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I. Introduction 
 
The Afrin region, nestled in the northwestern corner of Syria, has long stood as a significant 
borderland, its destiny intrinsically linked to its geographical proximity to Turkey.1 This report 
endeavors to reconstruct and analyze the history of smuggling activities within the Afrin 
district and its immediate environs, with a specific temporal focus on the period 
before the pivotal year of 2010. Smuggling, in this context, refers to illicit cross-border trade 
operating outside formally sanctioned state channels, propelled by a confluence of economic, 
social, and political factors. The choice of 2010 as a demarcation point is critical, as the 
subsequent outbreak of the Syrian Civil War in 2011 fundamentally reshaped the region's 
dynamics, including the nature and scale of its illicit economies. 
Researching the specifics of pre-2010 smuggling in Afrin presents inherent challenges, 
primarily due to a scarcity of direct, explicit historical records dedicated to this precise 
subject and locale. Consequently, this analysis will adopt a synthetic approach, weaving 
together direct mentions of relevant activities with reasoned inferences drawn from broader 
patterns of smuggling prevalent along the Syrian-Turkish border. It will also consider Afrin's 
unique socio-economic and political context, alongside comparative insights from analogous 
borderland regions. The very act of demarcating the Syrian-Turkish border in the early 1920s, 
which administratively separated Afrin from historical connections like Kilis province in Turkey 
1, likely served as an initial catalyst. This division would have instantaneously criminalized 
pre-existing, traditional cross-border economic and social interactions, transforming 
customary practices into activities defined by the state as "smuggling".6 Such a 
transformation implies that, from its inception, smuggling in Afrin may have been perceived 
differently by local populations compared to the state, viewed less as inherently criminal and 
more as a continuation of necessary or traditional exchanges, or a pragmatic adaptation to 
new geopolitical realities. 
Furthermore, the "before 2010" focus is paramount because the Syrian government's 
apparatus of control, its prevailing economic policies, and its complex relationship with the 
Kurdish population were markedly different prior to the uprising. These pre-conflict conditions 
directly shaped the drivers, nature, and operational environment of any illicit trade.7 
Smuggling activities before this period would have navigated a landscape of relatively stable 
(though often repressive) state control and economic regulations, contrasting sharply with the 
fragmented, conflict-driven environment that emerged post-2011.1 



This report will proceed by first examining the geographical and historical context of the Afrin 
borderland. It will then delve into Afrin's pre-2010 economy and its distinct socio-political 
environment. Subsequently, an overview of general smuggling patterns along the wider 
Syrian-Turkish frontier will be provided. Finally, these elements will be synthesized to 
construct a nuanced narrative specific to smuggling in Afrin before 2010, acknowledging the 
evidentiary limitations while striving for analytical rigor. 
 

II. The Afrin Borderland: Pre-2010 Geographical, 
Historical, and Socio-Political Tapestry 
 
 
A. The Syrian-Turkish Border in the Afrin Sector: Demarcation, 
Topography, and Permeability 

 
The geographical characteristics of the Afrin-Turkey border are fundamental to understanding 
its historical propensity for informal cross-border movements. The region is distinguished by 
its mountainous terrain and incised by river valleys, including the Afrin River itself and the 
Black River, which forms a segment of the international boundary.4 Compounding this 
topography is the presence of significant infrastructure, notably the Berlin-Baghdad railway 
line, completed in 1913, which traverses the Afrin district, passing through complex terrain 
featuring tunnels and bridges, en route to Maydan Akbis on the Turkish border.2 Since the 
Turkish annexation of Hatay Province in 1939, the Afrin District has been almost entirely 
enveloped by the Syria-Turkey border, save for its eastern and southeastern connections.2 

The formal demarcation of this border segment occurred in 1923, a consequence of the 
French Mandate over Syria. This act politically and administratively severed Afrin from Kilis 
Province, now within Turkey, with which it had shared historical ties.1 Such imposed 
boundaries, often drawn with limited regard for existing socio-economic realities, frequently 
bisect communities and disrupt traditional routes of passage and commerce.6 The historical 
administrative unity of Afrin with areas like Kilis would have cultivated deep-seated social and 
economic connections. These linkages, including family ties and established market 
relationships, would not simply vanish with the drawing of a new line on a map. Instead, the 
underlying logic for interaction would persist, naturally facilitating continued cross-border 
exchange, a portion of which would inevitably become informal or illicit under the new state 
regimes. Old population registers and administrative documents pertaining to Kurd Dagh 
(Afrin) are, for instance, still housed in Kilis archives, attesting to this shared past.4 

These geographical and historical factors inherently contributed to the border's permeability. 
The mountainous and riverine landscape, combined with the artificial nature of the imposed 
boundary, likely created what can be termed a "smuggler's landscape." This refers to a terrain 
where local knowledge of clandestine paths, hidden valleys, and river fords provides a distinct 



advantage over state authorities attempting to enforce control. Such landscapes are 
notoriously difficult to monitor comprehensively, offering cover and multiple potential crossing 
points.3 This is supported by analogous situations, such as in the Nusaybin-Qamishli sector of 
the same border, where smugglers utilized intimate terrain knowledge, including navigating 
minefields.6 Consequently, state control in the Afrin sector was likely always contested at a 
micro-level by local practices of evasion, rendering smuggling a persistent, rather than 
anomalous, feature of border life. Indeed, Turkey's efforts to control its wider Syrian border, 
dating back to 1960 with the erection of fences, laying of mines, and imposition of martial law 
in border zones, significantly reduced but tellingly did not eliminate smuggling activities.5 

