Anatomy of a Crisis: The Convergent
Causes of Syria's 2006-2010 Drought
and its Role as a Catalyst for Conflict

Introduction

The Syrian Civil War, which erupted in March 2011, is a conflict of staggering complexity,
rooted in decades of authoritarian rule, socio-economic grievances, and sectarian tensions.
Yet, to comprehend the specific timing and triggers of the initial uprising, one must look
beyond the purely political to the parched earth of the Syrian countryside. The period from
2006 to 2010 was marked by a devastating drought, an event of historical severity that
shattered rural livelihoods and propelled a massive wave of internal displacement. This report
posits that the 2006-2010 drought was not a singular, natural disaster but a complex crisis
born from the convergence of four primary vectors. First, a long-term,
anthropogenically-forced trend of regional aridification, which created a brittle environmental
baseline. Second, an acute and historically severe meteorological event, influenced by
patterns of natural climate variability, which acted as the immediate shock. Third, decades of
unsustainable domestic water and agricultural policies under the Assad regime, which
systematically manufactured extreme vulnerability across the nation's food and water
systems. Fourth, escalating transboundary water stress, primarily from upstream development
on the Euphrates River, which constricted Syria's most vital lifeline.

This report will deconstruct these convergent causes to demonstrate how the drought acted
as a "threat multiplier" ', a term used by security analysts to describe how climate change can
exacerbate pre-existing fragilities. It served as a catalyst, not a sole cause, contributing to the
political unrest that spiraled into civil war.2 The analysis will proceed by first establishing the
physical and climatic nature of the event, differentiating between the long-term trend and the
acute shock. It will then dissect the layers of human and political factors that defined its
context and impact, including catastrophic domestic policy failures and intense geopolitical
pressures over shared water resources. Finally, the report will document the resulting
socio-economic collapse and the regime's inadequate response, which ultimately
transformed a climate-related humanitarian crisis into a flashpoint for national conflict. By
synthesizing these elements, this report provides a holistic understanding of the 2006-2010
drought's role in the Syrian tragedy and offers critical lessons on the profound security
implications of the climate-governance nexus in a warming world.



Section 1: The Meteorological Event: A Climate System
Under Stress

The drought that afflicted Syria from 2006 to 2010 was more than a period of low rainfall; it
was a complex meteorological phenomenon occurring within a climate system already
undergoing fundamental, long-term change. Its unprecedented severity was the result of an
acute natural weather event superimposed upon a chronic, human-driven trend toward
greater aridity in the Eastern Mediterranean. Understanding the causes of the drought
requires disentangling these distinct but interacting elements: the historical uniqueness of the
event itself, the underlying anthropogenic signal that amplified its intensity, and the influence
of natural climate cycles that shaped its timing and character.

1.1. A Drought of Historical Proportions

The period from the winter of 2006/2007 through 2010 is widely documented as the most
severe and prolonged drought in Syria's modern instrumental record.? Spanning the entirety
of the so-called Fertile Crescent, the drought's impact was felt across Syria, Turkey, and Iraq,
the historical cradle of agriculture.® The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) identified
the agricultural seasons of 2007/08 and 2008/09 as among the most severe and widespread
drought periods in the preceding four decades, comparable only to the drought of
1998/99-1999/00.°

The winter of 2007-2008 was particularly catastrophic, marking the driest winter in the
observed record for the region.”® Average winter rainfall across Syria plummeted by a third,
and in the critical grain-growing regions of the northeast, some areas received no rain at all
during the crucial planting period from October to December.’ This acute lack of
precipitation was compounded by its poor timing in other years of the drought period; when
rain did fall, it often arrived in the deep winter months when it was less favorable for crop
germination, followed by damaging dust and sandstorms in the spring that stripped away the
nutritious topsoil and "burned" the young crops.”

