
becoming acutely food insecure.®

Nevertheless, in rural areas, farming is continuing and
markets are still functioning, although access to road
and transportation routes is not always secure. Public
manufacturing assets no longer have government
oversight, and there has been significant breakdown in
water infrastructure. Syria is largely reliant on imports of
food and agricultural inputs, such as seeds and fertilisers,
for the survival of its people.

Rebuilding this critical sector will be one of the most
important elements of a transition strategy towards
reconstruction and peace. Current interventions focus

on survival and short-term food security needs (i.e. food
supplies, agricultural inputs and medicines) at the expense
of more strategic approaches incorporating broader socio-
economic or environmental considerations.® This may
result in unforeseen tensions between short- and long-term
food security demands, which could undermine long-term
resilience and generate unintended consequences.

Due to the significant numbers of Syrian academics

who live in exile, relevant context-specific intelligence
and expertise may be inadvertently neglected in
intergovernmental, NGO- or government-led social and
development programmes. For example, interventions
may not be compatible with local practices or growing
conditions; and agricultural inputs (such as new cultivars)
may be supplied in advance of suitability testing

and without knowledge of any long-term unintended
consequences on local species.

2 Buy-high”refers to producing more. This helped the government to

store basic crops/seeds strategically for at least for five years. Global
Communities, Partners for Good (2018). Resilience through Humanitarian
Assistance: Agriculture in the Syria Conflict. Edited by David Humphries.
Available at www.globalcommunities.org p9.

3 Ibid, see also: FAO (2017) Counting the cost: Agriculture in Syria after six

years of crisis. Available at: http://www.fao.org/3/b-i7081e.pdf.

Ibid.

Food Security Cluster (2017) Food security situation in Syria: Expanded
version of the Food Security Sector Humanitarian Needs Overview 2018.
Whole of Syria Food Security Sector.

Longley, C, Christoplos, | and Slaymaker, T (2006). Agricultural
rehabilitation: Mapping the linkages between humanitarian relief, social
protection and development. Humanitarian Policy Group Research Report
22, Overseas Development Institute, London; cited by Giordano, T (2011)
Agriculture and economic recovery in post-conflict countries: Lessons we
never learnt. Development Bank of South Africa, Development Planning
Division Working Paper Series No. 22.



3. Important Drivers of Change for the Future
of Syrian Food Security

« Conflict has been the most significant shock to the Syrian
agricultural system in the last 50 years but there are
underlying drivers of change that are also important to
consider. High-impact and high-uncertainty drivers of
change were identified and prioritised by participants
(Table 1) in plenary discussion and clustered thematically.
These were subsequently used to inform a discussion
about future scenarios and to construct a problem tree and
results map (Figure 1).

Syria is notable for the presence of different types of
boundaries that drive significant heterogeneity within
the country. These include: agro-ecological boundaries
(constraining natural resources); geopolitical boundaries
(constraining security); and knowledge boundaries
(constraining resource and expertise sharing).

Agro-ecological boundaries delineate five
heterogeneous farming cultures and environments. These
constrain available natural resources resulting in different
producer and consumer activities and needs, and metrics
of success. Addressing natural resource demands/
constraints will require cooperation across geopolitical
boundaries.

- Geopolitical boundaries constrain security and thus the

types of actors, institutions and donor-funded activities
in different regions. Associations and working groups
emerge, disappear and re-emerge in different locations .
as circumstances and needs change. Working- group

membership is fluid, existence is time-limited and

contingent on donors’ funding priorities, which are sensitive

to the life cycle of the conflict. This makes it challenging

to build trust, attract human capital and effectively share

information, so that duplication of effort is avoided at

strategic, tactical and operational levels.

Knowledge boundaries exist and constrain information- 1.

sharing and collaboration between experts (in Syria

and elsewhere), practitioners and decision-makers.
Understanding how to mobilise knowledge across these
boundaries is important to ensure that decisions about
food security are culturally appropriate, fit-for-purpose
and tailored to the lived experience. As expertise is

lost to Syria, through the migration of academics and
practitioners, solutions are required to improve knowledge
mobilisation and strengthen collaborations with experts
in the wider global community. Historical boundaries
between research disciplines and cultures of expertise,
which may have existed in Syria prior to the conflict,
must be acknowledged and addressed in order to enable
interdisciplinary working.

4. Priority-Setting: Strategy Development to

Address Skills and Knowledge Gaps

Three critical priorities for strategy development were
identified by meeting participants:

Cultivating human capital to address the decline of
in-country agriculture and food security expertise.
This requires rebuilding trust and expertise in Syrian
agriculture and food sectors, as well as identifying

existing or emerging “expert information ecosystems”.

The latter is important to improve effective knowledge
mobilisation between academics/researchers,
practitioners and decision-makers.

Sustainable resource management to address
the decline of water, forests, biodiversity and
other genetic resources. This requires investment in
research and development to avoid natural resource
losses, conserve existing assets and mitigate the long-
term unintended consequences and trade-offs that
result not only from the conflict, but also from short-term
humanitarian interventions. It will also require careful
cultivation of teams with interdisciplinary expertise to
ensure that Syria’s culture and heritage is conserved for
future generations.

