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1. The importance of Nawa1 

In the early 20th century Nawa was the most important 

community in the large Hauran  fertile area by its 

population and housing ; bigger than Der’a, the present 

capital of the governorate. It is the old Al-Jabiyah, the 

capital of the Ghassanids’ kingdom, where the troops 

of the Yarmouk battle gathered and where Omar Ibn 

Al-Khattab came and gave his first treaty of safety for 

Jerusalem. It is after which the main door of old 

Damascus was named; Bab Al-Jabiyah giving directly on 

the main via recta (now Medhat Pasha) of the city. It 

was the gate by which Abu Ubaidah ibn al Jarrah 

entered Damascus peacefully in 634. 

Nowadays, Nawa is the closest city to the Golan and the 

demarcation line following the 1967 and 1973 Syrian 

Israeli wars. Its population is active in agriculture and 

small agro-industries, thanks to its large and fertile 

lands and to its good average rainfall. Despite the 

remanence of the tribal links in its society, its “plain 

folk” population has now a strong urban character, due 

to the social development since independence and to 

the proximity of Damascus.  

Away from the major North-South axis of Syria, from 

Turkey and Aleppo to Damascus, Der’a and Jordan, it is 

the strategic position of Nawa towards the Golan and 

within the fertile Hauran that give it a particular 

importance.   

 

2. Nawa and Hauran in History 

2.1 An ancient capital: Al-Jabiyeh 

The city of Nawa is located in a rich historical region, known as Hauran, extending from the South of 

Damascus to Mount Hermon and from the Jordan river to the South of Yarmouk river. During the early 

Christian era, the region included Iturea in the North, Gaulanitis (the Golan) to the West, Batanea (Bashan 

or Al Nuqra) to the South and Auranitis (the Hauran) and the Trachonidite (Al Laja) to the East (figure 1)2.   

 
1 This background paper constituted a “Cercle des Economistes Arabes” contribution to a project with UN-ESCWA and UN-HABITAT. 
2 Conder; Palestine; 1889, see http://www.gutenberg.org/files/43588/43588-h/43588-h.htm 

Fig 1. Map of Syria and Palestine in the early 

Christian era 
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Nawa is situated on the limit between the Golan and Hauran. Both were inhabited in the 3rd millennium 

BC by the Semitic Amorites and were known in the Bible as the land of Bashan of the Canaans or Arams. 

They long depended on the Aram-Damascus city-State, competing with the Jewish tribes.  

In the 8th century BC, the Assyrians gained control of the area, followed by the Babylonian and the Persian 

Empire. In the 5th century BC, the Persian Empire allowed the return of the Jewish exiles from their 

Babylonian Captivity. Some resettled in the region, including in Nawa. 

The region came under the control of Alexander the Great in 332 BC3, then experienced a competition 

between its Seleucids and Ptolemaic successors on Syria and Egypt. The Arab or Aramean Itureans 

occupied the region and founded a State with ‘Anjar (in now Lebanon) as capital.  

The Roman empire conquered the region in the 1st century BC, but had big difficulties to control it, directly 

or through the Nabateans, due to its tribal characteristics. However, a period of stability that followed the 

direct Roman annexation had led Hauran to prosper. The grain of Batanea, the wine of Auranitis, and their 

sheep became important for imperial trade (figure 2)4.  

This was especially the case when a native from the region, Philipp the Arab, became emperor5 and turned 

his hometown of Shahba (Philippopolis) into an imperial city. Philip introduced the Actia-Dusaria6 

festivities in Bostra, capital of the province of Arabia, symbolizing the union of Rome and the Arabs. He 

also ended the persecution of the Christians. Via Traiana Nova, linking Aqaba and Bosra, was completed 

 
3 It is under the Seleucids that the name of Golan was first used (Greek: Gaulanitis). 
4 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Europe_180ad_roman_trade_map.png 
5 After Alexander Severus of Homs. Philip gave his sons and daughters a Severus title, like his wife, then probably native of Homs.  
6 Dusaria is Dushara (Dhū l-Šarā for the Arabs), the main Nabataean deity.  
 

Fig 2. Political and trade routes map of the Roman Empire, 180 AD 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Europe_180ad_roman_trade_map.png
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and several locations in the region, including Nawa7 

developed as major urban centers. « For the first 

time since the Hellenistic age the Hawran in its 

entirety came under one administrative system. The 

road network and the settlements it linked were the 

framework upon which the economic and social 

infrastructure of the region was built. Secure towns 

and safe, well-maintained roads meant that 

internal and external commerce could flow freely. 

The wine and grain of the Hawran were marketed, 

we may assume, far and wide »8. Greek became 

then an official language over the Aramaic, Arabic 

and Hebrew stratum.  

In the 4th century AC, Hauran came the control of 

the pagan Lakhmids (al-Manādhirah for the Arabs), 

then the ardent Byzantine (Greek Orthodox) 

Christians Salihids in the 5th century, before falling 

in the 6th to the Monophysist Ghassanids9. 

The city of Nawa is associated to a Biblical-Koranic 

mythology of being the city of burial of Shem, the 

son of Noe (considered as the father of the Arabs 

and the Jews10) and where Job (‘Ayyub in Arabic, 

famous for his patience) settled11. It contains and its surroundings several Roman archeological sites.  

It became mostly Christian (named Neve in the old Christian literature) with a small Jewish community, 

having two famous bishops: Petronius, who participated to Council of Ephesus in 431 and Jobius, who 

attended the Council of Chalcedon in 451. A famous Jewish mosaic of the 6th century, found in Tel Rehob 

(Tell Es-Sarem) near Bisan in Palestine, considers Nawa (called Naveh) as of dubious nature not totally a 

land of Jews, as well as other nearby locations: Sureya, Jasim, Zayzoun, al-Deneiba, ‘Ataman, and Harag 

(?)12. Also, many pagan shrines continued to be worshipped until the Islamic era. Like all Hauran, Golan 

and the North of Galilea, Nawa has experienced in the late antiquity tribal and religious struggles within 

Christianity, between Christianity and Judaism, and with the old “paganist” religions13. These struggles 

affected strongly the wealth and the livelihood of the population. 

The position of Nawa along the road from Damascus to the Mediterranean and Egypt led it to be an 

important settlement of the Ghassanids, an Arabic-speaking (Yemenis) tribes, which embrassed the 

Monophysite form of Christianity, founded a State and used to make pilgrimage to the sanctuary of Saint 

 
7 With Qanawat (Canatha), All-Sweida (Dionysias), Shahba (Philippopolis), Shaqqa (Maximianopolis) and al-Masmiyah (Phaina); 
see HARTAL; 2006. 
8 after MacADAM; 2002. 
9 Shahid, 1995. 
10 While Japheth is assumed the father of the Romans (Byzantines) and Ham the father of the Ethiopians. 
11 The tomb of ‘Ayyub is assumed to be in Sheikh Saad, nearby. 
12 https://www.academia.edu/1503534/Rehov_inscription 
13 Sivan, 2008. 

Box 1.The famous poetries of the Ghassanids 
 

Al-Nābiġa al-D̠ubyānī in eulogy of Al-No’man bin Al-
Munther, king of the Ghassnids: 
 

 ع روبتٌَ هادىفَيجَ وارٍخَ رائدَِِ   هدِتبَُهِاسَعُدىوَ سعُدىغَ رير ةٌََعَ 
 و أ بيات نايَ ومابًَذِاتاَِلم راودَِِ   ل ع مريلَ نعِم اَلح يِّصَ بَّح سَرِب نا
 و ك يديٍَ غمُُّاَلخارجِيَِّمَنُاجدَِِ   ي قودهُمُاَُلنعُمانُمَنِهبَُمِحُص فٍَ

'Alqama al-Fahl in eulogy of Abi Shummar, King of 
the Ghassanids: 
 

َو ل ميَ كُحَ قِّاكًَلُُّهَ ذااَلت ج نُّبَُ  ذ ه بت مَنِ اَلهجِرانفَِيغَ يرِمَ ذه بٍَ
َذوفَ يئ ةمٍَنِنَ وىقَرُِّان مَ عجومَُ   ف قلُتلَُ هافَيئيفَ ماتَ ست فزُِّني

َببِيش ة تَ رعىفَيأَ راكٍوَ حلَُّبَِ   ف فاء تكَ مافَاء تمَنِ اَلأدُممَِغُزلٌَِ
 ف أ نج ح آَياتاَُلر سولاَِلمخُ بِّبَِِ  َف عشِنابَهِامَنِ اَلش بابِمَلاو ةًَ

H̩assān ibn T̠ābit in eulogy of the last King of the 
Ghassanids, Jabla Ibn Al-Ayham: 

