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Introduction 
 
Nestled in the northwestern corner of Syria, the district of Afrin presents a unique case study 
in the agrarian history of the Levant. For millennia, its verdant mountains and fertile plains 
have been shaped by the interplay of a benevolent climate and the enduring labor of its 
inhabitants. Yet, this landscape has never been merely a product of nature; it has been a 
canvas upon which successive political powers have inscribed their ambitions. This report 
provides an exhaustive history of the agricultural practices in the Afrin district, from the 
foundational Ottoman reforms of the mid-19th century to the precipice of the Syrian conflict 
at the end of 2010. 
The central argument of this analysis is that the agricultural history of Afrin is a story of the 
dynamic and often contentious relationship between its exceptional environmental 
endowments, the deep-rooted cultural practices of its predominantly Kurdish population, and 
the overarching state-building projects of external powers. From the Ottoman Empire's 
attempts to centralize control through land registration to the French Mandate's focus on 
resource extraction and, finally, to the Syrian Republic's comprehensive program of state-led 
agrarianism, the control over Afrin's core agricultural resources—its land, its water, and the 
fruits of its harvest—has been a primary instrument of political consolidation and economic 
strategy. The region’s unique productivity, particularly its status as a heartland for olive 
cultivation, made it not only an economic asset but also a crucial arena for the implementation 
of state policy. 
Employing a chronological framework, this report will first establish the geographic, climatic, 
and hydrological foundations that have historically defined the possibilities of cultivation in 
the region. It will then proceed through three distinct political eras: the late Ottoman period, 
the French Mandate, and the post-independence Syrian Republic. By synthesizing 
environmental data with political and economic history drawn from a wide range of 
multilingual sources, this analysis seeks to build a multi-layered narrative. It will explore not 
only what was grown and how, but also why these practices evolved under specific systems of 
land tenure, state intervention, and market pressures. 
The scope of this report is strictly delimited, focusing geographically on the Afrin district as 
defined by its administrative boundaries within the Aleppo Governorate and temporally on the 
period ending December 31, 2010. This endpoint is deliberate, allowing for a comprehensive 
portrait of the region's agricultural landscape at a critical juncture, providing a baseline 



against which the profound disruptions of the subsequent decade can be understood. The 
analysis concludes with an assessment of the complex legacy of state intervention, 
culminating in the construction of the Maydanki Dam—a project that epitomized the Syrian 
state's ambition to modernize and control the region's agricultural destiny. By 2010, the 
farmer in Afrin, whose ancestors had navigated the demands of Ottoman tax collectors and 
French commercial agents, was inextricably linked to the centralized apparatus of the Syrian 
state, a dependency that defined the very structure of agrarian life. 
 

I. The Agrarian Landscape of Afrin: Foundations of 
Cultivation 
 
The agricultural history of any region is written first and foremost by its geography. In Afrin, 
the physical landscape has provided a remarkably favorable setting for cultivation, setting it 
apart from the more arid territories that characterize much of Syria. This unique combination 
of topography, climate, and water resources has not only supported a rich and diverse 
agricultural economy for centuries but has also made the region a strategic prize for the 
states that have sought to govern it. 
 
Geographic Positioning and Topography 

 
The Afrin district is situated in the far northwestern corner of Syria, forming a distinct 
geographic and cultural zone within the Aleppo Governorate.1 It covers an area of 
approximately 3,850 square kilometers, which constitutes about 2% of Syria's total landmass.1 
The region's defining topographical feature is its mountainous character. It is an extension of 
the Taurus Mountain range, with average elevations ranging between 700 and 1269 meters 
above sea level.2 The highest point in the district is known locally as the Great Mountain, or 
Girê Mazin in Kurdish.2 

This rugged terrain is not monolithic. It is a complex mosaic of mountain chains, rolling hills, 
and fertile valleys and plains carved out by the region's watercourses.4 The mountain slopes, 
while often steep, are frequently gentle enough to have allowed for the development of 
terraced agriculture, a practice essential for cultivating tree crops on inclines.6 Interspersed 
among these highlands are broad, fertile lowlands, most notably the Juma Plain ( 
Deşta Cûmê), which provides an ideal environment for the cultivation of field crops.6 This 
varied topography has been a primary driver of Afrin's agricultural diversity. The mountains 
and hillsides are home to extensive forests of pine, oak, and cypress, as well as fruit orchards, 
while the plains are dedicated to grains, legumes, and summer vegetables.1 This natural 
endowment has allowed for a resilient and multifaceted agricultural system, capable of 
producing a wide array of products and less susceptible to the risks associated with 
monoculture. 