 

B. Demographic Profile of Afrin: Kurdish Majority and the Significance 
of Cross-Border Kinship 

 
Before 2010, the Afrin district was characterized by an overwhelmingly Kurdish ethnic 
majority.1 Some accounts describe the area as "homogeneously Kurdish" 15, with estimates 
from 1998 suggesting the Arab population constituted as little as 1%, primarily comprising 
state employees or individuals who had benefited from agrarian reform laws.3 This 
demographic homogeneity is crucial when considering the social dynamics of cross-border 
activities. 
The presence of extensive cross-border kinship and tribal ties connecting Kurdish 
communities in Afrin with those in adjacent areas of Turkey is a well-established feature of 
such borderlands.6 These ethnic and kinship networks can provide the essential elements of 
trust, communication, and cooperation necessary for organizing and sustaining complex and 
risky undertakings like smuggling. Studies of other segments of the Kurdish-inhabited 
Turkish-Syrian and Turkish-Iranian borders demonstrate the vital role of kinship in facilitating 
informal trade and exchange, often becoming an integral part of daily life across newly 
imposed state boundaries.6 For instance, in the Nusaybin-Qamishli area, kinship ties 
facilitated credit-based transactions and provided a foundation of trust for smuggling 
operations.6 Similarly, broader analyses of Syrian tribal structures note that their networks 
often extend into neighboring countries, with the majority of Syria's Kurds inhabiting regions 
directly abutting Iraq and Turkey, including Afrin.20 

This shared Kurdish identity and the dense web of kinship networks across the Afrin-Turkey 
border likely created a social infrastructure that was inherently more resilient and effective for 
informal activities than formal state structures were for control. Kinship systems are typically 
characterized by high levels of trust, shared norms, and obligations of mutual support. These 
attributes would furnish a ready-made framework for organizing smuggling, offering 
advantages such as efficient information sharing, internal dispute resolution, and risk pooling 
that formal state systems could neither easily penetrate nor replicate. Smuggling in Afrin, 
therefore, was likely not merely an economic transaction but an activity deeply embedded 
within the social fabric, potentially reinforcing communal bonds, especially when faced with 



external pressures from the Syrian state. 
Indeed, the Syrian state's policies of Arabization and repression directed against its Kurdish 
population (detailed further in the subsequent section) may have inadvertently strengthened 
the reliance on these cross-border Kurdish networks. If formal economic and social avenues 
within Syria were restricted or discriminatory for Kurds in Afrin, these trans-border 
connections, including those that facilitated smuggling, could become increasingly vital for 
economic survival and the maintenance of social cohesion. State policies aimed at asserting 
control and assimilating minorities can paradoxically push segments of the economy and 
social life beyond the state's effective reach, into the relatively autonomous domain of 
cross-border informal networks. 
 
C. Syrian State Policies in Afrin: Arabization, Economic Conditions, 
and Local Grievances 

 
The policies of the Syrian Ba'athist government towards its Kurdish population, including 
those residing in Afrin, were a defining feature of the region's socio-political landscape before 
2010. These policies were characterized by systematic Arabization efforts, such as the 
changing of Kurdish geographical names to Arabic ones, and severe restrictions on the public 
use of the Kurdish language and the expression of Kurdish culture.7 Furthermore, a significant 
number of Syrian Kurds, particularly in the Jazira region but indicative of a broader state 
attitude, were stripped of their citizenship following a controversial census in 1962, rendering 
them stateless.8 Kurds also faced restrictions on property rights, exemplified by Decree 49 in 
2008 which impacted land ownership in border areas, and endured the violent suppression of 
Kurdish cultural events and political activities.7 There were documented instances of severe 
human rights abuses, including the torture and death of a Kurd in an Afreen prison in 2004.7 

Concurrently, the general economic conditions in Syria prior to 2011 were often bleak, marked 
by widespread poverty, high unemployment, pervasive corruption, and the detrimental 
impacts of state economic mismanagement or neglect in peripheral regions.9 While one 
personal account describes Afrin as peaceful and economically thriving before the 2018 
Turkish intervention 17, this perspective should be contextualized within broader analyses that 
paint a more critical picture of the Syrian economy and the specific circumstances of its 
Kurdish regions. For example, the Syrian economy suffered from rampant corruption where 
regime insiders monopolized key sectors and engaged in extensive graft.9 A severe drought 
between 2006 and 2010 further damaged the agricultural sector, which constituted a 
significant portion of Syria's GDP, leading to increased unemployment and internal 
displacement, thereby exacerbating economic hardship.23 

These state policies and prevailing economic conditions likely generated significant 
grievances and acute economic pressures within the Afrin population. Such circumstances 
often incentivize participation in the informal economy, including smuggling, which can be 
perceived as a means of survival, a form of resistance against a discriminatory state, or an 
avenue for economic advancement when formal channels are blocked or inadequate. The 



systemic state discrimination and economic marginalization faced by Kurds in Afrin would 
have created a fertile environment for an "economy of necessity." Deprived of equitable 
access to formal employment, resources, and legal economic opportunities, segments of the 
Afrin population would naturally have turned to informal, including illicit, cross-border 
activities to sustain their livelihoods. This aligns with observations from Turkey's southeastern 
borderlands, where the devastation of the formal economy due to conflict spurred locals to 
subsist by smuggling oil.13 While Afrin was not in active conflict pre-2010, systemic 
marginalization can yield similar effects on formal economic participation. The experience in 
Nusaybin, where economic necessity was a key driver for smugglers, offers a compelling 
parallel.6 

