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Oil is a key pillar of the Syrian economy. Syria ranks 27th in oil production worldwide. 

The Syrian regime authorities responsible for supervising the oil sector before the revolution re-

leased conflicting statements about Syria’s oil wealth. Many officials bragged about an increase 

in production, while others sought to hide the real figures about this wealth. Oil revenues have 

never been included in the Syrian state’s budget, instead constituting secret undeclared ex-

penses. These expenses were allocated for military and intelligence spending, or in support 

of the Syrian pound exchange rate. Thus, the Syrian people have not benefitted from their oil 

wealth. On the contrary, this wealth is being depleted and used against the interests of the Syr-

ian people.  In this research, we highlight the historical production of crude oil in Syria. Production 

increased from 81,000 barrels per day in 1970 to 591,000 barrels in 1995. Then production started 

to decline, reaching 378,000 barrels in 2011 under the control of Bashar Al Assad's regime. This 

study also presents an overview of the entities currently in control of oil production: the Islamic 

State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) controls 80% of production with 90,000 barrels per day, the Assad 

regime controls 8% of production with 14,000 barrels per day, and Kurdish forces dominate the 

remaining 12%. Oil production has dramatically deteriorated because most oil companies have 

left Syria and Syria lacks national expertise. In addition, there is a disruption of most tools for ex-

traction and the absence of required maintenance and spare parts. Furthermore, ISIS depends 

on old extraction mechanisms that lead to the depletion of many wells. ISIS’s primitive refining 

methods result in waste exceeding 21% and have caused the spread of respiratory diseases and 

skin cancer, as well as many explosions, fires, and much environmental pollution.  ISIS depends 

on oil as a major source of financing for its militant activities, with estimated earnings of $3 million 

per day. ISIS markets production within its areas of control and sells part of the oil to the liber-

ated areas and another portion to the Assad regime. ISIS uses oil as a weapon against the Syrian 

people by preventing supply to the liberated areas, raising the price of a barrel of diesel from 

16,000 SP to more than 100,000 SP. This negatively impacted the lives of citizens in the liberated 

areas, especially by leading to a rise in the price of bread and basic materials. This also disrupted 

the functions of a large number of water pumps, electricity generators in hospitals, ambulances, 

The oil sector in Syria is an essential pillar of the economy. Most of the oil reserves are located in 

eastern Syria near the Iraqi border, and there are a few small fields in the center of the country. 

Syria relies on three ports on the Mediterranean for the import and export of oil — Banias, Tar-

tous, and Lattakia. Syria ranks 27th in oil production worldwide. Syria’s production of oil in 2010 

amounted to 0.48% of the world's oil production. Syria's oil reserves were estimated of about 

2.5 billion barrels, which represents 0.2% of total world reserves. This is nearly equal to the United 

Kingdom reserves, which are estimated of 2.8 billion barrels.  Oil fields in Syria are distributed on 

three main sites: the first in the northeast of the country in Swediyeh and Alrmelan; the second 

in the Euphrates basin at Omar and Tayem fields, where the largest stock of light oil is located; 

and the third in Badiyet Al Sham desert. Syria’s production of crude oil in 2010 reached almost 

385,000 barrels per day.  This oil is refined locally by two refineries owned by the state, namely, 

Banias refinery at a rate of 133,000 barrels per day and Homs refinery at a rate of 107,000 barrels 

per day. Oil discovered in Syria is divided into two main types—light oil free of sulfur and heavy 

oil that contains a high proportion of sulfur, which is used for the extraction of low-quality oil 

products and exists in large amounts. The oil sector, despite its importance, is one of the most 

complicated files in Syria, as a result of conflicting statements by the official regime supervising 

departments. Therefore many officials in the sector brag about increasing their production, while 

Executive Summary

Introduction
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Oil exploration in Syria began in the second decade of the 20th century by the Iraqi Oil Com-

pany and continued until the beginning of the sixth decade. Manhal Company took over explo-

ration in the middle of the sixth decade, followed by the German company Concordia. The first 

discovery was announced in 1956 in Kratchuk field, and the second discovery was in Swediyeh 

field in Al Jazeera, where the production was shared between foreign companies and the Syrian 

government. In 1964, the state-owned Syrian Oil Company took over oil exploration. 