The persistence of these conditions over multiple years was a defining feature of the crisis.
While Syria has a long history of enduring drought cycles, these typically lasted for one or two
seasons.” The 2006-2010 event, however, represented a multi-season, multi-year period of
extreme dryness that exhausted traditional coping mechanisms.' A displaced Syrian farmer
captured this sentiment, stating, "When the drought happened, we could handle it for two
years, and then we said, 'It's enough™."* This demonstrates that the duration of the drought
was as critical as its intensity in causing a systemic breakdown of rural livelihoods.
Paleoclimatological research underscores the event's extreme nature. A NASA-led study
analyzing tree-ring data—a reliable proxy for historical precipitation—reconstructed the
region's drought history over the past millennium. The findings concluded that the recent



drought, which began in 1998 and intensified dramatically from 2006, was likely the worst in
the past 900 years and stood out as being approximately 50% drier than the driest period of
the last 500 years.” This places the event far outside the bounds of previously experienced
natural variability, suggesting that the climate system was behaving in a new and more
extreme manner. Satellite observations confirmed the on-the-ground devastation. Data from
the Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) sensor aboard NASA's Terra
and Aqua satellites, which measures the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI),
provided stark, visual evidence of the collapse in vegetation health across the Fertile
Crescent, corroborating reports of widespread agricultural failure."
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1.2. The Anthropogenic Signal: A Human Fingerprint




The historic severity of the 2006-2010 drought cannot be understood as a purely natural
event. A robust body of scientific literature, centered on a landmark 2015 study by Kelley et al.
published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), establishes a clear
link between the drought's intensity and long-term, human-induced climate change.? The
analysis reveals that the acute drought occurred against the backdrop of a century-long trend
of aridification in the Eastern Mediterranean, a trend that climate models consistently
attribute to the forcing effects of anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions.?

The physical mechanisms through which this anthropogenic forcing operates are twofold,
creating a powerful combination that primes the region for more severe droughts:

1. Atmospheric Drying and Reduced Precipitation: Global warming has led to a
long-term trend of rising mean sea-level pressure in the Eastern Mediterranean. This
atmospheric change weakens the westerly wind patterns that historically transported
moisture-laden air from the Mediterranean Sea over Syria during the crucial November
to April wet season. The result is a structural decline in winter precipitation, the primary
source of water for the region's rain-fed agriculture and river systems.?

2. Increased Evapotranspiration and Soil Moisture Depletion: Concurrent with the
decline in precipitation is a steady, long-term increase in regional temperatures.® Higher
temperatures significantly increase the rate of evaporation from soils and transpiration
from plants (evapotranspiration), particularly during the already hot and dry summers.
This process actively draws down soil moisture, meaning that even in years with
near-average rainfall, the landscape is effectively drier. When a precipitation deficit
does occur, this pre-existing thermal stress creates a devastating "one-two punch,"
rapidly depleting any remaining moisture and accelerating the onset of severe drought
conditions.?

The core finding of the Kelley et al. (2015) study, which utilized an ensemble of 16 climate
models from the Coupled Model Intercomparison Project Phase 5 (CMIP5), is a quantitative
attribution of risk. The analysis concluded that the long-term drying trend made an event of
the severity and duration of the 2007-2010 drought two to three times more likely than it
would have been under conditions of natural variability alone.? This finding moves the
discussion beyond correlation to causation, providing strong evidence that human
interference in the climate system was a key ingredient in the disaster. More recent rapid
attribution analysis by the World Weather Attribution service has reinforced this conclusion,
finding that while the low rainfall itself did not have a clear climate change signal, the extreme
heat that drove the drought's intensity would have been "virtually impossible" without climate
change, making the overall event about 25 times more likely in Syria and Irag.?® The drought's
severity was therefore a product of an acute-on-chronic stress: a severe but naturally
occurring period of low rainfall (the acute event) impacting a climate system that had been
fundamentally altered and pushed toward a state of persistent aridity by human activity (the
chronic condition).