 
Climate and Soil Fertility 

 
Afrin's agricultural potential is profoundly enhanced by its climate. Its relative proximity to the 
Mediterranean Sea bestows upon it a classic Mediterranean climate pattern, characterized by 
moderate, rainy winters and warm, dry summers.4 This climate is perfectly suited for what are 
often termed "Mediterranean crops," a category that includes olives, grapes, figs, and various 
grains and legumes that thrive under such conditions.4 

Crucially, the region receives a level of precipitation that is exceptionally high for Syria. Annual 
rainfall averages range from 330 to 700 millimeters, a stark contrast to the vast swathes of the 
country that receive less than 250 millimeters annually.11 During the winter months, 
temperatures are cool enough that snowfall is a regular occurrence in the mountainous areas, 
which contributes to the replenishment of groundwater and the sustained flow of springs and 
rivers into the spring and early summer.4 This reliable and relatively abundant rainfall supports 
extensive rain-fed agriculture, particularly for the hardy olive trees that dominate the 
landscape, reducing the historical dependency on large-scale irrigation that defines farming 
in other parts of Syria.12 The combination of this favorable climate, the mineral-rich soils 
derived from the region's geology, and the availability of water has resulted in exceptionally 
fertile land. Syrian agricultural planners have long classified Afrin as being within the country's 
"first stability zone," a designation reserved for areas with the most reliable rainfall and 
highest agricultural productivity.14 

 

Hydrological Systems: The Afrin River and Groundwater Basins 

 
Water is the lifeblood of agriculture in the Middle East, and Afrin is exceptionally 
well-endowed in this regard. The region's hydrology is defined by two primary systems: the 
Afrin River and its tributaries, and a series of substantial underground water basins. 
The Afrin River is the region's central artery. Originating in the Kartal Mountains in Turkey, it 
flows south into Syria, traversing the district for approximately 85 kilometers before crossing 
back into Turkey, where it eventually joins the Orontes River.2 The river and its tributaries have 
historically been the most important source of surface water, providing for localized irrigation, 
watering livestock, and sustaining the settlements that have long dotted its banks.2 Its 
perennial flow has made the lands along its course, particularly in the Juma Plain, some of the 
most productive in the region, supporting the cultivation of water-intensive crops like summer 
vegetables and, historically, tobacco.8 

Beneath the surface, Afrin possesses significant groundwater resources. Geological studies 
have identified at least five major groundwater basins, including the Basouta-Aindara basin 
and the Kafr Janneh basin.1 These aquifers are found at varying depths, from relatively 
shallow surface basins at 80 to 150 meters to deeper reserves located 200 to 400 meters 



underground.1 These basins are fed by the region's ample rainfall, which percolates through 
the limestone geology. They, in turn, feed a network of powerful springs that have been 
foundational to settlement and agriculture for centuries. Among the most significant are the 
Basouta spring, with a discharge of 140 liters per second, the Kafr Janneh spring at 85 L/s, 
and the Nabi Huri spring at 90 L/s.1 Before the widespread use of diesel-powered pumps, 
these springs were vital sources for small-scale gravity-fed irrigation systems. 
This confluence of favorable geography, climate, and hydrology has created a form of 
agricultural exceptionalism for Afrin within the broader Syrian context. While much of Syria is a 
water-scarce country, dominated by arid and semi-arid landscapes where agriculture is a 
precarious enterprise, Afrin stands out as a uniquely water-rich and resilient zone.11 This 
fundamental environmental reality explains its long history of supporting high-value perennial 
crops, most notably olives, which require a more stable and reliable water supply than the 
annual grains that dominate cultivation in more marginal areas. This inherent productivity has 
been the foundation of the region's economic importance throughout history and is the 
primary reason why successive state powers have focused so intently on controlling its land, 
water, and agricultural output. 
 

