Syria’s Law 10: Executive Summary
Summary:
Law 10 was passed by the Syrian government on April 2 of 2018. The Syrian government
paints the law as an urban planning measure. It allows the government to create “redevelopment
zones” that will be slated for reconstruction. If an individual’s property is not recorded with the real
estate authorities, then that person has a year to prove ownership of the property in question. If
ownership is not proved during the one-year period, then the property reverts to the local
government. Ownership can be proven in person or through designated proxies with certain
documents, but 70% of Syrian refugees lack basic identity documents. This lack of documentation,
coupled with the inability of most refugees to return to Syria, implies that Law 10 was actually
passed to allow the Syrian government to cleanse certain areas of people groups deemed undesirable.
The Syrian government has previously used the pretense of urban planning to seize property and
displace residents. The period of time from 2012-2013 was rife with this activity. Watchdog groups
have lambasted Law 10 as a violation of international human rights law, but those laws are more
commonly-accepted norms than anything that would motivate the Syrian government to modify
Law 10. The international response to Law 10 has been apprehensive. Lebanon, the country hosting
the highest number of Syrian refugees, has repeatedly voiced its worry about the potential of Law 10
to prevent refugees from returning to Syria. Germany has taken a blunter approach, stating that
“Decree 10 is designed to expropriate refugees.”
Moving forward: The Syrian government is unlikely to modify Law 10 in order to conform to
pressure from international norms.
 Russia, Iran, and other allies of the Assad regime should be convinced to step in to effect
change. This type of advocacy has already resulted in an extension of the time available for
property-owners to prove their ownership to the Syrian government. Law 10 will at best
disincentivize the return of refugees to their homes in Syria; at worst it will make return
impossible.
 Investors in the redevelopment zones should also pressure the Syrian government to ensure
the basic property rights of refugees are protected. This could be accomplished by collective
refusal to invest in areas unless certain guarantees are given by the Syrian government
concerning human rights protections.
 Ensure that the future recommendations of the U.N. Security Council are not ignored by
Syria. The most effective vehicle for this would likely be pressure from Syria’s allies, but the
amount exerted will be dependent upon the forcefulness of the security council’s
recommended actions.
Syria’s Law No. 10 of 2018, a Comment
The term “refugee” is defined in Article 1 of the 1951 UN Convention, which was modified
by the 1967 Protocol, as a person who “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons
of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside
the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the

protection of that country.”1 This definition gives three (3) specific conditions that must be met in
order for an individual to be considered a refugee:
(1) Presence outside of his/her home country;
(2) Well-founded fear of persecution;
(3) Incapacity to enjoy the protection of one’s own state from the feared persecution2
The Syrian Civil War, which has steadily been tearing apart the region, has created one of the largest
humanitarian crises in the world today. Syrian refugees currently comprise about a third of the world
refugee population, latest estimates putting the exact number at 5.7 million people.3 2.7 million of
those refugees are children.4
It seems that the Syrian government would prefer that certain refugees not return. Under the
guise of urban planning, the Syrian government passed Law No. 10 of 2018 on April 2, 2018.5 This
law allows the government to create redevelopment zones across the country that will be slated for
reconstruction. If a refugee owns property in a redevelopment zone, the law lays out an arduous
process by which the refugee can attempt to prove ownership. Again, the Syrian government is
painting Law No. 10 as an urban planning measure, one completely devoid of any bias against
certain individuals. In reality, the law will add a proverbial boulder to the wall of already intimidating
circumstances dissuading the return of Syrian refugees to their country. Countries like Lebanon,
already struggling with the vast influx of refugees from neighboring Syria, would likely be forced to
permanently take on the brunt of the disenfranchised refugees for the foreseeable future.6 This is not
a sustainable future—not for the host-countries of refugees, not for the refugees themselves.
Law No. 10 does not designate any specific criteria that should be used to determine where
redevelopment zones will be made.7 Instead, decrees will be issued by the government, a week after
which the local authorities are to request a list of property owners from the area’s public real estate
authorities.8 The real estate authorities must provide the list of property owners within 45 days.9 If
an individual does indeed own property in the redevelopment zone but is not on the list, that person
has a year to prove her/his ownership of property.10 The initial time given by the government was
30 days.11 In the event that someone is unable to prove ownership during the year-long period, then
that person’s property will revert back to the local government where the property is located.12
Those able to overcome the significant hurdles to prove ownership will gain shares in the
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redevelopment of the area.13 There a few options available to shareholders, but none of them allow
for original property to be preserved.14 The people currently living in the redevelopment zones will
also be forced to move out, with compensation equivalent to two years’ rent given to those who do
not qualify for alternative housing.15 It is unclear as to how the determination of whether an
individual will qualify for alternative housing will be made.
