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“Thus did the city that was once a twin of Vienna become a 
desolate place, peopled by frightened ghosts. The sons of 
the old families had lost their influence and now grieved for the 
old world. They were forced to become in-laws of the sons of 
the countryside, joining them at backgammon, overlooking 
their crude ways.” 
 

- Khalid Khalifa, In Praise of Hatred (2006) 
on Aleppo in the 1980s 
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Security Conditions in Aleppo 
 

Summary of findings 
 
Aleppo has been one of the bloodiest places in Syria since the first attempts to liberate it began in 
August 2012. The Syrian regime controls the balance of power in the city: it has the strongest 
weapons and the largest number of well-fortified checkpoints, yet only controls one-third of 
Aleppo’s neighborhoods and controls only one single main supply route (MSR) into the city. From 
September 2013 to January 2014, the city has seen a multi-sided conflict in which the nationalist 
opposition has fought the regime’s forces as well as the Al Qaeda-backed Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS). In this process, ISIS has been transformed from near-obscurity in Aleppo at the 
beginning of the conflict, into the most powerful armed group in the city today.  
 
Our study of security conditions in Aleppo, including research in both regime- and opposition-held 
neighborhoods, generated eight key insights: 
 
1. ISIS is taking over in Aleppo, with a focus on seizing neighborhoods in eastern Aleppo. The 

group transformed itself from a marginal player that controlled only one neighborhood in 
September 2013, into a major force controlling twelve neighborhoods by December. Though 
ISIS lost two neighborhoods in early 2014 to new rebel coalitions formed to fight it, it still 
controls more neighborhoods (10) than any other armed opposition group. 
 

2. ISIS also may have some of the poorest relations with Aleppo residents: its checkpoints are 
the most restrictive and avoided checkpoints in Aleppo. This does not necessarily explain their 
rise to power but may foreshadow the potential for their removal from the city. 
 

3. There is only one location where residents can cross between regime- and opposition-
controlled Aleppo; unsurprisingly, this is one of the tensest places in the city. Not only is there 
significant military buildup in this district, but residents in the neighborhood also report 
growing criminality. Most respondents in the nearby neighborhoods now witness crimes 
committed on a weekly or daily basis. 
 

4. The regime is increasingly reliant on the Air Force Intelligence, its most feared and loyal 
intelligence agency, to police neighborhoods that are away from the front lines of combat. The 
Air Force Intelligence has expanded its control from only seven neighborhoods in September 
2013 to ten in January 2014, representing nearly half of the twenty-two neighborhoods in 
regime-held Aleppo.   
 

5. In opposition areas, residents’ perceptions of safety are more closely correlated with how 
frequently they witness crimes. By contrast, in regime-held areas, residents report their 
neighborhood as “dangerous” while hardly witnessing any crime at all. This may indicate that 
residents in opposition-held Aleppo are more concerned with local lawlessness than with the 
front lines of the conflict; alternatively, it may suggest that the biggest threat to local safety 
arises in areas that are contested among several groups rather than in neighborhoods where 
a single group dominates—so that even an unpopular group can increase local perceptions of 
safety by achieving a monopoly of control. 
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6. The total number of different armed opposition groups in Aleppo has declined in each 

reporting period, mostly because of the disappearance of local battalions that operate in only 
one neighborhood. Thus, armed opposition groups are coalescing into a smaller number of 
larger groups, with each major group getting bigger at the expense of smaller, more local 
battalions. This “franchising” and coalescence of opposition groups has seen larger groups 
like Liwa al-Tawhid become more powerful by adding or eliminating smaller, local groups.  
 

7. Armed groups are halting movement into and around the city by establishing the most 
restrictive checkpoints along the busiest roads. Indeed, there is a strong correlation between 
density of urban flows within Aleppo and presence of restrictive checkpoints. Nearly 75% of 
the checkpoints in Aleppo that were rated “most restrictive” in local residents’ survey 
responses are stationed along the highways entering the city, and the two ring roads 
surrounding it. 
 

8. They regime tries to represent the hard protective shell that it maintains around the territory it 
controls, using the Army to defend its perimeter, while using intelligence and security agencies 
to police its internal territory. 
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This section examines the security situation in Aleppo, one of the bloodiest places in the Syrian 
conflict. We analyze two studies conducted during the research: first, the location of checkpoints in 
the city, a directly observable indicator that helps provide objective assessments of which groups 
control the city and how they do so. Second, we examine how residents respond to questions 
about their security environment through a 561-person survey. The approach of layering objective, 
observable data over survey-based perception research provides greater insight into how to collect 
reliable data in Syria. These findings also help us draw broader conclusions about the trajectory of 
the Syrian conflict.  
  
1. What areas of Aleppo are least safe, and why?  
 
To answer this question, we first used data from reports on the location of checkpoints in the city, 
(recording who controlled the checkpoint, number of people stationed there, and the types of 
barricades and weapons deployed) to map the constellation of forces in the city. Our enumerators 
submitted checkpoint reports on a biweekly basis from mid-September 2013 to early January 
2014, allowing us to not only see the deployment of different forces in the city, but how those 
forces’ territorial control changed over time. We then compared checkpoint data against 
“observables,” in which enumerators were asked to identify groups working in each neighborhood. 
Finally, we included survey responses from 561 resident respondents from each of Aleppo’s 56 
neighborhoods to compare direct observables to the subjective perceptions. The table below lists 
the specific questions addressed in this section of the study.  
 

Survey Type Survey Question Response Options 
Checkpoints  Who controls this checkpoint? Regime, Opposition, 

Other 
Checkpoints Is this checkpoint permanent, 

semi-permanent, or mobile? 
Permanent, Semi-
Permanent, Mobile 

Checkpoints What group controls the 
checkpoint? 