II. Land, Labor, and Olives: Agrarian Life under 
Ottoman Rule (c. 1858-1918) 
 
The late Ottoman period, particularly the era following the sweeping Tanzimat reforms, was a 
transformative time for the agrarian structure of Afrin. The traditional systems of land tenure 
and taxation, which had been in place for centuries, were fundamentally altered by the state's 
drive to modernize and centralize its authority. The implementation of the 1858 Ottoman Land 
Code, while intended to create a more orderly and profitable system for the state, had 
profound and often unintended consequences, reshaping rural society and laying the 
groundwork for the land tenure conflicts of the 20th century. 
 
The Pre-Reform Landscape: The Çift-hane and Timar Systems 

 
Prior to the mid-19th century reforms, the agrarian system in Afrin, as in much of the Ottoman 
Empire, was structured around the principle of state ownership of land. The vast majority of 
arable land was classified as miri, or state land, to which peasant families were granted 
usufruct rights—the right to use and profit from the land—but not outright ownership.17 The 
fundamental unit of this system was the 
çift-hane, a term that encapsulated the productive capacity of a single peasant household 
(hane) cultivating a plot of land sufficient to be worked by a pair of oxen (çift).17 This system 
was designed to ensure the subsistence of the peasant family while also generating a surplus 
for taxation. 



This state-owned land was often organized into military-administrative fiefs known as timars. 
These were granted to cavalrymen (sipahi), who were responsible for maintaining security 
and, most importantly, collecting taxes from the peasants in their designated area on behalf 
of the Sultan.17 The peasant cultivator had the right to organize production on the family farm 
but was tied to the land and obligated to surrender a portion of the harvest, typically a tithe, 
to the 
timar holder.17 This system served the dual purpose of sustaining the empire's formidable 
military machine and preventing the emergence of a powerful, independent landed 
aristocracy that could challenge the Sultan's authority. By retaining ultimate ownership of the 
land, the state ensured that power remained centralized. 
 
The Ottoman Land Code of 1858: Intent vs. Reality 

 
The Ottoman Land Code of 1858 was a cornerstone of the Tanzimat reforms, a wide-ranging 
effort to modernize the empire's administration, military, and economy. The law's primary 
objectives were to increase and regularize tax revenues and to assert greater state control 
over the provinces by creating a direct relationship between the central government and the 
individual landholder.19 To achieve this, the Code required all landholders to register their land 
with the state and receive a title deed, or 
tapu.19 The law formally defined five categories of land: 
mulk (full private ownership), miri (state land with usufruct rights), waqf (pious endowments), 
matruk (land for public use, like roads or pastures), and mawat ("dead" or uncultivated land).18 

While the intent was to formalize the rights of the peasant cultivators on miri land, the law's 
implementation was deeply flawed and produced outcomes that were often the opposite of 
what was intended. Across the Syrian provinces, including Afrin, many small farmers actively 
avoided the registration process.19 They were deeply suspicious of the state's motives, fearing 
that registration would lead to more efficient and burdensome taxation and, most critically, to 
conscription into the Ottoman army.20 

This widespread peasant resistance created a vacuum that was eagerly filled by more 
powerful local actors. Urban notables, wealthy merchants from Aleppo, and influential tribal 
leaders, who were more familiar with the state bureaucracy and had the means to navigate it, 
seized the opportunity. They registered vast tracts of communally used village lands or lands 
tilled by numerous peasant families in their own names.19 In many cases, peasants, fearing the 
state, willingly allowed a local notable to register their land on their behalf, only to find their 
traditional usufruct rights transformed into a tenancy or sharecropping arrangement, with the 
notable now acting as a private landlord.22 The result was a catastrophic failure of the law's 
centralizing purpose. Instead of creating a broad class of smallholders directly tied to the 
state, the 1858 Code inadvertently facilitated the privatization of state land and the 
consolidation of large estates, entrenching the power of a new landed elite and making the 
peasant's claim to the land more precarious than ever before.19 

 



