
    

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

                    
     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i-APS TECHNICAL BRIEFING  

IMPACT OF FIRES ON 
AGRICULTURAL LAND IN 

NORTHEAST SYRIA 
 

16th JULY 2019 Burnt wheat fields in Ar-Raqqa Governorate Northeast  July 2019 



i-APS TECHNICAL BRIEFING: IMPACT OF FIRES ON AGRICULTURAL LAND IN NES – JULY 2019                                                                                                                                                                        
1 

 

                                                                        i-APS TECHNICAL BRIEFING: 16 JULY 2019 
                            IMPACT OF FIRES ON AGRICULTURAL LAND IN NORTHEAST SYRIA 

 

 

 
OVERVIEW  
 

In many locations across Northeast Syria (NES), the incidence 
of agricultural fires over May to June of 2019 has been much 
greater than the numbers of fires that occurred during previous 
harvest periods. For wheat farmers, settled communities and 
IDPs, the impacts of grain harvest losses and other damage, are 
now significant.  
 

While in the 2017/2018 winter period the NES region 
witnessed very little rainfall, in contrast the 2018/2019 season 
promised to be different. According to one Ar-Raqqa informant 
“the 2018/19 winter was very wet. For the first time in 10 years, 
war and drought was not stopping the promise of a good harvest. 
Little did I know that these unexpected fires would damage over 
half of my crops” (Al-Hawi Village in Tell Abiad).  
 

Farmers’ expectations of higher-than-usual yields were 
consistent with external sources, such as the USDA June 2019 
Commodity Intelligence Report. This noted that, over the 2018 
winter and 2019 spring period, rainfall across NES occurred in 
well-spaced intervals, resulting in ideal conditions with the 
potential for a near-record wheat crop. Estimates were that 
harvested grain production would show an increase of 140% 
compared with volumes produced in 2017/2018.  
 

In 2019, informants observed that some of the fires during  the 
harvest were triggered by accidents, and that fires propagated 
quickly in the extremely hot and dry May to June summer 
weather. Reported causes have included careless cigarette 
disposal, mishandled machinery, lightning, and vehicle  backfires.  
 

Other informants, in both Ar-Raqqa and Al-Hasakeh 
Governorates, held the view that the fires were intentional. In 
some cases, farmers suggest that fires were caused by conflicts 
between ethnic groups, or between livestock herders and 
wheat farmers. Further informants suggest that the fires were 
set by outside agents ranging from armed groups, embedded 
insurgents, and military air offensives or artillery. Overall, no 
single cause can be pinpointed. 

                                                           
1 All graphs and images for NES fire incidents are compiled from combined MODIS & VIIRS satellite data from the NASA Fire Information for Resource Management System (FIRMS)  
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AL- HASSAKEH AL-HASAKEH CASE STUDY  
 

“I live in a village about 10 km south of Qahtaniya and 
provide for a family of 10. I grow wheat and barley on 200 
dunums (20 ha). This year, fires in our village have been 
devastating. I believe almost 95% of the community has 
been affected. 
 

Given the excellent weather conditions, we had expected 
the yields of both wheat and barley to be much higher than 
before. Instead, over 10,000 dunums of crops (1000 ha) 
have been burnt in my area.  
 

Personally, all my crops have been completely burnt. I 
am barely prepared to face the circumstances, as is the 
case with many of my neighboring farmers. 
 

Peoples’ houses have been burnt down, tractors and many 
kinds of agricultural machinery have been destroyed, and 
worst of all, five people have lost their lives.  
 

I will not have enough 
income to cover basic 
expenses for my family. All 
I can do is pray that we 
make it through the year 
somehow, and hope that I 
will manage to find a loan 
this autumn.  
 

If not, I won’t be able to 
afford to grow crops. 
Alternatively, I will have to 
rent out my land to other 
farmers, and offer them 
my labor”. 

 
Figure 1: A farmer in 

Qahtaniya district indicates 
crop fires losses 
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AL-HASAKEH FARMER REPORTS: Up to 63% of farmed areas in affected 
subdistricts may have been destroyed due to the 2019 fires. Farmers are devastated to 
have lost their crops, especially as they expected an outstanding harvest. A farmer from 
Khalf Almusaa expressed that “other than high prices of fertilizers and the slight potential for 
damage to crops due to wheat rust”, his own crops had been heading for a good harvest. 
The losses have hit his own household hard, as well as the production of many neighbors. 

