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Chapter 4

National, Regional and Local Setting
This chapter is an introduction to the national, regional and local settings in which the thesis has its empirical foundation. First attention is drawn to some political conditions of interest for the thesis. The political history of Syria since their formal independence in 1943 is shortly described. Hereafter the landreforms carried out in Syria within the last four decades and their impact on small-scale peasants are addressed. Turning to the regional area of Khanaser Valley involved in this thesis, some general issues concerning drylands are addressed and thereafter specific characteristics of Khanaser Valley is described. Finally the local setting for the research, the village Im Mial, is introduced.  

4.0 National Setting

Syria like many other Middle Eastern countries has had a turbulent political history. Although Syria today is a democratic republic, the democratic tradition is new. The civil society hold little tradition for organisation of interest groups or the like, which are reflected in the way local communities operate in the institutionalisation of resource management. At the same time the patriarchal organisation of family as well as society affects most aspects of civil life. Another issue to be noticed is that the political isolation of Syria in the beginning of the 1960’s has influenced the country’s opportunities for development and is reflected in the delay of some general development trends in the Middle East
.

4.0.1 Political history

Syria gained formal independence in 1943 and full sovereignty in 1946. According to its constitution, independent Syria was a parliamentary democracy. However, de facto power was concentrated in the hands of the landlords and the merchant class, and increasingly in the hands of the military establishment. From 1949 the country experienced a series of military take-overs and coup attempts (1995). In 1958 Syria entered unification with Egypt establishing United Arab Republic (UAR). When the UAR embarked on an outspokenly socialist course in 1961, a group of conservative Syrian officers assumed power in Damascus and terminated this first unification experiment in contemporary Arab history. Syria re-emerged as a sovereign state, with the political elite of the 1950s back in power for another year and a half. With the coup, or ‘revolution’ as it is often referred to, in 1963, a new power elite took over. The regime was composed of competing forces, namely the civilian leaders of the Ba’th party and young military officers of strong nationalist and, for the most part, socialist convictions, who eventually got the upper hand. Syria’s new rulers moved to set the country on a socialist or, at least, egalitarian path of development in an attempt to liquidate the economic basis of the old ruling class which they had already removed from political power. They speeded up a land reform already initiated under the UAR and nationalised a large number of industrial and commercial establishments. Their radical social policies and a no less radical rhetoric, which confronted both the West and the conservative Arab states, left the regime regionally and internationally widely isolated; only relations with the Soviet Union and other socialist states were expanded. At the same time the political leadership was internally divided into different fractions. In February 1966, a radical wing of the party, led by officers of mainly middle class and rural origin, gained the upper hand by military force (Perthes 1995). 

In November 1970, after two years of open conflict within the power elite about both internal and foreign policy directions, general Hafiz al-Asad took power in a new military coup. Socialism, though maintained as a tenet in the rhetoric of the ruling party, was turned into etatism or state capitalism (Perthes 1995). The new regime improved its relations with the conservative Arab states and strengthened its ties with Egypt. Only after Asad’s take-over did stable political structures emerge. In 1971, a parliament was established and in 1973 a new constitution was promulgated. Over the 1980s, parallel to its relatively regional isolation, the country was hit by a deep economic crisis. A gradual process of economic policy change began, giving form to a more market-oriented economy and increasing the importance of the private sector (Perthes 1995). The majority of the votes latest reelected Hafiz al-Asad in February 1999.

4.0.2 Land Reforms

Syria, like most developing countries, has had two major problems in its land tenure: maldistribution of land and tenancy problems (Keilany 1989). The former refers to the possession of a large amount of agricultural land by few people, on the one hand, and the sharing of a small, fragmented farm area by a large number of peasants on the other. The latter refers to the prevailing tenancy arrangements, which impose an excessive and unreasonable burden on a vast number of cultivators. As described above the first comprehensive land reform program was introduced by President Nasser when Syria became part of the United Arab Republic (Keilany 1989). When the Ba’th assumed power in 1963, the implementation of the reform laws began in earnest. In 1969 land was expropriated from landowners with more than 120 hectares of irrigated or 460 hectares of rain fed land. Expropriated land was to be distributed within the villages in such an extent that the property of beneficiaries would not exceed 8 hectares of irrigated land or 45 hectares of rainfed land. Since the law did not prescribe any lower limit for the allocation of expropriated land, some peasants received very small parcels of land, which were hardly sufficient for subsistence. On the other hand, land was not only distributed to small or landless peasants, but also to peasants with medium-size property. However, only parts of the expropriated land was distributed. The rest were vested in the state, and a large number of families employed in agriculture remained landless. In 1980, a new law further reduced the upper limit for land property to a maximum of 200 hectares and land was again expropriated. Distribution of the land was initially planned, but not implemented. As a result of the reform, the area of land in the possession of smallholders and holders of medium-sized plots increased (Keilany 1989). Despite the reforms the number of smallest smallholders - those with less than one hectare each - had increased slightly, as had the proportion of smallholders to the total number of holders, while medium-sized holdings and their proportion to the total had somewhat decreased. The only group who, despite the decrease in the total area of agricultural land, had more land at their disposal in 1981 than in 1970 was the big landowners with more than 300 hectares. Whether the land reforms and the Ba’th’s agricultural policies in general have been successful in terms of the social, economic and political goals of their proponents is therefore questionable (Perthes 1995)
. 