The Agrarian Economy: Olives, Grains, and Subsistence 

 
Throughout this period of administrative upheaval, the fundamental rhythms of the agrarian 
economy in Afrin remained tied to its Mediterranean environment. Agriculture was largely a 
subsistence-oriented activity, with production geared primarily toward meeting the needs of 
the household and supplying local markets. The primary crops were those that could be 
cultivated through rain-fed farming, with wheat and barley being the main staple grains, 
supplemented by legumes such as chickpeas and lentils.1 

The undisputed cornerstone of the regional economy, however, was the olive tree. The 
cultivation of olives and the production of olive oil in Afrin is a practice that dates back 
hundreds, if not thousands, of years, deeply embedded in the region's ecology and culture.10 
During the late Ottoman period, olive oil was the region's most important commercial product. 
It was a vital source of dietary fat for the local population and the primary raw material for the 
renowned soap-making industry in Aleppo, with which Afrin had a strong economic linkage.23 
The oil and soap produced from Afrin's olives were traded throughout the region, forming the 
backbone of the district's cash economy.23 The expansion of olive cultivation was further 
encouraged by Ottoman policies in the 19th century, which saw olive oil as a valuable export 
commodity and a key source of tax revenue.29 

The flawed implementation of the 1858 Land Code was not merely an administrative misstep; 
it was a pivotal event that fundamentally restructured rural society in Afrin and sowed the 
seeds of future conflict. By creating a legal mechanism through which communal and 
peasant-tilled lands could be converted into large private estates, the law established a new 
and deeply unequal system of land tenure. This process created the very class of large, often 
absentee, landowners whose power and wealth were derived from the labor of tenant farmers 
and sharecroppers. This semi-feudal structure, born from the unintended consequences of an 
Ottoman modernization project, became the primary source of rural grievance. It was 
precisely this concentration of land ownership and the dispossession of the peasantry that 
the later Syrian land reforms of the 1950s and 1960s would seek to dismantle. The political 
and social struggles over land that defined much of Afrin's 20th-century history were, 
therefore, a direct and lasting legacy of this fateful 19th-century attempt to impose a new 
order on the land. 
 

III. Mandated Modernity: French Rule and the Agrarian 
Economy (1921-1946) 
 
The collapse of the Ottoman Empire following World War I and the imposition of the French 
Mandate for Syria and the Lebanon marked a new era in Afrin's agricultural history. The 
French administration, driven by a colonial logic of economic development and resource 
extraction, introduced new institutions and policies that sought to modernize and 



commercialize the Syrian agricultural sector. While these interventions brought new 
infrastructure and integrated Afrin more deeply into national and global markets, they were 
largely implemented within the existing social and land tenure structures, often reinforcing the 
inequalities that had been entrenched in the late Ottoman period. 
 
Administrative and Political Context 

 
Under the Mandate, which was formally approved by the League of Nations in 1922, the region 
of Afrin, known historically and administratively as Kurd Dagh ("Mountain of the Kurds"), was 
incorporated into the French-created State of Aleppo.31 The French approach to governance 
was one of direct control, though they carried out significant constructive work aimed at 
developing the country's resources.32 This included a focus on improving infrastructure, such 
as building road networks, which was essential for facilitating the movement of troops and, 
just as importantly, agricultural commodities from the hinterlands to major urban centers and 
ports.32 While local authorities existed, their power was limited and could be easily overruled 
by French officials, ensuring that all major policy decisions served French interests.34 The 
French administration also encouraged agriculture, particularly in fertile regions like Afrin and 
the Jazira, seeing them as key to the economic viability of the Mandate territory.32 

 