Oil production in Syria began in 1968 in small quantities exceeding seven million barrels. Produc-

tion increased from 81,000 barrels per day in 1970 to 591,000 barrels in 1995. Then production 

started to decline, reaching 378,000 barrels in 2011. When the revolution occurred, the Assad 

regime lost control of most oil fields. ISIS and the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) gained 

control over the majority of the fields. The Assad regime's share of oil production dropped signifi-

cantly to 31,000 barrels per day in 2013 and only 14,000 barrels in 2014,  while ISIS’s share of Syrian 

oil reached 90,000 barrels per day in 2014.

According to the World Energy report issued by British Petroleum (BP) company, Syria's oil pro-

duction reached about 385,000 barrels per day in 2010, amounting to 0.48% of the world's oil pro-

duction. Syria's oil reserves were estimated at 2.5 billion barrels, representing 0.2% of total world 

reserves—close to the United Kingdom’s reserves of an estimated 2.8 billion barrels. As for gas, 

natural gas reserves stood at approximately 0.3 billion cubic meters at the end of 2010, which 

represents 0.1% of the total world reserves. 

Syria consumes about 45% of the heavy oil it produces and exports the rest, and consumes 

about one-third of the light oil it products and exports the rest.  The oil sector is a major source 

of financing for the national budget, but the regime spent part of the oil revenues in the form of 

personal entertainment expenses. A significant amount is allocated to finance “Shabiha” militias 

of the ruling family, and a very small fraction of revenues is allocated for emergency economic 

or political crises. 

The status of Syrian oil before the
revolution

The oil wealth is considered one of the most important pillars of the Syrian economy, which is not 

used in favor of the Syrian people under the current circumstances. To the contrary, it is used 

against the interests of the Syrian people.

The objective of this research is to shed light on the production of crude oil, including control of 

production, deterioration of production, and the refining and selling mechanisms following ISIS’s 

control of the majority of oil wells in Syria.

Research problem

Objective of this research

hiding the real oil production figures. This secrecy stems from the fact that oil revenues are not 

included in budget of the Syrian state; they are undeclared secret expenses allocated to military 

and intelligence spending or in support of the Syrian pound exchange rate.
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Since 1964 Syria has taken the approach of investing in oil exploration through government-

owned companies, and then followed the strategy of partnerships, with the major companies 

undertaking oil exploration at their own expense. If oil was discovered in commercial quantities, 

a joint venture was formed for the production and marketing of oil; in return, the foreign com-

pany received one-third of the oil produced as compensation for exploration expenses and prof-

its. Syrian oil production in earlier years amounted to about 580,000 barrels per day.  In this way, 

several Syrian oil companies were formed. In light oil, Al Furat Petroleum Company produced 

an average of about 350,000 barrels per day; Deir Ezzor Oil Company produced an average of 

about 65,000 barrels per day; and Khabur Oil Company, formed as a partnership between the 

Syrian Oil Company and the Irish company Tauler, produced an average of about 5,000 barrels 

per day. In heavy oil, the Syrian Oil Company produced an average of about 150,000 barrels per 

day.  Below are the most notable oil companies formed as partnerships between international 

and Syrian companies that have operated in the Syrian fields:

Oil production in Syria declined during the revolution by 80% to 96% from pre-revolution levels as 

the Assad regime lost its ability to govern the country and, with it, its control of the oil fields. Oil 

production in 2011 was about 378,000 barrels per day, which declined to 42,000 barrels per day 

in 2012, then to 31,500 barrels per day in 2013, and to 14,000 barrels per day in 2014.

Syrian oil sector indicators according to available data (figures are approximate):

1.  Shell (Netherland)

2.  Bergomo (Indian-Chinese)

3.  Petro-Canada (Canadian)

4.  Total (French)

5.  Bekten (American)

6.  Royal Dutch Shell (Dutch)

7.  Danmenks (German)

8.  Ina (Croatian)

9.  China National Petroleum Corporation (Chinese)

10.  TAT NEFT (Russian)

11.  Startec Energy (Canadian)

12.  Gulfsands Petroleum (English)

13.  IPR (American)

14.  HBS Oil Company (Tunisian)

15.  Number of Asian national oil companies, led by 

Sinochem (Chinese)

Oil companies that operated in Syria The status of Syrian oil during the revolution