Table 4.1 gives an overview of the most significant events affecting the small-scale peasants within the last century.

Table 4.1  Historical events affects on peasants

Year
Event
Affect on small-scale peasants

1943-46
Independence
Power concentrated with landlords

1958
UAR 

Landreform program
Expropriation of land

Redistribution to 27% of the rural population

1961
Syria a sovereign state

Conservative officers in power
Land reform not completed

1963
”Revolution”
Implementation of landreform Distribution also to medium size holdings

1964-65
International isolation


1970
Hafiz al-Asad takes power


1971
Establishment of a parliament


1980
Economic crisis
No redistribution 

The state rents out land

1986
No limitation on private property of agricultural land
Increase in large land holdings and thereby sharecropped land

1996
Banning of agriculture in areas with less than 200mm rainfall
Farm families experience confiscation of land and consequently remain landless

The land reforms carried out in Syria have influenced the small-scale peasants in a number of ways. The redistribution of land following these reforms has brought land to former landless peasants whereas others have remained without land. Many small-scale farmers only have access to governmental rented land, which brings only user-rights over land. Another factor to be noted is the ban of cultivation in areas with less than 200 mm rainfall, which has left many small-scale farmers without access to land for cultivation
.

4.1 Regional and Local Setting

The rural areas in Syria have been characterised by a growing agricultural population, a shrinking arable land base, and expanding market integration. Between 1961 and 1991, the number of people directly involved in agriculture in Syria increased by 15%, whereas the annual cropped area decreased by 22% (Tutwiler et al 1997). The rural household has responded to these demographic and economic pressures in a number of ways, the most important being off-farm employment. 

In the past few years, the Syrian Directorate of Agricultural Scientific Research (DASR) and ICARDA have conducted a number of studies on the recent evolution of farming systems in agricultural areas with an annual rainfall of 200-350 mm (Tutwiler et al 1997), dry areas characterised by traditional practice of integrated crop-livestock production. Early diagnostic research by ICARDA characterised these zones as practising a barley-livestock system, in which the predominant crop is barley, grown to feed the farmer’s flocks of sheep and goats (Tutwiler et al 1997). In the late 70s and the early 80s barley was virtually the only crop produced, and barley grain, straw, and stubble were used to feed the animals owned by almost every farmer. However, during the 1980s changes in land use occurred. More land came into continuous production as fallow began to disappear, the numbers of sheep seemed to increase, and here and there new plantations of fruit trees appeared, along with well-irrigated wheat, vegetables, and industrial crops (Tutwiler et al 1997). 

4.1.1 Khanaser Valley

Khanaser Valley is located in one of these agricultural dry areas. ICARDA began a unified study in this area in 1998, collecting data on different issues involving researchers from many different disciplines. Khanaser Valley is located approximately 80 km south-east of Aleppo near the Jabul saltlake, as illustrated in map 4.1. 

The area has an annual rainfall of 200-250 mm, with a high annual and interannual irregularity. The rain falls as winter rain in the period between November and April, with a peak in January. The Valley constitutes four main land units: the mountain plateau, the mountain slopes, the mountain foot and the valley floor. The land use system of the area is to a large extend determined by these land unit characteristics. Locally, Khanaser Valley is referred to as ‘Nahiye Khanaser’ (Area Khanaser). It includes 24 villages; the Northeast, Mamoud Zgir and Mawaleh, and the Southeast, Rashadik and Malagha, which administratively belong to Khanaser village. The population of Khanaser Valley is around 11.000 people (Nielsen & Zöebisch 1999), of different tribes. The Khanaser Valley is a typical area in a second demographic transition, characterised by low death rates as a direct function of improved health conditions. However, a high birth-rate remains, due to the positive social value of children (Nielsen 1998). 