َبين اَلجوابي،فَالبضُ يعِ،فَح ومْ لَِ أس ألت رَ سمْ اَلدِّارأَِملَْ متَْ سأْلََِ
َف ديِ ارِسَلمْى،دَرَُّسالًَمتَحُل لَِ فالمرجِ،مَرجاَِلصفرينِ،فَجاسمٍ،ََ

َوق اَلأعزةَِعَزهملَْميَْنقلَِ            دارَلقومَقدَأراهمَمرةَ
 َنِمَاريِ ةَ اَلكريمِ،اَلمفُضلَِِقبرْاَِبََْأولادُجَ فنْ ةَ حَولْ قَبرأَِبيِهمََُِ

https://www.academia.edu/1503534/Rehov_inscription
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John Baptist in Er-Ramthaniyee14. The Ghassanids installed their capital at Tall Al-Jabiyah North-West of 

Nawa. They prospered as vassals of the Byzantine empire, heading an Arab tribal federation covering large 

areas of the empire15, protecting its borders against the Bedouins and the Persians. They had famous Arab 

poets at their courts: Al-Nābiġa al-D̠hubyānī (author of some of the famous mu'allaqât; named in his old 

days Elias from the land of Bishara ϢϼϝІϠЮϜ Ќϼϒ дв ЀϝтЮϜ Ϟм̵ϔϺ)16, H̩assān ibn T̠ābit17 and 'Alqama ibn 'Abada, 

known also as 'Alqama al-Fahl (the stallion), as he had beaten in a poem the famous Imru' al-Qais (Box 1). 

Their capital was referenced as as the “D̲jā̲biya of kings”18. The plural D̲ja̲wābī is an allusion to the 

etymological sense of “reservoir”, the symbol of generosity.  

Al-Jabiyeh prospered in the late Byzantine period 

and had a significant preeminence. It is not 

accidental that the Islamic troops gathered at 

nearby19, before the decisive battle of Yarmouk, 

which changed the history of the region. The caliph 

Omar came to Al-Jabiyah and chose it as its 

headquarters to administer the newly conquered 

territory.  It is there where he gave his famous pact 

to the people of Jerusalem before joining it peacefully to the conquest; this is the first pact protecting the 

rights of non-Muslims20 (Box 2).  

Mu’awiya bin Abi Sufian (Mu’awiya I) chosed Al-Jabiyah also as its capital for some twenty years while he 

was governor of Bilad Ash-Sham (the Levant), before he transferred it to Damascus when founding the 

Umayyad caliphate21.  

The whole Hauran sided strongly with the Umayyads22, and Al-Jabiah played again a role when the rulers 

and their tribal allies, including those of Hauran, convened there a conference to settle the succession of 

Mu’awiya bin Yazid (Mu’awiya II) on the caliphate to Marwan bin al-Hakam (Marwan I) instead of Abd 

Allah ibn al-Zubayr23.  

After the fall of the Umayyads, the Hauranian tribes rebelled against the ‘Abbasids. However, Hauran 

continued to prosper and according to the 10th-century Muslim geographer Istakhri, the Hauran and 

 
14 Where this pilgrimage replaced an old water sacrifice to an ancient God; see SIVAN; 2008. 
15 Shahid, 1995. 
16 Following the historian Al Maqrizi, Al-Nabigha is also known to be the person who gave the poet Al-Khansa her name and had 
his real name as Ziyad ben Muawiya (!).  
17 Who came back to Yathrib/Medina, embrassed Islam, became close to the prophet Muhammad and was celebrated as the 
strongest Muslim poet of the early times. 
18 Encyclopedia of Islam, article al-D̲jā̲biya.  
19 South of Nawa, on the road to Tsil.  
20 According to the oldest known version by Al-Ya’qoubi (328H). Some later versions, including those of the Christian churches 
put a longer version, excluding the Jews from Jerusalem. This is possible due to the fact that the Jews sided few years before the 
Islamic conquest with the Persians who conquered Jerusalem down to Egypt, as well as Yemen restoring a Jewish kingdom after 
episodes of Jewish persecution of the Christians of Najran; see   Shafiq Ahmad Mahmoud discussion of  https://bit.ly/3c57viB.  
However, Al-Jabiyah, Palestine and Syria in general continued to have an important Jewish community.  
21 Shahid, 1995, p. 649.  
22 SOURDEL, Dominique; 1971.  
23 Encyclopedia of Islam, article Marwan bin Al-Hakam.  

Box 2. Omar Ibn Al Khattab pact to the people 
of Jerusalem, made at Al Al-Jabiyeh 

 
ََ ََبسم ََبيتَلأهلَاللهَالرحمنَالرحيم،َهذاَماَكتبهَعمرَبنَالخطاب
ََآمنونعَلىدَمائكموَأموالكموَكنائسكمََ:َإنكمالمقدس ،َلاَتسكنَولا

 تخرِّب،إَلاِّأَنِّتَحدثواحَدثاًعَامِّاً،وَأشهدشَهوداً.ََ
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Bathaniyya24 were "...two great districts of the 

Damascus Province. Their fields are rain watered. 

The frontiers of these two districts extend down 

to... ...the Balqa district and Amman”.  

Hauran experienced later the raids of the 

Qarmatians25, the rule of the Ikhshidid26, then the 

Fatimids27, sharing the fate of Damascus. They 

were followed by the incursions of the Crusaders28, 

the rules of the Seljuks29 and then the Burids30, the 

Ayyubids31, the Mongol invasion and then the 

Mamluks32 after the battle of ‘Ain Jalut33. It is 

under the Mamluks that the majority of Hauran 

population moved gradually from being 

Christians34 to Sunni Muslim. Still this prosperous 

region was divided by the Mamluks in two 

administrative districts:  the Bosra-centered Hauran and the (Deraa) Adhri'at-centered Bathaniyya35 (or 

al-Nuqra).  

It was under the Mamluks that the most renowned 

religious scholar born in Nawa emerged. Yahya Ibn 

Sharaf al-Nawawī (1233-1277) was a Sunni Shafi'ite 

jurist and hadith scholar, who lived most of his life 

in Damascus and authored several Islamic studies, 

including the famous Riyadh as-Saliheen. His 

memory is part of Nawa city identity (Box 3), while 

his tomb was demolished by combatants linked to 

Al Nusra front in 201536.  

The Ottomans conquered Syria after the battle of Marj Dabeq37 in 1516. Selim I reorganized the country 

in Eyalet (big provinces); Hauran being part of the Eyalet of Damascus (figure 3)38. Hauran declined in this 

early period. And in the 18th century, a massive Druze migration occurred to it, and particularly to the 

 
24 The district having Deraa as a capital.  
25 Which occupied Palestine in the 970s.  
26  A Mamluk dynasty which governed Egypt 935-969, with the famous Kafour who had hosted the poet Al-Mutanabbi.  
27 An Ismaeli dynasty that governed Egypt 969-1169 and founded the city of Cairo. They also ruled Syria for parts of this period 
before being challenged by the Turkic invasion and the Crusades.  
28 The famous battle of Marj al-Saffar (1126), North of Hauran, by the Burids stopped the Crusaders from seizing Damascus.  
29 With the famous Nizam Al Mulk. 
30 A Turkish dynasty ruling Damascus, 1104-1154.  
31 Who united Egypt and Syria (1171-1260) under Salah Eddine and made Damascus and Aleppo their capital for a period. 
32 1250-1517; also, this dynasty united Syria and Egypt. 
33 Near Nazareth in Palestine, where the Mamluks stopped the Mongol invasion. 
34 The period of conversion from monophysist Christianity to the Byzantine (Greek Orthodox) one is unclear. 
35 Dussaud, 2015.  
36 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2015/01/syria-rebels-destroy-13th-century-muslim-tomb-
2015189829785527.html 
37 Near Aleppo.  
38 Illustrations by H. Warren & Engraved by J.B. Allen; from MARTIN R. M; Turkey in Asia, 1851.  

Fig 3. Early Ottoman organization of Syria 

Box 3. Abu Hafs Al-Wardi (1292-1347) praising 
Nawa and Imam Al Nawawi 

 
َوحرُسِتِمَنأَلماَلنوىَ  لقيتِخَيرايًَانَوىََ
َفياَلعلمأَخلص مَانَوىَ  فلقدنَشابَكزَاهدٌَ
 فضلاَلحبوبعَلىاَلنوىَََوعلىَعداهَفضلهَ

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2015/01/syria-rebels-destroy-13th-century-muslim-tomb-2015189829785527.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2015/01/syria-rebels-destroy-13th-century-muslim-tomb-2015189829785527.html
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mostly then empty Jabal Hauran (the mountain of Hauran) after the Druze internal fighting and their battle 

of ‘Ain Dara in 1711 in Lebanon, when the Qayssi Druze (the Junblat, Arslan, Ma’an and Shihab) expelled 

the Yemeni Druze (the Harmoush and Alameddine) from Lebanon. The mountain was named afterwards 

Jabal Al-Druze (mountain of the Druze), and later in the 20Th century Jabal Al-Arab. 