1.3. The Influence of Natural Climate Variability



While anthropogenic warming set the stage for a more severe drought, the specific timing and
characteristics of the event were modulated by large-scale, natural patterns of climate
variability known as teleconnections.?” These cyclical fluctuations in atmospheric and oceanic
conditions are the primary drivers of interannual weather variations in the region. The
2006-2010 drought can be understood as a confluence of this natural variability with the
long-term anthropogenic drying trend.?

The most significant of these teleconnections for the Mediterranean basin is the North
Atlantic Oscillation (NAO).3° The NAO describes a seesaw in atmospheric pressure between
the Icelandic Low and the Azores High. In its positive phase, both pressure systems are
stronger than average, which shifts the Atlantic jet stream and associated storm tracks
northward, away from the Mediterranean. This pattern typically results in warmer and drier
winter conditions across Southern Europe and the Middle East.® The NAO was in a positive
phase for parts of the drought period, favoring the dry conditions that gripped Syria.*® Indeed,
long-term analyses of Mediterranean drying have linked the trend to atmospheric circulation
changes that strongly resemble a persistent positive NAO phase, suggesting a potential
interaction between natural variability patterns and anthropogenic forcing.”

The role of the El Nifo-Southern Oscillation (ENSO), a climate pattern originating in the
tropical Pacific, is less direct and more complex in the Eastern Mediterranean.?” While some
studies have identified a weak statistical tendency for El Nino phases to be associated with
wetter conditions and La Nina phases with drier conditions in the broader Middle East, this
relationship is not consistently robust across all events or for all parts of the region.?® There is
evidence suggesting that the NAO's variability may itself be influenced by ENSO, creating an
indirect pathway of influence.® Some analyses have specifically linked the extreme dryness of
the 2007/08 winter to influences from the tropical Pacific, indicating that ENSO likely played a
contributing, if not dominant, role in modulating the drought's intensity in specific years.?
Other regional climate patterns, such as the East Atlantic Pattern and the frequency and
intensity of localized cyclonic systems known as Cyprus Lows, also contribute to the region's
weather.” However, the NAO remains the most powerful and well-documented large-scale
driver of interannual hydroclimate variability and drought in the Eastern Mediterranean.®' The
2006-2010 drought was therefore not caused by any single one of these factors, but by their
dangerous alignment: a phase of natural variability (a positive-tending NAO) conducive to
dryness occurred within a background climate state that had already been significantly
warmed and dried by human activity.

Section 2: Manufactured Vulnerability: Syria's
Domestic Water and Agricultural Policies

The catastrophic impact of the 2006-2010 meteorological drought cannot be comprehended



without a thorough examination of the preceding decades of Syrian domestic policy. The
Assad regime, under both Hafez and his son Bashar, pursued a set of agricultural and water
management strategies that systematically dismantled the nation's resilience to water
scarcity. These policies did not merely fail to prepare the country for drought; they actively
constructed a state of profound vulnerability that made a humanitarian disaster almost
inevitable. This "manufactured vulnerability" was the result of a rigid and unsustainable food
self-sufficiency strategy, a reckless and subsidized exploitation of groundwater, and a series
of ill-timed and poorly executed economic reforms that pulled the safety net out from under
the rural population at the moment of greatest need.

2.1. The Strategy of Unsustainable Self-Sufficiency

For decades, the central pillar of the Ba'athist regime's agricultural policy was the pursuit of
national self-sufficiency in what it deemed "strategic" crops.? This ideology, aimed at ensuring
national strength and independence from foreign markets, drove a massive expansion of
agricultural production.*? However, the strategy was implemented with little regard for the
country's arid and semi-arid climate. The government aggressively promoted the cultivation of
notoriously water-intensive crops, particularly wheat and cotton, even in regions wholly
unsuited for them.®

Cotton, a key export commodity, became a symbol of this flawed policy. Producing cotton in
Syria's climate, with its high evaporative demand and low effective rainfall, requires enormous
quantities of irrigation water.*’ By the early 2000s, the agricultural sector as a whole was
consuming up to an astonishing 85% of all available water resources in the country.* Irrigated
land area had nearly doubled since 1985, driven by these food security objectives. This
approach conflated the concept of "food security” with the much more rigid and risky goal of
"food self-sufficiency." A more resilient strategy would have focused on the principle of virtual
water, encouraging the production of high-value, low-water-use crops for export while
importing water-intensive staples like grain. Instead, Syria's pursuit of autarky created a brittle
agricultural system entirely dependent on massive, unsustainable water inputs and left with no
margin for error when those inputs inevitably failed.? When the drought struck, the strategy
designed to guarantee national security ensured its collapse, forcing Syria, for the first time
since the mid-1990s, to import large quantities of wheat to feed its population.?