Land use history  

The Khanaser Valley has been faced with severe expansion of the cultivated area within the last century. Formerly the area was mainly used as grazing area for pastorals, and only very limited cultivation was practised. In the early 1900’s, the Misham, a Bedouin from Saudi Arabia, claimed the land of Khanaser and ruled it (Nielsen & Zöebisch 1999). People from areas north of Khanaser Valley settled in the Valley in order to cultivate the land for the Misham, and an expansion of the cultivated area took place. The population of Im Mial moved to the area at that time from the village, Fishdan, near the Jabul lake. 

Old terraces are found on the mountain slopes. These terraces were used for tree cultivation (olives, figs, and grapes) 50-100 years ago. The local peasants ascribe their disappearance to the lack of water. The land in Khanaser has traditionally been in the hands of a few landlords. When the Ba’th assumed power an expropriation was conducted in 1969 (Perthes 1995) where the government claimed the land as government property. The land was hereafter distributed to the villages. However, the land has remained state property and the villages only have user rights over the land, which can therefore neither be bought nor sold. Each farmer pays rent to the government for the cultivated areas, whereas no rent is paid for the grazing land. The smaller and stony fields on the mountain slopes which could easily be accessed and cultivated in previous times with the use of donkeys or cultivated by hand has been abandoned during the last 5-15 years. The availability of machinery for cultivation in the 1980’s has made this land unattractive due to its inaccessibility for machinery.  Former cultivation was done on the mountain plateau
, which has more fertile soils. Rainfed barley was the dominant crop cultivated. It was harvested by hand and no stubble was left for the livestock to graze. The government banned the cultivation on this land in 1996 in order to secure grazing areas for livestock and prevent degradation of these areas.

Contemporary land-use

Khanaser Valley is a very divers area and the villages differ in access to natural resources, including quality and quantity of water, production type, tenure system and other aspects. The village territories in Khanaser Valley are well defined. The grazing areas are seen as communal land with open access, across village territory boundaries. Although there are no restrictions most villagers graze their herds within the village territory. 

The land use is mainly divided between grazing and cultivation. The cultivated areas can be divided into two main categories namely rainfed and irrigated land. The land use is, however, mainly based on the topographical differences in the valley. The valley floor with fertile soils is mainly used for rainfed cultivation although it has the highest intensity of irrigated fields in the area. The stony mountain foot is mainly used for rainfed cultivation, since the characteristics of the soil makes the groundwater only difficultly accessible. In areas where the governmental line for ban of cultivation, based on the 200 mm isohyet, runs on the upper part of the valley floor no cultivation is allowed to take place and the area is preserved for grazing. The mountain slopes are exclusively used for grazing, as is the mountain plateau (Nielsen 1998).

Cultivation

Rainfed agriculture is the dominant agricultural production form in the area. Barley is the primary crop and wheat the secondary. Barley is cultivated for sheep fodder by villagers with a sheep herd and for sale by villagers with no or small herds. Approximately 5-10% of the area is irrigated; wheat fields account for the majority of this, although cotton is also an important irrigated cashcrop and smaller plots are cultivated with barley, vegetable and fruit trees (Nielsen 1999). Whereas wheat and vegetables are cultivated for home consumption and sale, Barley is cultivated for sheep fodder. 

Agricultural practises

The choice of cultivation practises depends mainly on the number of livestock in the household. Households with a large herd prefer to harvest by hand in order to maximise the plant biomass of the harvest. Harvest by hand is also used in areas, steep, remote or isolated, where the combine can not be used. Otherwise harvest by use of machinery is preferred. Tractors became available in the late 60’s and early 70’s. The combine was introduced in the area in 1973, although it was not until the 80s that it became extensively used (Nielsen 1998).

Livestock rearing

Livestock rearing constitutes a major part of the production in these dry areas. The households in Khanaser Valley mainly keep sheep and to a lesser extent goats for milk production; side products are meat and wool. Large sheep herds are considered a sign of status and wealth. The livestock primarily graze in the mountain plateau, although seasonal droughts result in fodder shortage and migration of herds to other areas in Syria. 

