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Syria’s return to
Euro-
Mediterranean
frameworks is
not simply a
technical
process of
institutional
reactivation. It is
a political
process of
rebuilding a
bilateral
relationship that
broke down
abruptly, and
that was already
institutionally
shallow before it
broke.

The fall of Bashar al-Assad’s government
in December 2024 marked a significant
turning point in European Union (EU)-
Syria relations. After more than 14 years
of war, sanctions, and near-total break-
down in bilateral ties, it created the possi-
bility of a fundamentally different rela-
tionship; one that is built on partnership
rather than containment, on structured
engagement rather than the management
of spillover.

This fall, however, left in its wake colossall
social and economic damage that presents
a challenge to both the new Syrian auth-
orities and the donor community. Conflict-
related physical damage is estimated at
$108 billion, with total reconstruction costs
reaching $216 billion, nearly ten times
Syria’s projected 2024 GDP (World Bank,
2025a). GDP contracted by over 50%
between 2010 and 2022, extreme poverty
now affects roughly one in four Syrians,
and two-thirds of the population lives below
the lower-middle-income poverty line (World
Bank, 2025b). The social fabric has been
further strained by one of the largest dis-
placement crises in modern history
(UNHCR, 2026)

When this Policy Study was initially de-
signed, the framing question was focused
around how Syria can be reintegrated into
Euro-Mediterranean cooperation frame-
works, and what that reintegration would
require. It is a legitimate and pressing
question given that the Euro-Mediterranean
space, its institutions, instruments, and
political logic, provides the most developed
and readily available architecture for struc-
tured EU engagement with Syria's neigh-
bourhood. The Union for the Mediterranean
(UfM), the New Pact for the Mediterranean,
the Barcelona Process legacy, the neigh-
bourhood instruments and regional project
pipelines: all of these are relevant to Syria's
future, and all are examined in the chapters
of this study.

But as the research unfolded, it became
clear that this question could not be
answered in isolation from the broader
EU-Syria relations. Syria’s return to Euro-
Mediterranean frameworks is not simply
a technical process of institutional reac-
tivation. It is a political process of rebuilding
a bilateral relationship that broke down
abruptly, and that was already institutionally
shallow before it broke. The instruments
available through Euro-Mediterranean co-
operation presuppose a degree of bilateral
normalcy; a functioning Association Agree-
ment, a negotiated Multi-Annual Indicative
Programme (MIP), ministerial-level coor-
dination channels, and institutional counter-
parts capable of absorbing and imple-
menting structured cooperation that EU-
Syria relations have never fully achieved.
Syria was formally a member of the Euro-
Mediterranean architecture before 2011,
and the relationship still collapsed entirely.
Understanding why and understanding
what would need to be different this time
requires looking at the wider EU-Syria
relationship: its history, its structural weak-
nesses, and the specific complications
that make the current re-engagement
both urgent and genuinely difficult.

This is what each chapter does, from dif-
ferent analytical perspectives. The Euro-
Mediterranean dimension runs through
all four contributions, but it is situated
within a wider examination of EU-Syria
relations, past and present. The result is
a more useful account of what Syria's re-
turn to the cooperation arena requires to
be successful.

What the study finds

The four chapters converge on a shared
diagnosis, reaching it from different vantage
points and methodological starting points.

euremesco IEMed.
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Before 2011, EU-Syria relations rested
on structural deference to the Assad gov-
emment. The 1978 Cooperation Agreement
contained no governance benchmarks, no
human rights provisions, and no enforceable
conditionality. National Indicative Pro-
grammes identified political reform as a
priority but allowed Damascus to hollow
out any provision it found inconvenient.
The relationship was institutionally shallow,
and it collapsed entirely when the Assad
government turned on its own population.
The EU had access to the Syrian state but
not to Syrian society, and it treated state-
level engagement as a proxy for popu-
lation-level impact in ways that produced
neither reform nor resilience.

During the conflict years, the EU pivoted
to sanctions, humanitarian response, and
non-state engagement. This pivot had real
achievements; a sustained investment in
Syrian civil society and independent media
produced organisations that have survived
the transition and remain vital actors in
Syrian public life. But the broader strategic
model fell short. Restrictive measures failed
to change regime behaviour while imposing
heavy costs on civilians and the independent
private sector. As the conflict lengthened,
EU engagement drifted toward European
security and migration interests, losing
sight of Syrian political realities. Conditionality
linked to political transition was applied at
a level the regime was never going to
meet.

The current re-engagement started promptly
after the fall of the Assad regime. The EU
has demonstrated its capacity for rapid
political repositioning: lifting sanctions, re-
storing the 1978 Cooperation Agreement,
including Syria in the New Pact for the
Mediterranean, and launching the first High-
Level Political Dialogue in May 2026. But
this momentum has moved without a con-
solidated strategy, through instruments de-
signed for more stable environments, and
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in interaction with Syrian institutions still in
formation. All EU programming continues
to flow through annual ad hoc Special
Measures rather than a negotiated MIP.
Syrian authorities find EU procedural require-
ments complicated and opaque and have
at times prioritised the political visibility of
high-level meetings over the substantive
content of partnership agreements. The
EU, for its part, has not always communi-
cated clearly what it can actually offer.

Internally, Syria’'s new authorities display
centralising tendencies and have been im-
plicated in serious human rights violations.
The country remains fragmented territorially
and socially. The security sector's sectarian
character raises profound questions about
its capacity to protect the country and
particularly minority communities. Chapter
2 documents in detail how these dynamics
- the contested transformation of Hayat
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), the unresolved ten-
sions around de-radicalisation, the gaps in
hard and soft security policy - directly
shape the conditions under which EU en-
gagement can operate. Institutional security
and civil peace are not downstream out-
comes that follow stabilisation; they are
its preconditions, and EU engagement
must be designed with that logic in mind.

Yet genuine openings exist that did not
before. The current government is far
less hostile to civil society and independent
media than the previous one. The civic
space that expanded after December
2024 was not simply granted by the new
authorities. It was claimed by Syrian civil
society, activists, and communities through
more than 14 years of resistance at every
level. That space, however, is already
under pressure, and its defence cannot
be taken for granted (Gharibah, 2026).
The EU's investment in Syrian civil society
during the conflict years produced or-
ganisations that are now positioned not
only to use this opening but to consolidate

The EU had
access to the
Syrian state but
not to Syrian
society, and it
treated state-
level
engagement as a
proxy for
population-level
impact in ways
that produced
neither reform
nor resilience.
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and widen it. Civic actors should be
treated as strategic actors in that effort,
not merely as implementing partners. The
Syrian diaspora in Europe, many highly
skilled and closely connected to their
country of origin, represents a further
underutilised bridge between EU instru-
ments and Syrian realities. And the High-
Level Political Dialogue creates, for the
first time, a structured bilateral forum for
consistent political engagement on rec-
onciliation, inclusion, and the protection
of all Syrians, especially communities at
risk including minority communities.

Policy recommendations

Each chapter includes its own elaborated
set of recommendations. The following
distils their shared direction into a common
framework.

1. Develop a consolidated strategy and
move beyond ad hoc programming.
The absence of an MIP for Syria is the
most significant structural gap in current
re-engagement. Until it exists, EU pro-
gramming will remain one-directional and
disconnected from the governance in-
centive structure a genuine partnership
requires. A Syrian MIP, developed in
genuine consultation with both the Syrian
government and civil society, should be
treated as a priority milestone. Both sides
would benefit from empowered high-level
envoys able to coordinate internal re-
sources behind a coherent strategy. The
Syria Partnership Coordination Forum
should be strengthened as the central
hub for aligning actors and priorities.

2. Engage across Syrian society, not
only through the state. A durable rela-
tionship requires sustained investment in
civil society, independent media, higher
education, culture, the independent private

sector, and the Syrian diaspora. Several
EU instruments are already accessible
without an Association Agreement in-
cluding Erasmus+, Horizon Europe, Cre-
ative Europe, the Anna Lindh Foundation,
and structured outreach to make them
known and usable is both feasible and
urgent. The Syrian diaspora in Europe
should be explicitly included in the design
and implementation of EU-funded recovery
initiatives and in the MIP development
process.

3. Link the scope of engagement to
results - embedding accountability at
every level from high-level dialogue
to individual programmes. Governance
incentives should operate not only at the
level of political dialogue but down to in-
dividual programmes and projects. The
depth and pace of EU engagement,
across funding volumes, instrument ac-
cess, and institutional frameworks, should
be linked to demonstrated progress on
inclusive governance, accountability, and
rights protection at every level. When
communities consistently experience trans-
parent, accountable, and non-discrimi-
natory project management in EU-sup-
ported activities, they build expectations
of good governance that generate their
own political demand. All EU-funded ac-
tivities should embed partnership integrity
standards covering transparent recruit-
ment, financial transparency, non-dis-
crimination, mandatory civil society con-
sultation, and independent monitoring.

4. Treat reconciliation, inclusion, and
security sector reform as preconditions
for stability. The depth and pace of EU
support for Syrian state institutions should
be calibrated to progress toward inclusive
appointments and decision-making that
reflect Syria’s demographic, ethnic, re-
ligious, and regional diversity. Protection
of the rights of all communities at risk
should be a defining standard of partner-

euremesco IEMed.
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ship, monitored publicly and linked directly
to the scope of engagement. Security
sector reform must be a standing agenda
item in the High-Level Dialogue, backed
by concrete benchmarks. A security sector
that remains dominated by one faction and
operates outside civilian oversight is the
most likely source of the next cycle of viol-
ence.

5. Invest in both hard and soft security
cooperation. Hard security measures, such
as intelligence cooperation, counter-ter-
rorism coordination, and institutional ca-
pacity-building across the security and jus-
tice sectors, are necessary but insufficient.
Soft security mechanisms are at least as
important: supporting local dialogue forums,
building alternative narratives that counter
extremist discourse, and developing legal
frameworks that distinguish between violent
extremism and legitimate political activity.
EU support can play a catalytic role in en-
abling civil society engagement in shaping
counter-terrorism and counter-violent-ex-
tremism strategies.

6. Expand the operational footprint and
strengthen delivery. EU engagement re-
mains constrained by operational limitations:
complex procedures, fragmented decision-
making, limited in-country expertise, and
an institutional culture that is cautious in
ways that slow implementation even when
funding is available. Strengthening the EU
Delegation’s presence, expanding sectoral
expertise, and streamlining procedures are
prerequisites for translating commitments
into visible results on the ground.

7. Anchor the economic partnership in
renewable energy, not fossil fuel transit.
A relationship built primarily on Syria’s po-
tential role as a transit corridor for Gulf
hydrocarbons would concentrate rent-
based revenue and leverage at the centre
of the Syrian state and work against both
Syrian recovery and the EU's green transition
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commitments. Syria's desert regions hold
exceptional solar potential being the closest
major solar resource to European territory
accessible through land and could be con-
nected to European grids via overland cor-
ridors at significantly lower cost than com-
parable North African projects.

8. Reform the sanctions architecture to
prevent repeating past damage. Any fu-
ture restrictive measures must remain strictly
targeted at named individuals responsible
for human rights violations or spoiler be-
haviour. An unconditional humanitarian
carve-out protecting health, education,
food, and essential services should be a
permanent safeguard. Mandatory civil society
impact assessments should be built into
any future sanctions’ architecture as a
standing requirement.

9. For the Syrian authorities: engage
strategically and deliver operationally.
Europe offers something that the United
States, Gulf states, and Turkey are not
positioned to provide: structural support
for the governance and economic reform
imperatives that will determine whether
Syria's transition produces durable stability.
Clearer designation of counterparts, con-
sistent follow-up on engagements, and
greater space for direct technical cooper-
ation at the sectoral level would significantly
improve implementation. Articulating prio-
rities in operational terms with sequenced,
project-based needs and transparent
budgetary information would improve align-
ment with EU instruments and increase
European confidence.

What this study does
not resolve

The ideological trajectory of Syria’s new
authorities is not settled, and the EU’s



The Return of Syria to the Euro-Mediterranean Cooperation Arena

leverage over it is limited. The civic
space opened since December 2024
may narrow further before it widens.
Regional dynamics, including the Iran
war, Turkish ambitions, and Russian re-
sidual presence, will shape Syria's tran-
sition in ways the EU cannot control.
The instrument mismatch between what
Euro-Mediterranean frameworks assume
and what Syria’s institutional landscape
currently offers is real and will not be
resolved quickly.

What the study does establish is that the
EU has assets, instruments, and relation-
ships that are genuinely relevant to Syria’s
future, and that the choices made now
about how to deploy them will shape the
relationship for years to come. Whether
the return to the Euro-Mediterranean co-
operation arena produces a durable part-
nership or reproduces the shallow en-
gagement of the past will depend on
whether both sides are willing to build
something genuinely different.

euremesco IEMed.
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Introduction

The political transition that unfolded in
Syria in late 2024 reopened a question
that had long seemed closed: how, and
to what extent, can the European Union
(EU) re-engage with Syria after more
than a decade of rupture? For years,
the relationship between Brussels and
Damascus had been defined by sanc-
tions, humanitarian aid, diplomatic dis-
engagement, and the management of
regional spillover. Syria was exclusively
treated as the epicentre of a crisis to
be contained. The fall of the Assad re-
gime disrupted that logic. It did not re-
store normal relations, nor did it resolve
the many uncertainties surrounding
Syria’s future. But it created a new
political context in which structured re-
engagement became possible again.

This shift matters for reasons that extend
well beyond Syria itself. The Syrian con-
flict has had direct and lasting con-
sequences for Europe, from forced dis-
placement and migration pressures to
terrorism, organised crime, sanctions
circumvention, and wider regional in-
stability. In that sense, Syria's trajectory
today is not a peripheral issue for the
EU. Whether the country stabilises, re-
builds institutions, and gradually recon-
nects to regional and international sys-
tems is closely tied to core European
interests in security, migration manage-
ment, and regional order.

At the same time, the transition has cre-
ated an opportunity to move beyond
crisis management. It opens space for
the EU to support the emergence of a
more stable, institutionally grounded,
and regionally connected Syrian state.
Since December 2024, the Union has
moved more quickly than many expected.
It has re-established political dialogue,
lifted economic sanctions, mobilised hu-

manitarian and socioeconomic support,
launched new coordination mechanisms,
and begun to rebuild its direct presence
in Damascus. Yet this renewed engage-
ment remains only partially structured.
It is unfolding without a fully consolidated
strategy, through a broad but uneven
toolbox, and in interaction with Syrian
institutions that are themselves still in
formation.

This chapter is based on a combination
of desk research, semi-structured in-
terviews, and field-informed analysis.
The desk review draws on EU policy
documents, financial instruments, official
communications, and secondary literature
to reconstruct the evolution of EU en-
gagement and its operational toolbox.
This is complemented by interviews con-
ducted between March and April 2026
with EU officials, member state repre-
sentatives, Syrian public officials, experts,
and practitioners involved in Syria-related
policy and programming, as well as in-
sights from field trips to Syria since 8
December 2024. All interviews were
conducted on a non-attributable basis
and have been anonymised. Not all in-
terviews are directly referenced, but all
informed the analysis, conclusions, and
recommendations. A list of interviews is
included at the end of the paper.

This chapter argues that the EU has
moved quickly beyond the old model of
containment and towards broader support
for Syria's transition, but has done so
without a coherent and unified framework.
As a result, its growing range of instru-
ments, spanning humanitarian action, sta-
bilisation, socioeconomic recovery, political
dialogue, and initial forms of economic
engagement, remains constrained by li-
mited scale, fragmented European action,
and the absence of a clear roadmap
linking immediate support to longer-term
recovery and reintegration.

euremesco IEMed.



24

The Return of Syria to the Euro-Mediterranean Cooperation Arena

From cooperation to
conflict to transition

EU-Syria relations before 2011

Before 2011, EU-Syria relations were
limited and politically cautious, but they
were not absent (Féve, 2022). Their in-
stitutional foundation lay in the 1977
Cooperation Agreement, which provided
a framework for trade, financial assis-
tance, and technical cooperation (Euro-
pean Economic Community, 1978).
Syria's participation in the Barcelona
Process from 1995 further embedded
the relationship within the Euro-Medi-
terranean architecture, even if cooper-
ation remained primarily pragmatic rather
than transformative (European Commis-
sion, 1995).

The clearest attempt to deepen the re-
lationship was the negotiation of an
EU-Syria Association Agreement. In-
itialled in 2004 (Euractiv, 2004) and re-
vived after a diplomatic thaw in 2008
(Black, 2008), the agreement was never
signed, reflecting both Syrian concerns
over economic adjustment and political
clauses deemed intrusive by Damascus
(Dostal & Zorob, 2009). As examined in
greater detail elsewhere (Féve, 2022),
the pre-2011 relationship therefore pro-
duced an architecture of engagement,
but not a genuine political partnership.

On the eve of the uprising, then, the EU
and Syria had failed to build a relationship
that would be both economic and politi-
cal. Still, an architecture existed, and
mattered. It normalised technical coop-
eration, positioned the EU as a relevant
economic interlocutor, and gave Brussels
a foothold in Syria through agreements,
regional forums, and neighbourhood in-
struments. Yet, it remained fragile and
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depended on the assumption that gradual
engagement, rather than confrontation,
could shape Syrian behaviour over time.
That assumption would collapse with
the uprising and the war that followed.

The EU and the Syrian conflict

The outbreak of the Syrian uprising in
2011 and its rapid militarisation marked
a decisive rupture in EU-Syria relations.
Following the violent repression of peace-
ful protests across the country, the EU
blocked the Association Agreement in
May 2011, suspended Syria's partici-
pation in the European Neighbourhood
Policy (ENP), and froze its aid and fund-
ing programmes (Council of the Euro-
pean Union, 2011), and later suspended
parts of the 1977 Cooperation Agree-
ment (European Commission, 2012),
while Syria withdrew from the Union for
the Mediterranean (UfM) (Al-Mouallem,
2011). In December 2012, the EU Del-
egation in Damascus closed and its
staff relocated to Beirut (European Ex-
ternal Action Service, 2016). By then,
the bilateral relationship had effectively
collapsed.

In this context, the EU progressively
shifted toward a crisis-management ap-
proach built around three main pillars:
sanctions, humanitarian assistance, and
regional spillover management, with the
aim of protecting its domestic stability
(Bedin et al., 2024). Sanctions became
the Union's principal foreign policy tool
through asset freezes, travel bans, sec-
toral restrictions, and limits on financial
transactions (Lehne, 2012). At the same
time, the EU developed a large-scale
humanitarian and resilience-based re-
sponse, becoming the leading inter-
national donor to the Syrian crisis, pro-
viding over €37 billion in humanitarian
aid (European Commission, 2025b).
This engagement became increasingly

The EU
progressively
shifted toward a
crisis-
management
approach built
around three
main pillars:
sanctions,
humanitarian
assistance, and
regional spillover
management.
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regionalised and routed through UN
agencies, international organisations,
and neighbouring countries that host
refugees. The creation of the Madad
Fund in 2014 (European Commission,
n.d-b) and the launch of donor confer-
ences in London in 2016, and sub-
sequently Brussels, institutionalised this
approach, focusing on humanitarian sup-
port, resilience, and donor coordination
across the region to manage spillover
of the crisis.

Alongside humanitarian and donor tools,
the EU also contributed, in more limited
ways, to counter-terrorism and regional
stabilisation, especially through support
for the Global Coalition against Daesh
(Global Coalition Against Daesh, n.d.)
and assistance to mitigate the wider
security consequences of conflict frag-
mentation (Levallois et al., 2023). But
these efforts remained secondary to the
dominant architecture of sanctions, aid,
and refugee-related support.