Economic Policies: Taxation and Agricultural Credit 

 
The French economic administration in the agricultural sector was characterized by a 
combination of continuity and cautious innovation. They largely retained the Ottoman taxation 
system, most notably the 'ushr, or tithe, which was a tax levied on the gross output of 
agricultural land.35 This tax, which was gradually increased to a rate of 12.5%, was inherently 
regressive. Because it was applied to the total harvest before it was divided between 
landowner and cultivator, its burden fell disproportionately on the tenant farmers and 
sharecroppers who performed the actual labor, rather than on the large estate owners.35 This 
policy had the effect of preserving the economic pressure on the peasantry while ensuring a 
consistent and easily collected stream of revenue for the Mandate authorities. 
At the same time, the French recognized that the existing system of rural credit was a major 
impediment to agricultural development. Traditionally, peasants in need of loans for seed, 
tools, or subsistence during lean periods were forced to turn to landowners or urban 
moneylenders, who charged exorbitant interest rates, often between 15% and 30%.35 This 
cycle of debt kept many peasants in a state of perpetual dependency. To address this, and to 
stimulate production, the Mandate authorities established a state-run Agricultural Bank. This 
was a significant institutional intervention designed to provide a more stable and affordable 
source of credit. The bank was cleverly capitalized through a 4% levy on the revenues from 
the tithe and offered loans to farmers at a fixed interest rate of 10%.35 This provided a viable 
alternative to usurious lenders and represented a key step in the modernization of the rural 



economy. 
 
Encouragement of Cash Crops and Infrastructure 

 
A central goal of French economic policy was to orient Syrian agriculture toward the needs of 
the French colonial economy. This meant actively encouraging the cultivation of cash crops 
that could supply French industries. Cotton was a particularly high priority.35 To promote its 
cultivation, the French administration, often working through the new Agricultural Bank, 
provided farmers with advances in the form of seeds, fertilizers, or cash loans. This policy was 
aimed at transforming parts of the Syrian countryside into a source of raw materials for the 
metropole. 
This push for commercial agriculture was supported by the aforementioned investments in 
infrastructure. The construction of a more extensive road network was not merely an 
administrative or military project; it was a vital economic artery. Improved roads connected 
production zones like Afrin more efficiently to the commercial hub of Aleppo, reducing 
transportation costs and time.32 From Aleppo, these agricultural goods could then be moved 
to Mediterranean ports for export to France and other European markets. This process began 
to break down the relative isolation of the Afrin district, tying its economic fortunes more 
closely to the fluctuations of national and international commodity markets. 
The agricultural policies of the French Mandate can best be understood as a project of 
"extractive modernization." The interventions—the bank, the roads, the promotion of cash 
crops—were indeed modernizing in their nature, introducing new institutions and technologies 
to the countryside. However, their primary purpose was not the holistic development of the 
rural society or the alleviation of peasant poverty, but rather the creation of a more efficient 
system for the extraction of agricultural wealth. The French authorities chose to work within 
the deeply unequal land tenure system they inherited from the Ottomans, a system dominated 
by large landowners. This was a pragmatic choice, as these notables were the key 
intermediaries in the countryside and the class most capable of organizing the shift towards 
commercial crop production. By maintaining a regressive tax system while providing credit 
and infrastructure that primarily benefited commercial agriculture, the French reinforced the 
economic power of the landed elite. The modernization they introduced was selective, aimed 
at improving the means of production and extraction while leaving the fundamental relations 
of production—the relationship between landowner and peasant—largely unchanged. The 
Afrin farmer was being integrated into a global capitalist system, but from a position of 
continued subordination. 
 

IV. The Age of the State: Agriculture in the Syrian 
Republic (1946-2010) 
 



Following Syria's independence in 1946, the agricultural sector, and Afrin's role within it, 
entered a new and profoundly transformative era. The period up to 2010 was dominated by 
the rise of a powerful, centralized state that viewed the countryside not merely as a source of 
revenue but as a critical arena for political consolidation, social engineering, and national 
development. This era was defined by three major state-led initiatives: a radical agrarian 
reform that redrew the map of land ownership, a comprehensive system of subsidies and 
controls that made the state the central actor in the rural economy, and large-scale 
infrastructure projects aimed at modernizing production, culminating in the construction of 
the Maydanki Dam. 
 