Moreover, the Syrian state's intense focus on political control and security in Kurdish areas like 
Afrin might have inadvertently led to the creation of "blind spots" or a degree of "tolerated 
illegality" for certain economic activities, provided they did not directly challenge the regime's 
power. States with limited resources or facing multiple challenges often prioritize the 
suppression of political dissent over the comprehensive policing of all forms of economic 
informality, particularly in peripheral or restive regions. While the Syrian regime was vigilant in 
cracking down on Kurdish political expression, it might have adopted a more laissez-faire, or 
even corruptly complicit, approach to certain types of smuggling that provided an economic 
outlet for the population and did not pose an overt political threat. The documented instances 
of Turkish officials sometimes regulating or taxing illicit oil trade 13, and the necessity of 
high-level connections in Damascus to operate lucrative fuel stations involved in smuggling 
near the Bab al-Hawa crossing 14, suggest a degree of state entanglement or tolerance in the 
broader Syrian border smuggling economy. This implies that the "illicit" economy in Afrin 
might have existed in a complex, negotiated space with state power, where the boundaries 
between formal and informal, legal and illegal, were often blurred by practical realities and the 
pervasive influence of corruption. 
 

III. Economic Landscape and Incentives for Informal 
Trade (Pre-2010) 
 
 
A. Afrin's Local Economy: Agricultural Base and Limited 
Industrialization 

 
The economy of Afrin prior to 2010 was overwhelmingly agricultural, with olive cultivation and 
the production of olive oil forming its central pillar and a defining characteristic of its regional 
identity.4 The district was home to an estimated 18 to 22 million olive trees, yielding 
approximately 270,000 tons of olives annually, which reportedly constituted about 20% of 
Syria's total olive production.12 This agricultural bounty also included other crops such as 



wheat, lentils, barley, various vegetables, cotton, sugar beet, citrus fruits, apples, grapes, and 
pomegranates.4 

Industrial activity in Afrin was limited and primarily ancillary to its agricultural base. Key 
industries included olive oil extraction and the manufacturing of soap, both intrinsically linked 
to the dominant olive crop.4 Traditional crafts, such as handmade carpet weaving, also 
contributed to the local economy.4 While there are mentions of jeans production and export 
from Afrin after 2012 11, the pre-2010 industrial landscape was more traditional and less 
diversified. 
This economic structure, characterized by a heavy reliance on a few key agricultural products 
(most notably olives) and limited industrial diversification, could create inherent vulnerabilities. 
The region's economic fortunes were susceptible to fluctuations in olive prices, the impact of 
crop diseases (problems noted as existing within Syria's broader olive sector pre-2011, such 
as poor quality saplings from state nurseries and the spread of diseases 30), and potentially 
restrictive or inefficient state marketing policies. Such vulnerabilities might have incentivized 
producers to seek alternative markets through cross-border trade. If domestic markets were 
saturated, offered unfavorable prices, or were difficult to access due to bureaucratic hurdles 
or corruption, the proximate Turkish market could present a more attractive option. This could 
lead to a scenario where surplus produce, or higher-quality olive oil commanding better 
prices, was channeled into informal cross-border markets. Thus, a significant portion of Afrin's 
ostensibly "licit" primary production might have seamlessly transitioned into an "illicit" export 
economy, blurring the distinction between the two. 
Conversely, the limited industrialization in Afrin before 2010 implied a dependency on external 
sources for a wide range of manufactured goods, tools, and possibly even certain specialized 
agricultural inputs. If official channels for acquiring these necessities were expensive, 
inefficient, or subject to corruption, there would be a corresponding demand for sourcing 
them through informal, smuggled channels from Turkey, where such goods might be cheaper, 
more readily available, or of better quality. Smuggling, in this context, is often a bidirectional 
phenomenon; therefore, Afrin's informal economy likely involved not only the outflow of local 
agricultural produce but also the inflow of other commodities essential for daily life and 
economic activity. 
 
B. Economic Disparities Across the Syrian-Turkish Border: Price 
Differentials and Market Demands 

 
Significant economic disparities across the Syrian-Turkish border, particularly in terms of 
commodity prices and market demands, created powerful arbitrage opportunities that served 
as primary drivers for smuggling activities before 2010. One of the most prominent examples 
was fuel. Syria heavily subsidized petroleum products, resulting in remarkably low domestic 
prices, while Turkey imposed high taxes on fuel, making it one of the most expensive in the 
world (around $2.50 per liter, with up to 70% being state taxes, according to a 2005 report).13 
This stark price differential made the smuggling of cheaper Syrian fuel into Turkey an 



extremely lucrative enterprise. It is estimated that smuggled oil constituted as much as 18% of 
the Turkish national oil market annually before 2011, representing a significant loss in tax 
revenue for the Turkish state.13 

Beyond fuel, there was likely a Turkish market demand for Syrian agricultural products, which 
might have been cheaper or possessed specific qualities desired by Turkish consumers. 
Afrin's high-quality olive oil, for instance, was a prime candidate for such informal export, a 
pattern that became more overtly documented in the post-war context but likely had pre-war 
antecedents.14 Conversely, Syrian demand for Turkish manufactured goods, textiles, or other 
items that were scarce, of lower quality, or more expensive within Syria's state-controlled 
economy would have fueled an inflow of smuggled goods from Turkey. Hundreds of vehicles 
were reported to cross the border daily, often transporting subsidized Syrian fuel, alongside 
goods like tea and tobacco, from Syria into Turkey.14 