Reports from Al-Hasakeh Governorate describe significant infrastructure 
damage, including peoples’ home being burned to the ground. While some 
households have sufficient livelihood assets to recover from their losses, many 
other farmers state that they now expect to face severe difficulties in cultivating 
wheat and barley, in the coming autumn season. For the whole Governorate, 
overall production is less affected than expected, due to large areas planted and 
robust yields on undamaged farms. 
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AR-RAQQA 
 

AR-RAQQA CASE STUDY  
 

AR-RAQQA FARMER REPORTS 
 

Farmers in Ar-Raqqa report having lost up to 29% of 
wheat and barley crops due to the 2019 fires. 
Respondents state that they have also lost olive trees, 
vehicles, machinery, irrigation equipment, and  
generators. While many farmers now face hardship, 
overall grain production has been strengthened by high 
yields across less-affected areas of the Governorate.  
 

Many affected farmers report having taken on loans 
from agrochemical suppliers or from grain traders, to 
invest in seed and agrochemicals for this year’s crops. 
Those farmers who failed to harvest a portion of their 
cultivated area due to damage from the fires, now face 
great difficulties in paying back their debts. Farmers 
hope that suppliers demonstrate understanding, and 
help them out again this coming autumn. As the 
strength of trust between farmers and other agents of 
the  value chain is variable, this factor may increase 
farmers’ difficulties in procuring next seasons’ inputs. A 
grain trader from Tell Abiad stated: “I can’t afford to 
supply farmers with seeds and fertilizers, unless they pay me 
back for last year’s supply. We never know what the chances 
of a good harvest are, so it is risky if I make deals with 
disadvantaged costumers. We are all in difficult situations 
here! I’ve lost 25% of my costumers compared to last year”. 
 

CONCLUSION: Despite the significance of losses to 
many individual affected farmers, key respondents do 
not expect major increases in 2019 flour and bread 
prices. Overall production across key subdistricts has 
still been high, due to the large areas sown this year, 
and robust yields of undamaged farms. For affected 
farmers, the fires result in significant indebtedness, and 
these farmers now risk becoming psychologically 
crushed. Local Authority informants observe that the 
potential is high for farmers to be forced to leave 
agricultural livelihoods, or to cultivate greatly reduced 
areas in the autumn of 2019. As a result, many 
informants estimate that next year’s wheat planting and 
production may decrease by as much as 25%. 

 

TRENDS IN FIRE INCIDENCE ACROSS  
SELECTED DISTRICTS OF AR-RAQQA 

 

 

“I am 66 years old and live in Al-Hamida, a village in Tell 
Abiad District of Raqqa. I have a family of 12 and I cultivate 
wheat and barley on 180 dunums.  This year I did not face 
difficulties during the growing season, other than high prices 
of fertilizers, seeds, and fuel.  
 

“The wet winter period made us think that 2019 was 
going to be a year of good fortune. However, we did not 
know the severe damage that was going to hit us. We 
have now lost all our wheat crops to fire”. 
 

I was not the only one to face this tragic loss, as almost 40% 
of households in my village face the same crisis.  I have lost 
over 200 olive trees and much farming equipment, including 
400 meters of irrigation equipment, pump, electrical wiring 
and my generator, all together worth 3 million SYP. My 
children have been affected by respiratory problems, due to 
prolonged smoke.  
 

Never in my 40 years of 
farming experience have I 
witnessed frequent fires 
occurring just before harvest. 
I am not sure what caused the 
fires, but I think one of my 
neighbor’s generators caught 
fire due to mishandling.  
 

Others say that the fires could 
have been set by armed 
groups, as a response to  
decisions to sell our crops to 
other traders.  
 

I am deeply saddened by the thought that my family has to 
face yet greater financial burdens. I hope this disaster does 
not repeat itself, as we will not be able to put in place  
emergency recovery plans every season”.  
 

Figure 2 Farmer in Tell 
Abiad: irrigation pipeline fire 

damage 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

To produce this situation overview, an i-APS technical team carried out an assessment 
that integrates information from two sources: 
 
 Satellite imagery analysis from MODIS and ESA Sentinel-2 sources, accessed via the 
NASA FIRES system. 
 
 Interviews with wheat farmers from 10 villages and Local Authorities in Ar-Raqqa 
and Al-Hasakeh over 25 to 28 June, 2019. 
 
As this i-APS Briefing Series continues, further information will be generated for wider 
use.  
 

 

ABOUT i-APS 
 

International Advisory, Products and Systems (i-APS) is a consulting firm that 
helps organizations to better deliver their services and products, through a proven 
people-first approach. We provide monitoring and evaluation, third-party 
monitoring, knowledge-management and capacity-building services, for clients in 
the humanitarian assistance sector. 
 

A U.S.-based, minority and woman-owned business, i-APS is capable of rapidly 
mobilizing field teams; effectively managing staff and resources, and delivering high-
quality outputs to the satisfaction of our clients.  
 

For more about i-APS, visit our website www.i-aps.com  
 

 
 

 
      Figure 3: View of a child from Al-Hasakeh standing by her family’s 

 fire-damaged olive trees 

 
 

 

 

 