Time period Description 

2010-2014 OOO OOOOOOO Oil reserve 2.5  billion barrels

2009

OOOOOOO OOO OOOOOOOOOO Average oil production

400,400   barrels/day

2011 378,000  barrels/day

2012 42,000    barrels/day

2013 31,500  barrels/day

2014 14000  barrels/day

2009 OOO OOOOOOO Oil consumption 252,000   barrels/day

2012 OOO OOOOOOO Oil consumption 258,000   barrels/day

2008 OOO OOOOOOO Export oil volume 155,000 barrels/day

2009 OOO OOOOOOO Export oil volume 148,000 barrels/day

2010  OOO OOOOOOO Value of oil exports to the European Union $4.1  billion

2007 OOO OOOOOOO Import Oil volume 58,710 barrels/day

During the revolution until 2013 OOO OOOOOOO Import Oil volume 13,440,751 barrels/day

Until 2013        OOO OOOOOOO Waste during the revolution (caused by attacks) 11,492 Barrels

During the revolution until 2012 OOO OOOOOOO Value of damage to oil pipelines $29  Million

During the revolution until 2012 OOO OOOOOOO Syrian Oil Co. losses 138  Billion S.P

Before the revolution OOO OOOOOOO Price per liter of gasoline / diesel 40  S.P / 20 S.P

During the Revolution OOO OOOOOOO Price per liter of gasoline / diesel 100  S.P / 65 S.P

2013  OOO OOOOOOO Government support to the prices of oil products 157,878 Billion S.P
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This map, published by the Geographic Information Office in the Ministry of Communications, 

Transport, and Industry in the Syrian Interim Government, shows that the regime’s control of Syr-

ian oil and gas fields declined to only about 8% after more than four years of ongoing war in 

Syria. The map revealed that ISIS controls 80% of the oil and gas fields in Syria, while Kurdish forces 

dominate the remaining 12%, which are mostly located in the west of Kurdistan (far northeast-

ern Syria). The map also shows that the regime control is concentrated mainly in fields in Homs, 

Hama, and small areas of Deir Ezzor and Hasaka.

ISIS controls the main oil fields in Deir Ezzor province, such as Ward, Tank, Taim, Jafrah, and Omar, 

which is one of the biggest fields with the best quality of extracted oil. ISIS also controls the Kuniko 

gas plant.  Many of the most important oil fields in Syria are concentrated in Deir Ezzor, Hasaka, 

Raqqa, and eastern Homs in Badiyet Al Sham desert. Oil production and quality differs from one 

place to another, as shown in the below table:

Source: Syrian Economic Forum liaisons.

Each field has a primary well and some secondary wells located within the field. Some wells have 

stopped production due to the use of primitive methods and lack of adequate knowledge after 

all the international companies have ceased work in Syria.

Current distribution of control of Syrian oil Oil under the control of ISIS

Province Field Approximate production
(barrels/day)

Deir Ezzor

Omar 30,000

Taim 15,000

Tank 20,000

Jafrah 1,000

Ward 3,000

Hureji-Milh-Kusaybeh-Siyad-Ruwayes 5,000

Hasaka Shadadi-Jabasa-Houl-Markada 10,000

Raqqa Wadi Obaid 1,000

Eastern Homs Jazal–Heil 5,000

Fields Total production 90,000
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ISIS extracts oil from fields it controls depending on the pre-existing equipment and relies on prim-

itive methods for the refining of oil. ISIS uses the incineration method whereby crude oil is extract-

ed from wells without freeing it from the water and gas. It then is transferred to dirt digs for work-

ers to wait for water to settle down in the bottom and gas to evaporate on the surface. Oil is then 

placed in reservoirs, where it is burnt directly in order to get diesel, gas, and gasoline. Workers 

can differentiate these items by the change of color and smell.  When the international coalition 

began its operation against ISIS-controlled areas, it bombed most oil refining centers, causing ISIS 

to resort to selling crude oil without refining it. At the present time, all the liberated areas in Syria 

are witnessing the phenomenal spread of primitive oil refineries established as an alternative to 

regular refineries because of the high fuel prices and the lack of fuel alternatives. It is particularly 

hard to access fuel in these areas due to unsafe conditions for residents and employees. Oil pro-

duction is noticeably lower than the normal rate of production due to the primitive extraction 

tools. The raw material for the refining of oil is sourced from oil wells not controlled by the regime; 

this is the crude oil material and is locally called "fuel." This material comes in multiple types with 

different qualities. This material is refined in primitive local refineries to produce three types of 

fuel: gasoline, kerosene, and diesel. These refineries consist of a burning tank, cooling appara-