The result was a clear paradox. While
the EU’s role in the Syrian conflict has
been discussed and scrutinised from
all angles at length (Moret, 2014; Hav-
lova, 2015; Pierini, 2016; Turkmani &
Haid, 2016; Asseburg, 2020; Levallois
et al., 2023; Bedin et al., 2024), the key
takeaway is that Brussels remained
deeply involved in the Syrian crisis, fi-
nancially, diplomatically, and normatively,
yet it became increasingly absent from
Syria as a political and institutional arena.
Even when the EU later adjusted parts
of its sanctions regime to facilitate hu-
manitarian or limited economic engage-
ment, the overall architecture remained
unchanged. Until late 2024, European
policy continued to rest on the assump-
tion that Syria was above all a crisis to
be managed, not a state with which
structured political re-engagement was
possible (Council of the European Union,

2024a; European External Action Service,
2024).

Current approach and
policy toolbox

Sudden political transition

The fall of the Assad regime on 8 De-
cember 2024 abruptly transformed the
context of EU engagement with Syria.
The shift was not only unexpected in its
timing but also in its implications. After
more than a decade of policy built on
containment, non-engagement, and the
assumption of regime continuity, the EU
was suddenly confronted with the need
to redefine its posture almost overnight.

In this sense, the Union was taken short.
Syria had long been absent from standard
EU external frameworks, excluded from
neighbourhood programming and man-
aged primarily through sanctions and hu-
manitarian instruments. There was no
ready-made political or operational tem-
plate for re-engagement. The transition,
therefore, did not trigger the activation of
an existing strategy, but forced the EU
into a process of rapid political reposi-
tioning.

Yet rather than hesitating, the EU moved
quickly to signal a shift. Within days, the
High Representative framed the transition
as a “historic moment” (Council of the
European Union, 2024b), opening the
way for renewed engagement. This was
followed by an early sequence of political,
diplomatic, and institutional signals aimed
at re-establishing contact, reasserting rel-
evance, and repositioning the EU within
a rapidly evolving landscape. The post-
December 2024 moment revealed a ca-
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pacity for rapid alignment and decision-
making when political conditions per-
mitted.

This responsiveness, however, came at
the cost of structure. Taken aback by
the speed of the change of leadership
in Damascus, the EU’s re-engagement
could not have been guided by a prede-
fined framework, but was rather con-
ducted via a series of successive ad-
justments, shaped by evolving conditions
on the ground and internal coordination
dynamics. The central challenge now is
to move beyond this initial phase. The
EU has demonstrated that it can react
quickly when circumstances change.
The question is whether this reactive
flexibility can be consolidated into a
more coherent and predictable approach.
Without such consolidation, there is a
risk that engagement remains driven by
short-term adjustments rather than an-
chored in a clear long-term framework
that can support Syria's recovery and
reintegration.

Immediate EU response
to the transition

Within weeks, the EU translated this
repositioning into concrete political, di-
plomatic, and financial measures.

Sanctions were among the first instru-
ments to be reconsidered. As early as
January 2025, Commissioner Hadja
Lahbib called for their suspension (Syrian
Arab News Agency, 2025b), a position
that translated into action the following
month with the lifting of restrictions on
key economic sectors (Council of the
European Union, 2025a). By the end of
May 2025, less than six months after
the transition, the EU had removed all
economic sanctions (Council of the
European Union, 2025b), marking a
decisive shift away from its most con-
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sequential tool of pressure during the
conflict.

In parallel, high-level political contacts
were rapidly re-established. Less than
a month after the transition, EU Head of
Mission to Syria Michael Ohnmacht met
with Foreign Minister Asaad al-Shibani
in Damascus (Syrian Arab News Agency,
2025a), followed shortly by Commis-
sioner Hadja Lahbib’s meeting with
Ahmad al-Sharaa (Analdolu Staff, 2025),
marking the highest-level EU visit to
Syria since 2010. These initial exchanges
were followed by a steady rhythm of re-
ciprocal visits, including al-Shibani's
participation in the ninth Brussels Con-
ference in March 2025 (The Syrian Ob-
server, 2025), the first attended by
Syrian authorities.

The EU moved to rebuild coordination
frameworks. The launch of the Syria
Partnership Coordination Forum on 18
March 2025, on the sidelines of the
Brussels Conference, and its reconvening
in July 2025, provided a platform to
align key actors on recovery priorities
(European Commission, 2025j). This
was complemented by the agreement
to establish a Technical Assistance Hub
within the Syrian Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs, designed to streamline Syrian re-
quests and better connect them with
European expertise and support (Euro-
pean Commission, 2025j).

The EU also immediately reinforced its
humanitarian response by launching a
Humanitarian Air Bridge, enabling the
rapid delivery of emergency health, food,
shelter, and education supplies (Euro-
pean Commission, 2024c). In parallel,
Commissioner Lahbib announced €235
million (European Commission, 2025d)
in humanitarian support (European Com-
mission, 2024e) to address persistent
emergency needs and later increased it

The EU has
demonstrated
that it can react
quickly when
circumstances
change. The
question is
whether this
reactive
flexibility can be
consolidated
into a more
coherent and
predictable
approach.
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to €308 million (European Commission,
2025e). This was complemented, later
in 2025, by the mobilisation of €175
million? in dedicated socioeconomic sup-
port under DG MENA (European Com-
mission, 2025¢). The Commission also
activated its stabilisation toolkit through
the Foreign Policy Instruments (FPI),?
mobilising targeted crisis-response ac-
tivities (European Commission, 2025j).

These measures were consolidated at
the EU level through the adoption of
the June 2025 Council Conclusions on
Syria (Council of the European Union,
2025c¢). As the first collective political
statement, they formalised the EU’s shift
toward engagement, outlining key prio-
rities including support for a Syrian-led
political transition, institutional reform,
socioeconomic recovery, and account-
ability. Today, the Conclusions provide
the closest approximation to a common
EU framework for action at this stage.

Core instruments mobilised

The EU response to Syria's transition
has not relied on a single instrument
but on a layered, evolving toolbox com-
bining humanitarian, stabilisation, and

development-oriented mechanisms. The
current architecture rests on three main
operational pillars: DG ECHO for hu-
manitarian action, the FPI for rapid crisis
response and stabilisation, and DG
MENA, primarily through the Neighbour-
hood, Development and International
Cooperation Instrument (NDICI)-Global
Europe,* for more structured recovery
and institutional support. This division
of labour has allowed the EU to respond
quickly while gradually broadening the
scope of its engagement.

At the core of this architecture lies NDICI-
Global Europe, led by DG MENA. Because
Syria has been excluded from the standard
cycle of multiannual indicative program-
ming, EU socioeconomic support has
been channelled through ad hoc special
measures rather than a structured country
programme. As part of the €175 million
package announced by the Commission,
€139 million was allocated from the 2025
Special Measure, which structures EU
support around three priority pillars: re-
building state and institutional capacity,
fostering economic recovery and financial
inclusion, and promoting justice, social
cohesion, and democratic participation
(see Table 1).

2 The €175 million in socioeconomic support builds on an initial €36 million committed in November
2024, prior to the regime’s collapse, which was subsequently incorporated into the broader €139
million package allocated in 2025 as the EU restructured its socioeconomic assistance framework for
Syria.

3 FPIl is an EU funding tool designed for rapid, flexible crisis response, supporting activities such as
mediation, stabilisation, security, and conflict prevention outside the EU. In Syria, FPI is used as a
short-term, highly adaptable instrument to fund stabilisation-oriented actions like demining, transitional
justice, and local mediation, complementing longer-term development tools by reacting quickly to
evolving conditions on the ground.

4 NDICI-Global Europe is the EU's main external financing instrument for long-term cooperation,
combining development aid, investment tools, and crisis response to support partner countries’
economic, institutional, and social development. In Syria, it functions as the backbone for medium- to
long-term engagement, financing socioeconomic recovery, institutional capacity-building, and early
recovery programmes, typically through structured (called “special measures”) programming rather
than rapid crisis response.
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Table 1. Specific Objectives, Outputs, Activities and Expected Results of the NDICI-Global Europe 2024 &
2025 EU Special Measure in Support of Syria

Year Specific EU contribution Main areas Indicative results
objective in EUR of support / impact
2025 Rebuild the Syrian 26,500,000 Governance capacity, technical | Stronger public institutions,
state and institutional assistance to institutions, civil ser- improved service delivery,
capacity vice training, administrative reform, | and more resilient health
health system strengthening systems
2025 Foster economic 76,000,000 Agricultural value chains, rehabili- | Job creation, increased pro-
recovery and financial tation of basic infrastructure, small | ductivity, improved access
inclusion and medium-sized enterprises | to finance, and local econ-
(SME) support, vocational training, omic recovery
labour market programmes, microfi-
nance, financial literacy
2025 Promote justice, 36,500,000 Community dialogue, peace-building, | Reduced social tensions,
social cohesion, and civic participation, civil society support, stronger local governance,
democratic transitional justice, legal aid, HLP | improved rule of law, account-
participation rights, human rights monitoring ability, and reconciliation
2025 subtotal 139,000,000
24,000,000 Area-based early recovery, reha- | Improved access to services,
2024 Support early bilitation of basic infrastructure, | strengthened local resilience,
recovery and access livelihoods, health, education, TVET, | better health and education
to basic services child protection, teacher training | outcomes, and enabling
conditions for return
7,000,000 Civil society support, network- | Stronger civil society, im-
2024 Strengthen civil building, community dialogue, par- | proved local governance,
society, governance, ticipatory governance, humanrights | enhanced social cohesion,
and accountability monitoring, legal aid, justice and | and support to transitional
accountability work justice
5,000,000 Civil documentation, Housing, Land | Improved access to docu-
2024 | Enable rights, returns, and Property (HLP) rights, legal | mentation, reduced barriers
and programme identity support, property records, | to return, stronger property
integrity third-party monitoring, risk analysis, | rights, and improved pro-
programme diagnostics gramme oversight
2024 subtotal 36,000,000
Total 2024-2025 175,000,000

Note. Adapted from Action document for 2024 special measure in support of the Syrian people (European Commission, 2024a)
and Action document for the 2025 special measure in support of Syria (European Commission, 2025a)
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It should be noted, however, that socio-
economic support for Syria under NDICI-
Global Europe predates the collapse of
the Assad regime. In 2024, EU assis-
tance was already being delivered
through Special Measures, but under a
markedly different political and oper-
ational logic, with the implementation
explicitly avoiding any involvement of
Syrian authorities (European Commis-
sion, 2024a). By contrast, the 2025
framework signals a clear shift by intro-
ducing a more structured form of re-en-
gagement through consultation with Sy-
rian public institutions and alongside a
stronger emphasis on in-country imple-
mentation (European Commission,
2025a).

The second pillar is DG ECHO, which
plays a central role in the European response
and remains its most operationally consistent
and field-oriented component. In a context
where humanitarian needs remain acute
across Syria (Mishra, 2025), DG ECHO
continues to maintain a nationwide presence,
combining rapid-response capacity with
sustained delivery of life-saving assistance.
Its intervention is structured around a com-
prehensive set of thematic priorities, ranging
from emergency response and protection
to health, water, sanitation and hygiene
(WASH), shelter, food assistance, and
education, and increasingly integrates early
recovery elements to restore basic services
and support self-reliance (European Com-
mission, 2025e).

Table 2. DG ECHO — Syria Humanitarian Allocations 2025 (Humanitarian Implementation

Plan + Emergency Top-Ups)

Date / Round Allocation in EUR

Notes

January 2025 142,500,000 Baseline humanitarian envelope for Syria

March 2025 40,000,000 Scale-up to prevent collapse of basic services

May 2025 20,000,000 Targeted support (notably North-East Syria,
camps & host areas)

Subtotal 1 (HIP) 202,500,000 -

July 2025 250,000 Rapid response to displacement

(violence — Sweida) (~190,000 people)

July 2025 1,350,000 Hygiene, health, protection, NFls

(same crisis)

August 2025 120,000 Health-focused response in South Syria

(heatwave)

Subtotal 2 1,720,000 -

(Top-Ups)

Grand total 204,220,000 -

Note. Adapted from Technical annex: Syria regional and Lebanon crises—Financial, administrative, and
operational information (Version 3, pp. 16—26) (European Commission, 2025k), and Syria (European

Commission, 2025i).
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Alongside DG MENA and DG ECHO,
the FPI, led by the Service for Foreign
Policy Instruments, has played a par-
ticularly important role in the immediate
post-transition phase. FPI is the most
flexible arm of the EU response, able to
top up or redirect support in response

to localised violence or rapidly shifting
conditions. In Syria, this has translated
into support for mediation, civilian pro-
tection, demining, transitional justice,
deradicalisation, and, increasingly, se-
lected aspects of security-sector sta-
bilisation (see Table 3).

Table 3. Focus and components of the FPI 2025 EU Special Measures in Support of Syria

Action Title Date Budget in EUR Core Focus / Components Policy Signal
Support to Syriain 4 June 13,500,000 (1) Mine action & UXO clearance; (2) Early stabilisation with
ensuring the 2025 Engagement with armed groups & cautious engagement
protection of civil- authorities for civilian protection and

ians and preserving dialogue; (3) Media support & counter-

national unity disinformation

Support to Syriain 10 18,000,000 (1) Prevention of radicalisation (Al Hol Shift to state-adjacent
pursuing social October / Al Roj); (2) Transitional justice &  engagement

cohesion through 2025 victims support; (3) Social cohesion,

justice and mediation & reconciliation

accountability and

prevention of

violence and

radicalisation

Support to December 10,000,000 (1) Mine action, surveys, clearance & Initial support to core
strengthening mine 10 2025 risk education; (2) Weapons and am- state functions

action and arms
control in Syria

munition management, stockpile se-
curity, SALW control

Note. Adapted from Support to strengthening mine action and arms control in Syria (European Commission, 2025f), Support to
Syria in ensuring the protection of civilians and preserving national unity (European Commission, 2025g), and Support to Syria in
pursuing social cohesion through justice and accountability as well as in prevention of violence and radicalization (European

Commission, 2025h).

A further layer of engagement operates
at the political and regional level. The re-
establishment of a permanent EU presence
in Damascus has been significant not
only symbolically but also operationally,
enabling regular coordination between
the delegation, DG MENA, DG ECHO,
FPI, the European External Action Service
(EEAS), and Syrian counterparts. This
has contributed to a more coherent and
aligned EU approach despite the context’s
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fluidity. The pattern of engagements since
early 2025 reflects a clear trajectory:
initial contacts focused on re-opening
channels and establishing working rela-
tions, but quickly expanded into a dense
network of ministerial meetings, sectoral
cooperation, and high-level political ex-
changes. This growing frequency and di-
versification of interactions signal a shift
from cautious re-engagement to a more
sustained and multi-level partnership.
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Without a
shared
framework,
engagement
risks being
driven by
instruments and
opportunities
rather than by
clearly defined
objectives.

At the same time, this engagement has re-
mained largely iterative rather than fully
institutionalised, relying on successive
contacts to structure cooperation in the
absence of a formal framework. In that
context, the High-Level Political Dialogue
between the EU and the Syrian transitional
authorities that took place on 11 May
2026 represented a key inflection point.
While a good start and an additional step
in the right direction, that is, the one dia-
logue, the key now will be to turn this in-
flection into lasting momentum.

Limits to current
engagement

In political, diplomatic, and operational
terms, the Union has moved further and
faster than many expected after the tran-
sition. Yet the speed and breadth of Euro-
pean mobilisation should not obscure its
limits. EU engagement remains constrained
by structural, operational, and political
limitations on both the European and
Syrian sides. As a result, it remains more
active than strategic, and more promising
than transformative.

The absence of
a consolidated strategy

The first and most structural limitation is
the absence of a consolidated EU strategy
for Syria, which the Europeans have
worked without until today, more than a
year and a half following the transition in
Damascus. While the June 2025 Council

Conclusions (Council of the European
Union, 2025¢) and subsequent high-level
statements (European Commission, 2026)
provide political direction and establish a
broad framework for engagement, they
fall short of a fully articulated strategy. In
particular, they do not clearly define se-
quencing, operational priorities, bench-
marks for progress, or longer-term end
goals. In practice, EU action continues to
rely on a combination of Council language,
financial instruments, diplomatic engage-
ment, and ad hoc measures, but nothing
beyond.

This gap is not accidental. It reflects the
EEAS' preference for embedding Syria
within a broader regional approach rather
than developing a dedicated country strat-
egy,® as well as the difficulty of reaching
consensus among 27 member states.®
Flexibility has value in a fast-changing
transition, but the absence of a clearer
roadmap leaves EU policy reactive and
difficult for Syrian counterparts to interpret.

At the same time, a more critical approach
could argue that the absence of a clear
roadmap leaves EU policy vis-a-vis Syria
overly reactive and insufficiently structured.”
Without a shared framework, engagement
risks being driven by instruments and op-
portunities rather than by clearly defined
objectives. This ambiguity is also evident
on the Syrian side, with officials struggling
to fully understand the EU’s approach,
not because of a lack of engagement,
but because that engagement is not an-
chored in a clearly communicated, internally
consistent strategic vision.®

5 Interview 6 — European member state #1, ambassador, interview, March 2026.
Interview 8 — EU official #2, headquarters level, online interview, March 2026.
Interview 10 — EU official #4, field-level, online interview, April 2026.

5 Interview 8 — EU official #2, headquarters level, online interview, March 2026.
Interview 7 — European member state #2, ambassador, interview, March 2026.

7 Interview 2 — European member state policy officer, online interview, March 2026.
Interview 4 — International policy expert, online interview, March 2026.

Interview 6 — European member state #1, ambassador, interview, March 2026.

euremesco IEMed.



32 The Return of Syria to the Euro-Mediterranean Cooperation Arena

Limited scale of financial
engagement

whole of 2025, the EU allocated €424.7
million, a figure that remains modest
when set against the scale of Syria's
destruction and recovery needs measured
in the hundreds of billions (World Bank,
2025).

A second limitation lies in the scale of
the EU’s financial engagement. For the

Table 4. Total Allocations for Syria 2025

Instrument Total Allocation in EUR

DG ECHO (HIP) 202,500,000 (2025)

DG ECHO (Emergency Top-Ups) 1,720,000 (2025)
DG MENA (NDICI - Global Europe) 139,000,000 (2025)
DG MENA (NDICI - Global Europe) 36,000,000 (2024)
FPI (Foreign Policy Instruments) 41,500,000 (2025)

FPI (Foreign Policy Instruments) 4,000,000 (2024)

Total (Syria only) 424,700,000

Note. Elaborated by author based on European Commission financing decisions, action documents, and
humanitarian funding information concerning Syria. (European Commission, n.d.-b, 2024a, 2024b,
2024c¢, 2024d, 2024e, 2025a, 2025¢, 2025d, 2025e, 20259, 2025h, 2025i, 2025k).

More concerning, however, is the projected
trajectory of EU support. The €620 million
package announced for 2026-2027 (Euro-
pean Commission, 2026b) amounts to
€310 million per year, a 26.2% decrease
from 2025 levels. Within this, humanitarian
funding is expected to fall more sharply,

with initial allocations standing at €142.5
million per year, compared to €202.5
million in 2025, representing a decline of
nearly 30% (see chart below). At face
value, this suggests not only limited scale,
but also a contraction of engagement at
a time when needs remain acute.

Table 5. Total Allocations for Syria 2026-2027 (Provisional)

Instrument Total Allocation Total Allocation Total Allocation 2026
2026 in EUR 2027 in EUR & 2027 in EUR

DG ECHO (HIP) 142,500,000 142,500,000 285,000,000

DG MENA (NDICI - 140,000,000 140,000,000 280,000,000

Global Europe)

8 Interview 3 — Syrian government official (foreign affairs) online interview, March 2026.
Interview 4 — International policy expert, online interview, March 2026.

Interview 5 — Syrian government official, (economy), March 2026.