The Syrian state's extensive subsidy policies, particularly for fuel, unintentionally underwrote a 
massive cross-border smuggling industry. This effectively created a de facto economic 
integration with Turkish border regions that operated outside of, and often undermined, 
national economic boundaries and state control. A considerable portion of Syrian state 
subsidies was, in essence, siphoned off, benefiting smugglers, intermediaries, and consumers 
in Turkey, representing a significant form of economic leakage for Syria. The nature of the 
goods commonly smuggled – bulk items like fuel and agricultural produce – suggests that 
these were not merely opportunistic acts of petty trade. Rather, they likely involved organized 
operations requiring established networks for transportation (using trucks or pack animals 
depending on terrain), storage, and distribution on both sides of the border, similar to the 
"pipelines on wheels" described for fuel smuggling 13 or the organized smuggling groups 
detailed in the Nusaybin-Qamishli corridor.6 This implies that the smuggling economy 
possessed its own internal structure and hierarchy, contributing to local employment and 
shaping power dynamics within the borderland communities. 
 
C. The Broader Syrian Economy: Subsidies, Shortages, Corruption, 
and Black Markets 

 
Syria's pre-2010 economy, largely centrally managed, was characterized by extensive state 
subsidies (especially for fuel and basic foodstuffs), a significant public sector, state-controlled 
industries, and periodic shortages of various commodities.10 These features, coupled with 
pervasive corruption within the state apparatus and the broader economy, created conditions 
ripe for the emergence and flourishing of black markets and smuggling activities.9 Regime 
insiders and well-connected individuals often monopolized profitable sectors, engaged in 
graft, and exploited state resources for personal enrichment.9 For instance, establishing 
lucrative businesses near the border, such as fuel stations strategically positioned for 
smuggling operations, often required strong connections with high-ranking officials in 
Damascus.14 



These broader economic factors significantly influenced the informal economy in peripheral 
regions like Afrin. The systemic corruption within the Syrian state apparatus likely meant that 
official border control efforts were frequently compromised. Border guards, customs officials, 
and other state agents were potentially susceptible to bribery or might have been directly 
involved in facilitating or benefiting from smuggling activities. This dynamic is suggested by 
the "agreed" crossings with border officers in other parts of the Syrian-Turkish border 6 and 
the sheer profitability of smuggling, which would have provided ample funds for illicit 
payments. Consequently, smuggling was likely not a straightforward contest against an 
incorruptible state but rather a complex interplay of evasion and collusion, making the illicit 
economy more resilient and entrenched. 
Furthermore, the economic hardships and lack of legitimate opportunities in many parts of 
Syria, including potentially Afrin, were exacerbated by factors such as the severe drought from 
2006 to 2010 and failed state economic policies.23 High unemployment, particularly among 
youth, and widespread poverty would have pushed many individuals towards any available 
income source, making participation in the smuggling economy a rational, albeit risky, choice 
for survival and potential social mobility.24 The narratives of desperation for jobs 24 and the 
explicit statements from smugglers in other border regions citing lack of alternative livelihoods 
6 underscore this reality. This suggests that the pool of potential participants in smuggling 
activities in and around Afrin was likely substantial, driven by systemic economic failures 
rather than being confined to a small number of organized criminal enterprises. Smuggling, 
therefore, may have been a widespread social phenomenon deeply interwoven with the 
economic life of the borderland. 
 

IV. Smuggling Along the Syrian-Turkish Frontier: A 
Pre-2010 Overview 
 
 
A. Historical Prevalence and Evolution of Cross-Border Smuggling 

 
Smuggling across the extensive Syrian-Turkish border was not a novel phenomenon emerging 
in the years immediately preceding 2010; rather, it was a deeply entrenched practice with a 
history stretching back decades.5 As early as 1981, the monetary value of smuggled goods 
was estimated to surpass that of legal trade across this frontier, underscoring the profound 
economic significance of these illicit flows.5 This long history suggests that smuggling 
networks and practices had ample time to evolve, adapt, and become integrated into the 
socio-economic fabric of the borderland communities. 
The methods and organization of smuggling operations appear to have evolved over time, 
likely transforming from more rudimentary, individual, or small-group efforts to more 
sophisticated and organized undertakings. Ethnographic accounts from the 