2.2. The Groundwater Catastrophe: A Race to the Bottom

The state's unsustainable agricultural ambitions were realized through the catastrophic
mismanagement of its most critical buffer resource: groundwater. Aquifers, which should have
served as a strategic reserve to be drawn upon sparingly during drought years, were instead
treated as a limitless primary water source to fuel the expansion of irrigation.? This race to the
bottom was actively encouraged by state policy.



The primary mechanism was the provision of massive subsidies for diesel fuel. In the 1990s,
diesel subsidies were so large that they constituted approximately 80% of the local purchase
price, making the cost of pumping groundwater from wells artificially and deceptively cheap.**
This removed any economic incentive for farmers to conserve water or use efficient irrigation
methods; instead, it encouraged rampant over-pumping.? Surface irrigation, particularly
inefficient basin and furrow techniques, remained the norm, covering 95% of the irrigated
area with field efficiencies as low as 40-60%.%°

The result was a literal explosion in the number of water wells across the country. The number
of wells more than doubled in just six years, from an estimated 53,000 in 1988 to 124,000 in
1994.%¢ By 1999, official figures counted over 201,000 wells, and it was estimated that a
quarter of them were unlicensed and illegal.** This points to a critical failure of governance.
The state was aware of the problem and, in 2005, enacted a law requiring a license to dig new
wells. However, the law was widely ignored and never effectively enforced, signaling the
regime's inability or unwillingness to regulate the very over-exploitation its own policies had
incentivized.?

This unchecked "mining" of groundwater had predictable and devastating consequences.
Water tables plummeted across the country's main agricultural basins.*” The Khabur River, a
major tributary of the Euphrates in the heart of the northeastern breadbasket, began to dry
up, a phenomenon directly blamed on the overuse of groundwater for irrigation.? By the time
the 2006 drought began, Syria's strategic groundwater reserves were already severely
depleted or exhausted. The buffer that could have mitigated the impact of several dry years
was gone, leaving the entire agricultural sector exposed and vulnerable to the first extended
meteorological shock.?
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2.3. llI-Timed Liberalization and Ineffective Governance

The final layer of manufactured vulnerability was added in the years immediately preceding
the drought. Upon succeeding his father in 2000, Bashar al-Assad initiated a program of
economic liberalization, intended to transition Syria toward a "social market economy".'” While
this involved some modernization and privatization, the benefits were largely captured by
elites connected to the regime.”' For the rural majority, the most significant impact was
negative: the state began to dismantle the extensive system of subsidies that had been a
cornerstone of the Ba'athist social contract.
Crucially, these reforms included the sharp reduction and eventual cancellation of the very
fuel and food subsidies on which the agricultural system had become utterly dependent.? This
policy change occurred just as the drought was taking hold. Overnight, the price of diesel fuel
needed to power irrigation pumps and the fertilizers needed to enrich depleted soils
multiplied.*® This delivered a final, crippling blow to farmers and herders already struggling
with falling water tables and a lack of rain.
This sequence of events reveals a profound policy incoherence. The regime first spent




decades creating an agricultural system that was structurally dependent on subsidized water
and inputs. It then abruptly removed that support system at the exact moment of maximum
climatic and environmental stress. For the rural population of the northeast, this was not
merely an economic hardship; it was perceived as a fundamental betrayal by the central
government, deepening the already wide urban-rural divide and fueling a powerful sense of
grievance and abandonment that would soon find expression in the streets.”® The state had
not only created the conditions for the disaster but had also actively dismantled the
population's ability to cope with it.