Interview 10 — EU official #4, field-level, online interview, April 2026.
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FPI (Foreign Policy 27,500,000 27,500,000 55,000,000
Instruments)
Total 310,000,000 310,000,000 620,000,000

Note. Elaborated by author. Figures are provisional. DG MENA allocations are based on information
provided by an EU official in a personal interview conducted in 2026. DG ECHO figures are derived from
the 2026 Humanitarian Implementation Plan (European Commission, 2026a) and are assumed to remain
unchanged in 2027. FPl amounts are estimates calculated as the residual required to reconcile the stated
total after deducting the DG ECHO and NDICI-Gilobal Europe allocations.

Figure 1. DG ECHO Humanitarian Implementation Plan Allocations to Syria
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Note. Sourced from annual DG ECHO Humanitarian Implementation Plans (HIPs) and Technical Annexes
for the Syria Regional and Lebanon Crises (European Commission, 2024c, 2024e, 2025d, 2025e,

2025k, 2026a).

Nevertheless, this growing reliance on
ad hoc reinforcements points to a more
reactive funding model, in which re-
sources are adjusted in response to
evolving needs rather than anchored in
a predictable, multiannual framework.
While this flexibility enables rapid scaling,
it also highlights the absence of a clear
forward-looking financial strategy, rein-
forcing the structural limitations of EU
engagement in both scale and predicta-
bility.

Operational limitations

Beyond questions of scale, EU engage-
ment in Syria is constrained by operational
and structural limitations that shape how
far available resources can be deployed.
These reflect both the institutional logic
of EU external action and the conditions
of engagement on the ground.

First, the absence of a formal programming
framework limits the scope for large-
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scale socioeconomic support.® Unlike
most Southern Neighbourhood partners
given that Damascus was excluded from
standard EU bilateral development pro-
gramming, Syria does not benefit from a
multiannual indicative programme, meaning
that funding cannot yet be anchored in a
structured, medium-term strategy agreed
with national authorities. This makes it
difficult for the Commission to design,
prioritise, and channel substantial re-
sources coherently, even where funding
is available.

Second, EU instruments themselves im-
pose constraints. Procedures remain com-
plex, accountability requirements stringent,
and decision-making fragmented across
Brussels, Beirut, and Damascus.'® While
these features are designed to ensure
oversight and risk management, they also
slow down implementation and limit the
EU’s ability to operate at scale in a fluid
post-conflict environment. This is com-
pounded by an institutional culture that
remains cautious and risk-averse.!" In Syria's
case, this caution is particularly warranted
given the political and operational sensitivity
on the ground and the state’s limited ab-
sorption capacity. As a result, even if it
were possible for the EU to allocate millions
or billions of euros for Syria, it would be
unlikely to quickly materialise on the ground.

Third, the current engagement remains
sectorally narrow. EU action is still heavily
concentrated on humanitarian assistance,
stabilisation, and early recovery, with only
limited expansion into broader economic
domains. While these interventions are es-
sential, they do not amount to a compre-
hensive recovery strategy. A national re-

covery strategy should ultimately be Sy-
rian-led, but the EU still needs a clearer
roadmap on how its own instruments can
support that process beyond immediate
assistance. Key areas such as trade facili-
tation, financial sector normalisation, infra-
structure financing, and large-scale invest-
ment support remain largely absent or
underdeveloped, limiting the EU’s ability
to shape Syria’s long-term economic tra-
jectory.

Finally, these constraints are reinforced
by a still-limited operational footprint. Al-
though the EU Delegation has re-estab-
lished a presence, the broader ecosystem
that typically supports EU external action,
including sectoral expertise, technical
staff, and sustained in-country engage-
ment, remains only partially deployed.'?
After more than a decade of disengage-
ment, EU institutions and member states
are also rebuilding their knowledge base
and operational familiarity with Syria,
which further slows the expansion of their
activities.

Fragmented European
engagement and limited
collective leverage

A third limitation lies in the fragmented
nature of European engagement, both
within the EU system and between EU
institutions and member states. While
the Union has been able to mobilise a
broad range of instruments relatively
quickly, the overall European presence in
Syria remains divided across multiple
channels of engagement that are not al-
ways fully aligned.

° Interview 1 — EU official #1, field-level, online interview, March 2026.

Interview 10 — EU official #4, field-level, online interview, April 2026.

1% Interview 10 — EU official #4, field-level, online interview, April 2026.

" Interview 9 — EU official #3, headquarters level, online interview, April 2026.
Interview 10 — EU official #4, field-level, online interview, April 2026.

'2 Interview 6 — European member state #1, ambassador, interview, March 2026.
Interview 7 — European member state #2, ambassador, interview, March 2026.
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In practice, EU policy is implemented
through a combination of Commission
instruments, EEAS-led political engage-
ment, and an increasing number of bilateral
initiatives by member states. These include
reopened or strengthened diplomatic
presences in Damascus, high-level politi-
cal contacts, technical cooperation
through national agencies, and sector-
specific engagement on migration, re-
turns, accountability, local governance,
economic recovery, and private-sector
reactivation. France and Germany were
among the first European actors to en-
gage the new Syrian leadership at min-
isterial level, while several member states
have since moved to restore or expand
their diplomatic presence. At the oper-
ational level, member state agencies also
implement EU-funded programmes, as
illustrated by EU-GIZ cooperation on
TVET and local recovery. This multi-
layered approach can increase flexibility
and speed, but it may also dilute collective
EU leverage. This multi-layered approach
has certain advantages, particularly in
terms of flexibility and speed, but it also
dilutes collective leverage.' Several in-
terviewees noted that Syrian authorities
often prioritise bilateral relationships with
individual member states, which are per-
ceived as more direct, more politically
responsive, and easier to navigate than
the EU system as a whole. As a result,
engagement with the EU as a unified
actor can be side-lined in favour of
parallel national tracks.

This dynamic creates a structural tension.
Many of the EU’s most consequential
tools, particularly in areas such as trade,
market access, regulatory alignment, and

financial engagement, are held at the
Union level. Yet political access and day-
to-day interaction often take place through
member states.’ The result is a disconnect
between where influence is exercised
and where key instruments are located,
reducing the EU’s ability to act as a co-
herent economic and political actor.

At the same time, coordination among
EU institutions, while improved compared
to the conflict years, remains imperfect.
The division of roles among DG ECHO,
DG MENA, FPI, the EEAS, and the Del-
egation has enabled a functional dis-
tribution of labour, but not always fully
integrated planning and delivery.® This
is particularly visible when moving from
humanitarian and stabilisation activities
toward more complex recovery and econ-
omic programming, where institutional
boundaries become more pronounced.

A complex and evolving
Syrian counterpart

A final limitation lies in the nature of the
Syrian state itself as a partner for en-
gagement. While the political transition
has opened the door to renewed coop-
eration, the institutional environment re-
mains fluid, centralised, and still con-
solidating. Limited administrative capacity,
frequent turnover of interlocutors, and
unclear chains of authority affect even
basic aspects of cooperation, from ident-
ifying the relevant counterpart to vali-
dating projects and ensuring follow-
up.'® Decision-making is often slow, not
necessarily because of unwillingness,

'3 Interview 4 — International policy expert, online interview, March 2026.
Interview 6 — European member state #1, ambassador, interview, March 2026.
' Interview 11 - EU official #5, headquarters level, online interview, April 2026.
s Interview 1 — EU official #1, field-level, online interview, March 2026.
Interview 6 — European member state #1, ambassador, interview, March 2026.
'® Interview 1 — EU official #1, field-level, online interview, March 2026.
Interview 8 — EU official #2, headquarters level, online interview, March 2026.
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but because institutions are still stabilising
and internal procedures remain under-
defined."’

This is compounded by a tendency toward
centralisation of the decision-making pro-
cess, particularly through the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. While this reflects an
understandable desire to maintain political
control over external engagement during
a sensitive transition, it also creates bottle-
necks. Most interactions, approvals, and
requests are channelled through a limited
number of actors, reducing the autonomy
of sectoral ministries and slowing down
technical cooperation. As a result, en-
gagement that could otherwise be handled
at a technical level can be delayed.®
These constraints are further reinforced
by potential controls over civic space.
Because some EU-funded activities can
rely on Syrian civil society partners, require-
ments for prior authorisation of workshops,
events, and other activities can delay
even small-scale projects.

Syrian authorities also appear to favour
bilateral engagement with individual
member states, which they understand
better than the EU system.” While under-
standable in the short term, this limits the
effectiveness of EU-level instruments, re-
duces the benefits of coordinated support,
and contributes to fragmentation.

More broadly, as the Syrian state remains
in a phase of institutional rebuilding,
several core elements required for struc-
tured international cooperation are still
either absent or underdeveloped. This
limits the usability and deployment of
some of the EU’s more advanced instru-

ments. Budget support (European Com-
mission, n.d.-a) for instance, is not feasible
in the absence of a credible, functioning
state budget, while the conclusion of
formal international agreements, a pre-
rogative of the legislature in most countries,
is constrained by the lack of a functioning
parliament.

Recommendations

The limitations identified above should
not be read as a failure of EU engagement,
but rather as a reflection of the context in
which this engagement is taking place.
Indeed, one of the striking features of the
post-December 2024 period is that the
EU was able to react more quickly and
flexibly than might have been expected,
including through early political contacts,
sanctions relief, humanitarian mobilisation,
stabilisation support, and the launch of
new coordination mechanisms. Yet, the
EU's ability to translate that response
into a sustained, strategically sequenced,
and operationally coherent recovery frame-
work still appears to lag behind. EU en-
gagement must still operate through com-
plex institutional procedures, member
state coordination, compliance require-
ments, and political sensitivities. ~ Syria,
for its part, remains a highly fluid, central-
ised, and administratively fragile environ-
ment, still in the early stages of institutional
consolidation and marked by security and
governance risks that cannot be ignored.
Taken together, these factors inevitably
limit the speed, scale, and coherence of
engagement.

Still, much more can be done within these
constraints. Given the current toolbox,

'7 Interview 1 — EU official #1, field-level, online interview, March 2026.

Interview 6 — European member state #1, ambassador, interview, March 2026.
Interview 7 — European member state #2, ambassador, interview, March 2026.
Interview 8 — EU official #2, headquarters level, online interview, March 2026.

Interview 10 — EU official #4, field-level, online interview, April 2026.

'8 Interview 8 — EU official #2, headquarters level, online interview, March 2026.

19 |nterview 3 — Syrian government official (foreign affairs) online interview, March 2026.
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the core challenge is the need to better
structure, align, and operationalise the
instruments already available. Even if a
more ambitious engagement will take
time to materialise, several practical steps
could already improve the effectiveness,
coherence, and impact of EU action in
the short- to medium-term.

Clarify direction

A first priority is to strengthen the strategic
clarity of EU engagement without necess-
arily moving toward a rigid, formalised
Syria strategy. In practice, this does not
require a new strategy document, but a
more structured use of existing instruments
and coordination formats to build a de
facto roadmap.?® The EU should align
annual financing decisions, special
measures, diplomatic messaging, and sec-
toral priorities around a clearer sequencing
logic: what is feasible in the short term,
what could follow as conditions evolve,
and which benchmarks would justify moving
from one phase of engagement to the
next. Internal EEAS-Commission guidance,
regular joint briefings, and more systematic
coordination with member states can help
establish a shared understanding of prio-
rities, roles, and trajectories.

Existing coordination platforms should be
more fully leveraged to support this effort.
The Syria Partnership Coordination Forum
should serve as the central hub for aligning
actors and priorities, with more frequent
meetings and the creation of sub-com-
mittees organised by sector or thematic
priority.2! The High-Level Political Dialogue
should be institutionalised as a regular

channel for strategic steering, while, over
time, the reactivation of the EU-Syria Co-
operation Council under the 1977 Co-
operation Agreement could provide a
more formal anchor for engagement on
economic issues via the resumption of
regular EU-Syria Cooperation Council
meetings. Across all of these fora, com-
munication should be more unified and
consistent, reinforcing a coherent EU
position and making the overall approach
more legible to Syrian counterparts.

Strengthen the EU presence
to enable delivery

A second priority is to deepen the EU'’s
operational footprint in Syria, not as an
end in itself, but as a prerequisite for
more effective delivery.?? While the reac-
tivation of the EU Delegation in Damascus
marked an important step, the broader
institutional presence remains limited
relative to the scale and complexity of
the engagement now underway.

Strengthening this presence includes ex-
panding sectoral expertise, increasing the
number of technical staff, and reinforcing
coordination capacities within the del-
egation. A more robust in-country pres-
ence would allow the EU to engage more
consistently with Syrian institutions, im-
prove programme design, and respond
more effectively to evolving needs. It
would also help rebuild the institutional
knowledge lost over more than a decade
of limited engagement, including a practical
understanding of how Syrian administrative
and political systems operate.

20 Interview 6 — European member state #1, ambassador, interview, March 2026.
Interview 8 — EU official #2, headquarters level, online interview, March 2026.

2! Interview 2 — European member state policy officer, online interview, March 2026.
Interview 6 — European member state #1, ambassador, interview, March 2026.

22 Interview 6 — European member state #1, ambassador, interview, March 2026.
Interview 7 — European member state #2, ambassador, interview, March 2026
Interview 10 — EU official #4, field-level, online interview, April 2026.

Interview 11 - EU official #5, headquarters level, online interview, April 2026.
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A stronger presence is also necessary to
move from mobilisation to delivery. The
EU has shown that it can announce fund-
ing, establish political contact, and activate
instruments quickly. But the credibility of
this engagement will increasingly depend
on its ability to translate commitments
into visible results on the ground. This
requires addressing bottlenecks within
existing processes. On the EU side, efforts
should focus on improving coordination
across Brussels, Damascus, Beirut, and
other operational hubs, streamlining proce-
dures where possible, and prioritising
projects that can realistically be imple-
mented under current conditions. De-
livering early and tangible results, par-
ticularly in sectors such as health, basic
services, livelihoods, and technical as-
sistance, would be essential to build trust
and demonstrate the added value of EU
engagement.

Gradually expand the scope of
engagement toward economic
reintegration

A third priority is to progressively move
beyond the current concentration on hu-
manitarian assistance, stabilisation, and
early recovery. These areas remain in-
dispensable, but they are not sufficient
to support long-term stabilisation, nor
do they address the broader challenge
of reconnecting Syria to regional and
international economic systems. Over
time, the effectiveness of EU engagement
will be judged not only by the volume of
aid delivered, but by the extent to which
it helps restore economic functionality,
revive productive sectors, and reduce
structural dependence on external sup-
port.

In this context, the lifting of economic

sanctions has already played an important
enabling role, and the possible reacti-
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vation of older cooperation frameworks
could, in time, provide a more institutional
anchor for renewed engagement. Yet
such steps, while necessary, are not in
themselves enough to trigger broad-
based recovery. They create political
and legal space for action, but they do
not automatically generate economic
activity or institutional readiness.

The EU should therefore begin laying
the groundwork for a broader and more
economically oriented set of instruments.
This includes trade facilitation, gradual
improvements in market access, regu-
latory cooperation, and targeted support
for productive sectors such as agricul-
ture, agro-industry, light manufacturing,
services, and local value chains. The
Union's comparative advantage lies pre-
cisely in these areas, where it can com-
bine technical expertise, regulatory knowl-
edge, and access to a large market. At
present, however, these tools remain
underused, either because the necessary
frameworks are not yet in place or be-
cause engagement has not yet reached
a level where such instruments can be
deployed effectively. In that sense, both
having a more coherent strategy and a
broader presence would be immensely
beneficial.

To the Syrian authorities:
engage strategically, deliver
operationally, and enable
reintegration

For the Syrian authorities, the current
moment is both an opportunity for sup-
port and a test of credibility as a partner.
The EU has demonstrated both political
willingness and financial commitment,
mobilising substantial resources over
the past decade and moving rapidly to
re-engage after the transition. This cre-
ates a clear incentive for Syria to engage

The EU should
begin laying the
groundwork for
a broader and
more
economically
oriented set of
instruments.
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constructively and predictably. Treating
the EU as a serious long-term partner,
rather than a secondary or purely trans-
actional actor, as was the case through-
out the relationship’s history (Féve,
2022), is in Syria's own interest. A more
proactive, structured, and cooperative
posture would help unlock greater Euro-
pean support, reduce hesitation among
EU institutions and member states, and
generate political gains for Damascus
by strengthening its credibility as a re-
liable partner in Syria's regional and in-
ternational reintegration.

At the operational level, this requires a
shift toward more reliable and responsive
administrative practices. Clear designation
of counterparts across ministries, con-
sistent follow-up on engagements, and
faster project validation would significantly
improve implementation timelines. Allowing
greater space for direct technical en-
gagement with sectoral ministries, rather
than centralising all interactions through
a limited number of political channels,
would reduce bottlenecks and make co-
operation more effective.

The Syrian authorities would also benefit
from articulating priorities in a more tar-
geted and operational manner, moving
from broad sectoral requests to clearly
sequenced, project-based needs with
priority sectors, realistic timelines, expected
outcomes, and clearer budgetary informa-
tion. This would improve alignment with
EU instruments, increase European con-
fidence, and support future scale-up. At
the same time, economic reintegration
will require stronger administrative and
regulatory foundations, including more
capable institutions in trade, customs,
economic planning, and sector regulation,
as well as clearer economic policies,
more predictable rules, and more trans-
parent engagement with private sector
actors.

Conclusion

The return of Syria to the centre of EU
attention is not a marginal development.
It reflects the re-emergence of a strategic
file with direct implications for European
interests and values alike. Over the course
of the conflict, Syria became a source of
some of the most acute external challenges
facing the EU, from mass displacement
and regional instability to illicit networks
and persistent security threats. Whether
Syria stabilises, rebuilds, and reconnects
to its neighbourhood is therefore not only
a matter of solidarity, but of long-term
European security and regional order.

The post-2024 transition has created an
opening that did not exist before. It has
allowed the EU to move beyond a model
centred on containment and crisis man-
agement, and to re-engage with Syria as
a political and institutional partner. In
many respects, the Union has responded
faster and more decisively than expected,
re-establishing political dialogue, lifting
economic sanctions, mobilising financial
instruments, and rebuilding a presence on
the ground.

Yet this initial momentum should not obscure
the structural limitations that continue to
shape EU engagement. The current ap-
proach remains characterised by strategic
ambiguity, limited scale, fragmented Euro-
pean action, and a Syrian counterpart that
is still fluid, centralised, and institutionally
underprepared. As a result, EU engagement
is increasingly active and relevant, but not
yet capable of shaping the broader trajectory
of Syria's recovery.

As we have seen, given the EU’s capacity
to engage, the challenge ahead lies in
whether it can transform reactive flexibility
into a more coherent and durable framework.
This requires clearer strategic direction, a
stronger operational presence, more ef-
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fective delivery, and a gradual expansion
from humanitarian and early-recovery in-
struments toward tools of economic rein-
tegration. It also requires a Syrian side
willing to engage more predictably,
strengthen administrative capacity, and
translate broad priorities into operational
commitments.

If these conditions are met, the EU can
move beyond its role as a crisis re-
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sponder and contribute more mean-
ingfully to Syria's stabilisation and re-
integration. If they are not, it risks re-
maining what it was for much of the
conflict: indispensable as a donor, but
secondary as a strategic actor. The
transition has reopened the question
of Europe’s role in Syria. The outcome
will depend on whether this opening is
structured into a lasting framework for
engagement.
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Introduction

A central driver of renewed EU engage-
ment with Syria is the objective of facili-
tating refugee return and reinforcing Medi-
terranean regional stability. Yet refugee
return depends on security, basic socio-
economic conditions, and credible insti-
tutional guarantees. This chapter argues
that Syria's reintegration into Euro-Medi-
terranean frameworks depends not only
on institutional stabilisation, but also on
building socially legitimate and accountable
security structures capable of sustaining
civil peace.