tus, and fuel tank. The refineries function similarly to a water heater used in households, in which 

the tank containing the raw material is heated through a burning device appropriate to the size 

and model of the tank. Then, the temperature of the liquid in the tank reaches the temperature 

at which gasoline turns into a gaseous material. Via a tube connected to the top of the tank, it 

passes into a cooling basin that contains a great amount of water, which condenses the 

gasoline back into liquid to be obtained at the end of the tube. This process continues until 

the benzene found in crude oil is extracted. When the temperature rises to the extent that it 

evaporates as kerosene, it is then collected from the tube itself. The process is repeated in a 

third phase for the extraction of diesel. The extracted material is collected in fuel barrels to cool 

down, and then it can be sold to the local market or directly to the people.

ISIS moved toward areas of Al Jazeera and took control over large parts of it to ensure the most 

important sources of its funding and resources for its survival and expansion. ISIS today is one of 

the richest terrorist organizations in the world, seduced by a region rich in oil.

ISIS depends mainly on the oil trade to finance its military and civil activities, with a monthly salary 

of an ISIS fighter reaching $400—double the salary paid to fighters by other battalions. ISIS pays 

the highest monthly salary compared to all other battalions. For fighters coming from outside 

Syria, ISIS pays additional funds of up to $700 a month, especially if he is accompanied by family.

ISIS tends to sell oil to some traders in the eastern areas of Syria. Whoever declares loyalty to ISIS 

gets the advantage of purchase. In order to win the loyalty of certain tribes, ISIS has offered the 

resources of some small oil wells. ISIS also sells oil to the Syrian regime and tries to smuggle oil into 

Turkey. ISIS sells oil at a price much lower than the world price.  

If it is difficult to accurately determine the value of income generated by the Syrian oil trade for 

ISIS; estimates range from $1.2 to $5 million per day. These earth-shattering numbers lead to the 

question of to whom ISIS sells oil?

Life cycle of oil in the ISIS controlled areas
First: the extraction and refining of oil

Second: ISIS oil marketing
Source: Syrian Economic Forum liaisons
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1. Whoever wishes to purchase oil needs to reserve a turn for field management (selling oil 

directly from the field), which differs in terms of:

  a- The quality of the oil: Omar field has the best oil quality, which perhaps surpasses even 

Iraqi oil. This was indicated by Iraqi dealers’ purchase of Syrian oil and its products, which they 

sold back in Mosul and other ISIS-controlled areas.

  b- The period of time during which the oil dealer gets a turn to load oil from the well: at 

present, it may last up to two months at as in Omar field. In other fields, it may last up to 40 days, 

as in Tank field. The period is one month in Jawleh, Al Khasham and Wadi Obaid fields.

2. Reservation: The dealer parks a vehicle that remains in the field until his turn comes. Previously 

oil was sold in Syrian pounds, but since the beginning of 2015, ISIS started selling oil in U.S. dollars. 

The price of a barrel of oil varies from one field to another, depending on the quality and speed 

of access to the required quantity. Prices sometimes vary within the same field from one well to 

another.

3. The dealer brings an appropriate vehicle to fill the oil, which could be a tanker that can ac-

commodate more than 200 barrels, which is locally called a Hout. Some tankers can accommo-

date more than 100 barrels and others 50 barrels. Some dealers may resort to selling their turns 

in exchange for a sum of money because the vehicle may be small in size. A dealer can sell his 

turn to the owner of a Hout for up to 200,000 SP.

4. The dealer transfers crude oil (fuel) to the incinerator’s area—a tank with the capacity of up 

to 100 barrels where the fuel is placed—and the burning process starts underneath. The burning 

process is done using the fuel itself or using electricity like in some larger refineries. Oil is then re-

fined to get oil products like gasoline, diesel, kerosene, and asphalt, as in the following example 

which we received from the owner of a burner:

1. ISIS produces oil derivatives that are needed for the organization’s own use. The production is 

done in the refineries located in the field itself to cover its need for fuel for its military and civilian 

vehicles, municipal garages, sanitation, agriculture, Islamic police and Sharia’a court vehicles, 

and for heating in training camps. In the city of Raqqa, oil is never refined, presumably for secu-

rity reasons.

2. ISIS does not control the price of oil products, and the amount of production (refining) differs 

from one incinerator to another. The price of a barrel varies from one field to another, as well as 

transportation fees.