In order to prove a claim of ownership over property within a redevelopment zone, property
owners must provide specific documents proving their ownership.16 If the property owners do not
have the appropriate documents, then they may attempt to use information they know about their
property in order to prove ownership.17 Lack of documentation on the part of refugees is not an
uncommon occurrence. The Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) has found that 70% of Syrian
refugees lack basic identity documents.18 This is mostly due to the nature of displacement and the
complexity of the legal frameworks in both Syria and host countries.19 Only 17% of Syrian refugees
reported that they still had the documentation proving ownership of their most important pieces of
property with them in their countries of displacement.20 Further, 70% of property-holders
interviewed by the NRC stated that their property documents are in the name of another
individual.21 This means that a majority of Syrian refugees who do have property ownership
documents will still have major barriers to proving their ownership of property to the Syrian
government.
The reasons for the lack of property documentation on the part of the refugees are varied.
21% of refugees report that their documents have been destroyed.22 Refugees traveling to Jordan
heard that the Jordanian government would confiscate any Syrian documents at the border, so many
left their identification and property documents somewhere in Syria.23 The high rates of
infrastructure and housing destruction in Syria due to the war make the preservation of documents
left in Syria uncertain at best.24 Land registries in Syria could also contain records of ownership, but,
like so many other buildings in the area, several registries have been destroyed in the conflict.25
Many refugees will be unable to return to make a claim in person.26 In that situation, Law 10
allows for either a relative or a designated agent to come forward in place of the property owner.27
Both a relative and designated agent must show that the property owner is unable to personally
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make the claim.28 The designated agent also requires clearance by government security services, and
relatives must prove their relationship to the property owner.29 It is possible that the government
could use the extra red tape here to extend the process beyond the one-year period, thus invalidating
claims as expired. Human Rights Watch has already documented the Syrian security services’ abusive
treatment of individuals suspected of affiliation with anti-government groups, and the process
established by Law 10 creates opportunities for the same type of discriminatory treatment.30 Syrian
human rights lawyer Anwar al-Bunni specifically identified the potential for discrimination, saying
“Who is going to dare claim property in an opposition area that the regime turned into rubble
because it views its inhabitants as Sunni terrorists? Even if they dared, they will not get clearance if
the regime wants the land.”31 This is a common opinion among experts on the region.32
The Syrian government has previously used urban planning as a cover to seize property and
displace residents.33 The period of time form 2012-2013 was particularly rife with this sort of
activity; thousands of residential buildings were destroyed by the government in both Damascus and
Hama.34 When queried about the destruction, governmental officials and pro-government media
outlets claimed that they were part of urban planning efforts or removal of illegally constructed
buildings.35 The supervision of the demolitions by military forces, coupled with the fact that the
demolitions usually followed fighting between government and opposition forces seems to imply
that the demolitions were related to the armed conflict.36 Witness statements also support this
supposition, which—if true—would be a violation of international humanitarian law or the laws of
war.37
Human Rights Watch claims that Law No. 10 of 2018 is, in fact, illegal as a matter of
international law.38 HRW invokes The International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural
Rights (ICESCR), The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the Arab Charter, and the
Pinheiro Principles in support of their claim of illegality.39 The ICESCR is a multilateral treaty that
was adopted by the UN General Assembly on December 16, 1966 and entered into force on January
3, 1976.40 As of January 2018, the Covenant has 166 parties (meaning countries who have both
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signed and ratified the Covenant).41 Four countries, including the United States42, have signed but
not ratified the Covenant.43 Article 11(1) of the Covenant states that parties “recognize the right of
everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food
clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions.”44 In General
Comment 4, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights states that “the right to
housing should not be interpreted in a narrow or restrictive sense which equates it with, for
example, the shelter provided by merely having a roof over one’s head or views shelter exclusively as
a commodity. Rather it should be seen as the right to live somewhere in security, peace, and
dignity.”45 Later in Comment 4, the Committee finds “that instances of forced eviction are prima
facie incompatible with requirements of the Covenant and can only be justified the most exceptional
circumstances, and in accordance with the relevant principles of international law.46 In situations
where forced evictions must occur, the Committee declared certain procedural protections should
be applied.47 These protections are listed as follows:
(a) an opportunity for genuine consultation with those affected; (b) adequate and
reasonable notice for all affected persons prior to the scheduled date of eviction; (c)
information on the proposed evictions, and, where applicable, on the alternative
purpose for which the land or housing is to be used, to be made available in
reasonable time to all those affected; (d) especially where groups of people are
involved, government officials or their representatives to be present during an
41
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eviction; (e) all persons carrying out the eviction to be properly identified; (f)
evictions not to take place in particularly bad weather or at night unless the affected
persons consent otherwise; (g) provision of legal remedies; and (h) provision, where
possible, of legal aid to persons who are in need of it to seek redress from the courts.48
None of these procedural protections are explicitly covered by Law 10.49
Article 17 of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights is fairly straightforward: “1.
Everyone has the right to own property alone as well as in association with others. 2. No one shall
be arbitrarily deprived of his property.”50 The Arab Charter on Human Rights has similar language
in Article 22, which states that “every citizen has a guaranteed right to private property. No citizen
shall under any circumstances be divested of all or any part of his property in an arbitrary or
unlawful manner.”51 Property deprivations from Law 10 could easily be argued to be arbitrary
deprivations of property, which would be prima facie violations of both the UNHR and the ACHR.