The chapter combines qualitative policy
analysis with desk research, public state-
ments by Syrian authorities, and six semi-
structured interviews with Syrian experts,
officials, and civil society actors. It draws
on comparative insights from European
Union (EU) engagement in Eastern Europe
and the Western Balkans to identify real-
istic entry points for Syria-EU cooper-
ation.

Institutional security
structuring

From rupture to rapid
consolidation

The transformation of Syria's security and
defence sectors after 8 December 2024
did not follow the negotiated or gradual
reform trajectories commonly anticipated
in earlier literature on post-conflict Syria
and governance reconstruction (Heyde-
mann, 2018; Bank, Lynch, & Perlman,
2025). It resulted from a decisive rupture
in power, requiring rapid reconstruction
of the security sector rather than incre-
mental reform. This shift coincided with
regional dynamics that led to the collapse
of the previous regime and its security

architecture (Bank et al., 2025). Unlike
cases such as Iraq's de-Baathification,
the process was neither a full institutional
vacuum nor a managed transition, but a
rapid reconfiguration under new auth-
ority.

The former military, intelligence, and se-
curity institutions had already suffered a
significant erosion of operational coher-
ence and public legitimacy during the
conflict years. Following the collapse of
the regime in December 2024, these in-
stitutions were formally dissolved through
top-down political decisions, while many
personnel either entered transitional settle-
ment arrangements or fled the country.
The existing military and security infra-
structures in the Salvation Government
of Idlib assumed full control of the sector
and relied on recruitment from other op-
position armed actors and new recruitment.
Fifty-two days after the collapse of the
former regime, the announcement by the
new President on 29 January 2025 during
the “victory speech” officially declared
the dissolving of all security and military
institutions and announced the exclusive
monopoly of carrying weapons by the
new Defence Ministry. At the same time,
armed actors remained fragmented, posing
a risk of renewed instability. This created
an immediate risk of parallel security
structures and competing centres of auth-
ority, making rapid consolidation the
central priority (Rojan, 2025; Bank et al.,
2025).

The negative legacy of the previous
system, marked by decades of coercion,
politicisation, and intrusion into civilian
life made continuity untenable. The security
sector had to break visibly with past prac-
tices while maintaining operational capa-
city. This resulted in a hybrid model of
accelerated institutional construction,
where structures, regulations, and oper-
ations developed simultaneously.
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The starting point was uneven across
sectors. The Ministry of Defence, the
Ministry of Interior, and intelligence services
were largely rebuilt from scratch, while
drawing on existing operational experience.
The justice sector, by contrast, underwent
significant personnel and leadership
changes - including the replacement of
court leadership, suspension and vetting
of judges, and new recruitment processes
- yet much of its core administrative and
bureaucratic structure remained intact.
This produced a slower and more uneven
transformation process, contributing to
an imbalance between enforcement and
accountability.

Phases of institutional
structuring

The restructuring process can be read
through three overlapping analytical
phases. The first, beginning immediately
after 8 December 2024, focused on cen-
tralisation and institutional formation: re-
storing command chains, dissolving com-
peting structures, creating the General
Intelligence Services (GIS), establishing
the National Security Council (NSC), and
grounding the monopoly of force in the
Constitutional Declaration. The second,
becoming more prominent after mid-
2025, focused on integrating armed ac-
tors, expanding internal security, and sta-
bilising operations. The third, emerging
more clearly toward late 2025 and early
2026, shifted attention toward profes-
sionalisation, training, codes of conduct,
institutional discipline, and clearer civil-
military boundaries.

These phases were not sequential gov-
ernment policies but overlapping stages
of emphasis. They helped stabilise the
country, but also produced unresolved
challenges: uneven integration, limited
inclusivity, weak training depth, justice-
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sector lag, and a gap between formal
structures and actual practice. These
challenges matter directly for Syria-EU
engagement because cooperation on se-
curity, migration, refugee return, and sta-
bilisation depends on the reliability, pro-
fessionalism, and accountability of Syrian
state institutions.

Operational development across
institutions

Following the overlapping phases of cen-
tralisation, integration, and early profes-
sionalisation, the security sector has
moved into a stage of operationalisation.
This stage is defined by the translation of
institutional frameworks into day-to-day
functions across the Ministry of Defence,
the Ministry of Interior, and intelligence
services. While formal structures have
largely been established, their effectiveness
depends on how consistently they are
implemented across units and regions.

Ministry of Defence

The Ministry of Defence has focused on
building a unified military structure capable
of exercising territorial control and coor-
dinating operations across previously
fragmented theatres. This has involved
the standardisation of command hier-
archies, the centralisation of operational
planning, and the consolidation of per-
sonnel and weapons systems into formal
registries (Almustafa, 2026).

This reflects a shift toward a centralised,
rule-based military hierarchy, where auth-
ority is derived from institutional position
rather than factional affiliation. The Ministry
has also worked to develop training insti-
tutions, military education programmes,
and internal regulations aimed at
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strengthening professional standards and
institutional discipline across military forma-
tions. However, the implementation of
these standards remains uneven. The
persistence of internally cohesive units -
particularly those integrated as intact
formations during earlier phases - indicates
that formal integration has not yet fully
translated into unified operational control
(Tabler, 2026).

Ministry of Interior

The Ministry of Interior has taken the lead
in internal security, gradually assuming re-
sponsibility for civilian governance functions
that were initially handled by military actors.
Its development reflects a deliberate shift
from regime-centred control toward a ser-
vice-oriented model of security provision.

Police and general security forces have
expanded their presence across urban and
rural areas, with an emphasis on accessibility,
responsiveness, and visibility. The intro-
duction of women police officers and in-
creased engagement with local communities
represent efforts to rebuild trust and legit-
imacy, particularly in areas affected by pro-
longed conflict (interview with Syrian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs official, Damascus, 10
March 2026).

The expansion of internal security has re-
duced reliance on military forces for local
governance and represents an important
step toward institutional normalisation, al-
though shortages of trained personnel,
compressed training programmes, and an
evolving institutional culture continue to
limit performance.

Intelligence services

The restructuring of intelligence services
has focused on centralisation, mandate

redefinition, and the elimination of over-
lapping jurisdictions that characterised
the previous system. The establishment
of the GIS and the consolidation of intel-
ligence functions under a unified framework
represent a shift from competitive and
fragmented structures to a coordinated
model aligned with executive authority
(Syria TV, 2024; Al-Jnaidi, 2024).

This consolidation improved coordination
and strengthened the role of intelligence
in decision-making. Counter-terrorism
(CT) coordination has also emerged as a
key driver of institutional structuring, par-
ticularly through joint coordination mech-
anisms linking the Ministry of Interior, in-
telligence services, and defence institutions
under a broader operational framework.
While the Ministry of Interior has taken
the lead in domestic CT operations, the
GIS has played a central role in intelligence
gathering and cross-border threat moni-
toring.

However, intelligence reform remains less
visible and more sensitive than other
areas of restructuring. The development
of professional standards, internal oversight
mechanisms, and clear operational bound-
aries is still ongoing. As with other parts
of the sector, the gap between formal
structure and institutional practice remains
a defining challenge. In part, the NSC
was designed to address this gap by
providing an overarching coordination
framework linking intelligence, defence,
and internal security institutions

External factors shaping
institutional development

External dynamics have influenced insti-
tutional development, including regional
training partnerships, evolving security
threats, and shifting international align-
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ments. These factors have reinforced the
need for adaptive and flexible institutional
structures. At the same time, the leadership
has sought to manage relations with ex-
ternal actors present in Syria. This includes
balancing the Russian military presence
and facilitating a gradual reduction of its
operational footprint while maintaining a
functional relationship. More recently, co-
operation with Ukraine in defence-related
fields has expanded, reflecting a diver-
sification of external partnerships.

The northeast as a critical
juncture

The integration of the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) represents the most critical
and complex test of institutional structuring
in the current phase. Unlike earlier inte-
gration efforts, which focused on frag-
mented armed groups, the SDF controls
a distinct geographic and administrative
space with its own governance and se-
curity structures. Integration requires alig-
ning distinct governance and security
structures within a unified framework.

The process is being implemented grad-
ually through detailed arrangements ad-
dressing personnel integration, weapons
control, command structures, and coor-
dination mechanisms (Almustafa, 2026).
The outcome of this process will be deci-
sive. It will determine whether the state
can consolidate authority across all regions
without reproducing decentralised or hy-
brid security arrangements.

Core challenges

Despite significant progress, the restruc-
turing process faces several structural
challenges that continue to shape its tra-
jectory, including the following:
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= Human resources and training: Rapid
recruitment has outpaced training ca-
pacity, resulting in uneven institutional
culture and performance.

Implementation gap: A central challenge
remains translating formal structures into
consistent practice. Bridging this gap is
essential for transforming institutional de-
sign into effective governance.

Technological capacity: Limited access
to advanced technologies constrains
operational effectiveness, particularly in
areas such as border security, CT, and
criminal investigation.

Justice sector lag: The justice sector
continues to lag behind security institu-
tions. Capacity constraints, procedural
backlogs, and reliance on legacy systems
limit its effectiveness. This creates a
structural imbalance between enforce-
ment and accountability.

Inclusivity and representation: The
emerging security sector remains uneven
in its social and geographic represen-
tation, reflecting the pressures of rapid
consolidation and trust-building in a
post-conflict environment. While the
leadership has prioritised stability and
institutional cohesion during the transi-
tion, broadening inclusivity across dif-
ferent Syrian communities remains es-
sential for long-term legitimacy and na-
tional integration.

Northeast integration (SDF) - ongoing
and contested: The SDF integration
process remains ongoing and contested,
with gradual implementation aimed at
maintaining stability while extending
state authority (Almustafa, 2026).

Southern dynamics (Suwayda) - Se-
curity, external influence, and ac-
countability: Southern Syria, particularly
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Suwayda, reflects overlapping internal
tensions and external pressures, requiring
a balance between security, reconcili-
ation, and accountability.

= While centralisation has been prioritised
for stabilisation, it also carries risks if it
overlooks local governance dynamics
and existing decentralised structures
(POMEPS Studies, 2025).

From structure to function

The trajectory of this institutional devel-
opment is directly relevant to EU-Syria
engagement, as European cooperation
increasingly depends on the reliability,
professionalism, and accountability of Sy-
rian state institutions in areas linked to
security, migration, refugee return, and
stabilisation. The same operational gaps
also shape trust, legitimacy, and societal
narratives, which are further explored in
the following section.

De-radicalisation and
social peace as
institutional stabilisers

The institutional dynamics outlined in the
previous section - particularly the gaps
between formal structures and operational
practice - have directly shaped patterns
of trust, legitimacy, and narrative formation
across Syrian society.

Contexts, narratives
and grievances

The narrative of «Syrian victimhood» has
been a popular narrative for recruiting ji-

2 Including President Ahmad al-Shara’ himself.

hadists from all over the world to fight in
Syria since 2011. The violent repression
committed by the Assad regime against
the peaceful uprising in its early stages
formed a strong argument to convince
youth with Salafi-jihadist affiliation to fight
against the regime in Syria (Hecker &
Tenenbaum 2019). From this narrative
emerged al-Qaeda-linked group Jabhat
al-Nusra and then Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), which later, at the end of 2024,
managed to lead the military coalition
that overthrew the Assad regime and
took control of power in Damascus.

Therefore, the overthrow of the Assad
regime was a strong factor in dismantling
the most important argument for violent
extremism in Syria. Moreover, HTS itself
assuming power in Syria meant that a
key player in this arena moved from the
category of non-state violent extremist
activity aiming at destabilisation to that
of a state activity opting for stabilisation.
However, at the same time, this transition
is highly contentious. The transformations
that HTS - the core of the ruling regime
in Damascus - has gone through, from ji-
hadist Salafism to adopting a state model
today, are not credible to everyone. Like-
wise, the fact that a group of prominent
figures with a jihadist past®® are leading
the new power structure makes the dis-
cussion around combating violent ex-
tremism and terrorism in Syria highly con-
tentious today.

Some views believe that the new Syrian
leaders are truly capable of intellectually
and operationally transforming the thou-
sands of fighters who have been engaged
in the Syrian war on the Salafi-jihadist
agenda (interview with a Syrian politician,
2 April 2026). This is because they them-
selves have already undergone this trans-
formation since 2017, and have moved

euremesco IEMed.



54

The Return of Syria to the Euro-Mediterranean Cooperation Arena

from Salafi-jihadism to the idea of building
a state that responds to all its citizens
(Drevon & Haenni, 2025). Nevertheless,
others believe that the emergence of
these former jihadist leaders sends mis-
leading messages to several parties and
may provoke a larger and opposing wave
of terrorist activity.

On the one hand, Islamic State of Iraq
and Syria (ISIS) - one of the main oppo-
nents of the new leaders in Damascus -
would be keen to work actively towards
obstructing or attempting to topple this
new regime. This is evident through un-
precedented ISIS activity attempting to
assassinate leaders of the new regime,
or even carrying out bombings and tar-
geted operations to destabilise the new
order.?* Today, ISIS finds in Syria numer-
ous advantages that make its activity
possible: it operates in vast areas of
fragile security conditions, especially in
the Syrian desert and regions bordering
Irag. It faces a newly-established security
apparatus that is still in the process of
gaining experience and capable personnel
(Fawzi, 2026). ISIS also benefits signifi-
cantly from those discontented with Presi-
dent Ahmad al-Shara’ shifts after aban-
doning the previous approach, recruiting
from among them. In addition, it takes
advantage of those dissatisfied with the
uncertain transitional justice process, con-
sidered to be undecisive in punishing
those complicit with the former regime’s
crimes against the Syrian people. Hence,
it feeds their desire to carry out immediate

punishment with their own hands by tar-
geting specific Syrian communities, such
as the Alawites.

From Syria's diverse communities’ per-
spective, creating security and defence
institutions by those who militarised and
sectarianised the revolution prevents them
from offering an inclusive model for a
unified state. Their reliance solely on
Sunni Arab recruits further undermines
trust that these institutions serve all
Syrians. This may push other communities
to arm against the state, repeating the
chaotic armed group experience since
2012. They justify this by referring to
grave violations committed by state forces
while suppressing rebellions in the coastal
provinces and Suweyda in March and
July 2025.2° These violations cast doubt
on whether the newly formed government
forces have truly shifted from a Salafi Ji-
hadist doctrine that justified killing based
on religious identity to one that protects
all citizens. Some argue that in the post-
conflict phase, the forces remain fragile
and undisciplined until a law-based doc-
trine takes root. Such violations deepen
fear among Syria's communities, leading
them to view the new authority as a
threat, avoid institutions, and spread dis-
trust of government forces.

From this perspective, the SDF integration
process is not only an institutional chal-
lenge but also a test of social trust.
Kurdish hesitation has been shaped by
fears that violations seen in the coast

24 |n fact, ISIS has gained a relative advantage after HTS shifted away from jihadist Salafism, as it became
the sole representative of this tendency in Syria, after previously competing with Jabhat al-Nusra  the
former version of HTS  to represent this approach in the years following their split in April 2013.

% To suppress the coastal rebellion, thousands of undisciplined fighters committed serious abuses
against civilians based on Alawite identity. The Syrian Network for Human Rights reported 1,662 victims:
1,217 killed by government forces or militias, and 442 by Assad-loyal rebels (Michael, 2025). Similar
events unfolded in Suweyda, where government intervention in Druze-tribal clashes fuelled revenge
killings, kidnappings, and destruction of Druze villages and farms. Nearly 1,700 people were killed, mostly
Druze civilians targeted by government-linked forces attempting to control the clashes (OHCHR, 2026).
In both cases, President Al-Sharaa set up truth committees to investigate violations and prosecute
perpetrators, but their credibility was often questioned since they were government appointed.
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and Suweyda could be repeated in north-
eastern Syria. The integration process
therefore matters both for consolidating
the state’s monopoly of force and for
broadening the diversity and operational
experience of the new security institutions.
The Syrian military’s operations in Kurdish
areas have been more disciplined, with no
clear violations compared to the coast and
Suweyda. This shows the forces are evol-
ving, learning, and striving for profession-
alism. The Ministry of Defence (MoD) also
announced that violators in northeastern
Syria would be held accountable, reflecting
greater discipline and accountability than
in earlier operations. (SANA, January 22,
2026). The new authorities are learning
from past lessons to build trust, but still
lack key elements for a comprehensive CT
strategy, including distinguishing between
hard and soft measures in CT and CVE

policy.

Balance needed: parallel hard
and soft security policies

Instability in Syria is not limited to jihadist
terrorism. It also includes sectarian viol-
ence, local armed conflict, revenge dy-
namics, organised criminality, and unre-
solved wartime grievances. Hard security
measures- such as arrests, prosecutions,
intelligence coordination, weapons seiz-
ures, and disruption of financing- remain
necessary, but they cannot address these
broader drivers of violence on their own
(Reed & Pohl, 2017). Military defeat of
extremist groups does not equal ideo-
logical defeat, so operations against ISIS
alone cannot end its influence (Hecker &
Tenenbaum, 2019). Their narratives must

be dismantled to block them from shaping
the present or future, as these stories
strongly drive recruitment and unity (Gaub,
2021). Weakening them requires replacing
such narratives with inclusive ones aligned
with the state's vision. People must also
trust the authorities’ commitment to tran-
sitional justice to engage in building new
narratives of peace and coexistence (in-
terview with Syrian NGO leader, 19 April
2026). Yet, the state's role should not
dominate, since the strength of alternative
narratives lies in diverse stakeholders,
reflecting a genuine state-society part-
nership.

After Assad's fall, ISIS carried out three
major operations that highlighted the
dangers of its renewed activity, beginning
with the attack on St. Elias Church in
Damascus’s Dweil'a neighbourhood in
June 2025 (Gritten, 2025). The second
was the attack on American and Syrian
soldiers near Palmyra?’” in December
2025, during a military meeting to coor-
dinate joint efforts against ISIS (Jordan,
2025). The third attack targeted the Imam
Ali ibn Abi Talib Mosque?® in a predomi-
nantly Alawite neighbourhood of Homs
(France24, 2025). These attacks under-
scored the need for stronger government
efforts to track perpetrators and prevent
future incidents. According to Mol state-
ments, Syrian authorities received intelli-
gence support from Turkey and the United
States, which helped thwart subsequent
attacks.

The Syrian Mol's Telegram account re-
ported in 2025 and early 2026 on its ef-
forts to track terrorist groups, defined
mainly as ISIS, Assad-linked factions
undermining civil peace, and Hezbollah

%6 The attack resulted in the killing of 25 people and injuries to dozens.

27 The attack caused the deaths of two American soldiers, a translator, and three Syrian soldiers.

28 The attack caused 8 deaths and more than 18 others injured.
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activities against the new order. On 6 Au-
gust 2025, the Mol foiled a plot by Assad
regime remnants to bomb a church in
Safita, Tartus. On 5 March 2026, it an-
nounced preventing an ISIS sabotage plan
in Damascus through cooperation with
Turkish intelligence, later referring the case
to the Counter-Terrorism Directorate. After
the Palmyra attack on American soldiers,
American and Syrian forces launched joint
airstrikes and raids on over 100 ISIS
targets, killing and arresting nearly 50
members (Sang, 2026). On 5 May 2026,
the Mol announced foiling a Hezbollah plot
to target key Syrian leaders and spark
clashes across several provinces.