[Name of group] 

Checkpoints How busy would you say this 
checkpoint is? 

Very Busy, Somewhat 
Busy, Not Busy, People 
Avoid It  

Checkpoints How many people/cars who 
attempt to cross the 
checkpoint get stopped for 
more than 1 minute? 

>50%, 25-50%, 10-25%, 
<10% 

Checkpoints Approximately how many 
people are stationed at the 
checkpoint? 

>20, 10-20, 5-10, <5 

Checkpoints What kind of weaponry do they 
protect it with? 

AK-47s or other machine 
guns, RPGs, Tanks, 
Sniper Rifles, Armed 
Trucks (“Technicals”), 
Other!

Checkpoints What kind of fortification exists 
at the checkpoint? 

Improvised barricades 
(e.g., tires, rocks), 
Barrels/concrete/road 
blocks, Kiosk/Booth, 
Sandbags, Cars or 
Trucks, There is no 
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fortification just armed 
guards, Other!

Observables What group is providing 
security in this neighborhood? 

[Free text] 

Observables What group is the strongest in 
this neighborhood? 

[Free text] 

Resident 
Survey 

How safe is your 
neighborhood? 

Very Safe, Safe, 
Moderate, Not Safe, 
Dangerous 

Resident 
Survey 

How often do you let your 
children out of the home? (if 
you do not have children, 
answer as if you did) 

Always, Sometimes, 
Rarely, Never 

Resident 
Survey 

About how many times do you 
travel outside of your 
neighborhood? 

More than 1x/day, 
1x/day, 2-6x/week, 
1x/week, <1x/week, 
Never, Depends on 
Security 

Resident 
Survey 

About how many times do you 
cross a checkpoint when you 
travel outside your home? 

>5, 3-5, 1-2, 0 

Resident 
Survey 

How often do you feel 
concerned for your safety 
when you cross a checkpoint? 

Frequently, Sometimes, 
Rarely, Never 

Resident 
Survey 

Have you ever had to pay to 
get through a checkpoint in the 
past month? 

Yes, No 

Resident 
Survey 

How frequent are crimes such 
as stealing or kidnapping in 
your neighborhood? 

Daily, Weekly, Monthly. 
Never/Hardly Ever 

 
2. Checkpoints in Aleppo  
  
Where are they?  
The map at right shows the aggregate distribution of 1,462 checkpoints in Aleppo city from 
September 16, 2013, to January 6, 2014, as surveyed at bi-weekly intervals. The most important 
distinction to note here is between the regime-
held checkpoints (in red/darkest shade) and 
those controlled by opposition-affiliated groups 
(in green/lightest shade). The regime controls or 
partially controls approximately 35% of the city 
(about 20 in 56 neighborhoods), but deploys 
nearly 70% of the checkpoints (1054 out of 1462 
aggregate checkpoints). This suggests that the 
regime has heavily fortified its position in the 
areas it controls. Regime checkpoints number 
more than twice those of the opposition: 1054 to 
408. The density of checkpoints—including in 
areas far from the front lines of the conflict—
suggests that the regime is using checkpoints 
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not only to secure these areas against the opposition, but also to control the resident population 
within these districts. This in turn suggests that the regime regards the loyalty of local residents in 
the 35% of the city it controls as uncertain, or at least regards a dense security presence as 
essential in preserving popular confidence in the regime. 
 
How permanent are they? 

The map at left shows the distribution of 
checkpoints in terms of their degree of 
permanence. The majority of checkpoints in the 
city are permanent (shown in blue/darkest 
shade), defined as having hardened buildings and 
other structures that would make the installation 
difficult to move. Other checkpoints in the city 
include semi-permanent checkpoints (shown in 
red/darker shade), and “flying” checkpoints 
(shown in green/lighter shade), which are 
temporary checkpoints often manned by 
individuals on “technicals,” pickup trucks with 
high-caliber guns mounted to the decks. “Flying” 
checkpoints may set up for only a few hours, and 

are frequently deployed at night by criminal gangs. This makes them very difficult to track 
systematically; nevertheless, our field teams estimate that flying checkpoints operated by criminal 
gangs represent only about 20% of the total number of flying checkpoints in the city.  
  
One interesting observation about “flying” checkpoints is that they are never on the front lines. 
There are two distinct clusters of such checkpoints: in west/northwest Aleppo (firmly regime-
controlled) and in the east/southeast section of the city (firmly opposition-controlled), which 
suggests that they are not used for defense against other armed groups, but rather for control and 
exploitation of local residents.  
 
As one Aleppo resident explained, “it is 
difficult to track these checkpoints because 
they often come up only at night. While 
checkpoints during the day are often set up 
to protect neighborhoods, flying checkpoints 
are used for everything from population 
control (e.g., keeping people in their homes 
after a curfew) to extortion and kidnapping.” 
 
In contrast to regime checkpoints, 
opposition checkpoints tend to be closer to 
frontlines and along main supply routes, 
rather than in purely residential areas. This pattern, which contrasts with that of regime checkpoints 
noted above, suggests that opposition groups are less concerned with using checkpoints to 
control or assure the loyalty of local residents, and more concerned with using them to maintain a 
defensive perimeter against the regime and to control movement of key commodities and people 
through the city’s major arterial roads. 
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Who controls them? 
Below is a list of the ten groups who controlled the most checkpoints cumulatively in Aleppo from 
September 2013 to January 2014. 
 