3. Product quality differs from one field to another, as well as from one oil refinery to another.

4. ISIS imposed fees of 2.5% in the name of zakat, citing the Islamic economic system and using 

the cloak of religion. The fees are only imposed on oil traders who own tankers since ISIS deals 

with them directly. No fees are imposed on the owners of refining facilities or retailers, leaving 

them the freedom of pricing and selling.

The below table shows the prices (for 220 Liter/Barrel not as international unit 158.89 liter/barrel) 

of fuel from its extraction from the well until its arrival to the fuel station in Raqqa city:

Amount of fuel Produces derivatives Number of refined barrels 

120  barrels 

Gasoline 25  

Diesel 40  

kerosene 15  

asphalt 15  

120 barrels of fuel produces 95 barrels of derivatives, with 21% going to waste
Source: Syrian Economic Forum liaisons

Third: How ISIS runs the oil sale operations

Fourth: How ISIS is managing the oil
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Area Oil

substance

10/2104 11/2014 12/2014 1/2015 2/2015 3/2015 4/2015 5/2015

Raqqa 

City

Crude oil N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

Gasoline 72 $ 87 $ 135 $ 102 $ 74 $ 76 $ 76 $ 71 $

Diesel 61 $ 71 $ 89 $ 84 $ 77 $ 64 $ 50 $ 50 $

Kerosene 61 $ 82 $ 108 $ 72 $ 62 $ 72 $ 62 $ 65 $

Al 

Raqqa-

Maadan

Crude oil 15 $ 16 $ 18 $ 18 $ 25 $ 30 $ 30 $ 25 $

Gasoline 78 $ 87 $ 93 $ 88 $ 89 $ 88 $ 76 $ 71 $

Diesel 55 $ 56 $ 83 $ 79 $ 81 $ 76 $ 51 $ 50 $

Kerosene 67 $ 66 $ 83 $ 79 $ 74 $ 74 $ 64 $ 65 $

Al 

Raqqa-

Tal 

Abyad

Crude oil 14 $ 15 $ 16 $ 30 $ 40 $ 45 $ 35 $ 30 $

Gasoline 73 $ 77 $ 81 $ 93 $ 100 $ 110 $ 68 $ 68 $

Diesel 39 $ 41 $ 87 $ 86 $ 81 $ 76 $ 52 $ 52 $

Kerosene 73 $ 72 $ 92 $ 92 $ 85 $ 72 $ 60 $ 61 $

Al 

Raqqa-

Tabaka

Crude oil 15 $ 16 $ 19 $ 25 $ 35 $ 40 $ 30 $ 30 $

Gasoline 83 $ 82 $ 98 $ 102 $ 98 $ 96 $ 86 $ 77 $

Diesel 67 $ 82 $ 93 $ 93 $ 81 $ 76 $ 57 $ 55 $

Kerosene 78 $ 72 $ 74 $ 74 $ 68 $ 64 $ 62 $ 65 $

Deir Ezzor

Crude oil 13 $ 14 $ 15 $ 16 $ 24 $ 28 $ 29 $ 24 $

Gasoline 70 $ 85 $ 125 $ 100 $ 73 $ 75 $ 74 $ 70 $

Diesel 60 $ 70 $ 86 $ 83 $ 75 $ 61 $ 50 $ 50 $

Kerosene 59 $ 80 $ 105 $ 70 $ 62 $ 71 $ 60 $ 63 $

Deir Ezzor-

Boukamal

Crude oil 13 $ 14 $ 15 $ 16 $ 24 $ 28 $ 29 $ 24 $

Gasoline 69 $ 85 $ 120 $ 102 $ 73 $ 75 $ 75 $ 70 $

Diesel 60 $ 71 $ 85 $ 84 $ 73 $ 60 $ 51 $ 50 $

Kerosene 59 $ 81 $ 106 $ 71 $ 62 $ 72 $ 61 $ 64 $

Different reports have been published on how ISIS markets its oil products. Sources vary in their 

findings; some indicate that the Syrian regime purchases ISIS’s oil, and others assume that some 

of the oil is smuggled into Turkey. Other sources speculate about secret deals with various 

organizations and countries.  The Syrian Interim Government maintains that the Assad regime 

is the only entity that buys oil from the extremist groups dominating oil wells in the eastern 

region. In doing so, the regime is violating the United Nations Security Council’s decision, which 

prevents the purchase of oil products from extremist groups. As ISIS’s primary purchaser, the regime 

participates in supporting terrorist extremism economically. Elias Wardeh, the previous Minister of 