Nusaybin-Qamishli sector describe an evolution from simple porterage and bartering of basic 
goods in the early days of border demarcation to the smuggling of high-value items like 
carpets and fabrics, and later, to large-scale operations involving fuel and consumer goods, 
eventually including forms like "suitcase trading".6 This adaptability was crucial for the 
persistence of smuggling despite state countermeasures. For example, Turkey's decision in 
1960 to fence and mine its border with Syria, and to place border areas under martial law, 
while impacting smuggling, failed to eradicate it.5 This resilience points to a dynamic interplay 
where smugglers continuously adjusted their tactics, routes, and organizational structures in 
response to changing enforcement landscapes and economic opportunities. 
Geopolitical events and shifting economic policies in both Syria and Turkey also played a 
significant role in shaping the nature and intensity of smuggling. For instance, the 
international sanctions imposed on Iraq during the 1990s led to the development of the 
"pipeline on wheels" – a large-scale illicit oil trade between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan, which 
normalized illegal oil economies in Turkey's eastern and southeastern borderlands.13 Such 
precedents illustrate how border economies can adapt to regional crises and policy shifts. 
Even during periods of improved official Syrian-Turkish relations in the 2000s, smuggling 
activities continued unabated 5, indicating that the underlying economic incentives and 
established networks were robust enough to transcend formal diplomatic postures. 
Interestingly, the state response to smuggling was not always one of simple prohibition. There 
were instances where the Turkish state, for example, attempted to regulate – and thus, in a 
sense, legalize – certain aspects of the illicit trade, such as by imposing limits on the amount 
of oil that trucks could carry across the border and taxing it.13 This issuance of "mazot kartı" 
(diesel fuel cards) by provincial authorities for a fee, permitting truckers to carry specified 
quantities of diesel, suggests a complex state approach that sometimes opted for 
containment, co-optation, or revenue extraction from deeply entrenched informal economies 
rather than expending vast resources on potentially futile eradication efforts.13 Such 
pragmatic, if informal, arrangements could have had parallels on the Syrian side, particularly 
given the pervasive corruption within the Syrian state apparatus. This implies that the 
institutionalization of some forms of smuggling created a gray area where the lines between 
illicit and licit were blurred, managed through informal negotiations and power dynamics 
between state actors and smuggling networks. 
 
B. Commonly Smuggled Goods (General Border Context) 

 
The illicit trade across the Syrian-Turkish border before 2010 encompassed a diverse range of 
goods, driven primarily by price differentials, market demands, and the availability of products 
on either side. 
One of the most significant categories was fuel, including diesel and gasoline. This was 
largely due to Syria's policy of heavily subsidizing fuel, making it substantially cheaper than in 
Turkey, where fuel was heavily taxed.13 This created a strong incentive for smuggling fuel from 
Syria to Turkey. 



Agricultural products and livestock also constituted a major component of smuggled 
goods, typically flowing from Syria to Turkey. While specific data for Afrin's olive oil in this 
pre-2010 illicit trade is inferential, the general pattern of agricultural produce crossing the 
border is documented.6 Given Afrin's specialization, its olive oil was a highly probable 
candidate for such trade. Livestock smuggling was also a common feature in many border 
regions. 
Consumer goods formed another key category. Items such as tea, sugar, tobacco, textiles 
and fabrics, electronics, and even car parts were frequently smuggled.6 The direction of flow 
for these goods could vary; items might be smuggled from Syria to Turkey if they were 
cheaper due to subsidies or local production costs, or from Turkey to Syria if they were 
scarce, of better quality, or more readily available in Turkish markets. 
While the primary focus of this report is on goods, it is worth noting that people also crossed 
the border illicitly. Historical accounts from the 1940s and 1950s mention illegal labor 
migration from southeastern Turkey to Lebanon via Syria, and individuals fleeing state 
prosecution escaping to Syria.6 Though distinct from commodity smuggling, human trafficking 
and smuggling often utilize similar routes and networks. 
The following table provides a consolidated overview of commonly smuggled goods on the 
Syrian-Turkish border before 2010, based on the available information: 
Table 1: Overview of Commonly Smuggled Goods on the Syria-Turkey Border 
(Pre-2010) 
Category of Good Specific Items Direction of Flow 

(Likely) 
Primary Drivers Key Source 

References 
Fuel Diesel, Gasoline Syria to Turkey Price disparity 

(Syrian subsidies 
vs. Turkish taxes) 

13 

Agricultural 
Products 

Olive Oil (inferred 
for Afrin), other 
produce, 
Livestock 

Syria to Turkey 
(primarily) 

Better prices in 
Turkey, surplus 
production in 
Syria, market 
access, quality 
preferences 

6 (general) 

Consumer Staples Tea, Sugar, 
Tobacco 

Syria to Turkey (if 
cheaper due to 
subsidies/local 
production) or 
Turkey to Syria (if 
scarce/better 
quality) 

Price differences, 
availability, 
consumer 
preferences 

13 

Manufactured 
Goods 

Textiles, 
Electronics, Car 
Parts 

Turkey to Syria 
(likely for many 
items) 

Syria's limited 
industrial base, 
Turkish 
manufacturing 

6 



capacity, 
price/quality 
differentials 

This diversity of smuggled goods indicates a complex informal market that was responsive to 
a wide array of economic needs and opportunities on both sides of the border. 
 