In 1832, the troops of Ibrahim Pasha, the son of Mohammed Ali of Egypt conquered Syria. For 7 years 

(1833-1840), Syria was under Egyptian rule, reorganizing and modernizing significantly the country.  

The Ibrahim Pasha period, even short, had significant implications on Syria and Hauran. It led to a first 

awakening of an Arab “nationalism”, to the improvement of the situation of non-Sunni Muslim 

communities, to the consolidation of central authority and to a modernization of the administration, 

introducing local consultative assemblies (the majlis), acting also as civil courts, largely spreading base 

education, in Arabic, liberating and expanding trade, including international trade with Europe, reforming 

profoundly taxation on agriculture aiming at expanding it and reducing the feudal extorsions39,  as well as 

fixing the Bedouins on abandoned land40. “During the first two years of Egyptian rule the area under 

cultivation rose from 2,000 to 7,000 feddans41 in the fertile Hauran Valley. The Turkish army had always 

been notorious for its marauding. But Ibrahim sent his troops on a campaign against the Turkish army, 

thereby putting an end to the continuous devastation of the Syrian crops”42. 

However, Ibrahim Pasha faced discontent and revolts on issues related to mandatory conscription. “For 

the first five years of Egyptian rule the Hauranians had been exempted from military service. When the 

term expired, the Egyptian authorities demanded recruits. The Hauranians then rose in rebellion and 

entrenched themselves in the lava field of El-Leja, a huge mountainous labyrinth, resembling a natural 

fortress. All the attempts of the Egyptians to storm El-Leja were unsuccessful. Those who managed to 

penetrate into the fortress were killed. Ibrahim continued to send greater numbers of troops trained in 

mountain warfare to El-Leja, but they were unable to overcome the small group of Druze peasants. lbrahim 

tried to overcome them by starvation, but still the peasants did not surrender. Ibrahim blew up the wells 

and filled the reservoirs with corpses. The Druzes drank the stagnant water. Only when Ibrahim poisoned 

the wells did the Druzes emerge from El-Leja. Even then, they did not surrender. They broke through the 

encirclement and continued to fight the Egyptians at the foot of Anti Lebanon, where they were eventually 

defeated and dispersed in the autumn of 1838”43. 

The returning Ottomans in 1840 continued this reorganization, Hauran becoming a large Sanjak extending 

to the Dead Sea attached to the Vilayet of Syria (figure 4)44.  

However, the shock produced by Ibrahim Pasha was followed by others in Hauran. “England and France, 

as well as other European countries, were intensifying their economic and political interest in Syria” (…) 

“The Syrian hinterland was important to them because it produced cash crops for export and formed an 

expanding market for European manufactured and colonial goods”45. Syria was seen as an alternative 

source of grain to Southern Russia in the times of the Crimean war. And this led the prices to increase 

 
39 Lutsky, 2020.  
40 Most of the villages of the Lajat, Jabal Hauran and Der’a region were empty at this period; see Lewis, 1987, pp.19-21. 
41 1 feddan = 0.42 ha. 
42 Lutsky, 2020. 
43 Lutski, 2020. 
44 Commons Wikimedia based on based off of KARSH, Efraim: Palestine Betrayed; Yale Univ. Press, 2010.  
45 Schilcher, 1981.  
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dramatically, especially that the grain was of excellent quality (the famous Hauran durum). Otherwise, the 

Druze continued to migrate massively to the now Druze mountain, especially after the 1860 events in 

Lebanon.  

These shocks led to a profound social transformation. 

The power of the Damascus landowners, the aghas, 

including the strong commander of the pilgrimage 

caravan Ahmad Agha Al-Yusuf of Kurdish origin46, 

weakened. Most of the other aghas were also from a 

Kurdish origin, the Buzu, the Ajlyakin, Shamdin, etc; 

except Abd al-Qadir Al Jaza’iri47, the famous Algerian 

leader exiled in Damascus. And a major unrest arised 

between all stakeholders: the plainfolks (the Haurani), 

producing the grain, the Druze, still linked to those in 

Lebanon for trade and transport to the coast, the 

Bedouins, the aghas, the Ottoman authorities and the 

European actors, being consuls, merchants, travelers, 

orientalists and officers of the Ottomans.  

It is worth noting, that the pilgrimage to Mecca played 

and important socio-economic role in Hauran. Damascus 

was in charge of the Chami (Syrian) pilgrimage route, the 

most important since pilgrimage became systemic under 

the Mamluks. The Caravane used to gather around 

Mzeirib, taking provisions from the rich Haura and 

negotiating protection for a safe road with the desert 

tribes. This role declined with the opening of the Suez 

Canal in 1869.  

 

2.2 Modern history of Hauran and Nawa 

The modern history of Hauran can be dated back to the 1850’s-1860’s. The land was extensively cultivated 

because of the growing demand, the development of population settlements and the strong efforts made 

by the Ottoman authorities to centralize power and to stabilize the ever-conflictual region. This was 

especially after the civil war of 1860, when the Ottomans cracked on a rebellion grouping the usually 

conflicting Druze, plain folks and the tribes.   

A large Hauran Sanjak was created, including the Golan. A land reform was promulgated in 1858 under 

the Tanzimat. The State (Amiryyeh) land was auctioned. Baron Edmond de Rotschild took this occasion to 

acquire a large land48 in Sahem Al-Jolan, South of Nawa, in 1891 and helped establishing the Jewish 

 
46 From 1671 to 1866, the governor (wali) of Damascus was in charge of the pilgrimage with the assistance of a military officer, 
who systematically was chosen to be Kurdish. After this period, the two functions were separated and only the officer was in 
charge of the caravan; see Awad, 1969. 
47 Schilcher, 1981, p. 163.  
48 100,000 dunoms ; i.e. 100 km2. The area was long controlled by ISIS factions during the Syrian conflict.  

Fig 4. Late Ottoman organization of Syria 
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settlement named “Tiferet Binyamin”49; the 

Hauranian peasants cultivating the land. The 

settlement was dismantled by 1896, with a 

tentative to re-establish it during the French 

mandate. The Jewish National Fund still claim the 

land.  

More importantly, the ownership structure of the 

Hauran land changed, with many of the “plain 

folks” acquiring land and the communal 

management (musha’) of land started to decline. 

Hauran experienced followingly a significant 

development, only stopped by the world and 

Ottoman “long depression” starting in 1873-189650.  

A second major transformation came with 

construction of the Beirut-Damascus-Hauran 

railway in 189551, through Nawa and Mzeirib52, by a 

French company. The products of Hauran mad 

easily their way to the Mediterranean (figure 5)53. 

This was followed by the construction of Hijaz 

railway, connecting Damascus to Medina (in now 

Saudi Arabia) through Hauran, by an Ottoman 

subscription with the assistance of Germany.  

The Damascus-Der’a branch (123 km, around 15 km 

East of the other railway) of which, doubling the other one, opened in 190354. Then a Der’a-Haifa railway55 

was built, as part of the Hijaz railway56, and inaugurated in 1905 (figure 6). 

Thus, until World War I, two railways connected Hauran to Damascus57; Beirut and Haifa competed on 

international trade with Hauran. The economy related to the pilgrimage road changed profoundly and 

became competitive with that of the Suez Canal.  

During World War I, Hauran joined at an early stage the great Arab Revolt, after experiencing famine, 

epidemics and large emigration due to the war58. The initial Mzeirib rails were mostly dismantled for 

military use. 

 
49 Hauser & al., 2018.   
50 See Pamuk, 2009. 
51 Kurd Ali, 1971, vol. 5, pp. 160-165. 
52 103 km between Damascus and Mzeirib. 
53 http://www.midafternoonmap.com/2013/02/trains-and-telegrams.html 
54 Kurd Ali, 1971, vol. 5, p. 173.  
55 With a complex tunnels path along the Yarmouk valley down to Hammah and then to Samakh, South of the lake of Tiberias, 
before crossing Marj Bani Amer (Jezreel valley). This railway line constituted the border between Syria and Jordan.  
56 After the failure of a Lebanese landlords-British consortium.  
57 The Hejaz railway passes through Shaqra and Izra’ towards Der’a and the Damascus-Haifa railway 15 km to the West down to 
Mzeirib, passing by Nawa.  
58 Khoury, 2014. 

Fig 5. The Damascus-Nawa-Mzeirib railway in the late 

Ottoman Empire 

http://www.midafternoonmap.com/2013/02/trains-and-telegrams.html
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The profound transformations of Hauran continued during the French mandate. Hauran became deeply 

connected with Damascus. The Hauranians fought fiercely against the French troops that entered Syria in 

1920 after the Maysaloun battle and contributed massively to the Great Syrian Revolt in 1925.  