Section 3: Geopolitical Pressures: The Transboundary
Water Dimension

Syria's internal water crisis was dangerously compounded by external pressures on its most
critical water source, the Euphrates River. As a downstream nation, Syria is highly dependent
on flows originating in the mountains of Turkey, a geopolitical reality that has shaped regional
politics for decades. The massive, unilateral water development projects undertaken by Turkey
since the 1970s created a long-term, structural reduction in the amount of water reaching
Syria. This "political drought" predated and amplified the meteorological drought of
2006-2010, placing the Syrian state and its people in a "hydrological vise"—squeezed
between dwindling internal groundwater supplies and diminishing external surface water
flows.

3.1. Turkey's Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP) and the Euphrates

Syria is one of the most water-vulnerable countries in the region, with over 70% of its total
water resources originating outside its borders.” The Euphrates River is the nation's lifeline,
and approximately 89% of its annual flow is contributed by Turkey.*? This fundamental
asymmetry in water geography has been a source of tension since Turkey embarked on its
ambitious Southeastern Anatolia Project, known by its Turkish acronym, GAP.>®

Planned in the 1970s and aggressively developed through the 1980s and 1990s, GAP is one of
the world's largest and most ambitious regional development schemes. It comprises a
massive complex of 22 dams and 19 hydroelectric power plants built across the upper reaches
of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers.®? The project's stated goals were to irrigate 1.7 million
hectares of arid land in southeastern Turkey and generate 27 billion kilowatt-hours of
electricity annually, transforming the economy of a historically underdeveloped region.>
However, this massive re-engineering of the river system was conducted largely unilaterally,
with minimal consultation or binding agreements with the downstream riparian states of Syria
and Irag.”* Both nations repeatedly demanded the release of more water, while Turkey
asserted its sovereign right to develop the resources within its territory, leading to decades of



diplomatic friction and near-conflict.® The construction and filling of major dams, such as the

Keban and the colossal Atatlirk Dam—one of the largest in the world—had immediate and
significant impacts on the quantity of water flowing across the border into Syria.™

3.2. Quantifying the Decline: A Diminishing Lifeline

The hydrological data from the period clearly illustrates the impact of the GAP project.
Measurements of the Euphrates River's flow at Jarabulus, a Syrian town just downstream of
the Turkish border, show a substantial and sustained decline in average annual discharge
beginning in the 1970s and accelerating thereafter, coinciding directly with the construction
and operation of the GAP dams."

Multiple studies estimate that the total flow of the Euphrates has decreased by 40-45% since
the project began in the 1970s.% The natural annual flow at the Syrian-Turkish border, once
around 30 billion cubic meters (BCM), had fallen to an average of roughly 25 BCM, with a clear
and continuing downward trend.>® While a 1987 protocol signed between Turkey and Syria
committed Turkey to releasing a provisional minimum of 500 cubic meters per second (

m3/s) across the border, this amount was considered inadequate by Syria and Irag and did not
reflect the natural flow of the river or the equitable sharing principles of international water
law. 2

This structural reduction in the main river's flow was exacerbated by declining flows in its key
tributaries. The Khabour River, which originates in both Turkey and Syria and is the largest
tributary of the Euphrates within Syria, saw its own annual flow decrease dramatically due to
intensive groundwater and surface water abstraction for irrigation on both sides of the
border.*

The consequences of this diminished flow became starkly visible during the 2006-2010
drought. Some researchers argue that the upstream water diversions by Turkey were a more
direct cause of the agricultural collapse in Syria than the meteorological drought itself. They
point to satellite imagery from the period which reveals a sharp and telling contrast at the
border: on the Turkish side, fields irrigated with water from GAP reservoirs were green and
flourishing, while just across the border in Syria, the same agricultural lands, dependent on
the now-reduced river flow, were brown and withered.®® This evidence suggests that while the
lack of rain affected rain-fed winter crops across the region, the collapse of Syria's
summer-irrigated agriculture was directly linked to the man-made scarcity of water in the
Euphrates. The meteorological drought struck a system that was already being slowly starved
of its primary water source by upstream political decisions.
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Section 4: The Human Toll: Agricultural Collapse, Mass
Displacement, and State Failure