Rank Opposition/Regime Name of Group Number of Checkpoints 
Controlled (aggregate) 

1 Regime Syrian Arab Army 327 
2 Regime Ba’ath Party Brigades 206 
3 Regime State Security Branch 161 
4 Regime Air Force Intelligence 116 
5 Regime Military Security Branch 87 
6 Opposition Liwa Tawhid 71 
7 Opposition Islamic State of Iraq and 

Syria (ISIS) 
66 

8 Regime Political Security Branch 63 
9 Regime Military Police 55 
10 Opposition Liwa Ahrar Souria 40 

 
The Syrian military, and its associated security forces and irregular militias, controls approximately 
70% of the checkpoints in Aleppo city, so it is not surprising that the top five groups (and seven 
out of ten overall) are affiliated with the Syrian regime. Here we will profile five of the groups listed 
above and the parts of the city they control. 
 
Syrian Arab Army  
The Syrian Army (i.e. the regular military forces of the Assad regime) controls the most checkpoints 
in the city, is deployed primarily along front 
lines, is the most heavily armed and, in 
absolute terms, runs the most restrictive 
checkpoints in the city. Syrian Army 
checkpoints are mostly concentrated on three 
battlefronts in the city. First, they defend the 
main supply route into regime-controlled 
Aleppo, the highway from the southwest, and 
control the highway as it enters the Aleppo City 
neighborhoods of al-Furqan, al-Martini, al-
Maridiyan, and al-Kawakbi (1). This area 
extends deeper into Aleppo along the flank of the highly contested, pro-opposition neighborhood 
of Bustan al-Qasr. Second, the Syrian Army defends the front lines in the northern part of the city, 
in the neighborhoods of Tishrin and Nile Streets, Masakin Sbeil, and Ashrafiye (2). Third, the Army 
is heavily deployed along the front lines in the east (al-Maidan, Suleiman al-Halabi, and 
Suleimaniyah, Jabriyeh, and al-Feilat) (3). There are a few exceptions, including a major roundabout 
near Aleppo University (4), and around the Officers Club in central Aleppo (5).  
 
Because of the Syrian army’s superior resources, including relatively lavish supplies of weapons, 
equipment and engineering materials, it has the most heavily armed checkpoints, the greatest 
number of restrictive checkpoints, and the strongest checkpoints (in terms of personnel numbers) 
in Aleppo. 16.6% of the checkpoints controlled by the army deploy tanks, compared to the 
average of all other checkpoints, which is 1%. In addition, 13.3% army checkpoints have RPGs, far 

1

4 5

2
3

al-Assad Military Academy
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greater than the rest of the city average of 1.5%. The Army also has the most restrictive 
checkpoints in the city: the highest total number of checkpoints in which those who cross are 
stopped for more than one minute.9  
 
The Syrian Army also has the most troops deployed to protect its checkpoints. Overall, 48.5% of 
checkpoints in the city deploy 5 or fewer troops, 37.5% of checkpoints have 5-10 fighters, and 
only 14% have more than 10 troops present. But over 30% of Army checkpoints have 10 or more 
troops deployed stationed - double the average. The Syrian Army still forms the backbone of the 
regime’s military advantage in Aleppo, as its checkpoints are the most heavily armed in the city and 
deploy the most personnel.  
 
State Security Branch 
Syrian State Security Branch is part of the Syrian 
government’s intelligence agency. It is called the 
“State Security Branch” because it would refer 
arrested dissidents to the "State Security Court." 
In some parts of Syria, “State Security Branch” 
has been used interchangeably with the "General 
Intelligence Administration." 10  In keeping with 
their mission as an intelligence agency, the group 
monitors civil society and critical infrastructure 
but does not project force widely within the city. Its checkpoints are heavily concentrated near 
civilian locations: the eastern entrances of Aleppo University and the busy Nile Street. These 
checkpoints protect the Aleppo University Medical School and Abdul Wahhab Agha Hospital just 
north of the university’s main campus. While 11.5% of checkpoints in the city are termed “very 
busy,” none of state security’s checkpoints are busy. Nearly all checkpoints are pass-throughs: 
almost no one is stopped at State Security checkpoints for more than one minute. More than 75% 
of State Security checkpoints are manned by five or fewer officers, and no checkpoint is controlled 
by more than ten. And these officers are armed with only basic weapons, such as Kalashnikovs or 
other similar small arms. This suggests that despite controlling the third largest number 
checkpoints in Aleppo, the group may not be as essential as other intelligence agencies and 
military divisions for the Syrian government in Aleppo.  
 

Air Force Intelligence 
Air Force Intelligence checkpoints are 
deployed to protect its headquarters in the 
northwest corner of the city, as shown in 
the map at right. Air Force Intelligence is 
the most feared intelligence service in the 
country, owing its reputation to the legacy 
of Hafez al-Assad, Syria’s first Ba’athist 
president and former head of the Air Force, 
who staffed the intelligence service 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 When asked ‘How many people/cars who attempt to cross the checkpoint get stopped for more than 1 minute?’ enumerators check 
one of the following four options: ‘greater than 50%,’ ’25-50%,’ ’10-25%,’ ‘<10%.’ Based on these options, we can say the first option 
is ‘most restrictive,’ followed by ‘restrictive,’ ‘moderately restrictive,’ or ‘not restrictive.’  
10 “Witness Reports: Report on the Khateeb Branch – State Security,” Violence Documentations Center in Syria, August 2013. 
http://www.vdc-sy.info/index.php/en/reports/khatibbranch#.UvG3xkJdWhh 

Aleppo University – Main Campus

Abdul Wahhab Agha Hospital

City View
Neighborhood View

City View
Neighborhood View
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leadership with ruthless and talented officers he could trust. It appears that the purpose of the Air 
Force Intelligence checkpoints is to protect approaches to their headquarters. The only main 
approach to the building that is not protected by Air Force personnel appears to be on the ring 
road (1) controlled by Military Police. 
 