The access of Hauran 

through railway 

(figure 6)59 to the 

Mediterranean ports 

declined with the 

separation between 

Syrian and Lebanese 

economic interests 

and with the 1948 

Nakba (the creation 

of Israel and the 

forced exile of the 

Palestinians).  

Since independence, 

the Hauranians joined 

massively the military 

academy, the State 

administration the 

political parties, in 

particular the Baath party, the Nasserist Socialist party and the Communist party. After the accession of 

the Baath to power in 1963, Hauran constituted one of the main strongholds of the Baath party60. Despite 

this, the tribal linkages continued to play an important role61. Major economic and social transformations 

occurred in Hauran, with the land reform. Hauran became much less dependent on the Damascene trade 

businessmen and landowners and experienced a significant development in education, health and public 

services. Also, rural-urban migration led many Hauranians to settle in Damascus62, while a strong 

Hauranian identity emerged63. The Hauranians gave many of the Syrian Statesmen, including the present 

vice-President Farouk Al Shara’, the Prime Minister Wael Al-Halqi (2012-2016, from Jasem near Nawa), 

the deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Faysal Al-Mikdad, and high ranking officers, such as Rustom 

Ghazaleh.  

It is worth noting that the Trans-Arabian oil pipeline (Tapline), which used to be the longest pipeline in 

the world (1,214 km), with a capacity between 300 and 500,000 bpd, linking Qaisumah in Saudi Arabia 

and the port of Sidon in Lebanon, used to pass at the Southern edge of the sub-district of Nawa. This 

 
59 https://www.pinterest.com/pin/528539706249501255/ 
60 Batatu, 2012.  
61 See Batatu, 2012 for his description of the domination of the Mekdad clan on Bosra, as well as the Zo’bi and the Hariri.  
62 Particularly in the Midan neighborhood, see Salamndra, 2004, p.36.  
63 Batatu, 2012.  

Fig 6. The railways in the late Ottoman Empire 

https://www.pinterest.com/pin/528539706249501255/
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pipeline was inaugurated in 1950 and exported half of the Saudi oil production until 1976, even if the 

section of this pipeline in the Golan under Israeli occupation since the 1967 war64.  

Nawa was connected to Beirut, through Damascus, by a railway used to export its valuable wheat 

durum; and this from 1895 to WWWI. It had profited from the land reforms during the Ottoman 

“Tanzimat” and later in the 1960’s. Like all Hauran, Nawa played an important role in the emergence 

of modern Syria and also in the Baath party, influencing the politics and economy of Damascus and the 

country.  

 

3. The city of Nawa and its neighborhood 

3.1 The city and its administrative divisions 

The city of Nawa accounts administratively for 17 

neighborhoods (figure 7). It developed historically 

around Al Imam65  (with its Hajar Qadim - old 

stone- mosque and its Abul-Sil (now named 

freedom) and Karameh (dignity) squares). The 

central neighborhoods circle it, with Al Hayer66, Al 

Wawi (the wolf, with its Khaled bin Al Walid 

mosque and its stadium),  AL Hadika 1 and 2 (the 

garden, with the bus station, Al Nawawi shrine, 

Omar bin Al-Khattab mosque and garden) and Al 

Bareed (the post office, with the modern Al 

Nawawi mosque and its 500 years old turpentine 

tree, the municipality center, the rural 

development center, the – Baath – cultural center, 

the police office, the military conscription office 

and the lawyers and peasants associations).  

The external neighborhoods include Al Sawame' 

(the grain silos, with its industrial city and army 

barracks), Halima 67, Al Sijjad (the carpet68, with its 

Nawa national hospital, the industrial school and 

the army barracks and training ground, especially 

in Tel Al-Hish), Al Sina'yeh (the industrial, with its 

SMEs), Jami' Al Khamis (the Thursday mosque), Al Furn (the industrial bakery), Al Masraf (the bank, after 

 
64 The pipeline was built and operated by the Trans-Arabian Pipeline Company. It was founded as a joint venture between 
Standard Oil of New Jersey (now ExxonMobil), Standard Oil of California (Chevron), the Texas Company (better known as Texaco, 
now a part of Chevron), and Socony-Vacuum Oil Company (now part of ExxonMobil), however, it eventually became a fully owned 
subsidiary of Aramco. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trans-Arabian_Pipeline and 
https://www.agendaculturel.com/article/Art_L_oleoduc_trans_arabe_redecouvert_par_Rayyane+Tabet. 
65 After Imam Al Nawawi.  
66 After a source dating to the Ghassanids. 
67 After Halimah Al-Sa’diyah, the foster-mother and wet-nurse of the prophet Muhammad.  
68 After the carpets factory which is in fact in Al-Hayer neighborhood. 

Fig 8. Liwan Al Muzib in Nawa 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trans-Arabian_Pipeline
https://www.agendaculturel.com/article/Art_L_oleoduc_trans_arabe_redecouvert_par_Rayyane+Tabet
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the agricultural bank), Al Rahman 1 and 2 (after Al Rahman mosque) and Al Mahkameh 1 and 2 (after the 

tribunal).  

The city contains many archeological sites, such as the “Liwan Al Muzib” (figure 8)69 with its ornated 

Roman archways. It is also surrounded by Syrian Army (SyA) barracks, as a result of its neighboring to the 

demarcation line with the occupied Golan heights.  

 

3.2 Nawa and its regional environment 

Nawa is the center of a sub-district (nahia) by its name, within the district (mantika) of Izra’ in Der’a 

governorate (figure 9).  

Nawa sub-district (69,893 inhabitants in 2011) includes 5 other communities/villages : Sheikh Sa’ad (4,500 

inh), Edwan (3,028 inh), Nasriyeh (2,648 inh), Jabaliyeh (1,619 inh) and Sokkariyeh (1,185 inh), as well as 

a forest at its South-Wetern edge. The district of Izra’ includes 5 other sub-districts: Izra’ Center (69,109 

inh), Jasim (48,245 inh), Hrak (49,895 inh), Sheikh Miskine (41,848 inh) and Tassil (21,646 inh).  

Nawa sub-district is situated in the western part of the governorate of Der’a (1,026,992 inh), limited by a 

sharp band of the governorate of Quneitra and the 1974 ceasefire lines with the Israeli occupied 

 
69 https://www.facebook.com/naw1aa/ 

Fig 7. The administrative layout of Nawa 

https://www.facebook.com/naw1aa/
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territories. In this sharp band, the small city of Al 

Rafeed is situated between ceasefire lines Alpha 

and Bravo.  

The city of Nawa is surrounded by 6 hills (tall): Tall 

Al-Hish and Tall Harfoush to the East, Tall Hauran 

and Tall Umm-Hauran to the North (on the way to 

Jasem), Tall Al-Jabiyeh (figure 10)70 to the North-

West and Tall Al-Jumu’ to the South West, (on the 

way to Tassil) (see figure 11)71. These hills constitute 

strategic military positions in front of the occupied 

Golan and usually host army camps.  

 

 

 

 
70 https://stepagency-sy.net/ 
71 retrieved by author and Samer Bolbol (ESCWA) from https://maps.waterdata.usgs.gov/mapper/index.html 

Fig 10. Tall Al-Jabiyeh from Nawa 

Fig 9. The sub-district of Nawa in Izra’ district 

https://stepagency-sy.net/
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3.3 Nawa and Hauran water resources 

Nawa is situated in the hydrogeologic basin system of the Jordan river, and more specifically in its Yarmouk 

river affluent basin (figure 12)72.  

While the Upper Jordan basin, North of Lake Tiberias, is fed by the rivers Hasbani, Wazzani (originating in 

Lebanon), Dan (originating in occupied Palestine) and Banias (originating from the occupied Syrian Golan), 

the Hauran part of the basin gives its waters to the Yarmouk river joining the Jordan river South of Lake 

Tiberias; thus associated to the Lower Jordan river basin.  

The Yarmouk river is the largest tributary and the major flow source of the Jordan river. The Upper Jordan 

basin provides 1,865 MCM of mean annual rainfall, while the Yarmouk river basin provides 2,352 MCM, 

because of its large surface, despite the lower altitudes and the decline of precipitations from West to 

East73. 

The Yarmouk basin is mainly of volcanic origin and features mountainous regions and plains that have 

been affected by erosion. Nawa is situated on its western part, which rises to an altitude of 1,500 m and 

is composed of basaltic rocks. Nawa itself is at 563 m above sea level, while the Yarmouk valley cut the 

Hauran plain down to -235 m below sea level.  