The convergence of extreme meteorological drought, manufactured domestic vulnerability,
and geopolitical water pressures culminated in a human catastrophe of immense proportions.
The period from 2006 to 2011 witnessed the complete collapse of the agricultural economy in
northeastern Syria, triggering a massive internal exodus of destitute families toward the
country's cities. This rapid, destabilizing demographic shift overwhelmed already strained
urban areas and was met with a response from the Assad regime characterized by neglect,
inadequacy, and ultimately, brutal repression. The human toll of the drought was not merely a
consequence of the crisis; it was the primary mechanism through which an environmental and
economic disaster transformed into a national security threat.

4.1. The Decimation of the "Breadbasket"

The drought's impact was most acute in Syria's northeastern governorates of Al-Hasakeh,
Raqgqga, and Deir ez-Zor—the nation's traditional agricultural heartland, or "breadbasket"." This
region, which historically produced more than two-thirds of the country's vital cereal crops,
experienced a near-total systemic failure.?

The scale of the agricultural losses was staggering. According to United Nations and other
assessments, nearly 75% of farming families dependent on agriculture in the affected regions
suffered total crop failure.' In the single agricultural year of 2007-2008, national harvests of



staple crops plummeted, with barley production falling by 67% and wheat by 47% compared
to the previous year.'® The impact on pastoral communities was equally devastating. Herders
in the northeast lost an estimated 85% of their livestock—including sheep, goats, and
cattle—a disaster that directly affected 1.3 million people.' With grazing pastures turning to
dust and the price of animal feed skyrocketing, many were forced to sell their remaining
animals at ruinously low prices to survive, effectively liquidating their only source of wealth
and livelihood.®

The economic shockwaves rippled through the national economy. Agricultural production,
which accounted for roughly a quarter of Syria's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) before the
drought, plummeted to just 17% by 2008.2 The collapse in domestic production led to soaring
food prices, with the cost of wheat, rice, and other essentials more than doubling between
2007 and 2008.8 This food price inflation, combined with the loss of income, pushed millions
into poverty and food insecurity. UN reports from the period estimated that 1.3 million people
were affected by the drought, with over 800,000 having lost their entire livelihoods and
facing "extreme hardship".2' Many were reduced to a diet of bread and sugared tea, covering
only half of their basic caloric needs.?°
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4.2. The Exodus to the Cities: Mass Internal Displacement

The utter collapse of the rural economy triggered one of the largest internal migrations in
Syria's modern history.! Faced with zero production, mounting debt, and no prospect of
recovery, farming and herding families were forced to abandon their ancestral lands in search
of survival.2 Credible estimates place the number of people internally displaced by the
drought at between 800,000 and 1.5 million individuals.? This was not a gradual movement
but a rapid and destabilizing demographic shock, fundamentally altering the social landscape
of the country.?

These "climate migrants" flocked to the peripheries of Syria's major urban centers—primarily
Damascus, Homs, Aleppo, and the southern city of Daraa." They settled in sprawling, informal
shantytowns and makeshift tent camps, often constructed illegally and lacking basic services
like clean water, sanitation, or electricity.’

This influx of destitute rural migrants placed unbearable pressure on urban areas that were
already deeply strained. Syria's cities had experienced rapid population growth for years, and
in the period immediately preceding the drought (2003-2007), they had also absorbed an
estimated 1.2 to 1.5 million refugees fleeing the war in neighboring Iraq.2 The arrival of an
additional 1.5 million displaced Syrians created a volatile social tinderbox, characterized by
overcrowding, intense competition for scarce low-wage jobs, overburdened infrastructure,
and rising crime rates.? The migration effectively transmitted the crisis from the rural
periphery to the urban core, concentrating a massive population of impoverished,
unemployed, and deeply aggrieved citizens in the very areas where the regime's authority was
most visible and its neglect most palpable.