Liwa al-Tawhid 
Armed opposition groups in control of checkpoints take one of two forms: 1) Groups that are 
extremely small, local to the specific neighborhood from which they recruit most of their fighters; or 
2) Larger groups with a presence across the city. These smaller groups tend to control only a few 
checkpoints in a particular community. Nearly 
70% of opposition groups fit into this category, 
controlling 5 or fewer total checkpoints over 4 
months. Liwa al-Tawhid, the armed opposition 
group with the most checkpoints in Aleppo, is in 
the second category. An “ideologically fuzzy, 
big-tent movement with ties to the Muslim 
Brotherhood,” 11  Tawhid is one of the most 
powerful groups in northern Syria. In Aleppo,its 
presence is well entrenched: 86.5% of Tawhid’s 
checkpoints are permanent or semi-permanent. 
However, Tawhid fighters are more permissive than their restrictive regime counter-parts: three-
quarters of residents who cross their checkpoints are rarely or never stopped for more than one 
minute. This group forms the backbone of the opposition defense of eastern and southern Aleppo. 
 
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
An Al Qaeda affiliate known for its brutal tactics, fighters from the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS) generate significant resentment among Syrians for their heavy-handed imposition of extreme 
Salafi Islamic law. They also use population control tactics that include intimidation and coercion: 
"They use violence and abuses to crush dissent” an activist explained to AFP, “They are only 
Islamic in name. All they want is power."12 During the period of our study, ISIS detained, tortured, 
and sometimes murdered rivals, often targeting activists and local armed group commanders. For 
example, the body of Dr. Hussein al-Suleiman, an Aleppo-based commander in the group Ahrar al-
Sham, was found tortured to death on December 31, 2013. ISIS has also targeted residents 
accused of blasphemy, such as Muhammad al-Qatta, a fifteen-year-old boy who was executed in 
al-Sha’ar.13 ISIS, or “Da’ash,” as the group is generally known, is the most ruthless and least 
popular armed opposition group in the city, according to our perception surveys. 
 
These characteristics are related to the group’s behavior at checkpoints: ISIS checkpoints are the 
most restrictive in Aleppo. See the table below: 
 

Question: “What percent of cars and people are stopped at this checkpoint for more 
than one minute?”!
Answer Options! ISIS! City Average! Difference!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Lund, Aron, “Sorting Out David Ignatius,” Syria Comment, April 3, 2013, http://www.joshualandis.com/blog/sorting-out-david-
ignatius/ 
12 Al Jazeera, “Syria rebels demand al-Qaeda group surrender,” January 4, 2014, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2014/01/syria-rebels-demand-al-qaeda-group-surrender-20141413149507176.html  
13 Al Jazeera, “Syrian rebels 'execute teenager' in Aleppo,” June 9, 2013, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2013/06/201369175918244221.html 
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A. >50% ! 40.9% ! 13.2% ! +27.7% 

B. 25-50%! 7.5%! 19.1%! -11.6%!
C. 10-25%! 11.3%! 19.9%! -8.6%!
D. <10%! 41.5%! 47.8%! -6.3%!

 
It is also clear that ISIS’ relations to Aleppo residents are neither cordial nor calm, since ISIS 
fighters detain those who cross their checkpoints far more regularly than average. Unsurprisingly, 
people are more likely to avoid ISIS checkpoints as well. Note the table below: 
 

Question: “How would you describe traffic at this checkpoint?”!
Answer Options! ISIS! City Average! Difference!
A. Very Busy 5.7%! 11.5%! -5.8%!
B. Somewhat Busy 50.9%! 33.5%! +17.4%!
C. Not Busy 17%! 34.1%! -17.1%!
D. People Avoid 
the Checkpoint 

30.3% ! 20.8% ! +9.5% !

 
These findings indicate that ISIS actively intimidates or coerces populations in areas that it controls, 
to the point of unpopularity. It is also worth reviewing which of the checkpoints controlled by ISIS 

are most avoided. These checkpoints are 
highlighted in the map to the left.  
 
The highlighted checkpoints at left were 
avoided and heavily restrictive. Not only did 
people avoid them throughout our research, 
but more than 50% of those who crossed 
the checkpoints were stopped for more than 
one minute. It is clear that this area was 
heavily guarded, but what was ISIS 
protecting? 
 

Switching to satellite imagery, we see that the heavily-avoided checkpoints lie on either end of a 
street leading to the entrance of one of Aleppo’s largest hospitals, the Aleppo National Hospital. 
ISIS controlled the hospital throughout the entire 
period of data collection, until January 8, 2014 
when reports surfaced that rebel fighters stormed 
the ISIS headquarters and took over the hospital. 
Since the takeover, stories have emerged about 
the treatment of prisoners by ISIS. In one 
videotaped testimonial, Milad Shehabi, a freed 
prisoner, said the ISIS fighters stepped on his 
neck with a military boot, and said, “‘you dogs, 
you want a revolution?! This is your revolution!’” 
Shehabi added later, “We’d pray for the planes to 

Aleppo National Hospital/ 
ISIS headquarters 
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hit us [with an airstrike], to release us from this torture.”14  
 
Where are they busiest? 
The busiest checkpoints in Aleppo are shown at 
right (busy checkpoints are in blue/darkest shade; 
avoided checkpoints in lime green/lightest shade). 
As can be seen, there are no evident, macro-level 
trends to report regarding the distribution of 
checkpoints that are the busiest or most avoided. 
Even when reviewing each of the eight collection 
periods in sequence, there are no significant 
trends. 
 
Nevertheless, there are two interesting checkpoint clusters. The first is a chain of four avoided 
checkpoints in the southwest corner of the city (1). They are deployed along the M5 highway that 
connects Aleppo with Damascus. This highway is the main supply route (MSR) connecting regime-

controlled Aleppo city with the rest of the 
regime’s territory. The Syrian Arab Army controls 
all these four checkpoints, and they are among 
the most heavily guarded checkpoints in all of 
Aleppo. All four checkpoints are permanent and 
stop more than 50% of those who cross are 
detained for more than one minute. They are also 
some of the largest in the city: one checkpoint 
has 10-20 deployed troops, while the other three 
have more than 20 troops deployed (only 5.8% 
of all checkpoints are staffed by over 20 troops). 