C. Actors, Networks, and the Significance of Local and Kinship Ties 

 
The smuggling operations along the Syrian-Turkish border involved a spectrum of actors, from 
individual porters, sometimes referred to as "ants" in the context of suitcase trading 6, to more 
organized groups. Local guides and leaders, known as 
rêzans in some areas, played a crucial role in coordinating operations, navigating difficult 
terrain, and managing risks.6 Financiers who provided capital for purchasing goods and 
potentially complicit officials who turned a blind eye or actively facilitated crossings for a price 
were also part of this ecosystem. 
Local knowledge of the terrain and an intimate understanding of border dynamics were 
invaluable assets for smugglers. However, perhaps the most critical element underpinning 
these operations was the existence of trust-based networks. These networks were often built 
upon strong foundations of kinship, shared ethnicity (particularly Kurdish in many border 
areas, including Afrin), or deeply rooted community ties.6 Such bonds provided the social 
capital necessary for organizing complex and risky ventures, managing disputes internally, 
sharing information about enforcement activities, and distributing profits. The reliance on 
trust was paramount in an environment where formal legal recourse was absent. 
These smuggling networks often operated with a significant degree of autonomy from, and 
sometimes in direct opposition to, state authority. They effectively formed a parallel social and 
economic order in the border regions, complete with their own norms, leadership structures, 
and mechanisms for dispute resolution. This alternative socio-economic system operated 
largely outside the purview and control of the formal state. The success and resilience of 
these networks, particularly those grounded in strong ethnic and kinship ties, can be 
interpreted through frameworks such as "sly legality" 21 or as a form of everyday resistance. 
By successfully operating outside state sanction and circumventing border laws, these 
networks implicitly challenged state sovereignty and asserted a degree of local autonomy. In 
contexts where the state was perceived as distant, repressive, or neglectful, as was often the 
case for Kurdish communities in both Syria and Turkey 7, smuggling could transcend mere 
economic motivation and carry political undertones, representing a subtle but persistent 
defiance of central authority. 
 
D. State Responses: Border Control, Enforcement, and Informal 



Regulation 

 
The Turkish state, faced with persistent smuggling along its Syrian border, implemented a 
range of control measures over the decades. As early as 1960, Turkey initiated the 
construction of physical barriers, including fences and minefields, and imposed martial law in 
certain border zones to deter illicit crossings.5 These efforts have continued in various forms, 
with more recent initiatives like the "Emergency Border Physical Security System Project" 
reflecting ongoing concerns about border security, albeit with a heightened focus on 
terrorism in later years.33 

Information regarding specific Syrian state border control efforts against smuggling in the 
Afrin sector before 2010 is less detailed in the available sources. However, the very existence 
and persistence of smuggling imply that Syrian authorities also engaged in enforcement 
activities, though their nature and intensity in this particular region remain somewhat opaque 
for the pre-2010 period. Syrian police actions against Kurdish populations are documented 7, 
but these do not specifically detail anti-smuggling operations. 
Despite these state responses, the effectiveness of border control measures was often 
limited. Smuggling frequently persisted and, in some periods and for certain commodities, 
even thrived.5 This suggests a continuous cat-and-mouse game where smugglers adapted 
their methods and routes in response to state enforcement strategies. 
Furthermore, the state response was not always one of strict prohibition. There were 
instances of informal regulation, corruption, and even state complicity that shaped the 
smuggling landscape. As mentioned earlier, the Turkish state sometimes imposed limits and 
taxes on certain quantities of fuel being brought across the border, effectively regulating a 
segment of the trade.13 On the Syrian side, the pervasive corruption within the state 
apparatus, and the reported need for high-level connections to operate businesses involved 
in cross-border trade (like fuel stations near Bab al-Hawa geared towards smuggling 14), 
suggest that officials were often complicit or directly benefited from these illicit flows. 
This history of state responses reveals a pattern of reactive, often insufficient, measures. It 
appears that states struggled to impose absolute control over these deeply entrenched 
borderland economies. This often led to a de facto situation of tolerance for certain levels or 
types of smuggling, especially if these activities served as an economic safety valve for 
marginalized populations or if state officials themselves were profiting from the illicit trade. 
The "illegality" of smuggling, therefore, was not a fixed constant but a negotiated reality, 
shaped by the shifting balance of power, economic pressures, and the complex, often 
compromised, interactions between state enforcers and borderland communities and 
networks. 
The following table summarizes key factors that influenced smuggling dynamics in the 
Syrian-Turkish borderlands before 2010: 
Table 2: Factors Influencing Smuggling Dynamics in Syrian-Turkish Borderlands 
(Pre-2010) 
Factor Description Impact on Smuggling Key Source References 



Economic Disparities Significant price 
differences for goods 
(e.g., fuel, consumer 
items) due to national 
subsidies, taxes, and 
production costs. 

Primary driver for 
arbitrage-based 
smuggling, making 
illicit trade highly 
profitable. 

13 

State Policies (Syria) Extensive subsidies 
(especially fuel), 
Arabization policies 
targeting Kurds, 
economic 
neglect/mismanageme
nt in peripheral areas, 
corruption. 

Created incentives for 
smuggling out 
subsidized goods; 
pushed marginalized 
Kurdish populations 
towards the informal 
economy for 
survival/opportunity. 

7 

State Policies (Turkey) High taxes on certain 
goods (e.g., fuel), 
border enforcement 
measures (fences, 
mines, patrols), 
occasional 
regulation/taxation of 
smuggled goods. 

Created strong 
demand in Turkey for 
cheaper smuggled 
goods; shaped the 
risks and methods 
employed by 
smugglers. 

5 

Border Topography & 
Demarcation 

Mountainous terrain, 
river valleys, and an 
artificially drawn 
border that often 
divided communities 
and traditional 
economic zones. 

Facilitated clandestine 
crossings by offering 
multiple routes and 
cover; made 
comprehensive state 
control exceptionally 
difficult. 

2 

Kinship/Ethnic 
Networks 

Strong cross-border 
ties, particularly 
among Kurdish 
communities 
straddling the border. 

Provided essential 
trust, organizational 
capacity, 
communication 
channels, and risk 
mitigation mechanisms 
for smuggling 
operations. 

6 

Local Economic 
Conditions 

Poverty, 
unemployment, and a 
lack of formal 
economic 
opportunities in many 

Pushed significant 
segments of the local 
population towards 
smuggling as a primary 
or supplementary 

6 



border regions on both 
sides. 

means of livelihood. 