Agro-pastoral interactions 

There is a relatively high interaction between the pastoral and agricultural form of production. Manure is collected from the stables and from the land, and then sold to vegetable farmers. Grazing of stubble is also practised, as farmers with no livestock rent out their fields, either to local people or Bedouins. 1998 was a good rainfall year in the steppe area and the Bedouins stayed within their own territory (Nielsen 1998), whereas 1999’s low rainfall caused a massive migration of Bedouins into Khanaser Valley, in the search for grazing opportunities for their herds.

Environmental problems

Khanaser Valley faces several degradational problems both concerning soil salinization and erosion. The ground water system of the valley is influenced by the Jabul saltlake in the north and the Jebel al-Hoss and Jebel al-Shbib hills range to the west and east, respectively. When farmers pump a large amount of groundwater for irrigation it creates a low groundwater level in their wells, which causes water from the Jabul saltlake to flow towards the wells in this area. This causes an increase in salt concentration of the water pumped from the wells (Hoogeveen & Zöebisch 1999). An increasing number of farmers have started to irrigate in the area. The traditional cultivation of rainfed barley is being more and more supplanted by the cultivation of irrigated wheat and cotton. Because of the high salinity of the groundwater used for irrigation, there is an effect of salt accumulation in the soil, which effects the crop growth (van de Steeg & Zöebisch 1999). The grazing areas in Khanaser Valley are visibly degraded. The natural vegetation has decreased both in plant diversity and the degree of plant cover. The mountain slopes of the Khanaser area are seriously eroded due to the removal of the vegetation by overgrazing. In the valley floor there are clear indications of wind erosion. Another serious problem within the valley is the high population growth and the scarce land resources. Land is increasingly fractured causing problems of adequate resources for the sustainance of families. The villager’s solution to this problem is migration and work outside the valley. Off farm labour is thus becoming an increasingly important income generating activity for the households in the area. Thus the valley faces several environmental problems, of which some have been addressed above. The most severe problems that are prevalent in the valley are: lack of rainfall, lack of drinking water, infertile soils, pests and low yields due to low rainfall, lack of fallow and fertiliser.

4.1.2 The village of Im Mial

The village constitutes of 38 extended families divided into 90 households of which around 30 households do not return to the village on a regular basis, since they migrate
. The village has around 550-600 inhabitants, with a population growth of 3.9% (Nielsen & Zöebisch 1999).

The village Im Mial is located in the south-eastern part of Khanaser Valley, at the eastern mountain range, the foot of Jebal Shbith
. The village territory consists of 2704 hectares of which 979 hectares are arable land. The rest of the territory consists of the village area and grazing land, i.e. 28 and 1695 hectares (Nielsen & Zöebisch 1999). The village has 600 hectares of cultivated land, of which 30 hectares are irrigated and 570 hectares are rainfed. The main crop grown is barley. Although the majority of land is rented from the government, around one third of the extended families actually own land although usually these are small plots under 5 hectares. Simultaneously 5 of the extended families have no access to land in Im Mial as the government in 1996 confiscated their land. Half of the extended families have gardens, which are grown with vegetables for subsistence, although some of these gardens are not in actual use. Apart from cultivation livestock rearing constitutes the main production, there are around 1900 sheep in the village. 

The infrastructure constitutes of dustroads. The village has a school built in 1973 and electricity since 1983. The village does not have drinking water due to the process of salinization in Khanaser Valley. Only one extended family has a water pump, facilitating irrigation of crops, whereas 30 extended families have wells, which do not enable irrigation, however the water is useful for livestock and domestic purposes other than consumption. 

The village of Im Mial share common characteristics with most of the villages in Khanaser Valley. However, this is especially true for villages located near the mountain range, as Im Mial, where irrigated cultivation is very limited and the villagers depend on rainfed cultivation, livestock rearing and migration labour for a livelihood. 

� For an example of this see the empirical analysis, chapter 5 part II, section 5.5.1. on women’s receiving of the dowry. 


� For further information see also Perthes, Volker (1994): Stages of Economic and Political Liberalization, in: Kienle, E. (ed.): Contemporary Syria. British Academic Press, London; Hawwa, Huda (1993): Linkages and Constraints of the Syrian Economy, pp.84-102, in: Choueiri, Y.M. (ed.) (1993): State and Society in Syria and Lebanon. University of Exeter Press, Exeter; and Findlay, Allan M. (1994): The Arab World. Routledge, London.


� This is further addressed when introducing the regional and local setting in 4.1.


� See map 5.1, village territory map.


� This has been shortly addressed in chapter 3, research design and methods, and will be further described in chapter 5, the empirical analysis.


� See map 4.1, Khanaser Valley.