There are tanks stationed at one of the checkpoints, one of only ten locations in the city in which 
tanks are located. These checkpoints are heavily guarded most likely because they protect the only 
entrance to regime-controlled Aleppo City, and because they also protect the Aleppo Military 
College highlighted in the map, a key center of Syrian government presence. In an extensive New 
York Times interview in March 2013, General Salim Idriss, chief of staff of the Free Syrian Army and 
former professor at the college, 
predicted that one of the last battles for 
Aleppo would occur at this heavily 
guarded location.15  
 
The second area of interest is a cluster 
of “very busy” checkpoints along the 
front lines near the center of the city. 
These checkpoints represent the only 
area in the city from which residents 
can cross between regime- and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Dick, Marlin, “Ex-ISIS detainees tell horror stories of captivity,” The Daily Star, January 8, 2014, 
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Middle-East/2014/Jan-09/243522-ex-isis-detainees-tell-horror-stories-of-
captivity.ashx#ixzz2pr1JjrKe 
15 MacFarquhar, Neil, “Syrian Rebel Deals with Ties to Other Side,” The New York Times, March 1, 2013, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/02/world/middleeast/syrian-rebel-leader-deals-with-old-ties-to-other-side.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 
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opposition-held Aleppo. See the map at right.16  
 
All the checkpoints in the boxed-in area are 
“very busy.” Our field research teams 
estimate that approximately 35-50,000 
people cross between regime- and 
opposition-held Aleppo at each checkpoint 
per day. In September-October, a period of 
intense food scarcity in regime-held 
neighborhoods due to the opposition 
blockade of the city, 17  our enumerators 
estimated that approximately 60% of those 
who crossed did so from the regime side to 
the opposition side in order to buy basic 
foodstuffs. As of early 2014, opposition 
armed groups have banned the sale of 
foodstuffs to residents from regime-held 
Aleppo. Still, huge numbers from both sides 
cross the checkpoint to collect salaries, visit 

family, and, it is rumored, cross into regime-controlled Aleppo to pay their utility bills. 
 
This is especially true of the so-called “checkpoint of death” (ma’aber al-mout). Residents cross 
this checkpoint – between the neighborhoods of Bustan al-Qasr and those of Jamiliyeh, Feid, 
Masharqa, and Bustan al-Zahra – in order to get from regime-controlled Aleppo to opposition 
controlled Aleppo. Snipers on both sides of the checkpoint often fire at each other, and, 
occasionally, on pedestrians who cross.18 Because many pedestrians carry purchases like basic 
foodstuffs (shown in the photo), there is now a market for young boys who charge residents a fee 
to carry bags across. This shows up in our data: while less than 10% of residents across Aleppo 
report paying a fee to cross a checkpoint, over 90% of residents in the neighborhood north of 
Bustan al-Qasr (Jamiliyeh, Feid, Masharqa, and Bustan al-Zahra) have paid to cross a checkpoint. 
 
Where are they the most restrictive? 
The relationship between fighters and civilians at checkpoints can give us insight into the political 
support and local allegiances of the surrounding community. On our checkpoint survey, we get at 
this phenomenon by asking “what percent of cars and people are stopped at this checkpoint for 
more than one minute?” This provides an objective observable indicator of the relationship 
between each armed group and the community: checkpoints that stop more than 50% of those 
who cross (and therefore significantly disrupt local civilians’ freedom of movement) are graded 
“very restrictive;” those that stop 25-50% are rated “restrictive;” those that stop 10-25% are 
“moderately restrictive;” and those that only stop less than 10% are “not restrictive.” Groups with 
an unusually high number of “very restrictive” checkpoints, after controlling for key terrain and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 To determine “areas of control” we asked our enumerator to answer the question “who do people think controls this neighborhood?” 
with answer options “regime,” “mostly regime,” “contested,” “mostly opposition,” and “opposition.” The color-coded map shows in red 
the neighboorhods that are or mostly are under regime control. 
17 For more detail on this period, please refer to the part of the humanitarian conditions section of this report that deals with bakeries 
and bread prices. 
18 For a detailed exposé of life around ma’aber al-mout, also known as karm al-hajez, please see this report from Aleppo News 
Network: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HazytbYBIKc. There is also this report, a collection of videos taken while residents would 
cross under gunfire (graphic): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VNyJwVHuyCQ).  

Buses are stacked to prevent cars from crossing the 
“Checkpoint of Death,” the only crossing between 
regime- and opposition-controlled Aleppo (source: 
Aleppo News Network)  
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critical infrastructure being guarded, may have a more oppressive relationship with the community, 
and less personal familiarity with local civilians. Conversely, there are several reasons a group may 
have a larger number of unrestrictive checkpoints: they do not have the manpower to restrict travel 
on locals, they possess a greater familiarity with local communities, or they may not have a 
mandate to stop and search as frequently as other groups. The latter is true for the State Security 
Branch, for example, which controls the third-most checkpoints in Aleppo but with almost no 
restrictive locations.  
 
The map below shows the distribution of “very restrictive” checkpoints, representing 13.2% of all 
checkpoints in the city. Below the map is a table listing the six groups with the greatest number of 
“very restrictive” checkpoints.  
 
Where are the “very restrictive” checkpoints? 

 
 

Armed groups in Aleppo with the most “very restrictive” checkpoints (city average 
=13.2%) !