Syrian-American cooperation deepened
with Syria’s admission to the anti-ISIS co-
alition in November 2025, following Al-
Shara’s US visit and the lifting of sanctions.
It was further solidified through joint oper-
ations after the Palmyra attack, culminating
in February 2026 with the US withdrawal
from Syrian bases and their handover to
the Syrian military. These operations included
transferring about 5,700 ISIS prisoners
from SDF-guarded prisons in Syria to Iraqi
custody. This coincided with Damascus
taking control of northeastern Syria after
an Al-Shaddadi prison breach in January
2026, when clashes between government
forces and the SDF enabled ISIS escapes.
The breach exposed the rivalry over being
Washington's preferred partner against
ISIS, though Washington had already de-
cided to end non-state actors’ role. While
this strengthened Syrian security institutions,
integrating the SDF into state structures
remains ongoing and requires independent
evaluation to decide on its success.

The rushed transfer of ISIS prisoners to
Irag and dismantling of Al-Hol camp without
a plan exposed the lack of a clear strategy
for handling ISIS’s legacy. The government
appeared pressured by its supporters,
giving more weight to sympathy for detained
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families than to cautious management of
ISIS resurgence risks (Sallon, 2026). Before
the government relocated remaining families
to another camp, many were smuggled out
by foreign fighters stationed in Idlib (Atallah,
2026). The harsh conditions in Al-Hol had
already fostered extremist ideas among de-
prived children and adolescents. The camp
was evacuated within days, during which
many escaped unsupervised, while the rest
were moved to a designated camp in Ahkta-
rin, Aleppo countryside (AlSayed, 2026).

From institutional
security to civil peace in
EU-Syria engagement
strategic framing:
engagement through
convergence

The dynamics outlined above are directly
relevant to EU-Syria engagement, particularly
in areas of migration management, CT co-
operation, and institutional stabilisation.
European engagement is increasingly con-
ditioned on the functionality and reliability
of Syrian institutions rather than formal
political alignment. Previous EU disengage-
ment from Syria during the conflict signifi-
cantly reduced its political leverage while
increasing its exposure to instability, including
migration and security threats (Turkmani &
Haid, 2016). The return of refugees, in
particular, depends on perceptions of se-
curity and institutional trust (interview with
EU mission official, Damascus, 5 March
2026). At the same time, EU frameworks
already prioritise institutional capacity-build-
ing and technical cooperation through
mechanisms such as coordinated donor
platforms and the Technical Assistance
Hub (European Union, 2025). This positions
institutional development - particularly in
the security and justice sectors - as a
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practical entry point for structured coop-
eration. A realistic approach to EU-Syria
engagement therefore lies in phased, in-
centive-based cooperation, where technical
alignment precedes political convergence,
and where institutional consolidation and
social stabilisation reinforce one another.

Hard security cooperation and
institutional capacity

The new Syrian authorities have prioritised
hard security measures in countering ter-
rorism, particularly where international co-
operation enhances their legitimacy. Co-
operation in this field provides an opportunity
for peer learning and knowledge accumu-
lation for newly established institutions.
Building on European experience in sup-
porting security sector reform in transitional
countries after the cold war context, es-
pecially in Poland, Hungary, the Czech
Republic, Slovakia and later on in Georgia,
EU-Syria cooperation in this domain can
be structured through an incentive-based
model, whether bilateral or multilateral. Key
areas for cooperation could include:

= Creation of joint intelligence databases,
shared investigation methods, data analysis
patterns, process-tracing guidelines, and
financial units to intercept terrorist funding.

= Capacity-building programs to strengthen
institutionalisation, professionalism, and
accountability, involving MoD, Mol, GIS,
MoJ, and judges’ and lawyers’ unions.

= Establishment of a dedicated unit for crimes
against women to handle gender-based
violence, ensuring transparent reporting
and credibility. Refugee families will not
return if daughters’ safety is at risk.

= Consistent quotas for women across all
new recruits, including police, officers,

prosecutors, judges, and justice staff,
encouraging women to seek justice with-
out fear.

= Support for an Ombudsman to promote
basic rights and give victims faster access
to justice without overwhelming the con-
ventional justice system.

Cooperation frameworks including official
institutions and local expertise from uni-
versities, think tanks, unions, and civil so-
ciety, standardising inclusion of civil society
to consolidate civil-military relations and
expose institutions to global best practices,
especially human rights standards.

= The EU can support tailored models by
sponsoring platforms where police and
grassroots groups jointly design ap-
proaches for Syria. European experience
in police reform shows cooperation must
go beyond training and equipment, fo-
cusing on community policing to
strengthen accountability and ties with
local communities. Though time-consum-
ing, this builds responsiveness, account-
ability, and stability (Gaub & Walsh,
2020). Research centres and think tanks
specialising in law, security, and defence
can also bridge knowledge gaps through
training design and policy support, drawing
on regional networks and Syrian diaspora
expertise.

Soft security, civil peace,
and narrative formation

Many of these risks are linked not only to
extremist organisations, but also to unre-
solved communal tensions, exclusionary
narratives, localised violence, and weak
conflict-resolution mechanisms. While hard
security cooperation is necessary, it is in-
sufficient on its own. A broader human se-
curity approach must gradually complement
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operational measures such as raids, patrols,
and border control. Soft security mechanisms
remain less prioritised, as they are closely
tied to domestic legitimacy and politically
sensitive issues. The constrained political
space makes it difficult to openly debate
national security strategies, including CT
policies (interview with a Syrian journalist, 7
April 2026). In this context, EU support can
play a catalytic role by enabling civil society
engagement in shaping CT and countering
violent extremism (CVE) strategies. Framing
such engagement as part of international
cooperation can incentivise government
openness while strengthening societal owner-
ship. Building credible alternative narratives
requires a broad-based process involving
multiple actors. The February 2025 dialogue
conference in Damascus demonstrated both
the potential and the limitations of national-
level dialogue, as it included diverse social
actors but excluded political entities (Allam,
2025). Expanding such dialogue at the local
level can provide more inclusive and repre-
sentative platforms. Key soft security
measures include:

= Supporting the establishment of local
forums hosted by universities, municipa-
lities, places of worship, and community
centres to analyse root causes of violent
extremism and identify policy gaps.

= Ensuring inclusive participation of youth,
women, grassroots organisations, and
community leaders in these forums.

= Mapping the ideological, political, econ-
omic, and social drivers of extremism and
developing locally grounded responses.

= Supporting the development of alternative
narratives that counter extremist discourse
and hate speech while reflecting a shared
national vision.

The creation of alternative narratives is
particularly critical. The military defeat of
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extremist groups does not equate to their
ideological defeat (Hecker & Tenenbaum,
2019). Narratives remain central to recruit-
ment and cohesion within these groups
(Gaub, 2021). While the fall of the Assad
regime weakened a core extremist narrative,
new narratives have emerged, including
perceptions of government leniency toward
former regime figures and concerns about
inclusivity and representation.

Local dynamics and drivers of
extremism and conflict

Local conditions play a decisive role in
shaping the presence and dynamics of ex-
tremist groups. In some areas, economic
deprivation drives recruitment, requiring
targeted livelihood interventions. In others,
sectarian tensions reinforce cycles of viol-
ence, requiring intercommunal dialogue
and cooperation.

Effective responses include:
= Creating economic opportunities in co-

operation with the private sector and
state institutions

Organising interfaith and intercommunal
initiatives to reduce sectarian tensions

Supporting joint community projects that
strengthen cooperation and isolate ex-
tremist discourse

Encouraging local police participation in
community initiatives to build trust and
improve institutional performance

Local engagement is essential, as isolated
communities with limited demographic di-
versity are more vulnerable to extremist nar-
ratives. Strengthening social cohesion at
the local level directly contributes to national
stability, and hence promotes civil peace.

EU support can
play a catalytic
role by
enabling civil
society
engagement in
shaping CT
and countering
violent
extremism
strategies.
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Legal frameworks, accountability,
and political context

Legal and institutional frameworks are
central to long-term stabilisation. Establishing
laws that criminalise incitement and hate
speech, alongside clear transitional justice
mechanisms, helps shift conflict resolution
toward legal and political processes (Kheb-
biya, 2026). However, these frameworks
must be developed through inclusive con-
sultation to ensure legitimacy. The broader
political context presents challenges. The
limited space for political participation and
the sensitivity of security-related discussions
constrain open debate on CT strategies.
At the same time, concerns over inclusivity
and representation continue to shape public
perceptions of legitimacy (interview with a
Syrian NGO leader, 19 April, 2026).

A major gap remains in the legal framework
governing CT. Existing laws from the pre-
vious regime were designed to suppress
political opposition rather than address
clearly defined terrorist acts. Developing a
new legal framework that distinguishes
between violent extremism, and legitimate
political activity is essential. This requires
activating legislative institutions, including
the delayed parliament, and strengthening
judicial oversight. However, this process
is complicated by divergences within the
ruling elite (interview with a Syrian official,
13 April 2026).

Detainee management
and institutional gaps

The absence of a comprehensive strategy
for managing detainees and high-risk popu-
lations highlights a critical institutional gap.
Structured frameworks are needed to ad-
dress detention, rehabilitation, and rein-
tegration in a coherent manner.

This creates a clear entry point for EU-
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supported cooperation through:

= Development of detainee management
systems

= Support for camp transitions and rein-
tegration programmes

= Capacity-building for institutions respon-
sible for detention and rehabilitation

Targeted groups for rehabilitation
strategies

Effective CT and stabilisation require targeted
interventions for specific groups, including:

Former fighters: Individuals not integrated
into state institutions, including foreign
fighters, require ideological reorientation,
vocational training, and livelihood oppor-
tunities. The Ghoraba brigade case illustrates
the risks of insufficient reintegration (AlMa-
raghy, 2026).

Prisoners: Reviewing detainee cases is es-
sential to avoid wrongful detention and
prevent new grievances. The release of mi-
nors following investigations into Alagtan
prison demonstrates the importance of ac-
curate classification (Hill, 2023; Levant24,
2026).

Government forces: Newly integrated per-
sonnel require continuous reorientation to
ensure alignment with institutional norms.
Violations in coastal provinces and Suweyda
highlight the risks of insufficient training
and blurred boundaries between formal
forces and extremist actors (Fawzy, 2026).

ISIS-affiliated families: Families released
from camps such as al-Hol and Roj require
integrated programmes combining basic
services with ideological reorientation
and long-term reintegration support.

The limited
space for
political
participation
and the
sensitivity of
security-
related
discussions
constrain open
debate on CT
strategies.
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These targeted programmes must combine
ideological, social, and economic components

to ensure sustainable outcomes for all groups
who may feel excluded in the new setup.

Figure 3. Two-track architecture of civil peace
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- Alternative narrative
formation.

- Inclusive Countering
Violent Extremism (CVE)
strategies.
- Grassroots civil society
T empowerment.

Pillar 2: Human Security

Note. Elaborated by authors. Created with NotebookLM.

Conclusion: a phased
and incentive-based
approach

EU engagement with Syrian authorities
to deepen institutionalisation, profession-
alisation, and accountability is essential
for stabilisation. Many challenges observed
during the transition stem from limited in-
stitutional experience and the pressures
of rapid consolidation. International co-
operation focused on knowledge transfer

and peerlearning can play a critical role
in addressing these gaps.

At the same time, cooperation must be
designed around incentives that strengthen
both state institutions and societal owner-
ship.

By supporting the convergence between
institutional security and civil peace, the
EU can contribute to stabilisation in Syria
while advancing its own strategic prio-
rities.
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Syria, the EU, and
the challenge of
re-engagement

The collapse of the Assad regime in De-
cember 2024 marked one of the most
consequential moments in Syria’s modern
history and one of the most challenging
for European Union (EU) foreign policy.
Syria, a country within the EU’s neigh-
bourhood and part of the Mediterranean
space that the EU has long sought to
stabilise and integrate, was emerging
from over a decade of catastrophic war.
The EU is well placed to contribute to
what came next: it had remained Syria's
largest donor throughout the conflict
years, it hosted over 1.5 million Syrian
refugees, and it held a combination of fi-
nancial instruments, diplomatic frameworks,
and neighbourhood policy tools that no
other partner could replicate.

After 14 years during which the EU had,
by necessity, abandoned state-level en-
gagement with Syria and worked instead
through non-state channels and United
Nations (UN) agencies, dealing with a
Syrian government became possible again.
For an institution whose external action
architecture is built around state-to-state
frameworks, cooperation agreements,
neighbourhood policies, and structured
political dialogues, this return to the
familiar terrain of a governmental counter-
part might have appeared straightforward.
Except that it is was not. The new Syrian
authorities were led by figures whose
political past the EU had spent years
designating as a security threat. The EU'’s
own instruments, designed for more stable
transitional environments, were poorly
adapted to a country whose institutional
landscape remained fragmented across
competing armed actors and contested
territorial control. These complications on

both sides mean that the diplomatic mo-
mentum of early re-engagement has yet
to produce the durable bilateral architec-
ture that a genuine partnership requires.

This chapter examines EU engagement
with Syria across three phases: the pre-
conflict period of asymmetric partnership
and structural deference to the Syrian
state; the conflict years of severing ties
with the state, imposing sanctions, and
channelling support through humanitarian
and non-state actors while abandoning
any coherent political strategy; and the
post-2024 moment of re-engagement,
where the pace of diplomacy has run
ahead of the institutional foundations
needed to sustain it.

The chapter argues that a successful re-
calibration requires the EU to move beyond
a purely state-centric model. The central
question is not whether the EU should
engage but rather how to engage: cali-
brating the depth and pace of engagement
to demonstrate progress at programme
and project level, investing in civic actors,
local governance, and cultural ties that
persist regardless of the state of relations
with Damascus, and building bottom-up
demand for better rights and governance
rather than accepting a veneer of reform
at the top. While such investment requires
a level of political openness by the Syrian
government, the EU could use its leverage
to ensure that its investment in Syria
goes beyond the central state.

The analysis draws on three main sources
of evidence. First, a review of primary EU
and Syrian official documents, including
the 1978 Cooperation Agreement, the
2007-2010 Country Strategy Paper and
National Indicative Programme, the 2011-
2013 National Indicative Programme (NIP),
EU Council conclusions and EEAS policy
papers across the conflict and post-
conflict periods, and an April 2026 EU
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background paper on re-engagement cir-
culated internally to member states. Sec-
ond, a review of the academic and policy
literature on EU-Syria relations, post-con-
flict reconstruction, sanctions impact, and
Euro-Mediterranean cooperation frame-
works. Third, interviews with EU officials
and Syrian researchers, civil society rep-
resentatives, and practitioners conducted
as part of the research for this chapter,
providing ground-level perspectives on
re-engagement dynamics and institutional
constraints on both sides.

The pre-2011 model:
asymmetric partnership
and its limits

The history of EU-Syria relations before
2011 is, at its core, a history of structural
deference. The only bilateral agreement
that resulted in a signed and ratified
text was the 1978 Cooperation Agree-
ment between Syria and the European
Economic Community. The agreement
was designed to facilitate trade and de-
velopment cooperation, but not to pro-
mote political reform. It made no mention
of democratisation, human rights, or in-
stitutional accountability. Its stated ob-
jectives, contributing to Syria’s «economic
and social development», «industrialisa-
tion», and «modernisation of agriculture»,
were development goals, not reform
requirements. Conditionality, in any mean-
ingful sense, was absent (European
Economic Community, 1978).

The trade provisions of the agreement
were themselves heavily asymmetric.
Syrian industrial products gained es-
sentially free access to the European
Community market, with customs duties
abolished almost entirely. Syria, in turn,
retained the right to introduce or maintain
customs duties on European goods
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whenever it judged these necessary for
its own industrialisation and development.
Syria also received preferential tariff re-
ductions on agricultural exports. The ar-
rangement reflected the cooperative
spirit of the 1975 Barcelona Process
era, in which development partnership
was seen as a sufficient foundation for
political progress over time. What it
produced, in practice, was a relationship
in which the EU was Syria's largest
trading partner and primary donor but
held little structural leverage over how
the relationship evolved.

Efforts to negotiate a more ambitious
framework began in 2004, when talks on
a full Association Agreement got underway.
The draft agreement was intended to
cover the economic, political, and social
dimensions of the bilateral relationship
and to lay the groundwork for Syria's
eventual full participation in the European
Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). It was never
signed (Turkmani, 2018). The EU pres-
ented the agreement as ready for signature
in 2009, but the Syrian government re-
quested additional time to review its provi-
sions, and the process stalled indefinitely.
The EU argued that even the unsigned
draft had exerted a positive influence,
noting that the Syrian government was
using the agreement «as a reference for
developing its reform agenda and as a
guide for the country’'s modernisation
process» (European Neighbourhood and
Partnership Instrument, 2007).

The Country Strategy Paper and the
2007-2010, 2008 and 2011-2013 Na-
tional Indicative Programmes (NIPs) offer
a more granular picture of how EU en-
gagement operated in practice, and its
limits (European Neighbourhood and
Partnership Instrument, 2007; European
Neighbourhood and Partnership Instru-
ment, 2008; European Neighbourhood
and Partnership Instrument, 2010).

The EU
presented the
agreement as
ready for
signature in
2009, but the
Syrian
government re-
quested
additional time
to review its
provisions, and
the process
stalled
indefinitely.
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The documents were developed through
a consultation process with the Syrian
government and explicitly based on Syria's
own national development agenda, the
country’s 10th Five-Year Plan. This align-
ment was presented as a strength: the
EU was supporting Syrian-owned reform
rather than imposing external priorities.
In practice, it meant that the boundaries
of EU programming were set by what the
Assad government was willing to include
in its own planning documents. The strat-
egy identified political and administrative
reform as a priority alongside economic
and social development, translating it into
planned support for decentralisation and
local governance, judicial reform, and
human rights capacity-building. Yet the
political reform agenda was hollowed out
before it started. The Syrian government
indicated that human rights were «less of
a priority than security matters and other
aspects of the reform agenda,» and the
EU accepted this framing. The 2007-
2010 NIP committed to making human
rights support available only «upon explicit
request from the Government of Syria»
and allocated no budget for it. The pro-
posed mechanism for human rights en-
gagement was limited to supporting a
government-designed national human
rights commission, an institution controlled
by the same authority whose conduct
was the subject of concern. Support for
independent civil society and free media
was not envisaged anywhere in the pro-
gramming. The 2011-2013 NIP envisaged
civil society support as part of political
reform but routed it through the First
Lady-led Syria Trust for Development,
meaning that even this was mediated by
a governmental platform.

What the NIPs actually delivered was a
predominantly technocratic agenda: sup-
port for public financial management,
customs modernisation, trade facilitation,
and economic governance. While these

are legitimate development priorities, they
were pursued without enforceable gov-
ernance benchmarks and without any
mechanism linking EU funding to progress
on democratisation or political reform.
Conditionality appeared only in indirect
and operational forms. For example, making
implementation dependent on the Syrian
government's administrative absorptive
capacity, which gave Damascus a struc-
tural veto over the pace and scope of re-
form without formally acknowledging it
as such.

During the pre-conflict period, the EU
also remained reluctant to criticise the
human rights situation in Syria publicly,
limiting itself to occasional statements
condemning the detention of individual
activists. By the time the uprising began
in 2011, the EU had built a bilateral rela-
tionship that was substantively asymmetric,
institutionally shallow, and structurally de-
pendent on the goodwill of an authoritarian
government. When that goodwill col-
lapsed, so did the relationship.

Reactive by design:
EU engagement during
the Syrian conflict

The EU'’s response to the Syrian govern-
ment's brutal crackdown on the 2011
uprising was swift and decisive: extensive
sanctions, political disengagement, sus-
pension of the Association Agreement
negotiations, and the severing of bilateral
cooperation programmes. What followed
was less decisive. Having abandoned its
pre-2011 state-centric model of engage-
ment, the EU found itself without a co-
herent alternative. Syria continued to exist,
its population continued to need support,
and European interests in the country’s
stability did not disappear because the
bilateral relationship had collapsed. The
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EU was faced with the fundamental chal-
lenge of remaining engaged with a country
whose government it had effectively ex-
communicated.