Oil and Energy in the Syrian Interim Government, says that it is not only geopolitical, geographi-

cal realities that leads the Assad regime to purchase oil products from ISIS. Rather, undeclared 

secret treaties resulted in a mutually beneficial relationship between the two parties, which 

encouraged ISIS to make the Assad regime (through its mediators) the exclusive buyer of oil 

products outside its control areas. Wardeh also said, "Limiting the oil purchase process to the two 

heads of terrorism in the region, ISIS and Assad, is only explained by the fact that ISIS is forced 

to sell oil to Assad and his allies as a kind of pay back to Assad forces for handing over the oil 

wells to them before withdrawing from the eastern region. As reality shows today, Assad handed 

oil wells to extremist groups so they can be the regime’s guardians.”  On the other hand, Dr. 

Valerie Marcel, an associate of the British institute Chatham House, said, “ISIS fighters can sell oil 

in the black market to buyers from Turkey, Kurdistan, and Iran, according to many resources.” 

She added, “Militants are able to sell crude oil directly to local refineries at a very low price, 

estimated at about ten dollars for a barrel.” She explained that ISIS “uses temporary refineries, 

allowing them to sell more oil easily. Crude oil and other oil products are transported through 

temporary pipelines and trucks of their own,” pointing out that the smuggling of oil from Syria has 

been going on for months.  
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In addition, Hassan Ozyrtm, an expert on energy security affairs at the Turkish Institute Osaka, 

explained, “Oil smuggling is a vital sector in Turkey, and truck drivers have been smuggling for a 

long time. However, this phenomenon has escalated with the deterioration of the political situ-

ation in Iraq and Syria.” He pointed out that “the price of a liter of gasoline or diesel fuel coming 

from Syria is about 0.5-0.7 U.S. dollars. The price of diesel fuel in Turkey is about $2.7, so there is 

a big deal in the business of oil smuggling.” He also added, “It is better for truck and bus drivers 

who consume a large amount of smuggled diesel to buy it at a low price.” He continued, “Work-

ers in small oil stations in border cities buy smuggled oil, such as Hatay and Gaziantep, and they 

sell the smuggled oil to truck and bus drivers and farmers at low prices.” 

Despite ISIS efforts to control the important oil sites, experts warn of the ramifications of its abil-

ity to influence the oil market. Professor Paul Stevens, a distinguished fellow at Chatham House, 

downgraded the importance of the control of ISIS militants on some wells in Syria. He said, “I do 

not think it will have a major impact on production patterns, where most of these wells were 

geared for national consumption and oil production suffered from ban and boycott over the 

past years.” Stevens described the possibility of militants gaining control of important oil wells in 

Iraq as “weak,” adding, “Even in the case if they were able to access the productive areas, they 

may be able to inflict damage on production infrastructure and may only cease production.”

The primitive oil refineries were set up by individuals who do not have the knowledge or under-

standing of the risks of working in such refineries. They deal with burning materials that evapo-

rate at high temperatures as these substances evaporate automatically by the sun and cause 

health problems such as skin allergies, and even serious diseases like cancer and diseases of the 

respiratory system. In addition, these individuals have to deal with grease substances, which are 

especially dangerous because of the difficulty of removing it from skin. These small-scale refining 

enterprises are set up in unstudied areas in terms of proximity to traffic or agricultural lands, which 

may cause traffic accidents and damage to crops, constituting additional risks of this profession. 

Air pollution is also a significant hazard, as a result of not using filter devices as used in regular 

refineries. 

A Syrian Economic Forum researcher, after visiting the refining centers scattered near towns and 

villages in the rural north and west of Aleppo, reported that these centers are spread between 

houses and agricultural lands, where they lack safety standards and the minimum of health 

requirements.

From surveying these centers, we conclude that the most significant health and environmental 

effects of the use of these methods in the extraction and refining of crude oil are as follows:

 1. The great spread of respiratory diseases as a result of the emission of toxic gases in large 

quantities.

 2.  A direct cause of skin cancer pathogenesis of those in charge of burning fuel because of 

the lack of minimum safety standards.