Group Name  Total number of 
checkpoints 

controlled by each 
group 

Total number of 
restrictive 

checkpoints 
controlled by each 

group  

Percentage of 
restrictive checkpoints 

controlled by that 
group 

1. Syrian Arab 
Army 327 78 23.85% 

2. Islamic State of 
Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 66 27 40.9% 

3. Ba’ath Party 
Brigades 206 16 18.4% 

3. State Security 
Branch 161 16 22.5% 

5. Sharia 
Commission 36! 14! 21.2%!

6. Liwa al-Tawhid 71! 12! 19%!

 
Two key features are apparent in the map. First, many restrictive checkpoints are located on 
highways leading into Aleppo or along the city’s two major ring roads. 60-70% of the city’s most 

Checkpoints!along!ring!
roads!and!entry!points!
into!Aleppo!
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restrictive checkpoints are located along its busiest roads. This suggests what is quite evident to 
casual observers of Aleppo, and certainly for residents: groups are strangling movement into and 
around the city by establishing highly restrictive checkpoints along the busiest roads. It also 
suggests that checkpoints on key terrain corridors (including main supply routes) and around 
critical infrastructure are more likely to restrict population movement. 
 
Second, another busy but restrictive area, a t-shaped cluster slightly south and west of the city 
center, is located in the area mentioned earlier, where people can cross between regime- and 
opposition-held Aleppo. This indicates that while people are allowed to cross the main checkpoint, 
they are treated with intense suspicion once they arrive on either side. This is the area around 
ma’aber al-mout, the checkpoint of death. Not only is this area of the city heavily trafficked with 
residents trying to cross between opposition- and regime-held Aleppo, but the checkpoints 
controlling population movement are among the most restrictive in the city. This is not surprising 
given the sensitivities around allowing populations to cross battle lines in a war zone, but adds to 
our understanding that this area is one of the most sensitive in all of Aleppo city. 
  
Where are they the most fortified? 
The final three questions of our checkpoint assessment help to build an understanding of how 
fortified checkpoints are in the city. These questions are: 
 
Survey 
Type 

Survey Question Response Options (bold = “most 
fortified” option) 

% “Most Fortified” 
Checkpoints (bolded 
in response column)  

Checkpoints Approximately how 
many people are 
stationed at the 
checkpoint? 

>20, 10-20, 5-10, <5 5.8% of checkpoints 
have more than 20 
people 

Checkpoints What kind of 
weaponry do they 
protect it with? 

AK-47s or other machine guns, RPGs, 
Tanks, Sniper Rifles, Armed Trucks 
(“Technicals”), Other 

4.45% of checkpoints 
have tanks 

Checkpoints What kind of 
fortification exists at 
the checkpoint? 

Improvised barricades (e.g., tires, 
rocks), Barrels/concrete/road 
blocks, Hardened bui ld ings, 
Sandbags, Cars or Trucks, There is no 
fortification just armed guards, Other 

9.5% of checkpoints 
have concrete 
roadblocks and 
hardened buildings 

 
To get a better sense of not only where checkpoints are located, but also how much force they 
project, First Mile Geo developed a scoring system for point-based surveys. We use this scoring 
system to assess the relative strength of checkpoints. Unsurprisingly, the strongest checkpoints 
are controlled by the Syrian Arab Army. Below are the scoring rubric and the map of where the 
“strongest” checkpoints are located.  
 

Survey Question Question 
Score 

Response Options Response 
Score 

Approximately how many people are 
stationed at the checkpoint? 

20 More than 20 20 
10-20 10 
5-10  5 
Less than 5 2 

What kind of weaponry do they protect 20 Tanks 20 
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it with? Armored Trucks  14 
RPGs 12 
Sniper Rifles 8 
AK-47s and small arms 4 
Other 2 

What kind of fortification exists at the 
checkpoint? 

20 Hardened buildings 20 
Barrels/concrete roadblocks 10 
Cars or Trucks 10 
Improvised Barricades 7 
No fortification 3 
Other 2 

 
 
Where are the strongest checkpoints? 

 
 
There are four areas where the “strongest” checkpoints are deployed, all but one of which has 
already been identified. 
 
Area 1. is controlled by the Syrian Arab Army, which deploys tanks and heavily manned guards. 
These checkpoints protect the only regime supply route into the city, and the al-Assad Military 
College, indicating the degree of importance the regime places on this area as key terrain. 
 
Area 2. includes checkpoints controlling either side of the ma’aber al-mout. In the regime-
controlled northern part of this area, the Syrian Arab Army and “Ba’ath Party Brigades” control the 
checkpoints, while in the southern opposition-controlled section, the Sharia Commission and Liwa 
Ahrar Zawiya, an affiliate of the Free Syrian Army, control checkpoints. The strength of these 
checkpoints reflects the presence of battle lines in this area overlaid on the strength of population 
movement flows between regime and opposition-controlled Aleppo. 
 
Area 3. reflects the current front line of the conflict. Checkpoints in this area are regime-
controlled, split between the Syrian Arab Army, Ba’ath Party Brigades, and People’s Committees.19 
They are heavily manned with tanks, armored trucks, and hardened buildings. They represent the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 “People’s Committees” (lijan as-sha’abi) are regime-created armed neighborhood watch groups. 
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3
Front!lines!of!the!
conflict!!

“Castello,”!one!of!the!
strongest!opposition!
checkpoints!
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protective shell that the regime maintains around the territory it controls, using the Army to defend 
its perimeter, while using intelligence and security agencies to police its internal territory. 
 