In the early years of the conflict, the EU’s
response was largely improvised. It pivoted
towards non-state actors, supporting civil
society organizations, UN agencies,
emerging local administrative councils,
and opposition-aligned governance struc-
tures in areas outside regime control,
while rapidly scaling up its role as a hu-
manitarian donor, eventually becoming
the largest in the Syrian response. These
were reasonable operational choices given
the circumstances, but they were made
without a coherent political strategy to
underpin them. The EU had no established
doctrine for engaging in a context where
the recognised state had become the
primary perpetrator of violence against
its own population, and its institutional
architecture was not built to function
without a state partner at its centre.

With the previous NIP now irrelevant,
EU funding continued to flow through
ad hoc Special Measures without a
strategy to replace it. Over time, the
absence of strategy produced a da-
maging drift. As the conflict lengthened
and its effects on Europe became more
direct, through rising refugee numbers
and the emergence of terrorism threats
linked to foreign fighters, EU engagement
increasingly narrowed around security
and migration management. Counter-
terrorism (CT) cooperation, border man-
agement, and refugee containment came
to dominate the practical agenda, crowding
out the earlier, if limited, emphasis on
governance support and political trans-
formation (Turkmani & Haid, 2016). The
EU's engagement with Syria was being
progressively redefined by what the crisis
cost Europe, rather than by what Syria
needed.
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Only from 2017 did the EU attempt to
regain a more strategic footing, introducing
conditionality that explicitly linked recon-
struction funding to progress on a credible
political transition. The approach repre-
sented a genuine effort to use the EU'’s
financial weight as leverage. In practice,
it achieved little: the Assad regime had
no interest in the political transition the
EU was conditioning its support on, and
other external actors with fewer govern-
ance demands were willing to fill the
space. The conditionality was real, but it
was applied at a political level the regime
was never going to meet, leaving the EU
with leverage it could not convert into
change (Turkmani, 2019).

This period also produced a complication
that would carry directly into the post-
2024 moment. The EU had designated
Jabhat al-Nusra (which later reconstituted
itself as Hayat Tahrir al-Sham) as a terrorist
organisation, listing its leadership ac-
cordingly. All EU humanitarian and gov-
ernance support was strictly conditioned
on the requirement that it should not
benefit Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) or its
members. This was a legally and politically
necessary position given the designation,
but it created significant operational con-
straints in areas of northwest Syria where
HTS exercised de facto administrative
control. When HTS-led forces swept to
power in December 2024, the EU found
itself having to manage a relationship
with an entity whose leadership it had
spent years formally treating as terror-
ists.

The sanctions imposed across this period
failed in their declared primary objective:
the Assad regime did not change its be-
haviour, and the core military and security
institutions that sustained it were largely
insulated from economic pressure. Banking
and energy sanctions instead paralysed
much of the formal private sector, cutting

The EU had no
established
doctrine for
engaging in a
context where
the recognised
state had
become the
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perpetrator of
violence against
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independent businesses off from inter-
national financial channels and export
markets, while regime-linked cronies
proved adept at exploiting the black mar-
kets the sanctions inadvertently
strengthened. At the household level,
currency devaluation and the collapse of
formal employment pushed the overwhel-
ming majority of Syrians below the poverty
line (Mehchy & Turkmani, 2021). Para-
doxically, the economic vacuum deepened
Syria’s financial dependence on Iran and
Russia and reduced the EU's own leverage
over the regime it was trying to pressure
(Yazigi, 2014). Rather than isolating Assad,
the sanctions regime shifted Syria's ex-
ternal economic relationships decisively
away from Europe and toward actors
with no interest in political reform.

Recognition without
architecture: EU
re-engagement after 2024

The dramatic fall of Bashar al-Assad’s gov-
ermnment, at the hands of an HTS-led military
coalition, created an immediate and un-
precedented challenge. Resuming relations
with the Syrian state became possible
again overnight, but the authority now con-
trolling that state was the same organisation
that appeared on the EU's own terrorist
designation list. There was no established
EU playbook for such a scenario. The
closest precedent, the Taliban's takeover
of Afghanistan, had produced a paralysed
hybrid approach: engagement without rec-
ognition, conditioned aid without state-
building. In Syria, which unlike Afghanistan
falls under the European Neighbourhood
Policy (ENP), the EU chose a different
path. It moved, with notable speed, towards
recognition and structured re-engagement.

The steps taken in the months since the
transition have been substantial. The EU

and its member states lifted the majority
of its Syria sanctions. Commissioner Suica
visited Damascus to announce Syria's
formal reintegration into the EU’s neigh-
bourhood policy framework and its par-
ticipation in the New Pact for the Medi-
terranean. Syria was readmitted to the
Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) in
2025 after a 14-year suspension, restoring
access to the intergovernmental project
platforms, in energy, water, transport, and
urban development, on which the Pact's
architecture rests. The EU reopened its
delegation in Damascus and began re-
storing operational programmes.

The contours of a more formal engagement
architecture solidified in May 2026. On
11 May, the EU held its first High-Level
Political Dialogue with Syria in Brussels.
The first structured bilateral political en-
gagement of this kind in over 15 years.
The dialogue was co-chaired by HR/VP
Kaja Kallas and Syrian Foreign Minister
Asaad al-Shaibani, with Commissioners
Suica (Mediterranean) and Lahbib (Hu-
manitarian Aid) also present, a configur-
ation that signalled the breadth of the
EU’s agenda: diplomacy, economic re-
covery, and crisis management simulta-
neously on the table (Council of the Euro-
pean Union, 2026b). The dialogue ad-
dressed two main areas: EU-Syria relations
and regional issues, including opportunities
to enhance cooperation while addressing
regional stability concerns; and Syria's
transition and EU support, with the EU
reiterating its commitment to inclusive
political transition, socioeconomic recovery,
and reconstruction, while stressing the
importance of upholding the rights of all
Syrian citizens (European Commission/
EEAS, 2026).

On the same day, the Foreign Affairs
Council adopted a decision lifting the
partial suspension of the 1978 EU-Syria
Cooperation Agreement. The EU framed
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these developments explicitly as a shift
from crisis response to long-term part-
nership: a signal that Syria is no longer
to be managed as a humanitarian emerg-
ency but engaged as a country with which
the EU intends a structured, durable re-
lationship (Council of the European Union,
2026a).

A background paper circulated in April
2026 to member states by the EU’s di-
plomatic arm offered more details of the
envisioned new architecture: full resump-
tion of the 1978 Cooperation Agreement;
a trade and investment framework; a tech-
nical assistance hub for business en-
vironment reform; and EU support for
Syrian police training and interior ministry
capacity-building alongside CT and or-
ganised crime cooperation. On sanctions,
the paper committed to «reframe and
adapt» restrictive measures, maintaining
targeted leverage while moving away from
the broad sectoral approach, and con-
firmed that facilitating the safe, voluntary,
and dignified return of refugees remains
a central EU objective, reflecting domestic
political pressures in member states that
host significant Syrian populations, in-
cluding Germany, which alone hosts
roughly half of the Syrians currently living
in Europe (Al-Monitor, 2026).

The paper also pointed to Syria's growing
strategic significance as a regional con-
nectivity hub. Syria is emerging as a transit
corridor of heightened importance, par-
ticularly in light of the energy disruption
triggered by the closure of the Strait of
Hormuz, with overland Iragi oil shipments
already moving through the Syrian port of
Baniyas. Ambitions to position Syria within
the India—Middle East—-Europe Economic
Corridor, and Turkish, Syrian and Jordanian
plans to upgrade a rail corridor linking
southern Europe to the Gulf, further under-
score the country’s potential centrality to
regional infrastructure.

Policy Study n. 42

President al-Sharaa has moved beyond
indicating this position to actively pro-
moting it as a diplomatic agenda. At the
informal EU-regional partners summit in
Nicosia in April 2026, he presented Syria's
Four Seas and Nine Corridors initiatives,
a connectivity vision originally proposed
by Turkey before the Syrian conflict as a
safe alternative artery linking Central Asia
and the Gulf to Europe, arguing explicitly
that the disruption of global trade routes
following the closure of the Strait of Hor-
muz made new regional strategies urgent
(Syrian Arab News Agency, 2026). He
stressed that “Europe needs Syria as
much as Syria needs Europe,” making a
significant shift in framing EU-Syria rela-
tions. Syria's transitional government is
not merely accepting EU engagement; it
is seeking to shape the terms of it, posi-
tioning geographic and infrastructural as-
sets as leverage in the bilateral relationship.
How the EU responds to this framing will
matter. An energy partnership built primarily
around fossil fuel transit infrastructure
would risk reproducing the patronage dy-
namics and state-dependency logic that
made previous bilateral relationships politi-
cally fragile. The more consequential
question is not whether Syria can serve
as a corridor for Gulf hydrocarbons, but
what kind of energy partnership serves
both Syrian recovery and European stra-
tegic interests over the longer term.

Yet despite this pace of movement, the
structural foundations of EU-Syria en-
gagement remain thin, and all funding
continues to flow through ad hoc annual
Special Measures. The restoration of the
1978 Cooperation Agreement’s full ap-
plication is a meaningful step, but the
Agreement was designed for a very dif-
ferent bilateral relationship and carries
none of the governance benchmarks or
institutional linkages that contemporary
EU neighbourhood frameworks require.
The EU’s re-engagement, however ener-
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getic in diplomatic and legal terms, has
yet to translate into the kind of structured
bilateral architecture that would make it
durable (interview no. 1 with Senior EU
official, 2 April 2026).

The New Pact for the
Mediterranean and the
structural limits of
current engagement

The New Pact for the Mediterranean,
launched in November 2025, is the most
politically significant new framework shap-
ing EU-Syria re-engagement. Syria's formal
inclusion in the Pact, announced during
Commissioner Suica’s visit to Damascus,
signals a deliberate intention to reintegrate
the country into the EU’s neighbourhood
policy architecture after 14 years of ex-
clusion. The Pact rests on three pillars:
human development, economic potential,
and security, preparedness and migration
management (European Commission/DG
MENA, 2025). On paper, all three are
relevant to Syria's current situation. In
practice, the fit between the Pact’s as-
sumptions and Syria's actual institutional
condition is imperfect in ways that matter
for implementation.

The Pact was designed for a region of
functioning, if imperfect, states. Its project
frameworks, financial instruments, and
governance linkages presuppose a degree
of institutional normalcy: ministries capable
of absorbing technical assistance, legal
frameworks that permit trade facilitation,
civil registration systems adequate for
mobility partnership. Syria at present has
none of these in reliable form. Central
government institutions remain nascent
and, in many areas, non-functional (inter-
view no. 6 with UN official, March 20,
2026), and the new authorities, while

moving quickly to centralise executive
authority, have not yet translated that
centralisation into the administrative ca-
pacity that the Pact's implementation ma-
chinery requires (Interview Nr 4 with Euro-
pean policy expert, 8 April 2026). Chan-
nelling engagement primarily through the
Pact's top-down intergovernmental logic
therefore risks reproducing the pre-2011
assumption that state-level engagement
translates into population-level impact.

Syria's return to the UfM is symbolically
important and practically useful. Read-
mission in 2025 restored access to UfM
ministerial platforms and project pipelines
in energy, water, transport, and urban
development, areas of immediate relevance
to reconstruction. The UfM has historically
struggled, however, to generate concrete
project outcomes in conflict-affected or
transitional settings (Blanc Altemir & Ortiz
Hernandez, 2014), and Syria’s participation
will test whether the institution can operate
effectively in genuinely fragile contexts
rather than defaulting to the more stable
partnership environments for which it was
designed.

The broader problem is one of sequencing
and instrument mismatch. The Pact, like
the ENP that preceded it, was built for a
different relationship than the one currently
on offer (Youngs, 2025). Several of its
most significant instruments, the NDICI
Multi-Annual Indicative Programme (MIP),
a new Association Agreement or its equiv-
alent, the EFSD+ blended finance mech-
anism, require institutional preconditions
that Syria does not yet meet (interview
no. 4 with European policy expert, 8 April
2026). Without a country MIP, EU pro-
gramming for Syria continues to flow
through annual Special Measures decided
unilaterally in Brussels rather than ne-
gotiated within a structured bilateral frame-
work. The consequence is not merely
technical: the EU’s most significant fi-
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nancial engagement with Syria is, at pres-
ent, both ad hoc and one-directional, a
continuation of the conflict-era pattern in
which Europe decided what Syria needed
rather than agreeing it mutually with Syrian
counterparts including the government
and civil society (interview no. 1 with
Senior EU official, 2 April 2026).

The Syrian authorities’ own engagement
with EU frameworks has added a further
layer of difficulty. Damascus has proved
slow to respond to EU technical pro-
cesses, finds procedural requirements
opaque and burdensome, and has at
times appeared more interested in the
political visibility of high-level meetings
than in the substantive content of part-
nership agreements (interview no. 3 with
ambassador of European member state,
6 April 2026). This is not unusual for a
transitional authority managing multiple
competing pressures, but it has slowed
progress toward the bilateral architecture
that genuine re-engagement requires.
The EU, for its part, has not always com-
municated clearly what it is actually able
to offer, nor adapted its presentation of
available instruments to an interlocutor
with limited prior familiarity with EU external
action processes (Interview Nr 5 with
Syrian government official, 8 May 2026).

Challenges, openings,
and the case for a
different approach

The preceding analysis points to a clear
conclusion: neither previous model of EU
engagement with Syria produced resil-
ience, and a third approach that merely
combines elements of both will not be
adequate to the moment.

The challenges the EU faces in the current
context are formidable and should not be

Policy Study n. 42

minimised. The new authorities in Da-
mascus come from a movement whose
ideological trajectory and commitment to
inclusive governance remain genuinely
uncertain. Centralising tendencies are al-
ready visible, and the authorities have
been implicated in serious human rights
violations in Sweida, along the Syrian
coast (Amnesty International, 2025), and
elsewhere. The country remains frag-
mented territorially and socially: armed
actors continue to operate outside central
government authority, a security sector
whose sectarian character raises profound
questions about its capacity to protect
minority communities, and an economic
governance environment in acute distress.
Humanitarian needs remain very high.
Central government institutions are
nascent. These are not necessarily tem-
porary transition-phase complications.
Many will persist for years, and some
may worsen before they improve.

Yet the current moment also presents
genuine openings that did not exist before,
and that distinguish it sharply from both
previous phases of EU engagement.
Understanding these openings is as im-
portant as understanding the challenges,
because they define what a different logic
of engagement can actually build on.

The most significant opening is struc-
tural, though its origins matter as much
as its existence. The civic space that ex-
panded after December 2024 was not
simply granted by the new authorities. It
was claimed by Syrian civic activists,
journalists, and communities who had
sustained organised resistance and in-
dependent public life through 14 years
of war. The new government’s posture
toward civil society is meaningfully different
from Assad'’s, but the space itself is more
the product of Syrian agency rather than
governmental generosity. It is also under
pressure: there are growing signs that
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the authorities are moving to constrain
independent media, restrict certain forms
of political expression, and centralise con-
trol over civil society activity. The opening
is real, but it is neither stable nor guaran-
teed.

This matters for how the EU frames its
engagement. Before 2011, the EU had
access to the Syrian state but not to
Syrian society. During the conflict, it had
access to civil society in opposition-held
areas and the diaspora, but not to the
country as a whole. Now, for the first
time, both are simultaneously possible:
the EU can engage with the central gov-
ernment and with civil society actors, re-
searchers, and communities across Syria's
regions. That dual access is a strategic
asset. The EU's engagement architecture
should be explicitly designed to use this
opening while it exists, and to make its
defence a condition of the broader part-
nership rather than a rhetorical after-
thought.

A second opening lies in the legacy of
the EU’s own conflict-era investment.
Despite the strategic failures of that
period, one element proved genuinely
durable: sustained support for Syrian civil
society organizations and independent
media. These investments, maintained
over 14 years in difficult conditions, pro-
duced organisations and institutions that
have survived the transition and remain
vital elements of Syrian public life. They
are filling governance gaps, expanding
civic space, holding new authorities to
account, and sustaining a pluralistic public
debate that the transition has not extin-
guished. This is not a peripheral achiev-
ement. It is the most important asset the
EU has in Syria, and it was built not
through state-level engagement but de-
spite the absence of it. A new logic of
engagement must treat these organisations
not as implementing partners for EU pro-

grammes but as strategic actors in Syria's
political transition, whose capacity, reach,
and independence deserve active and
sustained investment.

A third opening is the Syrian diaspora in
Europe. Numbering over a million and
half people, many of them highly skilled,
closely connected to their country of
origin, and with direct experience of Euro-
pean institutional life. The diaspora rep-
resents an underutilised bridge between
EU instruments and Syrian realities. Their
potential contribution to recovery, insti-
tution-building, and the cultural and edu-
cational reconnection of Syria with Europe
could be substantial.

A fourth opening is strategic: the EU
holds more financial and technical capacity
than any other external actor engaged
with Syria, and the High-Level Political
Dialogue creates for the first time a struc-
tured forum for consistent political pressure
on reconciliation, inclusion, and minority
protection.

What these openings share is that they
point away from the state-centric logic of
both previous phases. The EU’'s most
durable asset is not its relationship with
whoever controls Damascus. That rela-
tionship has proved fragile, reversible,
and subject to political dynamics the EU
cannot control. Its most durable asset is
its wider relationship with Syrian society;
the civil society organizations it has sup-
ported, the diaspora it hosts, the re-
searchers and communities across Syria
that have experienced accountable gov-
ernance in practice. A re-engagement
architecture built around those relation-
ships, with state-level engagement as a
necessary complement rather than the
primary organising logic, is more likely to
produce the resilience and durability that
the EU's previous approaches so con-
spicuously lacked.
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Policy recommendations

The recommendations that follow are
grounded in the analysis in this chapter.
They address both the immediate choices
the EU faces in designing its re-engage-
ment and the longer-term architecture
that the dialogue process should work
toward.

The mechanisms through which the dia-
logue is conducted, who participates,
how decisions are made, and what over-
sight exists, should reflect the principles
the EU hopes to see in Syria's own gov-
ernance. A re-engagement process that
is itself inclusive, transparent, and ac-
countable is not merely good practice; it
is the most credible signal the EU can
send about the kind of partnership it in-
tends to build.

I. Treat reconciliation, inclusion, and
security sector reform as foundations
of stability, not promises for the fu-
ture

Political reconciliation and inclusive gov-
ernance should not be treated as down-
stream outcomes to be addressed once
stability is achieved, they are preconditions
for it. The High-Level Political Dialogue
must be used actively to catalyse measur-
able progress on these fronts, not merely
to generate diplomatic momentum.

The depth and pace of EU support for
Syrian state institutions should be cali-
brated to demonstrated progress toward
inclusive governance: appointments and
decision-making that reflect Syria's demo-
graphic, ethnic, religious, and regional
diversity, with meaningful participation of
women, youth, and minority communities
at all levels. Stronger progress should
unlock deeper engagement, more instru-
ments, larger programmes, and closer

Policy Study n. 42

institutional ties. Protection of human
rights and minority rights should be a de-
fining standard of EU partnership, moni-
tored publicly and linked directly to the
scope of engagement rather than confined
to diplomatic statements.

The EU should use its political and financial
weight to support a genuine Syrian-led
reconciliation process, inclusive of com-
munities beyond those represented in
Damascus, through funding for dialogue
facilitation and community-level recon-
ciliation initiatives.

Security sector reform must be a standing
agenda item in the High-Level Dialogue,
backed by concrete benchmarks and
linked to the broader funding framework.
A security sector that remains dominated
by one faction, excludes minorities, and
operates outside civilian oversight is not
only a human rights failure but the most
likely source of the next cycle of viol-
ence.