International courts have also found that the right to property and possessions protects not only
documented property rights, but also traditional but undocumented property rights over homes and
land.52
Finally, the UN Principles for Housing and Property Restitution for Refugees and IDPs
(also known as the Pinheiro Principles) are a list of international standards for the rights of refugees
and internally displaced persons (IDPs).53 Syria’s Law 10 violates these standards, but the import of
this is practically insignificant. Regardless of how agreed-upon these standards are in the
international arena, there does not seem to be any practical application or enforcement associated
with them.
International opinion on Law 10 has ranged from apprehension to open indictment. As
mentioned earlier, the Foreign Minister of Lebanon, Jebran Bassil, has expressed the concerns of
Lebanon with regards to Law 10.54 In a message to both his Syrian counterpart Walid Muallem and
UN Chief Antonio Guterres, Bassil stated that “Lebanon fears that the conditions of
implementation would make only quite a few of the displaced return to their areas.”55 Further, Bassil
determined that neither the 30-day period for proving ownership nor “[t]he procedures of
advertising and publication related to Decree 10 . . . [are sufficient] to inform the displaced persons
in a timely manner.”56 This was, of course, before the Syrian government changed the period to one
year.57 Lebanon has an intense person stake in ensuring the return of refugees to Syria, which Bassil
reiterates in the letter: “Lebanon's adherence to its constitutional right to prevent settlement and its
48
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principled stance that the only sustainable solution for the Syrian displacement crisis is the safe
return of displaced persons to safe areas inside Syria, while respecting non-forced return or linking
the return to anything, such as a political solution.”58
Germany has issued a series of strongly-worded statements concerning Syria’s passage of
Law 10. The German Foreign Ministry informed the Süddeutsche Zeitung news organization that it is
“very worried about attempts by the Assad regime to question the property rights of many Syrians
who have fled, using flimsy legal regulations.”59 Germany even goes so far as to state that the Assad
regime is trying to “fundamentally change local conditions in favor of the regime and its supporters,
and to make the return of a vast number of Syrians more difficult”60 and that “Decree 10 is design to
expropriate refugees.”61 To conclude, Germany calls for supporters of the Assad regime, with a
specific mention of Russia, to prevent the implementation of Law 10.62 It makes sense that Germany
is taking such a vocal position against Law 10, as Germany hosts around 650,000 Syrian refugees,
more than any other western country.63 Germany’s advocacy has resulted in the U.N. Security
Council adding Law 10 to its agenda, but it remains to be seen what action will be taken.64
The Syrian government has pushed back against international speculation that there are lessthan-altruistic motivations behind Law 10. Issam Kawli, the Director of Real Estate Affairs in the
Ministry of Local Administration, has specifically stated that Law No. 10 is solely an urban planning
law that does not affect any property rights (with the exception of those needed to build
infrastructure that creates a net-positive contribution to the public).65 Syrian Foreign Minister Walid
al-Muallem also wrote in response to the Lebanese concerns voiced by Gebran Bassil that “Law No.
10 issued by the Syrian authorities to regulate areas in Syria guarantees the rights of Syrian citizens
inside and outside Syria to claim their rights either personally or through a legal proxy granted to one
of their relatives, up to the fourth degree.”66 Muallem continued to state that the law “will not lead
to the expropriation of anyone but, on the contrary, will determine the rights and assets of Syrian
citizens and organize them as per law, especially in light of property changes and proxy frauds that
occurred in areas controlled by terrorists.”67 Finally, he denied the existence of any sort of difficulty
inherent in the property claiming process put in place by Law 10.68
In summary, Law No. 10 of 2018 has the potential to be quite disastrous for Syrian refugees,
particularly minorities and other individuals the regime may have animus towards. Syrian lawyer and
civil rights activist Michel Shammas’ assessment of Law 10 is succinct and accurate. He writes that
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Law 10 “opened the door wide for demographic change and legitimizing the confiscation of the
properties of millions of displaced and expelled people.”69 Shammas believes that time is of the
essence, and that “[t]he decree must be stopped from being implemented now, because a safe and
calm environment is required after the return of every refugee and displaced person to their homes
and areas is ensured and they have been able to exercise their rights.”70 The most effective route to
ensuring that the decree is not carried out is likely, as identified by Germany, pressure from the
Assad regime’s supporters. Syria will not be swayed by toothless international law or norms,
regardless of the cries of organizations such as Human Rights Watch. Even now, the Syrian
government moves forward with the plan. Hadi Albahra, a member of the Syrian Negotiations
Committee, recently reported that the “old historical Jewish quarter of Damascus [will be
designated] as an area to be confiscated by the regime’s government, reorganized, and developed
under this law.”71 Pressure from Russia has already succeeded in convincing the Syrian government
to extend the time for land registration to a year, but the potential for abuse is still strong.72 Law 10
has the strong potential to be used as a tool of ethnic cleansing in the region, and almost certainly
will be unless Russia and other entities with sway over the Assad regime can be persuaded to step in.
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