Area 4. is centered around “Castello,” one of the strongest checkpoints controlled by an 
opposition group. It continues to be guarded by Badr 
Martyrs Brigade, an infamous group accused of 
rampant criminality. In a November 11, 2013, report 
for Al-Monitor, Edward Dark, an Aleppo resident 
writing under a pseudonym, provided significant detail 
on the group. He describes it as a criminal gang led by 
a man named Khaled Harani, whose “infamy stems 
from his well-documented escapades, including 
organized looting, kidnapping, extortion, highway 
robbery, and indiscriminate shelling of civilians 
adjacent to areas his faction controls with his 
improvised and lethal Jehanem (Hell) cannon.”20 

 
“Castello” (shown at right) is the only checkpoint 
controlled by the Badr Martyrs Brigade, but it is one of 
Aleppo’s strongest checkpoints. The checkpoint, 
which has been protected by a variety of improvised 
barriers, expanded from less than 5 fighters deployed 
in September 2013 to 5-10 in October, to more than 
20 by November when Edward Dark’s report was 
filed. That number has declined in December and 
January, but the Badr Martyrs Brigade still controls this checkpoint, which guards (or rather, preys 
upon) a highly trafficked entry route into northern Aleppo from the countryside.  
 
At the checkpoint, which functions effectively as an illicit roadblock for criminal extortion, the group 
has stolen so many goods from passing traffic that the head of the group, Harani, taunted a 
passenger bus, “Haven’t you people run out of money yet?” he said, “I’m getting tired of carrying it 
all away.”21  
 
Dark reported that Harani was tried and scheduled for execution for his crimes by the Al Qaeda-
affiliate, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). This behavior is consistent with other observed 
efforts by the group to gain popular support by stamping out petty, non-political crime in areas it 
controls. Our field reporting team noted that while ISIS seized the checkpoint, Harani escaped by 
barricading himself in the Bani Zayed neighborhood. In late 2013, Harani attempted, and failed, to 
recapture the checkpoint, and it remains open for travel for those entering to Aleppo city from the 
north.  
 
3. Enumerator observations on neighborhood control 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Dark, Edward, “Islamic militants expels criminal gangs from Aleppo” Al-Monitor, November 11, 2013, http://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2013/11/isis-hayani-badr-syria-aleppo.html  
21 Ibid 

The!image!above!is!from!an!ISIS!video!proving!
that!they!removed!checkpoint!“Castello”!the!
road!into!Aleppo!from!Haritan.!It!is!identified!
below!in!First!Mile!GEO.!
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In their monthly report on individual neighborhoods, our enumerators answered questions such as 
“who do people think controls their neighborhood?” and “what groups provide security/services in 
this neighborhood?” and, “which of the groups listed do you believe is the strongest group in this 
neighborhood?” This section of our survey is known as “observables,” and helps compare the 
presence of checkpoints and responses of residents with the presence and relative strength of 
different groups in Aleppo and the evolution of territorial and population control over time. 
 
The total number of armed groups counted in Aleppo is thirty-eight. Of these, six are statistically 
relevant in terms of neighborhoods they control. The evolution of control in neighborhoods is listed 
below. 
 

Question: What are the groups that provide security services in this neighborhood?!
Rank Name Total 

Neighborhoods 
Sept-Oct, 
2013 

Oct-Nov, 
2013 

Nov-Dec, 
2013 

Dec, 2013-
Jan, 2014 

1 The Syrian Regime 88! 22! 22! 22! 22!
2 Liwa al-Tawhid 44! 17! 15! 12! 7!
3 Sharia Commission 22! 8! 7! 7! 7!
4 Tajma’ Fastqm Amrt 20! 7! 7! 6! -!
5 Ahrar Souriya 19! 7! 6! 6! 6!
6  ISIS 15! 1! 8 6 5!
5 Islamic Front 9! -! -! -! 9!
Total number of brigades !  32! 23! 21! 17!
Total number of “single 
neighborhood battalions”!

 21! 14! 12! 7 

 
There are four interesting patterns to note from this table.  
 

1. Liwa al-Tawhid, the most powerful opposition brigade providing security services in Aleppo, 
continues to lose influence, as measured by the number of neighborhoods in which it 
operates. 
 

2. The Islamic Front, a newly formed coalition of Islamist brigades created in late 2013, 
operates in more neighborhoods than any armed opposition group as of January 2014. 
This group is actively fighting ISIS in Aleppo, which may explain why ISIS’ neighborhoods 
declined from 8 in Oct-Nov to only 5 in Dec-Jan, as the Islamic Front gained control of new 
territory (see table on page 19). 
 

3. The total number of brigades fell by almost half between September and December, with 
the majority of that drop coming from “single neighborhood brigades.” These are often 
local, neighborhood-level brigades that often become subsumed by larger brigades that 
often operate as “franchises,” buying up the loyalty of local battalions.  

 
4. Regime control—as measured in terms of territory in which regime-aligned actors are the 

dominant groups—has remained steady throughout the period of this study. Thus the 
regime consistently controls a minority of the territory in the city, while the major changes in 
territorial control in the rest of the city have occurred due to infighting among rebel groups, 
including the rise and subsequent fall of ISIS. 
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Rather than groups providing security services, we will examine in greater detail which groups are 
the strongest in each neighborhood. This list yields ten statistically relevant groups, as our 
enumerators were able to parse out the different regime factions to determine which of them 
controlled the operations in each of the 22 regime-controlled neighborhoods.  
 

Question: What group is the strongest in this neighborhood?!

Rank Name Regime/ 
Opposition 

Total 
Neighborhoods 

Sept-Oct, 
2013 

Oct-Nov, 
2013 

Nov-Dec, 
2013 

Dec, 
2013-Jan, 
2014 

1 Air Force 
Intelligence Regime! 34! 6! 8! 10! 10!

2 ISIS Opposition! 32! 1! 9! 12! 10!

3 Liwa al-Tawhid Opposition! 31! 8 9! 10! 4!

4 Syrian Arab 
Army Regime! 20! 3! 5! 6! 6!

5 Republican 
Guard Regime! 19! 6! 5! 4! 4!

6 Tajma’ Fastqm 
Amrt Opposition! 14! 5! 5! 4! -!

7 Liwa Ahrar 
Souriya Opposition! 12! 3! 3! 3! 3!

8 Military Security 
Branch Regime! 11! 2! 3! 3! 3!

9 Sharia 
Commission Opposition! 9! 3! 2! 2! 2!

10 Political Security 
Branch Regime! 8 2! 2! 2! 2!

Jan. 
only 

Jaish al-
Mujahideen Opposition! 5! -! -! - 5!