 
72 ESCWA & BGR, 2013, p. 173.  
73 Shentsis and al., 2018. 

Fig 11. The hills and dams surrounding Nawa 
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The Syrian part of 

the Yarmouk basin 

constitutes 77% of 

its total surface74; 

however, because 

of its large surface it 

provides 80% of the 

total water. It is 

crossed by several 

wadis (non-

permanent 

seasonal streams): 

Wadi Ruqqad, Wadi 

Allan, Wadi Ar-Ram, 

Wadi Dhahab and 

Wadi Zaydi. Each 

constitutes a 

specific tributary 

basin of the 

Yarmouk. Nawa is 

situated between 

Ar-Ruqqad and 

Allan basins and Ar-

Ram basin (figure 

11 and figure 13)75. 

The first two basins 

provide only 22% of 

the total water of the Yarmouk basin, while that of Ar-Ram provides 37%. 

Several main dams were erected on the Syrian Hauran wadis: Kudnah, Ghadir Al Bustan, Ruqqad and 

‘Abidin on the Wadi Ruqqad; Tassil and Sahem Al Jolan on Wadi Allan; Sheikh Miskin and ‘Adwan on Wadi 

Ar-Ram and its tributary; Room Jawlayeen and Ghrariyah Al-Sharqiyah on Wadi Dhahab; Sahwat al Khidr 

and Der’a on Wadi Zaydi. This in addition to Al-Wahdah dam directly on the Yarmouk river bordering 

Jordan (figure 12)76.  

Nawa sub-district (nahia) hosts a small dam/reservoir at Jabaliyeh and is bordered by the dams/reservoirs 

of Suhayliyah (or Al-Dbarah, to the East) and Shiekh Miskin dam (to the South East), on Wadi Ar-Ram, of 

Ghadir Al Bustan dam (to the North-West) and Saida dam (to the West), on Wadi Ruqqad, and of Tassil 

dam and Sahem Al Jolan dam (to the South-West), on wadi Ruqqad as the Jabaliyah dam (figure 12). 

The water of the Yarmouk river basin is subject to a Syrian Jordanian agreement signed in 198777. Its main 

purpose was the construction of the Wahda dam at Maqarin to regulate river flows for irrigation and for 

 
74 ESCWA & BGR, 2013, p. 187. 
75 Nawa is noted S4 in figure; see Shentsis and al., 2018.  
76 Zeitoun & al, 2019.  
77 It replaced an earlier one in 1953; see Zeitoun & al., 2019.  

Fig 12. The Jordan-Yarmouk basin 
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producing electricity. The dam was completed only in 2006 without its power generation component. The 

Syrian Jordanian agreement provides for the construction and filling of 26 dams in Syria with a total 

storage capacity of 134 million m3. However, 32 dams were built in Syria, but their total storage is as low 

as 20 to 40% of the total agreed storage capacity78.  

The Jordan-Yarmouk river basin is also subject to a Jordanian-Israeli agreement signed in 1994, within 

their Wadi ‘Araba peace treaty. This agreement ignored Palestinian and Syrian rights to Jordan river water 

and established a mechanism of repartition of water based on a dam/weir situated in ‘Adassiyah on the 

border between Jordan and occupied Syrian Golan79, where the King ‘Abdallah Canal starts in Jordan.  

Nawa situation is thus intermediary between the the Ar-Ruqqad, Allan and Ar-Ram tributary basins of 

the Yarmouk river. It is surrounded by several dams erected on the wadis of these basins. The 

combination of good average rainfall, water reservoirs and volcanic fertile plains makes it a strong 

agricultural hub. However, the water usage for irrigation has to be rationalized to take into account the 

rights and water security of the neighboring Jordan.  

 

 
78 See Bashir, 2000 and Zeitoun & al., 2019. 
79 Zeitoun & al., 2019, pp. 1075-1077. 

Fig 13. The basins and dams of the Yarmouk river 
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4 The society of Nawa and its neighborhoods 

4.1 the society in Hauran, Jabal Hauran and the Golan 

Even if the Hauranians had developed in the last century a specific identity, the regions extending from 

South of Damascus towards the governorate of Quneitra and the Jordanian border host a complex 

continuum of population. This continuum includes the “plain folks”, which used commonly to be called 

Hauran “peasants”, members of Arab tribes, Druzes, as well as Cherkess, Turkmens and Palestinian 

refugees.   

The plain folks 

Hauran is a mostly rural area since the decline of its cities from the Middle Ages to modern times. The 

region experienced several periods of history with severe reduction population, emptying villages, 

especially in its Eastern parts. In other periods of stability, local population grew, and the region received 

population migration, mostly from Bedouin tribes settling definitively or originating from other 

neighboring regions such as Palestine, Jordan, etc. 

Some authors80 named the rural population of Hauran as the “plain folks”, as their character was closer 

to that of the major cities in Syria, similar to that of the “peasants of the gardens” of the Ghouta of 

Damascus or Homs and different from that of those who transformed recently from a moving tribal 

status81, like in the Syrian Jezireh82.  

Historically, and as the land was communal (musha’)83, distributed every year on the families of the village, 

part of this population used to move from one village to another, function of alliances, of social pressures, 

of coalitions or fighting with the Bedouins and the exactions of the aghas, ottoman government officials 

or later landowners.  

These “plain folks” preserved however a kind of tribal social organization. Each extended family, the 

“hamoula”, belongs to a tribe, “’ashira”, not necessarily on a direct base of kinship. Both could extend on 

several villages; the belonging to a ‘ashira possibly changing with the change of location of a hamoula. 

Thus, this social tribal organization is different from that of the Bedouins84, even if both extend today to 

Jordan85.  

Some ‘ashiras were very large, such as the Zo’bi or their competitors, the Hariri. Both played a significant 

role during the 19th century; especially as they long gave birth to major religious scholars of the Sufi 

congregations of the Qadriyya86 for the first and the Rifa`iyya for the second87. The Hariri branch of the 

Rifa`iyya was founded as far as the 13th century. Akram Al-Haurani  (literally “from Hauran”), one of the 

founders of the Baath party, is assumed to derive from a religious family which introduced the Rifa`iyya 

 
80 Schilcher, 1981. 
81 Batatu, 1982.  
82 The governorates of Hassakeh, Raqqa and Deir-Ez-Zor. 
83 Mundy, 1996. 
84 Closer to that of another mostly rural population, the Alawis.  
85 The historical Hauran was divided between Syria and Jordan, and the marriages and tribal relations crosses the border between 
the two countries.  
86 Created by Abdul Qadir Jilani (1077-1166). 
87 Batatu, 1982.  
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sufism in the 15th century in Hama, where he was born. His father was a respected Rifa’i scholar88. The 

Zo’bi, as well the Sweidan and the Dahdal89 ‘ashira used to settle in the cities and villages of Jabal Hauran 

before the Druze migration there. 

Despite the population mixture of the plain folks, some ‘ashira, attributes their origins to Hijaz and Najd 

(in Saudi Arabia) or even to Iraq. This is the case per example of the Zo’bi, the Hariri, the Mafa’la, the Rifaï 

or the Smadi. Some others are assumed to have settled after fighting with Ibrahim Pasha of Egypt in the 

19Th century. They are called the “Masriyin” or the “Masarwa” (the Egyptians), with the famous Al-Masri 

‘ashira. Some others attribute their origin to Acre or the Bekaa valley, being initially Shi’a, as for the 

Mahamid and the Ghraybeh90, etc.  

The Haurani are mostly Sunni Muslims, but ordinary people were until recently little attached to religion.  

But Hauran accounts also for a significant Christian community. While this community was historically 

Greek orthodox91, its majority appeared to be Greek Catholic92 during the French mandate as a result of 

missionary campaigns during the 19th century when Western interest in Hauran was significant. Also, 

Armenian refugees were also settled in Hauran after their massacre in Turkey and exile to Syria; but most 

of these refugees moved later to Lebanon, as many of the Catholics. The Christians accounted 9% of the 

population of Hauran in 1925 and 7% in 194393. In 2012, there was 27,000 Greek Catholics in Hauran with 

31 parishes94. The Christian community around the world continues to assist the Christians and other 

populations in Hauran95. This is while the Hauranian Christians were, like their Muslim folks, historically 

little attached to religion.  

The plain folks include also a small Shi’a Muslim community, mainly in Der’a, Sheikh Miskine and Mleiha 

West. Its presence is linked to the historical relations between Hauran and Jabal ‘Amel in South Lebanon, 

the expression of which had been illustrated by the Adhma Khanjar episode96. 

Arab tribes 

Hauran and Golan had always been a land of conflict and interaction between its peasant society and the 

Arab Bedouin tribes. The conflict was mainly on using the land for agriculture or for grazing, leading in 

some periods of history to the emptying of villages, especially in the East; the collaboration was necessary 

for the feeding and protection of the pilgrimage caravan. “Hauran was economically enslaved to the city, 

but in spirit it was enslaved to the desert”97.  