A. Redrawing the Fields: The Agrarian Reform of 1958 and its 
Aftermath 

 
The single most significant event in Syria's modern agrarian history was the land reform 
initiated in 1958. Following Syria's union with Egypt to form the United Arab Republic, the 
government of Gamal Abdel Nasser promulgated Law No. 161 of 1958, a sweeping agrarian 
reform law designed to dismantle the power of the old landed oligarchy.36 This class of large, 
often absentee, landowners had dominated the political and economic life of the country 
since the late Ottoman period, and the reform was explicitly aimed at breaking their "feudal" 
grip on the countryside.36 

The law established legal ceilings on the amount of agricultural land an individual could own. 
These limits varied depending on the type of land and the method of irrigation, reflecting the 
differing productivity of land across Syria's diverse ecological zones.37 For rain-fed ( 
ba'li) lands planted with olive or pistachio trees, a category that encompassed much of the 
agricultural land in Afrin, the ownership ceiling was set at 40 hectares (approximately 400 
dunams) in the Aleppo Governorate and most other regions.38 Any land held by an individual in 
excess of this limit was subject to expropriation by the state. The expropriated land was then 
intended for redistribution in small plots to tenant farmers, sharecroppers, and landless 
agricultural laborers.36 

When the Ba'ath Party seized power in Syria in 1963, it embraced the agrarian reform with 
even greater ideological fervor. For the Ba'athists, the reform was not just an economic policy 
but a fundamental political tool. Their primary objective was to permanently destroy the 
power base of the old elite and to cultivate a new base of political support among the rural 
masses, creating a broad class of smallholding peasants whose newfound security and 
livelihood were directly dependent on the state.36 The implementation of the reform in Afrin, 
as elsewhere, was a revolutionary act that fundamentally reordered the social and economic 
structure of the countryside, replacing the power of the large landowner with the authority of 
the central state. 
 
B. The Centralized Harvest: Ba'athist Agricultural Policy and State 



Control 

 
From the 1960s onward, the Syrian state built a complex and pervasive system of control over 
the agricultural sector. This system was a core component of the Ba'athist state's 
socialist-inspired, developmentalist ideology, which prioritized national food self-sufficiency 
as a matter of strategic importance.36 Until the economic liberalization of the 2000s, the state 
was the primary director of the agrarian economy, influencing every stage of the production 
cycle from planting to marketing. 
This control was exercised through several key mechanisms. First, the state heavily subsidized 
essential agricultural inputs. The Ministry of Agriculture, through state-owned enterprises like 
the General Organization for Seed Multiplication, supplied farmers with improved, high-quality 
seeds for strategic crops such as wheat, barley, lentils, and chickpeas at supported prices.43 
This ensured the widespread adoption of desired crop varieties. Similarly, fertilizers were 
provided at subsidized rates until the market was liberalized in 2009.44 Perhaps most critically, 
fuel, particularly diesel for irrigation pumps and tractors, was heavily subsidized. The state 
recognized the importance of this subsidy and even provided direct cash payments to some 
farmers to compensate for price increases, as it did for cotton growers in 2008.44 

Second, the state organized the peasantry into a network of government-controlled 
institutions. The 1958 reform law mandated the creation of agricultural cooperatives in villages 
where land was redistributed.38 These cooperatives became the primary conduits for the 
state's largesse, serving as the distribution points for subsidized inputs, machinery, and credit 
from the Agricultural Cooperative Bank.36 While they provided essential services, these were 
not independent, voluntary organizations in the Western sense. They were instruments of 
state policy, managed by the bureaucracy and integrated into the structure of the ruling party, 
ensuring that the state's directives reached every village.46 

Third, the state managed the marketing of key agricultural commodities. It set official 
procurement prices for strategic industrial and food crops like cotton, sugar beets, and wheat, 
often guaranteeing to purchase the entire harvest at a fixed premium.36 This system provided 
farmers with a secure market and a guaranteed income, shielding them from price volatility. 
However, it also eliminated private sector competition and made farmers entirely dependent 
on the state as their sole major buyer, reinforcing the state's central role in the rural economy. 
 