The EU must also be willing to criticise
serious violations publicly when they occur
- through EEAS communications, Euro-
pean Parliament resolutions, and public
statements - rather than confining con-
cerns to private diplomatic channels.

Il. Calibrate the depth of engagement
to demonstrated progress: from high-
level commitments to programme-
level accountability

Design governance incentive structure
that operates not only at the level of high-
level political commitments but also at
the level of individual programmes and
projects. The depth and pace of EU en-
gagement, across funding volumes, in-
strument access, and institutional frame-
works, should be calibrated to demon-
strated progress on inclusive governance,
accountability, and rights protection at

The depth and
pace of EU
support for
Syrian state
institutions
should be cali-
brated to
demonstrated
progress
toward
inclusive
governance.
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every level. Applied consistently, this cre-
ates positive incentives for reform from
the bottom up: when communities con-
sistently experience transparent recruit-
ment, fair resource allocation, and ac-
countable project management in EU-
supported activities, they build expecta-
tions of good governance that generate
their own political demand.

The following partnership integrity stan-
dards should apply to all EU-funded ac-
tivities:

= Transparent and merit-based recruit-
ment

= Financial transparency
= Non-discrimination and equal access
= Respect for human rights in operations

= Civic peace values: projects in divided
or mixed communities must integrate
conflict-sensitivity principles through-
out.

= Mandatory civil society consultation and
monitoring: all projects, including gov-
ernmental infrastructure programmes,
must include a structured independent
civil society role at design and imple-
mentation stages. For example, housing
reconstruction must involve prior con-
sultation with displaced communities
and organisations specialised in housing,
land, and property rights, to prevent
Housing, Land and Property (HLP) vi-
olations. All projects must include an
independent monitoring and evaluation
function, with the continuation and deep-
ening of funding linked to genuine in-
corporation of findings.

Active adherence to human rights stan-
dards: implementing partners must dem-
onstrate that their internal governance

and operational practices are consistent
with international human rights stan-
dards.

Ill. Invest in institutional familiarisation
on both sides

The EU's institutional landscape — NDICI,
the Pact for the Mediterranean, UfM
project pipelines, neighbourhood instru-
ments, the MIP development process - is
genuinely complex. Syrian authorities, re-
searchers, and civil society cannot engage
substantively with frameworks they do
not understand, and the EU cannot expect
partnership-ready interlocutors to emerge
without investment in creating them. The
current relationship already reflects this
gap: high-level political engagement gen-
erates momentum that fails to translate
into durable bilateral architecture.

The EU should establish a structured
technical partnership programme covering
EU external action architecture, available
instruments and their requirements, the
technical and governance conditions for
developing a Syria MIP, and UfM project
development processes. Delivery should
combine in-country workshops in Arabic,
and the sustained embedding of EU tech-
nical advisers within relevant Syrian min-
istries and civil society platforms. Technical
Assistance and Information Exchange
(TAIEX) facility could be deployed for
this purpose.

IV. Engage across Syrian society, not
only through the state

Several EU instruments are already ac-
cessible to Syrian individuals and organ-
isations without an Association Agreement,
and structured outreach to make them
known and usable should be part of the
institutional familiarisation programme rec-
ommended above. The EU’s re-engage-
ment must not replicate the pre-2011
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pattern of routing everything through cen-
tral government; a durable relationship
requires sustained investment across Sy-
rian society.

Civil society: Establish a dedicated facility
combining technical support and grants
of varied sizes, from micro-grants for
community initiatives to mid-sized grants
for organisations with greater capacity,
accessible to civil society actors across
all regions of Syria. Existing mechanisms
privilege established organisations based
abroad; this facility should explicitly reach
grassroots and newly-formed organisations
inside the country, managed through re-
granting intermediaries to reduce admin-
istrative burden. Conditions should focus
on substantive values: civic peace, human
rights, non-discrimination, and transpar-
ency.

Free media: Provide dedicated support
for independent Syrian journalism and
media through the Press, Public and Cul-
tural Diplomacy instrument. The civic
space claimed by Syrian activists and
journalists through fourteen years of re-
sistance is already under pressure from
centralising authorities - a functioning in-
dependent media environment is both a
precondition for the accountability the
EU’s governance objectives requires, and
a direct expression of the partnership
values the EU should be defending.

Higher education and research: Ac-
celerate access to Erasmus+ (eligible
from 2027), Horizon Europe, Marie
Skiodowska-Curie Actions, ERC grants,
the European Training Foundation, and
EuroMeSCo and IEMed networks. Eligi-
bility alone will not generate uptake; active
outreach to Syrian universities, research
institutions, and individual researchers is
essential as well as building the capacities
of these institutions to benefit from this
cooperation.

Policy Study n. 42

Culture: Cultural re-engagement is a
strategic investment in reconciliation and
in Syria's return to the Euro-Mediterranean
space, not a soft add-on. Activate Syrian
participation in Creative Europe, the Anna
Lindh Foundation, and the Press, Public
and Cultural Diplomacy instrument. The
Syrian diaspora in Europe should be ex-
plicitly included in cultural programming
as a bridge between European networks
and Syrian creative and intellectual com-
munities.

Private sector: Provide targeted technical
support to Syrian businesses on instru-
ments already accessible without a full
trade framework, including the EUR.1
Movement Certificate available under the
1978 Cooperation Agreement. Deploy
TAIEX for regulatory reform support and
prepare the ground for the European
Fund for Sustainable Development Plus
(EFSD)+ and the European Investment
Bank (EIB) instruments as institutional
conditions develop. Support should reach
the independent private sector, not only
state-adjacent economic actors.

Diaspora: Establish structured mechan-
isms enabling Syrian diaspora members
in Europe to play active roles in the design
and implementation of EU-funded recovery
initiatives - as advisers, co-implementers,
technical experts, and bridges between
European institutions and Syrian com-
munities. This should include diaspora
participation in the MIP development pro-
cess, formal advisory roles in sectoral
programmes, and targeted schemes fa-
cilitating the temporary return of expertise
to support institution-building, education,
health, and economic recovery. All cultural
and educational instruments (including
Erasmus+, Horizon Europe, Creative Eu-
rope, the Anna Lindh Foundation) should
explicitly design outreach and participation
pathways for diaspora members as part
of their Syria engagement.
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V. Rehabilitate the unfinished reform
agenda - this time with genuine ac-
countability and co-ownership

Several elements of the 2007-2010 NIP
remain relevant as reform priorities. The
problem was not the content but the ab-
sence of enforceable accountability mech-
anisms and the structural deference to
Damascus that allowed the Syrian gov-
ernment to hollow out anything it found
inconvenient. Several elements of the
substantive agenda can now be pursued
differently — with genuine partnership
benchmarks, civil society embedded in
oversight, and the depth of EU engage-
ment explicitly linked to progress.

The most significant structural gap in
current re-engagement is the absence of
a Multi-Annual Indicative Programme for
Syria (MIP). Developing a Syria MIP, in
genuine consultation with both the Syrian
government and civil society, should be
treated as a priority milestone rather than
a distant aspiration. Until it exists, EU
programming will remain ad hoc, one-di-
rectional, and disconnected from the gov-
ernance incentive structure the broader
re-engagement requires.

The following areas from the earlier agenda
remain relevant and should be redesigned
with these principles:

Financial and economic reform: Public
financial management, budget transpar-
ency, anti-corruption mechanisms, cus-
toms modernisation, and a banking system
accessible to the independent private
sector. Condition support on measurable
improvements in public financial man-
agement indicators, with independent
civil society and private sector represen-
tatives embedded in oversight.

Decentralisation and local governance:
Syria's territorial fragmentation creates a

practical opening for genuine decentral-
isation that did not exist before 2011. A
meaningful proportion of recovery funding
should be channelled directly through
local governance structures across all
regions as an operational requirement,
not a programming preference.

Social reform and protection: Update
the earlier social agenda to reflect current
realities: returned refugees and IDPs,
war-affected communities, and a popu-
lation largely below the poverty line.
Design with genuine community input,
address gender equality and minority in-
clusion explicitly, and calibrate continued
EU support to demonstrated non-dis-
criminatory access to benefits and ser-
vices.

Education: Cover infrastructure rehabili-
tation, curriculum reform, teacher training,
and the integration of conflict-affected
children. Curriculum reform that promotes
civic values, critical thinking, and a plu-
ralistic understanding of Syrian history is
as important as physical rehabilitation.
Connect to Erasmus+ and Horizon Europe
to rebuild Syrian academic ties with Eu-
rope.

VI. Anchor the economic partnership
in Syria’s renewable energy potential,
not fossil fuel transit

Syria's re-emergence as a regional con-
nectivity hub presents the EU with a stra-
tegic choice about what kind of economic
relationship to build. The dominant framing,
promoted actively by the Syrian govern-
ment and echoed in EU background
documents, centres on Syria's potential
as a transit corridor for Gulf hydrocarbons
to Europe. A relationship anchored pri-
marily in fossil fuel transit concentrates
revenue and political leverage at the
centre of the Syrian state, creates EU in-
centives to prioritise pipeline security over
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governance reform, and works against
both Syrian recovery and the EU’s own
green transition commitments. It risks re-
producing in the energy domain the same
structural deference that characterised
the pre-2011 relationship.

The EU should also consider renewable
energy as the economic centrepiece of
its long-term engagement. Syria's desert
regions hold exceptional and largely un-
developed solar potential and, crucially,
the Syrian desert is the closest major
solar resource to European territory. Unlike
comparable projects currently under de-
velopment in North Africa, which require
expensive undersea cable infrastructure
to transmit energy across the Mediterra-
nean, Syrian solar generation could be
connected to European grids via overland
cables through Turkey or the eastern
Mediterranean land corridor, at significantly
lower cost and with greater reliability.
Large-scale solar development in Syrian
desert regions would generate distributed
employment across the country, align
with the EU’s Mediterranean energy
agenda under the Pact for the Mediterra-
nean and Global Gateway, contribute to
Syria’s own energy independence, and
position the bilateral relationship within
the EU'’s green transition framework rather
than against it.

The EU could commission a feasibility

assessment of large-scale solar devel-
opment in Syria as part of early recovery

Policy Study n. 42

programming, engage Syria in the Trans-
Mediterranean Energy and Clean Tech
Cooperation Initiative, and ensure that
EFSD+ and EIB instruments are explicitly
oriented toward renewable energy infra-
structure. The Four Seas and Nine Cor-
ridors agenda need not be dismissed,
but the EU should engage with it selec-
tively, prioritising elements that serve the
green transition rather than accepting the
fossil fuel transit framing wholesale.

VII. Reform the sanctions architecture
to prevent repeating past damage

Any future restrictive measures must draw
on the conflict-era record. Sanctions
should remain strictly targeted at named
individuals and entities responsible for
human rights violations or spoiler behaviour
and should never again be applied at the
level of vital sectors. Three standing safe-
guards should be embedded in the re-
formed architecture:

= An unconditional humanitarian carve-
out protecting health, education, food,
and essential services from sectoral re-
striction regardless of state involvement
in their delivery.

A mandatory periodic impact assess-
ment, conducted independently with
Syrian civil society input, evaluating
whether existing measures are producing
unintended civilian harm and triggering
automatic review when they are.
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The next phase
of Syria’s
transition will
centre on
governance
and economic
consolidation
amid ongoing
questions over
the identity and
control of the
state, as well
as acute
poverty levels
and immense
reconstruction
needs, all of
which are feed-
ing continued
insecurity. .

A moment to seize

Utterly outlandish. That is how the
prospect of a visit by Syria’s new president,
Ahmad al-Sharaa, to major European capi-
tals would have been described if suggested

to observers before December 2024 —
just days before his forces surged out of
Idlib and seized control of the country. Not
only did the removal of Syria's brutal dictator,
Bashar al-Assad, appear highly unlikely but
no one could have imagined that European
red carpets would be rolled out for a former
al-Qaeda leader, then known by his nom
de guerre Abu Mohammad al-Jolani, long
subject to European Union (EU), US and
United Nations (UN) sanctions.

Yet against all expectations, March 2025
saw al-Sharaa, now Syria's transitional
president - with Assad in exile in Moscow
- welcomed to the Elysée Palace by Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron. This was followed
by a European tour to Germany and the
UK in March 2026, cementing a dramatic
reversal of ties. With European Council
President Antonio Costa and Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen visiting
Damascus in January 2026, the relationship
has been visibly transformed.

For nearly 15 years, Europe and Syria ef-
fectively endured non-relations. Europe
sided with the opposition following the re-
gime's violent repression of protests in
2011 and called for Assad'’s removal. Even
prior to this, ties were lukewarm, with limited
high-level engagement and weak institutional
grounding. Today, however, ties are quickly
being re-cemented. Following Assad's fall,
Europeans lifted all sectoral economic
sanctions on Syria and a new high-level
political dialogue between the two sides
was launched in May 2026.

This chapter assesses the evolution of
European-Syrian ties since December

2024, tracing the pathway to this reopening.
But it also argues that the restoration of
ties still masks a disconnect, one that con-
tinues to impede the emergence of a genu-
inely strategic partnership. It argues that a
combination of European political hesitation
- over post-Assad governance and Syria's
geopolitical positioning - and Syrian neglect
amid more immediately enticing opportun-
ities from the U.S. and Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) states, risks squandering
a convergence of interests that could
anchor a more stable and positive transi-
tion.

The next phase of Syria's transition
will centre on governance and economic
consolidation amid ongoing questions over
the identity and control of the state, as
well as acute poverty levels and immense
reconstruction needs, all of which are feed-
ing continued insecurity. The prospect of
significant progress will continue to depend
on direct external support, of which Europe’s
contributions remain undervalued, but also
on key structural reform - an area in which
Europeans are uniquely well placed to
contribute, and which will be key to locking
in an inclusive transition that underpins
sustainable stability.

From cooperation to
rupture: the collapse of
Europe-Syria relations

Over recent decades, Syrian-European
relations have never been strong. While
the two sides inked a Cooperation Agree-
ment in 1978 (Council of the European
Communities, 1978), repeated efforts to
deepen the partnership failed to bear
fruit. Ties became particularly problematic
after the US-led invasion of Iraq in 20083,
when Syria embedded itself in the Iranian-
led regional axis of resistance. With Syria
providing support to armed groups in
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Iraq and disruptively projecting its political
and military influence in Lebanon, ties
frayed further, alienating France in par-
ticular, which suspended diplomatic re-
lations with Damascus in January 2008.
While there were overlapping efforts by
Brussels to bring Syria into a more insti-
tutional partnership, this failed to materi-
alise, with long-standing negotiations to
finalise an Association Agreement ending
in 2009.

Ties collapsed entirely following the out-
break of nationwide protests against
Assad in March 2011, which unleashed
a civil war that killed more than 500,000
people, most at the regime’s hands. The
war saw nearly 7 million Syrians flee the
country, with up to 1.5 million refugees
arriving in Europe. Europeans responded
by calling on Assad to step down in
August 2011 (Ashton, 201 1), cutting di-
plomatic ties and imposing a vast range
of sanctions over the following years.
While some Europeans maintained low-
level diplomatic channels in Damascus
and remained key humanitarian donors in
regime-held areas, the EU recognised the
Syrian opposition coalition as the legitimate
representative of the Syrian people in De-
cember 2012 (EU Foreign Affairs Council,
2012).

Europeans were also drawn directly into
battle in Syria, joining the US-led Gilobal
Coalition against Daesh/the Islamic State
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). This group emerged
out of al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQl)/Islamic State
of Iraq (ISI) and in June 2014 declared a
transnational Caliphate across Iraq and
Syria - from where it directed and inspired a
series of terror attacks across Europe. This
U.S.-led military campaign also targeted
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), then known
as Jabhat al-Nusra, a group led by al-
Sharaa (then operating as al-Jolani) which
broke with ISl in 2013, instead declaring
allegiance to al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-
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Zawahiri. In 2016 al-Nusra broke with al-
Qaeda, forming HTS in 2017 and consoli-
dating control in Idlib.

Over the following years, Hayat Tahrir al-
Sham (HTS) gradually adopted a more
pragmatic posture, turning against Salafi-
jihadist groups and abandoning the trans-
national fight to focus on the struggle for
Syria - even as it maintained an authoritarian
and Islamist worldview (Haenni & Drevon,
2025). The group remained under UN, US
and EU sanctions and Europeans main-
tained a no-contact policy, though this
period did see the emergence of back-
channel contacts.

But by 2024, European Syria policy had
largely run aground. The bloc had effectively
given up on the opposition - not seeing
HTS as a viable alternative - and found
itself increasingly divided between those
seeking to maintain pressure behind
an “Assad must go” position and those
pushing for a degree of re-engagement
on the basis that Assad had effectively
won the civil war. Some European
states began exploring limited re-engage-
ment, even if there were no illusions about
the regime’s structural weaknesses, and a
genuine warming of relations - as opposed
to a pragmatic adjustment - was never on
the cards.

Then, on 27 November 2024, HTS made
its move, breaking out of Idlib, quickly
seizing Aleppo, surging southwards and
taking Damascus on 8 December. In the
blink of an eye, the Syrian landscape was
transformed.

A reset marked by
mutual hesitation

Syria’s transition has created the oppor-
tunity for a fundamental reset in Euro-
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pean-Syrian ties. The sweeping away of
Assad's brutal order and al-Sharaa's ap-
parent pragmatic evolution have opened
unprecedented space to remake the re-
lationship. But while, eighteen months
into Syria's transition, ties have been re-
established, mutual hesitancy continues
to define relations. As much as anything,
this is reflected in the fact that, up until
March 2026, al-Sharaa had only visited
Europe once, while making multiple trips

to the US, Turkey, the GCC states — and
even Russia. His March 2026 visits to
Berlin and London, alongside the launch
of the high-level political dialogue in May,
may now signal a belated shift in gear.

From Europe's side, this reflects a set of
overlapping dynamics. On the one hand,
the opportunity created by Assad's fall
was quickly self-evident. Europeans seized
on reports of HTS's evolution, pointing
to the conduct of its military campaign -
during which violence was relatively con-
tained - and al-Sharaa’s rhetoric on in-
clusivity, as evidence of a partner they
could potentially work with (author inter-
views with European officials, 2025). The
French, German and ltalian foreign min-
isters visited Damascus in January 2025
- early signals of Europe’s willingness to
engage the new leadership. This was fol-
lowed by an easing of EU sanctions in
February 2025 and the full lifting of
sectoral measures in May (Council of the
European Union, 2025). Sanctions against
al-Sharaa and HTS were lifted in No-
vember 2025.

But the EU and member states nonethe-
less continue to view al-Sharaa’s leader-
ship with caution given his historic links
to al-Qaeda and the still-authoritarian na-
ture of HTS's rule in Idlib. They remain
wary of legitimising an incomplete transition
and have wanted to embed some con-
ditionality - particularly around governance,

inclusivity, and rule of law — into the evol-
ving relationship with Damascus (Middle
East Eye, 2025). While al-Sharaa has
taken a number of steps, including dis-
banding HTS in January 2025, holding a
national dialogue conference in February
2025, signing a constitutional amendment
to launch a five-year transition in March
2025, and conducting narrow parliamen-
tary elections in October 2025, these
steps have all proceeded in a tightly con-
trolled fashion, raising European concern
about a new form of centralised and po-
tentially even authoritarian rule (author
interviews with European officials, 2025-
2026). This has been compounded by
eruptions of regime-affiliated violence
against minority groups including the
mass killing of Alawites in March 2025.