Near Der’a, the bedouins are mostly from the Rwala (lead by the sons of Al-Sha’lan), the ‘Issa and the 

Sarhan, who had created an alliance to impede the ‘Anza from destroying agriculture in Hauran. In Izra’a, 

they are mostly of the Na’im, the Slout, as well as the Abi ‘Id, one of Homs region tribes of the Ahsina who 

pasteurize their sheep around Nawa. In Zawiyya, the Bedouins are mostly from the ‘Anza, including the 

 
88 Batatu, 1982. 
89 The Sunnis Sweidan and the Christians Dahdal used to share the sheikhdom, the primacy, on Sweida; see Batatu, 1982.  
90 Abu Fakhr, 2008, pp. 91-92. 
91 See http://ww1.antiochian.org/hauran 
92 http://www.melkitepat.org/fre/melkite_greek_catholic_church/Metropole-of-Bosra-and-Hauran 
93 Kawtharani, 2013.  
94 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melkite_Greek_Catholic_Archeparchy_of_Bosra-Hauran 
95 https://acnuk.org/news/syria-how-acn-is-helping-christian-families-in-syria/ 
96 Adham Khanjar is a Shi’a chief of tribe from Jabal ‘Amel who participated in the Hauran resistance to the French and tried to  
assassinate the General Gouraud.  
97 Weulersse, 1946.  

http://ww1.antiochian.org/hauran
http://www.melkitepat.org/fre/melkite_greek_catholic_church/Metropole-of-Bosra-and-Hauran
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melkite_Greek_Catholic_Archeparchy_of_Bosra-Hauran
https://acnuk.org/news/syria-how-acn-is-helping-christian-families-in-syria/
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Wild ‘Ali (lead by the sons of Samir), cousins of the Ahsina, and who used to participate to the protection 

of the pilgrimage caravan. Some others are sedentary, as the Diab (initially in the Golan near Lac Tiberiad), 

the Tlawi (initially in the same locations), the Manadhira (in Wadi Yarmouk, initially working on the lands 

of Emir Abdelkader Al Jaza’iri), the Klabat (in the village of Fiq) and the Fheiliyah (a famous tribe, part of 

the great alliance, but which had declined)98.  

The « prince » of the Rwala, Nouri Al -Sha’lan, had a memorable history as he greatly contributed with his 

coalition of tribes to the Great Arab Revolt of Sharif Hussein from Hijaz, was a friend of Lawrence of Arabia 

as well as of King Abdul Aziz Al-Saud, opposing then the Ottomans, and had complex relations with both 

the British and the French. A neighborhood of modern Damascus is by his name, with his “castle” and 

mosque. 

Since the 18th century, major efforts were made for the sedentarisation of the Bedouins, successively by 

Damascus elites, the Ottoman central power, the French mandate99 and the modern Syrian State100. These 

efforts had mostly succeeded, especially around Jabal Hauran and in the Golan, but did not prevent the 

Bedouins from keeping strong inter-States, in particular with Jordan and Saudi Arabia.  

The Druze 

The flanks of Mount Hermon (Jabal Al-Sheikh) experienced one of the earliest expansions of the Druze 

faith in the Levant in the 11th century, on its Western slopes (Wadi Al Taym) and Eastern ones (the Golan). 

The faith developed within an initially Alawi community, from which little remain, as in the village of 

Ghajar, Z’oura or Ain Fit.  

The Druze presence is continuous since then in the governorate of Quneitra, such as in – the now occupied 

- Majdal Shams and in Hadar. However, as mentioned, it was only in the 18Th century that the Druze 

started to migrate to Jabal Hauran and developed since a strong presence and identity. Jabal Hauran 

became Jabal Al-Druze, named Jabal Al-Arab in modern Syria. 

In the 19th century, Hauran Druzes restarted collaborating with their older foes in Lebanon to profit from 

wheat exports through Beirut port. But away from trade, they always kept a distance with the Lebanese 

Druze faith and "tribal” leaderships.  

Their relations with the “plain folks” were made of conflicts and collaborations.  

Other communities 

Villages with Turkmen communities were present in the Golan since the Middle ages; but they mostly lost 

their original identity and merged with the Arab tribes.  

In 1873, Circassians coming from Sivas in Turkey were first installed in the Golan101, joined later by others 

coming from Widdin and elsewhere in Bulgaria. They settled in Quneitra, Al-Buraykah, etc. Again, the 

relations were long conflictual with the Arab tribes (mainly the Fadl) and the Druze.  

Modern social transformation and politicization 

 
98 Zakariya, 1983, pp. 401-412.  
99 Through the Office of the Bedouins.  
100 Ababsa & al, 2007.  
101 Lewis, 1987, p. 104-105.  
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The land reforms in modern Syria deeply transformed Hauran region society, as well as the conflict with 

Israel following the creation of the Jewish State. The distribution to the peasants of the confiscated land 

from the 19th century landlords and the development of education, electricity and public services have 

deeply transformed Hauran society.  

These developments were followed by large waves of migrations, both rural-urban within Syria, mostly to 

Damascus and its suburbs, and external, mainly to the Gulf countries. The Hauranians were largely 

involved in Syrian politics, mainly in the Baath party as mentioned earlier, and the State civil services. 

Many middle class Hauranians have now since one or two generations a housing in Damascus and suburbs. 

Also, a sizeable share of the population of some villages are now migrants in the Gulf and send remittances 

to their relatives still resident in the village. 

It is in this last context that political Islam developed in Hauran, while most of the population had little 

interest in religion. In this, a scholar originating from Tassil, near Nawa, from a Hariri tribe family, had a 

major influence. Muhammad Surur Zayn al-'Abidin (1938-2016) joined at his young ages the Muslim 

Brotherhood and become one of its leaders, including the “Tali’a Muqatila”, its military branch102. He then 

moved to Saudi Arabia, broke with the Muslim Brotherhood and adopted Salafism, to move ten years 

later to Kuwait founding an activist branch of Salafism103, his own school, named Al-Sahwa or the 

Sururism104; an activist mixture between the two schools of thoughts. He was the main founder of the 

“Hauran People Association” which played a major role in the region during the conflict in Syria. He is 

assumed to have a major influence in the development of the “Nosra front” and ISIS in Hauran, as well as 

“Ahrar Al Sham” and the Islamic courts, “Dar al ‘Adl”. He ended his life in Qatar105.  

The persistence of his thoughts in a post conflict Hauran is arguable.   

 

4.2 Nawa urban society 

The population of the city of Nawa is constituted almost exclusively from the “plain folks”. However, their 

traditions divide them in two categories they name “fellahin” (peasants) and “masryin” (Egyptians). The 

last denomination comes from a tradition that the concerned “hamoula” settled in the 19th century when 

the Egyptian Ibrahim Pasha governed and organized the country (see above I.2.1 and I.4.1). The “fellahin” 

lives mostly in the Western neighborhoods of the city and the “masryin” in the Easter (see table 1). The 

“fellahin” constitutes around 85% of Nawa population106.  

The most renown clans/”hamoula” among the “fellahin” are the Ammarin, but there is also the Swaydan, 

the Qaddah, the Abul-Sil, the Abu-Kharoub, the Juhmani, the Abu-Rukba, the Al-Khabi, the Al-Fashtaki, 

the Al-Nabulsi, the Al-Jahmani, the Al-Awdet Allah, the Al-Qaddah, the Al-Solti, the Al-Hariri, the Halqi, the 

Faleh, etc. Among the “masryin”, there is the Al-Jundi, the Sharaf, the Al-Junadi, the Al-Natour, the Al-

Mottawa’, the Masri, the Al-Akhras, etc.  

 
102 https://bit.ly/2yaUyFs 
103 https://www.thenational.ae/opinion/muhammad-surur-and-the-normalisation-of-extremism-1.214695#full 
104 https://www.surour.net/ 
105 https://bit.ly/2z1Wfp5  
106 LNA Nawa consultation meeting, March 11, 2020.  

https://www.thenational.ae/opinion/muhammad-surur-and-the-normalisation-of-extremism-1.214695#full
https://www.surour.net/
https://bit.ly/2z1Wfp5
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Both, the “fellahin”/”masryin” divide and the “hamoula” linkages are important socially. They played a 

major role in keeping opponents to the controlling power present in the city, both during and following 

the conflict. The local councils formed by the opposition had alternatively chosen a “fellahin” head, then 

a “masryin” head.  

During the conflict, the Baath continued to have influence within the city, while the influence of the 

“Hauran People Association”107 increased significantly108, especially as a result of its relief activities109 

financed by the emigrates in the Gulf and their States.  

The population of Nawa and its surrounding is made of Hauranians, the “plain folks” who have a specific 

tongue and identity. They are composed of “Peasants” and “Masarwa”, literally Egyptians, assumedly 

settling there in 19th century during Ibrahim Pasha conquest of Syria. Even if the Hauranians have now 

almost the characteristics of urban societies, the extended families, called “hamoula” and their “tribal” 

alliances still play a significant social cohesion role. Nawa population is strongly linked to Damascus, 

but also a sizeable migration had occurred in the last decades to the Gulf countries. 