4.3. The Regime's Response: Neglect and Repression

The Assad regime's handling of this escalating humanitarian crisis was a catastrophic failure
of governance, marked by a combination of denial, inadequacy, and ultimately, violence. This
failure was twofold: a failure of prevention, as detailed in previous sections, and a failure of
response. It was this second failure that directly fueled the transformation of popular
discontent into open rebellion.

Initially, the government attempted to downplay the severity of the drought and conceal the
extent of the humanitarian crisis from the international community, hindering an effective
early response.®® The rapidly growing urban peripheries, which became the epicenters of the



crisis, were largely neglected by the state and left to fester with poverty, unemployment, and
social breakdown.? These neglected slums became the "heart of the developing unrest".?
While the government did eventually acknowledge the crisis and partner with the United
Nations to launch aid initiatives like the Syria Drought Response Plan in 2009, these efforts
were critically underfunded and insufficient to meet the scale of the need.?® The 2009 UN
appeal, for instance, received only a fraction of the required funding, severely limiting the
distribution of food aid and agricultural support.?® This slow and ineffective aid response
reinforced the perception among the drought-affected population that the central
government had abandoned them.?

When peaceful protests finally erupted in March 2011—significantly, beginning in the
drought-stricken southern city of Daraa—the regime's response was not to address the
underlying grievances of poverty, hunger, and state neglect. Instead, it met the protests with
overwhelming and indiscriminate force. The Syrian army laid siege to protesting cities,
employing tanks and artillery and cutting off access to food, water, medicine, and
electricity—the very necessities made scarce by the drought.® This brutal repression was the
final catalyst, extinguishing any hope of a political solution and convincing many regime
opponents that armed resistance was their only option. The government's failure to respond
humanely to the drought's consequences proved to be as decisive a factor in the slide toward
war as the drought itself.

Section 5: Synthesis and Conclusion: A Cascade of
Failures

The 2006-2010 drought in Syria was a watershed event, not only for its unprecedented
meteorological severity but for the stark clarity with which it exposed the vulnerabilities of a
brittle state. The path from drought to all-out civil war was not a simple, linear progression.
Rather, it was a cascading series of failures, where a climatic shock acted upon a landscape of
pre-existing political, economic, and social fragility, ultimately triggering a systemic collapse.
The Syrian case is a quintessential, tragic example of a climate-related "threat multiplier,”
offering profound and urgent lessons on the intersection of environmental stress, governance,
and international security.

5.1. The Drought as a "Threat Multiplier”

The evidence presented in this report demonstrates conclusively that the drought was not the
singular cause of the Syrian war, but rather a powerful catalyst and threat multiplier that
accelerated the country's descent into chaos.” The full causal cascade can be synthesized as
follows:

First, long-term, human-induced climate change created a hotter, drier baseline in the Eastern



Mediterranean, making a drought of this extremity two to three times more likely.? This chronic
environmental stress was the foundational layer of the crisis.

Second, this background trend was punctuated by an acute meteorological drought of
historic severity, driven by natural climate variability, which acted as the immediate shock to
the system.™

Third, this shock did not strike a resilient nation. It struck a country whose vulnerability had
been actively manufactured over decades by the Assad regime. Unsustainable agricultural
policies promoting water-intensive crops, coupled with massive subsidies that encouraged a
catastrophic race to the bottom in groundwater extraction, had systematically eliminated the
nation's buffers against water scarcity.? This was compounded by a "political drought" created
by Turkey's upstream damming of the Euphrates, which structurally reduced the flow of
Syria's most vital river." Syria was caught in a hydrological vise, squeezed by the depletion of
both its internal and external water supplies.

Fourth, the collapse of this brittle system under the drought's pressure triggered a massive
humanitarian crisis. The decimation of the agricultural sector in the northeast led to the
internal displacement of up to 1.5 million people.? This mass migration acted as a transmission
belt, converting a regional environmental and economic crisis into a national political one by
concentrating a vast population of destitute and aggrieved citizens in the neglected
peripheries of Syria's major cities.?