 3. Soil contamination due to primitive oil refining and its waste that directly reaches the soil. 

 4. Explosions and fires that have claimed the lives of dozens of those in charge of burning.

The risk of working in primitive oil refineries, and the 
resulting health and environmental impacts

Source: Syrian Economic Forum liaisons

19Deadly Oil  |18 |  Syrian Economic Forum



Oil under the control of Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG)

Kurdish Oil Company

In early November 2013, Kurdish security forces known as Al Asayesh arrested Ayed Hamada, 

deputy director of Rmelan oil field in the province of Hasaka, on charges of “cooperating and 

collaborating with the armed radical opposition forces, led by ISIS”.

Hamada spent nearly a month in the prisons of these forces without the Syrian government do-

ing anything to secure his release, which gave a clear signal of the almost absolute control of 

these forces on the region in general, and specially on oil fields and departments.

Furthermore, the “official” Democratic Union Party (PYD) security authorities in the province of 

Hasaka, which controls Rmelan oil fields, issued a decision to dismiss Hamada from his position 

immediately after his release from prison. This confirmed the PYD’s ability to manage the oil port-

folio in the areas under its control in northeastern Syria, which are termed “Roj Ava.” This was 

according to the literature of the PYD through which the party announced the “democratic 

self-governance” project at the beginning of the year, in partnership with Arab forces and Kurd-

ish parties and in the absence of formal representation of the Kurdish National Council in Syria. 

The Rmelan strategic field is currently controlled by the YPG (under the control of PYD). This field 

alone feeds oil refineries in Homs, Banias, and central Syria and its coast. In addition, there are 

1,322 oil wells and 25 gas wells in the Rmelan field. 

In November 2013, the Movement for a Democratic Syria TEV-DEM, which includes Kurdish civil society 

organizations and political parties, founded the company The Distribution of Al Jazeera Fuel, known as 

KSC. The company was established to exercise the same specialties that were carried out by the former 

state-owned company Sadcob after the latter stopped working with oil wells and permanently stopped 

production on March 8, 2013. Mustafa Alwan, an administrative worker in KSC, confirms that “there are a 

number of self-propelling wells that we extract crude oil from to be refined in several electrical refineries we 

have bought at our own expense. Thus, we can sell oil derivatives to gas stations and citizens at competitive 

prices.”  The company was finally able to bring several refineries to Zero Cr/Tel Adas areas near AlMalikiyeh 

in the far north east of the country. According to Alwan, the company is now working to bring more ad-

vanced electric refineries to enhance and double the production. He believes that these refineries ruled 

out the phenomenon of primitive domestic incinerators.  The past period of time witnessed an increase 

in the number of such incinerators that rely on primitive methods—crude oil burning in huge boilers and 

extraction of derivatives—due to the absence of security controls and the preoccupation of combatants 

with battles. This was described by experts and doctors in the region as dangerous because of its adverse 

negative effects on the environment and health. Several deaths were reported as a result of direct expo-

sure to toxic gases emitted during combustion. These self-propelling wells produce approximately 400,000 

liters of diesel fuel per day (price of liter is 30 SP), in addition to 150,000 liters of gasoline, which Alwan de-

scribes as superior quality, for 150 SP per liter. Alwan sees this price as suitable to face the siege imposed by 

ISIS on the Kurdish areas.  As for the disbursement of funds that are obtained from oil sales, Eldar Khalil said, 

“We actually administer an area stretching hundreds of kilometers in terms of services, security and militarily, 

and this administration needs huge financing.” He added, “Our quest to pump oil through allocated pipes 

to government refineries in return for gas and other materials benefit the people of the region. Nevertheless, 

the armed groups have resorted to bombing these lines indulging in their policy that aims to suffocate the 

region.”  However, the Kurdish oil expert (H.A) preferred government control over oil wells to the control of 

Kurdish forces, which he sees as “draining the resources of the region.” 
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Oil under the control of the Assad regime
A recent report by the Baath Arab Socialist Party in Syria (the ruling party), showed that the oil sector regis-

tered losses of approximately 1.7 trillion SP ($11.5 billion) over the past three years.  According to the report 

prepared by the Economic Office of the Baath Party, oil losses in Syria included $1.5 billion as direct losses 

due to the damage of equipment and theft of oil, in addition to about $10 billion as losses due to disrup-

tions in production.  Oil production in Syria has declined to 13,000 barrels per day currently, compared to 

385,000 barrels per day in 2010. This decline had a significant role in the decrease of the Central Bank of 