Corruption & State 
Complicity 

Pervasive corruption 
within state 
institutions, including 
border control 
agencies, on both 
sides of the border. 

Compromised 
enforcement efforts, 
allowed smuggling to 
continue with official 
acquiescence or active 
participation in 
exchange for 
bribes/profits. 

9 

 

V. Reconstructing the Narrative: Smuggling in Afrin 
Before 2010 
 
 
A. Direct and Indirect Evidence Pertaining to Afrin 

 
Direct, explicit evidence detailing smuggling activities specifically within the Afrin district 
before 2010 is notably scarce within the examined sources.14 This absence of direct official 
records or detailed contemporaneous accounts focusing squarely on Afrin's pre-2010 illicit 
trade necessitates a reconstructive approach, relying on indirect clues and strong inferences 
drawn from the region's specific context and the broader patterns observed along the 
Syrian-Turkish frontier. 
Indirect evidence, however, is more forthcoming. Afrin's geographical position, almost entirely 
encircled by the Turkish border and characterized by mountainous terrain and river valleys, 
inherently suggests a predisposition to informal cross-border movement.2 The region's 
predominantly agricultural economy, with a heavy emphasis on olive cultivation, points to a 
key commodity likely to have featured in any cross-border trade, whether formal or informal.4 
The presence of the Berlin-Baghdad railway line, which passes through Afrin and connects to 
Maydan Akbis on the Turkish border, also represents a potential conduit for the movement of 
goods.2 While built for legitimate transport, railway lines in border regions are historically 
known to be exploited for smuggling purposes. 
Furthermore, an account mentions that after the "revolution" (post-2011), garment factories 
began to proliferate in Afrin, producing goods that successfully "entered the markets of Iraq 
and the Gulf despite difficulties".4 While this observation pertains to the post-2010 period, the 
phrase "despite difficulties" could hint at the utilization or adaptation of pre-existing informal 
trade channels and accumulated local knowledge regarding cross-border logistics. 



The very lack of specific official records on smuggling in Afrin, if this reflects a broader 
archival silence beyond the provided materials, could itself be indicative. It might suggest 
several possibilities: that smuggling was so normalized and integrated into the local economy 
that it was not always reported as an exceptional or criminal activity; that state surveillance 
and reporting mechanisms were weaker or less focused on economic activities in this 
peripheral Kurdish region, prioritizing political control instead; or simply that such records 
exist but are not easily accessible. This "silence" in the record necessitates careful 
interpretation and underscores the challenge of painting a complete picture. 
 
B. Likely Goods, Routes, and Modus Operandi (Inferences for Afrin) 

 
Based on Afrin's economic profile and the general smuggling patterns on the Syrian-Turkish 
border, it is possible to infer the likely nature of goods, routes, and operational methods 
pertaining to the region before 2010. 
Goods Outflow: Given Afrin's specialization as a major olive-producing area, olive oil stands 
out as the prime candidate for smuggling into Turkey.4 The proximity of the Turkish market and 
potential for better prices or more stable demand would have made this an attractive 
proposition. Other 
agricultural products, such as fruits, vegetables, and grains, which were cultivated in Afrin, 
could also have been part of this outward flow. Livestock is another common commodity in 
borderland smuggling and may have been moved from Afrin to Turkey. 
Goods Inflow: Conversely, Afrin likely experienced an inflow of manufactured goods, 
textiles, electronics, and possibly certain agricultural inputs that were either not produced 
locally, were of better quality in Turkey, or were cheaper to acquire through informal channels. 
While fuel was a major item smuggled from Syria to Turkey due to subsidies, it is conceivable 
that other specific subsidized items, if more readily available or cheaper via Turkey due to 
localized shortages or distribution issues within Syria, might have been smuggled into Afrin, 
though this is more speculative. 
Routes: Smuggling routes would have logically exploited Afrin's topography. Mountainous 
paths and river crossings (utilizing the Afrin River and the Black River, which formed part of 
the border) would have been preferred for their clandestine nature.2 The 
railway line passing near border points like Maydan Akbis also presented a potential, albeit 
perhaps riskier, channel for moving goods.2 Traditional cross-border paths, known intimately 
to local populations for generations, would have been invaluable. 
Modus Operandi: The methods employed likely involved well-established local networks, with 
kinship ties providing the crucial elements of trust and coordination. In the difficult 
mountainous terrain, pack animals (donkeys or mules) would have been essential for 
transporting goods. Where rudimentary roads permitted, small trucks might have been used. 
Bribery of border officials on both the Syrian and Turkish sides was almost certainly a factor 
in facilitating passage, consistent with the pervasive corruption in the Syrian state and the 
pragmatic, sometimes compromised, nature of border enforcement generally. 



The systematic looting and export of Afrin's olive oil to Turkey that was documented 
extensively after the 2018 Turkish military operation 18 likely did not emerge from a vacuum. It 
is highly probable that this later, more predatory exploitation built upon pre-existing 
knowledge of routes, networks, and markets for moving olive oil across the border. The Turkish 
demand for Afrin's high-quality olive oil, and the established practice of Turkish companies 
repackaging Syrian olive oil as "Made in Turkey" for further export 36, suggest a level of market 
integration and logistical know-how that likely developed over a considerable period, 
including the years before 2010. 
 