C. The Olive Economy: Cultural Bedrock and Economic Engine 

 
Amid these sweeping political and economic changes, the defining feature of Afrin's 
agricultural identity remained the olive tree. Throughout the post-independence period until 
2010, olive cultivation was not just a branch of agriculture; it was the cultural and economic 
foundation of the region.1 Before 2011, estimates placed the number of olive trees in the 
district between 13 and 18 million, accounting for a substantial portion of Syria's total olive 
production and making Afrin one of the country's most important olive-growing centers.4 



For the vast majority of Afrin's population, the olive season was the anchor of the economic 
year, and the olive harvest was the primary source of livelihood.1 The fruit of these ancient 
groves, and the high-quality oil pressed from it, were the region's signature products, 
supplying the great markets of Aleppo and forming the basis for related industries like the 
manufacture of traditional olive oil soap.23 The olive tree itself holds a deep cultural 
significance in the region, symbolizing peace, life, and a multi-generational connection to the 
land. Family holdings often included trees planted by great-grandparents, representing a 
living legacy passed down through time.24 

The production methods in the olive sector reflected the broader trends of the era, combining 
deeply ingrained traditional knowledge with the modern inputs provided by the state. While 
the rhythms of pruning, harvesting, and pressing were often guided by practices honed over 
centuries, farmers increasingly relied on state-subsidized fertilizers and modern machinery. By 
the end of the period, the region was home to approximately 285 modern, mechanized 
presses for oil extraction, indicating a significant level of capital investment and modernization 
within this traditional sector.25 

 

D. Taming the River: The Maydanki Dam and the Promise of Water 
Security (2004-2010) 

 
The final major chapter in Afrin's pre-2010 agricultural history was the construction of the 
Maydanki Dam, officially named the 17 April Dam. This massive infrastructure project, initiated 
by the Syrian government in 1997 and officially inaugurated in 2004, represented the 
culmination of the state's technocratic and developmentalist ambitions for the region.12 
Located on the Afrin River about 12 kilometers from Afrin city, the dam was a multi-purpose 
project designed to fundamentally re-engineer the region's relationship with its most vital 
resource: water. 
The stated goals of the dam were ambitious and multifaceted. It was designed to control the 
river's flow and prevent seasonal flooding, to provide a reliable source of drinking water for an 
estimated 200,000 people in the Afrin and Azaz areas, and to generate up to 25 megawatts of 
hydroelectric power.12 From an agricultural perspective, its most important objective was to 
provide irrigation for up to 30,000 hectares (300,000 dunams) of land.1 This was intended to 
transform the agricultural landscape. Prior to the dam's construction, an estimated 80% of 
the district's agriculture was rain-fed, making it vulnerable to the periodic droughts that affect 
the region.12 

The dam's irrigation plan was a clear blueprint for the state's vision of a more intensive and 
diversified agricultural future for Afrin. The plan allocated the dam's water to a strategic mix of 
crops. A majority, 52%, was designated for the region's vast olive groves.1 This was a 
significant development, as most olive trees had traditionally been unirrigated. Providing 
supplementary irrigation was expected to dramatically increase their yield and reliability. 
Another 11% of the water was allocated to other fruit trees. A substantial 31% was designated 



for water-intensive annual field crops, including wheat, cotton, sugar beets, and watermelons, 
while the remaining 6% was for other vegetables.1 In the few years between its opening in 
2004 and the 2010 cutoff of this report, the Maydanki Dam began to realize this vision, 
ushering in a new era of state-managed water security and agricultural intensification. 
The agricultural policies pursued by the Syrian Republic in Afrin up to 2010 reveal a certain 
contradiction at the heart of the Ba'athist state's modernization project. The land reforms of 
the 1960s were primarily a socio-political project, aimed at creating a broad class of 
smallholding peasants who were politically loyal and economically dependent on the central 
government and its system of subsidies. This fostered a widespread, if heavily managed, 
system of small-scale farming. However, by the late 1990s and 2000s, the state's focus 
increasingly shifted towards large-scale, capital-intensive, technocratic solutions to 
agricultural development, a trend perfectly encapsulated by the Maydanki Dam. This project, 
with its centralized control over water resources and its emphasis on intensifying production 
of industrial crops, represented a different vision of agricultural modernity. By 2010, these two 
models coexisted. The traditional, extensive, rain-fed olive groves, now owned by 
smallholders, were being supplemented by newly developed, intensively irrigated plots. This 
created a new and critical dependency. While the land reform had freed the Afrin peasant 
from the authority of the local landlord, the dam made them profoundly dependent on the 
decisions of a dam authority in a distant capital, a vulnerability that would have severe 
consequences in the years to come. 
 