Finally, the regime's response to this predictable crisis sealed the country's fate. A dual failure
of prevention (the policies that created the vulnerability) was followed by a failure of
response. The government's reaction to the humanitarian suffering was characterized by
neglect and inadequacy, which then morphed into brutal repression when the affected
populations began to protest peacefully.' It was this final failure of governance that lit the
fuse of the uprising and pushed the country over the threshold into civil war.

5.2. Acknowledging Complexity and Counter-Narratives

The "threat multiplier" thesis, while dominant and well-supported, is not without its nuances
and academic debate. It is crucial to acknowledge these complexities to achieve a complete
understanding.

Some research rightly points out that the drought of 1998-2001 was, by some meteorological
measures, comparable to or even more severe than the 2006-2010 event, yet it did not
trigger widespread social unrest.” This important observation does not invalidate the role of
the later drought but rather highlights the critical importance of the political and economic
context. The key difference between the two periods was the ill-timed economic liberalization
program implemented by Bashar al-Assad in the 2000s. The abrupt removal of fuel and food
subsidies between the two droughts eviscerated the coping mechanisms that had allowed
rural communities to weather the earlier event.” This underscores that the impact of an
environmental shock is mediated through the political and economic structures in place.
Furthermore, micro-level studies based on surveys with displaced farmers add valuable



texture to the narrative. They show that while drought and water scarcity were acknowledged
as important factors in the decision to migrate, they were often intertwined with and
expressed as "financial difficulties" and the search for alternative job opportunities.®® Some of
this research also suggests that complete land abandonment was less extensive than
sometimes portrayed in the broader literature, as families employed diverse adaptive
strategies, including sending individual members to work elsewhere before the entire family
moved.®® These findings do not contradict the macro-level analysis but enrich it. They confirm
that the drought's impact was not uniform and was filtered through household-level economic
calculations. The state's policy shifts created the very "financial difficulties" that, when
combined with the drought, made migration the only viable option.

5.3. Lessons for a Warming World: The Climate-Security Nexus

The Syrian crisis stands as one of the 21st century's most dire and clarifying case studies on
the climate-security nexus. It is a tragic illustration of how climate change, acting on a fragile
state characterized by poor governance, unsustainable resource management, and
deep-seated social inequalities, can contribute to state failure and catastrophic conflict.

The primary lesson is the absolute necessity of integrated, resilient, and equitable
policymaking. Climate adaptation cannot be treated as a siloed environmental issue. It must
be woven into the fabric of national policy, from agriculture and water management to
economic planning and social safety nets. Syria's fatal error was pursuing a food
self-sufficiency policy that was fundamentally at odds with its water reality, creating a system
doomed to fail.

A second lesson concerns the critical importance of governance. The crisis was as much a
product of state failure as it was of climate change. The inability to enforce regulations, the
implementation of incoherent and contradictory policies, the neglect of marginalized
populations, and the ultimate reliance on repression over responsiveness were all central to
the tragedy. In a future of increasing climate stress, accountable, transparent, and responsive
governance will be a nation's most critical asset for maintaining stability.

Finally, the Syrian case highlights the urgent need for robust transboundary cooperation on
shared resources, particularly water. Unilateral actions by upstream nations that disregard
downstream impacts create a permanent state of vulnerability and sow the seeds of future
conflict. Cooperative frameworks for managing shared river basins are not merely a matter of
environmental diplomacy; they are an essential component of regional security architecture.
In conclusion, the story of Syria's 2006-2010 drought is a story of convergence, where a
changing climate met a broken political and economic system. It serves as a stark warning
that in the 21st century, national security, economic stability, and human well-being are
inextricably linked to the health of the environment and the wisdom with which we manage it.
Ignoring this connection, as the Syrian case so devastatingly demonstrates, invites a future of
cascading crises and preventable conflict.
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