The government says that it is working to
consolidate inclusive governance, legit-
imate state control and rein in groups as-
sociated with more hardline forces (author
interview with Syrian official, 2026). Al-
Sharaa’s move to offer Kurds long-denied
citizenship, integrate their leadership into
state structures and the government's
more calibrated security response to con-
flict with the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic
Forces in the northeast in early 2026
suggests that some progress is being
made. But the sense of an ongoing lack
of an inclusive political vision amid a
narrow consolidation of key sovereign
powers continues to shape European
perceptions (author interview with Euro-
pean official, 2026). For many Europeans
there is continued ambiguity surrounding
the trajectory of the transition and ques-
tions that still need to be definitively
answered regarding the nature of al-Sha-
raa's pragmatic turn.

But European hesitation also reflects
broader geopolitical calculations, particu-
larly among member states (author inter-
view with European official, 2026). For
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some EU countries - particularly in the
Baltics - a central concern is the new
leadership’s positioning towards Russia.
These states view countering Moscow's
influence, in the context of its war against
Ukraine, as the bloc’s foremost strategic
priority, and think engagement with Da-
mascus should be conditioned accord-
ingly. This sentiment was articulated by
the EU's HR/VP for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy Kaja Kallas in December
2024: “Many foreign ministers [say] it
should be a condition for the new leader-
ship that they also get rid of the Russian
influence” (Vinocur & Barigazzi, 2024).
While Russia has significantly reduced
its military footprint since Assad’s fall,
some Europeans remain frustrated by
Damascus’ reluctance to fully break with
Moscow — and also surprised given Rus-
sia's long-standing military support for
Assad (author interviews with European
officials, 2025). Instead, al-Sharaa has
pursued pragmatic engagement, visiting
Moscow twice and striking a number of
agreements (Antonov & Al-Khalidi, 2026).
Russia retains key military assets in Syria,
including the Khmeimim air base and a
naval facility in Tartous, which continues
to serve as a platform for projecting in-
fluence into the wider Mediterranean.

A second geopolitical factor relates to
European concerns over Turkish influence,
shaped by the long-standing rivalry be-
tween Ankara, Cyprus, and Greece. Hav-
ing established strong operational ties
with HTS in Idlib prior to the transition,
Turkey has expanded its influence since
Assad's fall (Aydintasbas, 2025). Ankara
has consolidated a close “strategic part-
nership” with Damascus (SANA, 2026),
raising concerns in parts of Europe that
Turkey will leverage its position to advance
wider ambitions (author interviews with
European officials, 2025-2026). Reports
suggest that Turkey is pursuing a maritime
boundary agreement with Syria to
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strengthen its legal claims in the contested
Eastern Mediterranean, with plans for a
possible deal in 2026 to facilitate offshore
energy exploration (Soylu, 2025).

Taken together, these domestic and geo-
political concerns have contributed to
European hesitation in adopting a more
forward-leaning approach. Progress has
been uneven and some steps, such as
efforts to extend sanctions relief to the
Ministries of Interior and Defence, slowed
(author interviews with European officials,
2026). While European institutions, along-
side states like Germany and ltaly, are
active on the ground and providing im-
portant sectoral support in areas including
health, energy and agriculture, this activity
remains fragmented. European diplomats
point to a growing convergence of EU
and member state positions in 2026, but
this has still not coalesced into a coherent
strategy that amplifies impact on the
ground and the bloc'’s influence (author
interview with European official, 2026).

But the absence of a more strategic part-
nership is not solely a European story. It
also reflects Syrian hesitation, with Da-
mascus placing a limited focus on Europe
during the first phase of the transition.

The U.S. quickly emerged as Syria's pri-
mary gateway for stabilisation, offering
accelerated international political legit-
imisation, alongside critical economic
relief given the reach of the Caesar Syria
Civilian Protection Act - the 2019 US
law imposing sweeping sanctions on
Assad-controlled Syria. Given the global
dominance of the US dollar, the lifting of
US sanctions was always going to be
central to the country’s stabilisation path-
way (Al-Assil, 2025) - and, by extension,
to the new authorities’ ability to consolidate
domestic legitimacy.

From their first days in power, Syria's
new leadership prioritised resetting rela-

The absence of
a more strategic
partnership is
not solely a
European story.
It also reflects
Syrian
hesitation, with
Damascus
placing a limited
focus on Europe
during the first
phase of the
transition.
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tions with Washington, building on indirect
coordination with the US during their
time in control of Idlib (Jeffrey, 2026).
This involved early political outreach, as-
surances regarding the inclusive nature
of the new government, and practical
steps such as signing up to the global
anti-ISIS coalition in November 2025, a
further marker of their break with their
extremist past. Crucially, it was under-
pinned by the strong backing of US
Special Envoy Tom Barrack, who played
a central role mobilising support for the
new Syrian leadership in the administration
and Congress. Notably from a European
perspective, there has been little indication
that Washington is pushing Damascus
to curtail ties with either Turkey or Russia.
Israel, which maintains important influence
with the Trump administration, reportedly
lobbied for the continuation of a Russian
military presence as a counterweight to
Turkish influence (Gebeily & Pamuk,
2025).

This strategy delivered rapid results. Trump
met al-Sharaa in Riyadh in May 2025 -
the first high-level meeting between the
two countries in decades. Al-Sharaa fol-
lowed this with a visit to the White House
in November 2025 and secured the full
repeal of the Caesar Act in December
(though Syria's designation as a state
sponsor of terrorism remains in place).

A key pillar of this success was al-Sharaa’s
parallel effort to deepen ties with GCC
states, particularly Saudi Arabia, given
the close relationship between Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS)
and Trump. Even prior to Assad's fall,
GCC states had begun re-engaging Da-
mascus on the assumption that the regime
needed to be reintegrated to stabilise
the region and contain spillover effects
such as the Captagon trade (Alghannam,
2024). This approach was quickly recali-
brated and intensified under al-Sharaa.

Saudi Arabia and Qatar have played par-
ticularly central roles, offering political
and economic support. MBS provided
key backing that facilitated al-Sharaa’s
initial meeting with Trump in Riyadh. Qatar
was Syria's biggest donor in 2025, offering
$856 million in humanitarian aid, suppor-
ting public sector salaries to keep the
government afloat, and - alongside Riyadh
- settling Syria's arrears to the World
Bank, opening a path to new international
financing. Doha also provided critical gas
supplies to help address Syria's acute
energy shortages. GCC states have
signed billions of dollars’ worth of invest-
ment memoranda of understanding
(MoUs), raising the prospect of recon-
struction funding, even if the materialisation
of these commitments remains uncertain
given long-standing gaps between
pledges and actual delivery (Ali, 2026).

Alongside this, the first phase of the tran-
sition has been marked by the deepening
of ties with Ankara. While Turkey lacks
the financial firepower of the GCC - and
may be more focused on seeing its own
construction companies make money from
Syria’s rebuilding than on channelling
Turkish money into Syria — it has assumed
an important role in the security domain.
This has included a comprehensive military
cooperation agreement, focused on train-
ing, institutional reform, border security,
and counter-terrorism coordination (SANA,
2025). Turkey's role has also been shaped
by shared interests in managing Kurdish
dynamics, with Ankara supporting Da-
mascus's efforts to reassert central control.

Amid the pursuit of these immediate prio-
rities, European engagement has lagged
in the new government's strategic calculus.
Damascus has welcomed European re-
engagement and ongoing support, in-
cluding in the humanitarian sphere, where
EU funding remains critical. The European
Commission gave more than €204 million
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in aid in 2025 and committed €210
million in 2026, with individual European
states providing significant additional
funding, with Germany, for instance pro-
viding €120 million in 2025. But European
officials report more limited Syrian re-
sponsiveness to European engagement
in the face of other priorities (author in-
terviews with European officials, 2025~
2026). In part, this may reflect acute ca-
pacity constraints with Damascus lacking
the personnel and institutional depth to
efficiently manage multiple external part-
nerships at a moment of significant press-
ure, particularly given the degree of cen-
tralised decision-making. But it also reflects
a perception in Damascus that engage-
ment with Europe is bureaucratic and
less immediately impactful, making other
relations more important for quick gains
(including, for instance, with Russia to
secure critical wheat imports). Syrians
say European support is “slow” to ma-
terialise and wrapped in overbearing gov-
ernance and geopolitical conditionality
(author interview with Syrian official, 2026).

Why Europe and Syria
need each other

Despite the current hesitation, Europeans
and Syrians have a strong mutual interest
in deepening cooperation. For Europe,
its interest in supporting a successful
transition - one that meaningfully stabilises
the country - is clear. Syria sits at the
heart of the Middle East and has been a
source of sustained regional instability
and spillover into Europe for close to 15
years, most notably through refugee flows
and terrorist threats.

A stable Syria offers a direct pathway to
addressing these challenges. It could
provide the conditions for voluntary refugee
returns, reduce the space for non-state
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armed actors, and enable the re-emerg-
ence of a central authority capable of ex-
ercising control across the country. It
could also position Syria as a new econ-
omic partner and connectivity nexus amid
the regional disruptions provoked by the
Iran war and increasing talk of the need
for alternative trade routes (Asharg Al
Awsat, 2026).

But Europeans also have an interest in
the nature of this stability. Amid ongoing
uncertainty over the nature of al-Sharaa’s
emerging form of governance, European
involvement is a pathway to supporting
the consolidation of an inclusive transition
grounded in the rule of law. This reflects
Europe's stated commitment to democratic
values (as reflected in the EU’s backing
for the Day of Dialogue, held inside the
country for the first time in November
2025), but also its practical interest in
ensuring that stabilisation is sustainable.
Without progress in cementing an inclusive
political and economic transition, the new
leadership risks a persistent legitimacy
deficit, increasing the risk of ongoing in-
stability. The eruptions of violence against
minority groups since December 2024
point to the risks.

Deepening engagement is also a pathway
to restoring European geopolitical rel-
evance. In an increasingly contested
global order, Syria presents an opportunity
for Europe to project influence in its
southern neighbourhood. Saudi Arabia
is, for one, reported to see Syria as a po-
tential centrepiece of the EU-GCC stra-
tegic partnership (author interview with
European official, 2026). This is also a
path to diluting Russian influence and re-
sponding to concerns about Turkish am-
bitions in the Eastern Mediterranean. The
new Syrian government is working to
maximise assistance inflows, and if Euro-
peans want to grow their own influence
they need to make a credible offer that
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on delivering real
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competes with other partnership prop-
ositions.

Crucially, securing these combined in-
terests should be understood as an out-
come of the process of engagement, not
a precondition. European leverage will
remain constrained — relative to both Da-
mascus and other actors — and a strategy
that conditions engagement on the prior
delivery of a full package of reform and
geopolitical realignment risks irrel-
evance. Without a more meaningful Euro-
pean role, the trajectory of Syria’s transition
will be shaped by others - often in ways
that do not align with European interests.

From the Syrian perspective, the case
for deeper engagement is also strong.
While the U.S., GCC states, and Turkey
have been essential in addressing im-
mediate needs, direct European assistance
remains significant, and it also offers
something of unique importance: structural
support to help address governance and
economic reform imperatives that are ur-
gently needed to unlock wider stabilisation
objectives.

Having emerged through the first phase
of the transition, the government now
needs to focus on delivering real im-
provements on the ground. This is now
the country’'s foremost need (author in-
terviews with Syrian experts, 2026). With
a poverty rate of 90% (UNDP, 2025), re-
construction costs estimated at more
than $200 billion (World Bank, 2025)
and intensifying cost of living pressures
(Hakouk, 2026), the government faces
acute challenges to secure social peace
and durable stability. Recent months have
witnessed an increasing number of na-
tionwide protests linked to the continued
dire state of the economy (The Syria Re-
port, 2026) and the Iran war is further in-
tensifying inflationary pressures (Haid,
2026).

While US sanctions relief and GCC MoUs
offer promise, translating them into sig-
nificant investment inflows that meaningfully
grow the economy and deliver improve-
ments for the population will depend on
reforms that provide the conditions that
businesses (like foreign donors) require
to operate with confidence. The lack of
necessary systems has already slowed
the spending of allocated European sup-
port funding for 2026 (author interview
with European official, 2026), pushed
GCC states to channel salary support
via the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP) rather than government
ministries (author interview with Arab Gulf
official, 2025), and is delaying the entry
of private sector investment (author in-
terview with Syrian businessmen, 2026).

In this context European support could
be structurally critical. Sustainable recovery
will depend on the development of a
credible economic model, as well as in-
stitutional depth, technical expertise and
transparent regulatory frameworks that
incentivise financial inflows and allow
them to be effectively absorbed into the
economy. This is not an area where GCC
engagement has traditionally focused,
nor is the Trump administration likely to
devote meaningful resources to this effort
amid significant US funding cuts for aid
and development efforts. But it is central
to the traditional Brussels-led approach.
As one key example, restoring access to
international finance and boosting invest-
ment inflows will require rebuilding cor-
respondent banking relationships - a pro-
cess that depends on key financial sector
reform, an area where Europeans can
provide essential technical assistance.
Similarly, reviving private sector activity
and trade links will depend on the estab-
lishment of transparent legal frameworks,
including in the domain of property rights,
and significant measures to de-risk the
business environment — also areas where
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the EU can offer deep expertise. Europeans
may be among the few actors combining
the ability and willingness to deliver this
form of focused support.

In addition to structural assistance, Europe
also still brings notable direct economic
support to the table, which is too often
discounted in importance. While Europe
cannot match the headline financial prom-
ises of GCC states — figures that may fail
to materialise — the bloc is a significant
economic actor in its own right. The EU
committed nearly €2.5 billion in support
to Syria and the region in 2025 and 2026,
covering both humanitarian and non-hu-
manitarian support, and pledged a further
€620 million for Syria in 2026 and 2027
(European Commission, 2026). Member
states, led by Germany, have made further
significant contributions. The bloc was
also Syria's largest trading partner prior
to 2011, and these historic linkages could
play an important role in supporting re-
covery. At a larger scale, European in-
struments such as the European Investment
Bank (EIB), European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (EBRD) and
Global Gateway could play an important
role in funding infrastructure projects in
key sectors such as the energy realm,
which are critically needed for wider re-
construction.

Moreover, this European role could increase
in importance amid the regional destruction
— and economic cost — caused by the war
with Iran. This could result in a decline in
GCC support (England & Kerr, 2026), in-
creasing the importance of complementary
inflows. This will further increase the im-
portance of creating a more permissive
operating environment for wider global in-
vestments. And even if GCC states deliver
promised investments, they too are in-
creasingly focused on transparency, regu-
latory frameworks and ensuring their money
delivers returns (El Dahan & Saba, 2023).
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Conclusions and
recommendations:
building a real
partnership

The May 2026 decision to lift the partial
suspension of the Cooperation Agreement
between the EU and Syria, as well as the
launch of a high-level political dialogue,
represents an opportunity to increase the
pace of the European—Syrian partnership
(Bayer & Dalatey, 2026). Seizing this mo-
ment will depend on political will. Europeans
need to move beyond their current hesitation
and view engagement as the means through
which desired outcomes - in both the gov-
ernance and geopolitical spaces - can be
secured. For Syria, this will require a clearer
recognition of the added value that European
engagement brings to the country’s recovery
— including in terms of the benefit of
aligning with European benchmarks to ad-
vance stabilising governance reform and
secure wider economic inflows.

If there is mutual will to deepen engagement
and Europeans can align around an em-
powered strategy, the EU’s Pact for the
Mediterranean could provide a practical
framework for operationalising increased
cooperation. Its emphasis on partnership
over conditionality may be more palatable
to Damascus, offering a more balanced
basis for engagement (author interview
with European official, 2025). But a part-
nership approach will also allow Europeans
to embed desired governance objectives
within cooperation lines, with the prospect
of an enhanced agreement backed by in-
creased financial support, incentivising Da-
mascus to align with these standards. This
will allow Europeans to maintain a more
effective focus on necessary reform
measures as part of the process of en-
gagement. The Pact's focus areas — de-
livered through the newly established DG
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Towards the goal
of more
effectively
operationalising
this approach,
both sides could
benefit from the
appointment of
empowered high-
level envoys.

MENA - align closely with Syria’s current
structural needs. It also offers a platform
for Europeans to tie the different threads
of current support from both EU institutions
and national capitals into a more coherent
and strategic partnership offer.

In practical terms, this should translate into
a European approach centred on high-im-
pact areas, beginning with supporting the
government develop a coherent, inclusive
and transparent macroeconomic vision and
using this as a launchpad for institutional
capacity-building and regulatory modern-
isation. The EU's May 2026 announcement
of the creation of a €15 million Technical
Assistance Hub in Syria, designed to help
strengthen the capacities of Syrian institu-
tions, provides an ideal entry point for
these efforts (European Commission, 2026).

In terms of direct focus areas, Europeans
remain critical humanitarian funders - an
important dimension that should not be
marginalised as donors increasingly focus
on wider recovery efforts - and their en-
gagement in key sectors such as healthcare
and agriculture is vital to helping meet im-
mediate societal needs. But Europeans
should also prioritise supporting the energy,
transportation and financial sectors given
their centrality to structural recovery efforts.
On this front, restoring correspondent
banking relationships and supporting fi-
nancial sector reform will be critical to un-
locking wider investment flows. Renewed
engagement by the EIB and related instru-
ments, including the Global Gateway, could
play an important role in rebuilding key in-
frastructure. It could also help reintegrate
Syria into the regional economy and build
the country’s capacity to act as a valuable
land bridge in the post-lran war regional
order.

While strengthening state capacity and
advancing economic development will be
central to the European offer, the bloc

should maintain a sharp focus on deploying
this partnership in support of an inclusive
transition to undergird desired progress.
Europeans need to keep encouraging
important governance reform, including
by offering support to build up the insti-
tutional role of the country’s new parlia-
ment, channelling technical assistance to
support the reintegration of Kurdish-ad-
ministered regions, and backing transitional
justice tracks. Europeans can also use
Common Security and Defence Policy
(CSDP) tools to provide targeted support
in civilian security domains, including
efforts to integrate the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), as well as policing and
counter-narcotics. These are all areas
where specialised European expertise
can complement broader governance as-
sistance in support of stability and rule of
law ambitions.

It should also mean providing strong
European support for wider societal actors
as a means of helping cement their role
in the new Syria. Syrian civil society con-
tinues to look to Europe as a key backer
— arole that Europeans should champion
with strong ongoing support (author in-
terviews with Syrian civil society, 2025-
2026).

Towards the goal of more effectively op-
erationalising this approach, both sides
could benefit from the appointment of
empowered high-level envoys. From the
European side, there is a need for an
equivalent to US envoy, Tom Barrack,
with the political weight to mobilise and
coordinate European national and EU re-
sources behind a coherent strategy. A
European envoy could also play a wider
role, engaging in sustained diplomacy
with GCC capitals, Turkey and the US to
better align international support. This
would build on efforts already initiated
through the Syria Partnership Coordination
Forum (SPCF).
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A high-level European envoy able to drive
an empowered strategy would facilitate
the work of the active EU ambassador on
the ground - as well as European member
state counterparts - who will continue to
lead local engagement and implementation
efforts. But this will, in turn, depend on the
Syrian side recognising the importance of
the European offer. Damascus could likewise
be well served to appoint an empowered
counterpart able to drive engagement and
implementation with the EU and member
states.

Al-Sharaa’s record since December 2024
— including centralised decision-making
and episodes of violence by forces affili-
ated with the government — gives Euro-
peans legitimate reasons for concern;
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but disengagement does not remove
these risks, it simply removes Europe's
ability to influence them. Strategic en-
gagement offers Europeans the oppor-
tunity to influence the process to support
positive trajectories and better align de-
velopments in Syria with their long-term
interests. It is an approach that will em-
power the bloc to better compete with
the influence and offers of other external
actors such as Russia, but will also allow
it to assume an important role in enabling
the constructive impact of wider inter-
national support. For its part, Syria stands
to gain a more strategic partnership with
an actor uniquely positioned to address
its structural challenges - and, in doing
so, to help translate the gains of the tran-
sition into durable stability.
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