Conclusion: A Landscape of Continuity and Change 
 
By the end of 2010, the agricultural landscape of Afrin was a complex palimpsest, a living 
document upon which the forces of geography, culture, and political power had left their 
indelible marks. The history of its agricultural practices is one of profound transformation, yet 
it is also a story of remarkable continuity. The ancient olive groves, rooted in the region's 
unique environmental endowments, still formed the undisputed backbone of the economy and 
the primary symbol of its cultural identity. The rhythm of the olive harvest continued to define 
the year for the majority of its inhabitants, a practice connecting them to generations of 
ancestors. 
Layered over this deep foundation of tradition were the structures imposed by a century and 
a half of state-building. The property lines and social hierarchies first established by the 
flawed implementation of the 1858 Ottoman Land Code were still visible in the patterns of 
landholding, even after being radically redrawn by the Ba'athist reforms. The commercial 
pathways and orientation towards cash crops carved out during the French Mandate had 
been expanded and institutionalized, integrating Afrin's produce into a national, 
state-controlled market. 
Ultimately, the period from 1946 to 2010 was defined by the inexorable rise of the centralized 
state as the principal actor in agrarian life. The Syrian Republic, through land reform, 
subsidies, and massive infrastructure projects, systematically replaced the authority of local 



notables and the influence of private markets with its own bureaucratic apparatus. The 
peasant farmer in Afrin, who in the 19th century was beholden to the Ottoman sipahi or a local 
landlord, and in the early 20th century to a merchant in Aleppo, was by 2010 tied directly to 
the Syrian state. Their livelihood depended on the Ministry of Agriculture for seeds and 
fertilizer, the state-run Agricultural Cooperative Bank for credit, and, increasingly, the 
Maydanki Dam authority for the water that sustained their crops. 
The history of agricultural practices in Afrin up to 2010 is therefore the story of a transition 
from a system of localized, traditional agriculture to one of comprehensive, state-managed 
agrarianism. This transformation profoundly reshaped the region's economy and society, 
creating new opportunities and new dependencies. Yet, it never fully erased the deep-rooted 
identity of Afrin as a land whose history, culture, and destiny were inextricably linked to the 
cultivation of the olive tree. The system that existed at the close of 2010 was a fragile balance 
between this ancient heritage and the ambitions of a modernizing state, a balance that would 
soon be shattered by the events to come. 

Table 1: Evolution of Land Tenure and Agricultural Policy in Afrin (c. 1858-2010) 
Feature Ottoman Empire (c. 

1858-1918) 
French Mandate 
(1921-1946) 

Syrian Republic 
(1946-2010) 

Key Land Law(s) Ottoman Land Code of 
1858 

Continuation of 
Ottoman Code 

Agrarian Reform Law 
No. 161 (1958) 

Dominant Tenure 
System 

State ownership (miri) 
with usufruct rights; 
emergence of large 
private estates via 
registration. 

De facto private 
ownership by large 
landowners; tenant 
farming and 
sharecropping. 

State-led redistribution 
to smallholders; state 
ownership of 
expropriated lands. 

Primary State 
Objective 

Centralization, tax 
collection, military 
support. 

Resource extraction, 
promotion of cash 
crops for colonial 
economy. 

Food self-sufficiency, 
destruction of "feudal" 
class, creation of loyal 
rural base, water 
resource development. 

Key Crops 
Emphasized 

Subsistence grains, 
olives for oil and soap. 

Cotton, tobacco, 
continuation of 
traditional crops. 

Strategic crops (wheat, 
cotton, sugar beets), 
expansion and 
intensification of olive 
and fruit cultivation. 

Key State Institutions Tapu (Land Registry). Mandate High 
Commission, 
Agricultural Bank. 

Ministry of Agriculture, 
General Peasants 
Union, Agricultural 
Cooperatives, 
Maydanki Dam 
Authority. 

Primary Water Rain-fed agriculture, Rain-fed agriculture, Rain-fed, expanded 



Source local springs. development of some 
localized irrigation. 

groundwater pumping, 
large-scale irrigation 
from Maydanki Dam 
(post-2004). 
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