Nawa society had been highly educated and were strongly involved in Syrian politics, through mostly 

the Baath party and other secular political organizations. Historically, Nawa society is only made of 

Sunni Muslim, little attached to religion. Only, Sufism developed historically specially to set the status 

of some large “tribal” congregations, ‘ashira: Qadriyya for the Zo’bi and Rifa`iyya for the Hariri. In the 

last decades, a religious scholar, originating from Tassil, nearby Nawa, had significantly contributed to 

the development of activist political Islam. 

 

 
107 http://ahlhoran.org/ 
108 https://bit.ly/3baU3cV 
109 https://bit.ly/3a68Fc7 

http://ahlhoran.org/
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Appendix The Impact of the Conflict on Nawa 

A.1 The Conflict in Nawa 

Public demonstrations 

started very early in Nawa. 

On March 21, 2011 a 

massive march occurred 

towards Der’a city 

following its events. On 

April 21, the offices of the 

military security in the 

neighborhood of Al-

Sawame’, the city was 

besieged until May 17, 

when the army invested 

the city.  

Then, Nawa stayed for two 

years out of the conflict 

somehow, experiencing 

only sporadic events, 

while other places of the 

governorate were 

experiencing large 

demonstrations and 

fighting. It is in this early 

stage that most of the 

refugees from Der’a 

governorate took refuge in Jordan110.  

In July 17, 2013 armed rebels took partially the city which remained besieged as it was surrounded by 

army camps. This is until April 24, 2014 when the rebels took Tell Al-Jabiyeh and June 14 when also Tell 

Al-Jumu’ fell. The access to the city was completely open to other rebel-controlled areas111. The city went 

fully under the control of the rebels by November 2014112. 

The rebels were composed of different groups, most gathered under the banner of a “Southern Front” 

created in February 2014. Their relations were governed by tribal bonds113. “The Southern Front groups in 

Nawa city and sub-district were composed primarily of local fighters and were closely linked to the local 

communities and pre-existing social structures and kinship networks”114. The main groups were named 

 
110 https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36  
111 https://bit.ly/2Vdbswc  
112 https://bit.ly/34GxkDl and https://bit.ly/3eAjaIq  
113 https://bit.ly/2RGh8MK  
114 UrbanS, project screening sheet Nawa, October 31, 2019. 

Fig A1. The control zones in Southern Syria 2014-2018 
Black = ISIS, red= SyA, green=rebels 

 

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36
https://bit.ly/2Vdbswc
https://bit.ly/34GxkDl
https://bit.ly/3eAjaIq
https://bit.ly/2RGh8MK
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“Jaysh Al-Awal” (the first army), “Ahrar Nawa” (the freemen of Nawa) and “Tajammo’ Al-Awal” (the first 

coalition). 

The “Southern front” included also the local groups affiliated with the “Al-Nusra Front” (lately named 

“Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham”, HTS, Organization of the Liberation of the Levant). However, this had not 

prevented the destruction, attributed to “Al-Nusra front”115,  of the shrine of Imam Al-Nawawi, the 

historical figure of pride of Nawa. However, many sporadic fighting occurred occasionally between “Al-

Nusra front” and the other rebel groups. 

In December 2015, a “Nawa Military Council” was created to unify the different groups more effectively, 

“Firqat Ahrar Nawa” becoming the largest faction in city, as well as “Firqat Jamil Sharaf” (Abu Al-Zein), 

affiliated with “Jabhet Thuwwar Surya” (the Front of the Syrian revolutionary). Agreements took place  

between the groups and “Al-Nusra Front to confine the latter in some neighborhoods and to limit its role 

to fight “Jaysh Khaled bin Al-Walid”, the group which get affiliated with the “Islamic State” (ISIS), as well 

as the Syrian army and its allies. The front lines with ISIS controlled areas were only few kilometers away 

from the city, much closer than that with the Syrian army (figure A1)116.  

The clashes between the “Southern Front” and ISIS started to intensify in March 2016. This is while an 

agreement was brokered between the rebels and the SARG in July 2016 by local intermediaries which 

permitted the Syrian Red Crescent and the Red Cross to deliver 44 aid trucks with food and medical 

supplies. But generally, the year 2016 and the first months of 2017 experienced both intense fighting with 

both ISIS and Syrian army, as well as air bombardments. 

This is until May 4, 2017 when a “de-escalation agreement” was negotiated in Astana talks and included 

the city of Nawa. Some administrative units of the SARG returned to the city.  

In June 2018, a Southern Front offensive was launched by the Syrian army and its allies. In July 2018, the 

hills around Nawa were captured and a “reconciliation agreement” was signed between the 

representatives of the civil society, the rebels and the SARG for Nawa, brokered by Russia. It came few 

days after a civilian demonstration in the city asking for it.  

The negotiation of the agreement was facilitated by some members of Nawa tribal clans who had chosen 

during the conflict to stay in the areas controlled by the SARG; in particular members of Al-Ammarin 

clan117. This had followed other limited agreements, brokered earlier during rebels’ control, such as that 

providing electricity and supplies to Nawa in return of the continuation of operation of the Al-Ash’ari 

drinking water station118 which provides water for vast areas in Der’a governorate under both SARG and 

rebel controls.  

Some rebel groups, such as “Quwwat Shabab Al-Sunna” (the forces of the young Sunnis), belonging to the 

“Southern Front”, led by Ahmad Oudeh ((Abu Hamza) played a significant role in the military aspects of 

the agreement, leading to the surrender of heavy weapons. They joined later the 5th corps of the Syrian 

 
115 https://arabic.cnn.com/middleeast/2015/01/07/syria-imam-nawawi-shrine-demolition-iraq-isis 
116 Source Wikipedia; Syria conflict map.  
117 UrbanS, project screening sheet Nawa, October 31, 2019. 
118 Situated 15km South of Nawa. 

https://arabic.cnn.com/middleeast/2015/01/07/syria-imam-nawawi-shrine-demolition-iraq-isis
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army to fight HTS119 and ISIS forces120. The rebels who did not chose to accept the agreement were 

displaced with their families to the North, in Idleb rebel held zones.  

Just before the return of Nawa to the full control of the SARG, 422 white helmets and their families 

operating in Der’a governorate were evacuated through Nawa to the Israeli occupied Golan121, then to 

Jordan, to be resettled in Canada, Germany and Britain.  

Following the “reconciliation”, tension continued between the population and the SARG security forces, 

with sporadic attacks.  

During 4 years in the conflict, Nawa lived out of the control of the SARG; and the city experienced serious 

tensions between secular and political Islam tendencies, as well as between the different rebel groups; 

each constituted along tribal/hamoula linkages. However, these same linkages and Hauranian identity 

had made the city a relatively safe heaven, even for civil servants and pro-government persons. Nawa 

returned in 2018 to the control of the SARG, after a “reconciliation” agreement; but serious tensions, 

and sporadic events, still describe the relations between the population and the security apparatus and 

the SyA. 

 

A.2 The social impact of the conflict 

The conflict has a led to the creation of major social gaps within the population of Nawa. It had revived 

the hamoula/tribal allegiances, both for the constitution of the different rebel groups and for the 

protection of the people more favorable to the SARG or being civil servants, in an overwhelming 

opposition environment. This is in a society which, prior to the conflict, had attained a high degree of 

education, especially for women. These tribal bounds had also positive aspects, as no rental fees were 

asked from the large IDP community that gathered in Nawa in some periods. 

The conflict led also to a large dependency of the residing Nawa population on their relatives who had 

emigrated abroad, especially in the Gulf countries. The dependence was financial on remittances and aids, 

but also ideological, as the political Islam networks had been very active during this period. Sheikh Surur122 

network, as well as that of the Muslim Brotherhood through the “Hauran People Association”, had 

significantly contributed to the awakening of Sunni Islamism in a society which had historically little 

interest in religion. These political Islam networks controlled the “Shura council”123 and “Dar Al-‘Adl” (the 

local courts) which exerted power on the – more civic – local councils, as it used to control most of the 

flow of aid and assistance through various NGOs to Nawa.  

This was up to 2017 when the performance of the local council improved significantly, as US and EU 

assistance took the lead in the aid projects delivered mostly through secular CSO’s. Women organization 

developed and the dependency on migrants and political Islam NGOs diminished considerably. Also, this 

period experienced a severe reduction in the financing of rebel combatants, what was a major source of 

 
119 Which moved to Tell Al-Hara in Northern Der’a governorate.  
120 Which continued for a time to control the Yarmouk valley.  
121 https://www.voanews.com/middle-east/israel-evacuates-422-syrian-civilians-war-zone-jordan 
122 See above 1.4.1. 
123 See below II.7.  

https://www.voanews.com/middle-east/israel-evacuates-422-syrian-civilians-war-zone-jordan
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revenue during most of the rebel control years. This last experience of better empowerment of the civil 

society and better governance124 lasted however only around a year.  