Grass-roots agricultural policy reform to address the
gap created by the absence of effective governance
over agriculture. Promoting data-driven decision-
making and practitioner-led social and technological
interventions to add value, reduce duplication and
improve coherence of existing data collections. Meeting
participants recognised that serious agricultural

policy reform (and with it, water policy reform) will be
essential, though not possible without top-down support.
Discussion was therefore focused on grass-roots

activities to manage return of displaced farmers and
encourage appropriate knowledge-based farming by

new entrant farmers.
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University of St Andrews Centre for Syrian Studies School of International
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7 Hinnebusch R, El Hindi A, Khaddam M, Ababsa M (2011) Agriculture and
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5. Incorporating Local Knowledge into
Decision-Making

+ Creating and sustaining food and health security in
fragile and conflict-affected states, such as Syria, creates
complex multi-faceted problems that demand cross-cutting
interdisciplinary collaboration to find culturally appropriate
scientific and technical solutions which also take into
consideration the political and societal dimensions of these
events.

We propose to create a multi-partner, multi-disciplinary
cross-boundary network of expertise comprised of
researchers (in Syria, in host countries and in the wider
academic community), practitioners (new entrants,
experienced farmers and technicians) and decision-
makers (actors and funders involved in humanitarian and
reconstruction efforts) to improve knowledge mobilisation
and integration (see Figures 2a and b). The aim is to
create a nascent network of expertise to respond to both
urgent and longer-term policy, industry and research
priorities through a focus on 3 strategic objectives:

1. combining expertise to answer right question at right
time to inform evidence-based policy;

. incorporating local knowledge and resources to promote
positive behavioural change; and

. building and coordinating activities to ensure effective
emergency and transition responses; delivery of
lifesaving and sustaining activities.

An important and unique feature of this network is the
coordinated relationship between multi-disciplinary
networks of expertise, bringing together academic experts
in STEM subjects (agriculture, soil, engineering, natural
resources, veterinary medicine, psychology, medicine) with
those from the arts, humanities and social sciences (e.g.
anthropology, Islamic history and culture, literature).

» The nascent network also proposes to cross geographical,
cultural and disciplinary boundaries, linking together
academics who remain in Syria with those living in
forced exile in receiving countries (e.g. Turkey, Jordan
and Lebanon) and the wider global academic community
(Figure 2b). This will be coordinated by knowledge
brokering organisations such as Cara (Syria Programme),
that have both access and specialised knowledge and
experience in this area. In anticipation of recovery and
reconstruction efforts, partnerships between academics
united under the Cara umbrella, and academics in
institutions in the global community, are necessary to
create a pipeline of relevant expertise to:

- Access and sustainlocal knowledge and expertise,
— Access and transfer new technologies and techniques,
- Identify windows of opportunity and strategies to

transition away from humanitarian aid to recovery and
reconstruction efforts.

Figure 2a. Architecture of an information ecosystem
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6. Discussion and Next Steps

This meeting was a necessary and unique opportunity
to facilitate dialogue between academics/researchers,
practitioners and decision-makers working towards food
and health security in Syria.

Emergency interventions are focused on lifesaving,
short-term needs (e.g. food, fertilisers, seeds, medicines)
at the expense of longer-term strategic approaches that
incorporate broader socio-economic or environmental
considerations.

Uncertainties about and/or absence of governance,
weakened institutions and changing funding priorities
and involvement, place constraints on evidence-based
decision-making and exacerbate tensions between

short- and long-term food security demands, undermining
resilience of different agricultural sectors in the long term.

The extensive loss of in-country human, intellectual and
cultural capital in Syria, as academics are displaced from
high risk areas as a matter of security, means that the
pipeline of expertise, which is necessary for future societal

rebuilding efforts, is narrow, fragile and requiring attention.

Improving local knowledge-sharing about the culture and
history of agriculture, food access, food production and
food preparation, will improve the effectiveness of strategy
development for future reconstruction of the agricultural
sector and Syrian food systems, particularly if there are
lessons to be learned from responses to previous food
system shocks (such as conflict and drought).

+ This meeting resulted in three key outcomes to address

knowledge sharing:

1. Creation of a nascent network of expertise to strengthen
and extend partnerships between academics/
researchers, practitioners and decision-makers in the
UK and wider academic community, Syria and countries
receiving academics in exile (primarily Turkey).

2. Development of a provisional framework for an expert
information ecosystem to incorporate local cultural and
technical expertise into future Syrian socio-economic
development and reconstruction programmes. This
includes the development of repositories to house
and curate a catalogue of expertise, data and ongoing
research outputs, and funding opportunities.

3. Identification of an important role for knowledge broker
organisations at the interface between researchers,
decision-makers and practitioners to ensure the free
flow of knowledge across different organisational and
disciplinary boundaries.
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5 Food Security Cluster (2017) Food security situation in Syria: Expanded
version of the Food Security Sector Humanitarian Needs Overview 2018.
Whole of Syria Food Security Sector.

6 Longley, C, Christoplos, | and Slaymaker, T (2006). Agricultural
rehabilitation: Mapping the linkages between humanitarian relief, social
protection and development. Humanitarian Policy Group Research Report
22, Overseas Development Institute, London; cited by Giordano, T (2011)
Agriculture and economic recovery in post-conflict countries: Lessons we
never learnt. Development Bank of South Africa, Development Planning
Division Working Paper Series No. 22.

2 Buy-high”refers to producing more. This helped the government to
store basic crops/seeds strategically for at least for five years. Global
Communities, Partners for Good (2018). Resilience through Humanitarian
Assistance: Agriculture in the Syria Conflict. Edited by David Humphries.
Available at www.globalcommunities.org p9.

3 Ibid, see also: FAO (2017) Counting the cost: Agriculture in Syria after six
years of crisis. Available at: http://www.fao.org/3/b-i7081e.pdf.
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1 Boden et al. (2019) Global health and food security in fragile and
conflict affected states (FCAS) — Syrian academics and their role in the
future of food security for Syria. Full report, Swedish Research Institute,
Istanbul, Turkey.
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