C. Motivations for Smuggling in Afrin: Economic Necessity, Social 
Resistance, or Entrepreneurial Opportunity? 

 
The motivations for engaging in smuggling in Afrin before 2010 were likely multifaceted, 
varying among different individuals and groups within the society, and reflecting a complex 
interplay of economic pressures, social conditions, and political realities. 
Economic Necessity was almost certainly a primary driver for a significant portion of the 
population. In a context of limited formal employment opportunities, particularly for a 
marginalized Kurdish population, and exacerbated by factors such as the severe drought of 
2006-2010 which devastated agricultural livelihoods 23, smuggling could offer a vital, if 
precarious, means of subsistence.6 For impoverished families or those with restricted access 
to state resources or formal markets, the informal economy, including cross-border trade, 
provided a lifeline. 
Entrepreneurial Opportunity also played a role. For individuals with capital, connections, or 
a higher tolerance for risk, smuggling presented a chance to accumulate wealth by exploiting 
price differentials between Syria and Turkey and catering to specific market demands.13 These 
actors might have organized larger-scale operations, contributing to the development of more 
structured smuggling networks. 
Beyond purely economic factors, Social and Political Resistance may have been an 
underlying, if not always explicitly articulated, motivation. For the Kurdish population in Afrin, 
subjected to decades of Ba'athist policies of Arabization, cultural suppression, and political 
marginalization 7, engaging in activities that bypassed or defied state control could have 
carried an element of resistance. Smuggling, by operating outside the state's legal and 
economic framework, could be seen as a way of asserting local agency or practicing a form of 
"sly legality" – an evasive engagement with state power that subtly undermined its authority.21 
The sentiment of smuggling as a form of protest, noted in Turkish Kurdish border areas 13, 
could well have resonated in Afrin. 
These motivations were not mutually exclusive and likely coexisted. An individual might have 
initially turned to smuggling out of economic desperation but later found entrepreneurial 
success, while simultaneously deriving a sense of empowerment from operating 
independently of a repressive state. Smuggling in Afrin, therefore, likely served as an informal 
mechanism for resource redistribution and a potential avenue for social mobility in a context 



where formal state channels were often inadequate, discriminatory, or corrupt. Profits from 
this illicit trade, however unevenly distributed, would have injected much-needed cash into 
the local economy and provided livelihoods where few legitimate alternatives existed, 
potentially allowing some individuals and families to improve their socio-economic standing in 
ways the state did not intend or control. 
 

VI. Conclusion 
 
The history of smuggling in the Afrin region before 2010, while not extensively documented in 
direct, specific accounts within the available sources, emerges through a tapestry of indirect 
evidence, contextual analysis, and strong inferences. The geographical realities of Afrin – its 
extensive, mountainous border with Turkey and its historical cross-border connections – 
combined with its predominantly agricultural economy centered on olive production, created a 
natural predisposition for informal trade. Superimposed upon this was a socio-political 
environment characterized by the Syrian Ba'athist state's discriminatory policies towards its 
Kurdish population and a broader national economy plagued by inefficiencies, corruption, and 
limited opportunities. These factors collectively suggest that smuggling was not merely an 
incidental activity but a significant, albeit under-documented, feature of life and economy in 
pre-2010 Afrin. 
The likely nature of this illicit trade involved the outflow of local agricultural products, with 
olive oil being a prime candidate, destined for Turkish markets. Conversely, manufactured 
goods, textiles, and other consumer items were likely smuggled into Afrin from Turkey. Fuel, 
heavily subsidized in Syria, was almost certainly smuggled across this border segment 
towards Turkey, consistent with well-documented patterns along the entire Syrian-Turkish 
frontier. These activities were facilitated by local networks, often leveraging strong kinship and 
ethnic ties for trust and operational coherence, and utilizing an intimate knowledge of the 
challenging border terrain. The motivations were complex, ranging from sheer economic 
necessity for survival in a marginalized region, to entrepreneurial exploitation of price 
differentials, and potentially encompassing an element of informal resistance against a 
repressive and neglectful state. 
The pre-2010 illicit economy of Afrin had considerable significance. It provided livelihoods 
where formal avenues were scarce, served as a pragmatic local adaptation to restrictive state 
policies and economic constraints, and may have subtly expressed a form of local autonomy. 
The resilience of these smuggling networks, often operating in a negotiated space with 
potentially compromised or selectively permissive state authorities, underscores the 
limitations of state control in such borderland peripheries. 
It is crucial to acknowledge the limitations imposed by the available data. While the synthesis 
of broader patterns and regional specifics allows for a reasoned reconstruction, a more 
definitive and granular account of pre-2010 smuggling in Afrin would necessitate further 
dedicated research. This could involve delving into local administrative records (if they exist 
and are accessible from that period), Turkish customs archives, and, importantly, conducting 



oral history interviews with individuals who lived and operated in the region before 2010. Such 
endeavors could unearth more direct evidence and richer narratives.6 

Ultimately, understanding the history of smuggling in Afrin before 2010 is not merely an 
academic exercise in cataloging illicit economic activities. It provides a crucial precursor to 
comprehending the region's complex trajectory during the Syrian Civil War and its aftermath. 
The established informal networks, the accumulated cross-border logistical know-how, and 
the local population's experience in navigating state controls and informal economies likely 
adapted to, and were exploited by, new conflict-related opportunities and pressures that 
emerged after 2011. The unseen flows of the pre-war era laid an often-unacknowledged 
foundation for the region's subsequent transformations. 
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