The return of Nawa to the control of the SARG constituted a shock to the society after the last short 

“positive” experience. US and EU aid stopped, and CSOs were no more allowed to provide their services. 

Despite the lack of trust in the SARG, this return showed the little means of SARG to assist the population 

and the social capital losses during the conflict. 

In fact, 80% of the casualties in Nawa during the conflict occurred for men. Women engaged in 

employment and experienced difficulties, in getting their heritage rights, in pressures by the society for 

early marriages, as well as in domestic violence. The awareness campaign provided lately by INGOs (such 

as IRC125) aggravated the social gender gap. The “situation of women became catastrophic”, according to 

one women activist.  

The social tension in Nawa continued since to be intense, especially with the security services and the 

SARG and SyA officials. Nawa social intermediaries negotiated with Russian forces several civil aspects, 

including the recognition of the civil, real estate and education documentations, without success. Also, 

the security services installed roadblocks at all axes of access to the city, searching for young men for 

mandatory military conscription and arresting opponents. In addition, some of the old rebel factions 

joined the SyA as militias or in its newly created 5th corp, what created grievances between the old rebel 

factions and tribal allegiances. 

As in early 2020, Nawa continue to experience sporadic kidnapping and assassinations126, with unclear 

perpetuators.  

The absence of security, the low effectiveness of public services, and recently the Covid confinement 

added all to the social distress of Nawa population.  

Thus, the conflict had revived the tribal/hamoula linkages in Nawa, with the positive aspects of 

protecting people with diverse positions and of absence of any rental perceived from IDPs. However, it 

had resulted in a stronger financial dependency on Nawa migration to the Gulf countries and on the 

networks of political Islam. Only, the last year before the reconciliation had seen a better empowerment 

of the local council and development of the local NGOs with US and EU aid. 

The decline of aid and public services, the imposition of a non-elected local council and the severe control 

imposed by the security services following the “reconciliation” created intense tensions with the 

government, with continuing sporadic events. 

 

A.3 Damage on housing in Nawa 

Nawa has not been covered by an extensive damage analysis127 like other major cities in Syria. Only, the 

World Bank led analysis128 suggested that the level of damage in the city and the governorate of Der’a 

 
124 See below II.7.  
125 https://help.rescue.org/ 
126 https://www.enabbaladi.net/archives/377658 
127 Reach, 2019.  
128 World Bank, 2017. 

https://help.rescue.org/
https://www.enabbaladi.net/archives/377658
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were similar (12% moderate damage, 3% destruction); meaning that levels of damage in cities and villages 

are alike in the governorate. 

A detailed analysis was conducted on satellite Google Earth images comparing housing data in August 19, 

2007, August 16, 2011 and June 1, 2017. This analysis depicted 928 new buildings constructed between 

2007 and 2011 and 29 buildings destroyed (thus after the attack on the military security offices). 9 of the 

destroyed buildings were outside the administrative boundaries of the city (figure 24). 344 buildings were 

built during the conflict between 2011 and 2017, while 244 were destroyed; 72 of which outside the city 

limits (figure A2). 

The 2004 census indicated that Nawa sub-district accounted for 8,176 occupied dwellings, for 8,766 

households, in addition to 345 empty dwellings and 406 under construction. In the 4 years between 2007 

and 2011, the new constructions amounted 11% of the total number of dwellings in 2004129. This is while 

the 6 years of the conflict saw only 4% new constructions (or 1.7% of the total number of households in 

2011). 

 
129 Assuming that each building corresponds to one housing unit. 

Fig A2. Built and destroyed buildings in Nawa (16/8/2011-1/6/2017) 
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Prior to the conflict, the neighborhoods of Al-Sina'iyeh, Al-Sijjad, Al-Sijjad, Al-Masref, Al-Furn and Jami' 

Khamees were experiencing the highest relative rates of construction. This continued during the conflict, 

except for Al-Sijjad and Jami' Khamees.  

By far, Al-Saweme' neighborhood had experienced the largest share of destructions during the conflict, 

with around 7% of its total buildings. This is while the total number of buildings destroyed during the 

conflict amount 1.4% of the total number of households in 2011, comparatively with a total number of 

constructions of 1.7%.  

It is worth noting that Al-Mahkemeh 1 and 2 neighborhoods had experienced severe looting during the 

conflict, while Al-Saweme' and Al-Sina'iyeh some moderate looting130.  

 

A.4 Access to property 

Almost all of Nawa dwellings are owned by their occupants and rentals are very rare. However, despite 

the fact that Nawa has a land use and urban plan, most of the properties are in “commonness”, shiu’, not 

sorted, tahdid wa tahrir. The individual dwelling property is a share of a larger one present in the real-

estate registries, recorded only in the courts. Also, a number of dwellings had been erected, especially in 

the last years preceding the conflict and during the conflict, outside the urban plan, along the main roads. 

These properties are considered agricultural ones, submitted to the rules of the agrarian reform 

legislations131.  

 Like in many other cities which are mostly sorted, as is the case of major cities center of governorates, a 

major effort is still to be undertaken by the local council of Nawa and the SARG institutions to sort all 

urban properties and include them in the formal registries, the tabu. This includes the settling of informal 

constructions, with no proper local council authorizations during the pre-conflict years as well as those 

made during the conflict. The last issue had been one of the tension points following the “reconciliation” 

agreement of 2018; the new council installed by SARG refusing to validate the constructions and selling-

buying contracts registered by “Dar Al-‘Adl”132.   

These issues, as well as the reconstruction of the severely damaged and destroyed buildings are further 

complicated by the fact that Nawa region is considered a “border zone”, where all constructions are 

submitted to security services authorizations133; what aggravates the tensions between the population 

and the SARG. 

 

A.5 Urban planning and land use 

Despite the size of its population in the governorate, and its agricultural importance in the surrounding 

(especially with its Friday market), Nawa was only considered a secondary pole of development in its 

 
130 IMMAP/UrbanS sector experts, 2019. 
131 Law n°161 of 1958, modified by Law n°3 of 1962, and the Legislative Decrees n°1109 of 1963 and n°31 of 1980.  
132 Nawa consultation meeting March 11, 2020. 
133 The transfer, selling and registration in border areas had been limited by Law n° 41 of 2004, modified by the 
legislative decree n° 49 of 2008. 
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region (figure 26)134. This is despite the local vision in Hauran that it attracted population and became with 

Der’a and Izra’, one of the 3 major poles in Hauran135, the common acknowledgement of the social 

deprivation of the Southern governorates of Syria and that 70% of its GDP is made of agriculture and small 

services. The main reason for this secondary classification of Nawa seems to be its distance from the major 

transportation axis from Damascus to Der’a and Jordan.   

However, an industrial and small manufacturing area had been planned since 1985 for Nawa, extending 

on 25 ha (25% of the total surface of industrial areas in the governorate of Der’a), with 347 lots (20%); 

 
134 Nawa consultation meeting March 11, 2020; extracted from the Syrian Regional Planning Commission.  
135 Ribdawi, 2014.  

Fig 26. Projected urban polarization in Syria  
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38% of the necessary infrastructure of which has been completed in 2011136. The proper development of 

the Friday market to a modern one had also been planned, on a urface almost equal to that of Der’a city, 

but with little implementation.  

This resulted in that the urban plan of Nawa remained approximative. The city was divided in 17 

administrative neighborhoods and a land use map (figures 24 and 25) was established, but without strict 

implementation. All the non-central neighborhoods of Nawa have very low population density; this is 

while housing construction had informally extended beyond the city administrative boundaries, mainly 

along the major road axes with other cities. The multiplication of SyA bases and terrains within and around 

the administrative boundaries of the city has contributed to this reality.  

Around 273 buildings were severely damaged or destroyed during the conflict; this is while 928 were 

built between 2007 and 2011 and 344 between 2011 and 2017. The destructions amounted around 1.4% 

of total, mainly concerning public administration and services installations, concentrated in the 

neighborhoods of Al-Saweme' and Al-Sijjad.  

The HLP issues in Nawa are complex as most of the properties are not sorted for real-estate registration. 

Following the “reconciliation”, tensions raised with the government, in particular for the recognition of 

construction and acts during conflict, and for the authorizations to rebuild in a “border zone”. The 

resolution of the HLP issues are essential for peacebuilding. 

The regional and urban planning of Nawa are weak. Numerous constructions are made out of the city 

limits along the main transportation axes. 

 

  

 
136 Nawa consultation meeting March 11, 2020; extracted from the Syrian Regional Planning Commission. 
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