Syria’s foreign exchange reserves to less than $3 billion from $18 billion in 2010.  According to data pub-

lished by Bashar al-Assad’s regime, Syria has lost about 11 million oil barrels and 143 million cubic meters of 

gas, due to the exposure of oil wells and fields to hundreds of assaults since the outbreak of the revolution 

in March 2011.  The total losses of foreign companies operating in the Syrian oil sector since the begin-

ning of the crisis until the end of 2014 is approximately $6.4 billion, according to data published by the 

Syrian regime’s Ministry of Oil and Mineral Resources.  The regime’s Fuels Sector had earlier estimated the 

losses of the oil sector at about $17 billion, $2.4 billion of which were direct losses and $15.3 billion due to 

production stoppages. The Syrian regime attributes those losses to the situation in the country, especially 

after the opposition fighters controlled oil field areas and damage due to military confrontations. Those 

losses are also due to economic sanctions imposed by many Western and Arab countries on the import 

and export of oil to Syria. The reality is that both the militants’ control of the oil fields and the crippling 

economic sanctions are the product of a failed regime that lacks legitimacy and lost its ability to control 

its own territory.  Despite the great costs endured by the oil companies in Syria, the Russian company 

Soyuz Naftagaz signed an agreement with the Syrian regime in January 2014 to conduct oil exploration 

in the Syrian territorial waters of the Mediterranean. Syria consumes about 300,000 barrels of petroleum 

products a day, most of which are imported from Iran through an open credit line. Specialized reports 

estimated the total value of Syria’s imports of Iranian oil at about $400 million a month.
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The situation in Syria is unclear, complex, and is changing rapidly. The oil wealth is divided among a num-

ber of entities, including international ones and a terrorist organization that controls oil to fund its military 

operations. Nevertheless, we determined the most important recommendations to be as follows:

1. We recommend that the United Nations and international organizations work on issuing a binding 

decision to prevent ISIS from purchasing oil, with the aim of drying the sources of finance to the terrorist 

organization from oil sales. This can be done through the following:

a. Prevent Bashar al-Assad's regime from buying oil extracted by ISIS, and impose more effective and 

stringent sanctions on Bashar's regime and those who support it by purchasing this oil.

b. Contribute to supplying the liberated areas with basic fuels such as diesel, gasoline, and kerosene 

at prices cheaper than ISIS, so people will not need to buy them from ISIS. This can be done by asking 

oil-producing countries (e.g., the Gulf countries) to supply oil derivatives through Turkey and Jordan at 

subsidized prices as a form of aid to the Syrian people. 

c. Prevent the smuggling of oil from ISIS-controlled areas through Turkey or Iraq. This can be done by con-

trolling and monitoring the borders and not allowing smugglers to exploit the price differences between 

the two countries.

2. Work on training and supporting moderate factions of the Free Syrian Army to control oil wells sites that 

are currently under the control of ISIS. Undertake the necessary maintenance of the wells and tools to ex-

tract and refine oil, in order to ease environmental pollution and diseases resulting from it. In addition, use 

oil to meet the needs of the Syrian people first and then export the rest and secure the resources needed 

for the reconstruction of Syria.

3. Hold Syrian opposition organizations and the Syrian Interim Government responsible for the Syrian oil 

portfolio, through the formation of specialized committees with the mission of follow-up and coordina-

tion with all international and regional entities concerned with the issue. With diligence seek to 

win control of the oil resources and their fair distribution and investment.

4. Ask the foreign companies working in the Syrian oil sector to mobilize and work on an interna-

tional level to solve this problem.  We also ask them to play a positive role and exercise social 

responsibility to support the Syrian people. Every major company has a social and environmental 

responsibility toward the countries in which it invests and operates.

5. We call on all Syrians of conscience and power (political and media), to act and protest at 

every opportunity to demand that oil wealth be used to meet the needs of the Syrian people in 

order to seize the initiative to build their future.

6.  The international community must pay attention to a very important issue, which is that ISIS 

has a large amount of flexibility in the manner it manages oil, which makes it imperative for the 

international community also to act with flexibility when fighting ISIS.

In conclusion, we emphasize that ISIS and the Assad regime benefit financially at a rate of $35 

per second from Syrian oil revenues, which means that as you read these words the $100 has 

been earned by a terrorist organization or an  dictator regime, to fight unarmed people by using 

oil as a weapon.
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