Jan. 
only 

Islamic Front Opposition! 5! - -! -! 5!

Total number of brigades !  29! 22! 21! 20!
Total number of “single neighborhood 
battalions”!  16! 12! 10! 8!

 
There are five interesting trends to note from the table above. 
 

1. ISIS has risen from almost nonexistence to controlling the most neighborhoods in Aleppo 
by December 2013. While ISIS has grown in Aleppo, its heavy-handed tactics have 
frustrated other armed groups, who fought back against ISIS in January 2014 and reduced 
the neighborhoods it controlled from 12 to 10.  
 

2. Liwa al-Tawhid was the most territorially dominant opposition armed group in Aleppo until 
ISIS’ 12 neighborhoods surpassed its 10 in Nov-Dec, 2013. Two factors contributed to 
Tawhid’s continuing loss of territory, to the point where it controlled only 4 neighborhoods 
in January 2014: the group’s commander, Abdulqader Salih, died, and the group joined the 
Islamic Front and was absorbed into the larger coalition. 
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3. “Single-neighborhood brigades” are quickly disappearing from Aleppo. These brigades are 

only identified in one neighborhood in the city, and are being swallowed up by larger 
groups, which either “franchise” the battalion or push it aside.  
 

4. Unlike the previous chart, we can identify two new groups that have formed in Aleppo in 
January 2014: the Islamic Front and Jaish al-Mujahideen. Both new coalitions are fighting 
ISIS for control of the city. 
 

5. Air Force Intelligence, despite its small number of checkpoints, controls more 
neighborhoods than any other regime faction. Air Force Intelligence is the only intelligence 
agency to control any neighborhoods in Aleppo, and is the most feared group in Syria, 
which suggests that the regime trusts them to suppress dissent in regime-controlled 
neighborhoods. The correlation of significant territorial control with few checkpoints 
suggests that Air Force intelligence uses other methods than checkpoints—including 
arrests, informers, and covert observation—to control the neighbourhoods it dominates. It 
is also possible that many checkpoints are not required since the neighborhood is not as 
contested as those on the frontlines. 
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By looking at group control on a map of Aleppo city, we can identify other trends not readily 
observable in the foregoing chart.  
 
1. In September 2013, ISIS was almost nonexistent in Aleppo. The group took over many 
neighborhoods, in part due to a regime offensive outside the eastern outskirts of Aleppo in a village 
called Safira.22 The map below shows what neighborhoods ISIS controlled in Aleppo in January 
2014.  
 
 

2. A coalition of rebel brigades has fought back against ISIS and challenged the group’s authority 
in opposition-controlled Aleppo. Two brigades, Jaish al-Mujahideen and the Islamic Front, fought 
back against ISIS, and one (Islamic Front) captured areas formerly controlled by the group. 
 
3. The Air Force Intelligence,23 appears to work in tandem with the Republican Guard, an elite 
mechanized division. The Air Force oversees regime-controlled Aleppo away from the front lines, 
while the Republican Guards is deployed to protect some of Aleppo’s most tense frontline areas. 
Their cooperation is shown in the map below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 Erika Solomon, “Syrian army captures strategic town at approaches to Aleppo,” Reuters, November 1, 2013, 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/11/01/us-syria-crisis-safira-idUSBRE9A00LO20131101 
23 In the testimonials given by the prisoners who were released from the ISIS-controlled hospital in Aleppo in January 2014, they 
mentioned that their captivity was “worse than the Air Force Intelligence.” 
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4. Resident Survey - Where do residents feel unsafe? 
 
This section compares the presence of armed groups and checkpoints with residential perceptions 
of security, as reflected in locations where residents feel unsafe as reported in our 561-person 
survey. We selected several questions from the survey and scored them to identify the least safe 
neighborhoods in Aleppo. 
 
 

Survey Question Question 
Score 

Response 
Options 

Response 
Score 

How safe is your neighborhood? 30 Very Safe 0 
Safe 1 
Moderate  5 
Not Safe 15 
Dangerous  30 

How often do you let your children out of the home? (if 
you do not have children, answer as if you did) 

10 Always 0 
Sometimes 3 
Rarely 7 
Never 10 

About how many times do you travel outside of your 
neighborhood? 

10 More than 1x/day 0 
Once per day 0 
2-6 times per 
week 

1 

Once per week 3 
Less than once 
per week 

7 

Never 10 
Depends on 
security 

3 

How often do you feel concerned for your safety when 
you cross a checkpoint? 

10 Frequently 10 
Sometimes 7 
Rarely 3 
Never 0 

Have you ever had to pay to get through a checkpoint 
in the past month? 

10 Yes 
 

10 

No 0 
How frequent are crimes such as stealing or 
kidnapping in your neighborhood? 

30 Daily 30 
Weekly 15 
Monthly 7 
Never/Hardly Ever 2 
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Map of resident-reported insecurity in Aleppo 
  

 
 
Our scoring system identifies three tiers of insecurity in Aleppo. The first tier is the least secure 
neighborhood in the city, Sheikh Said. The second tier is a cluster of four neighborhoods north of 
the citadel in the city center, and the third tier is four neighborhoods, each scored over 900 (shown 
in yellow), in different parts of the city: Bustan al-Qasr to the southwest, Sheikh Maqsoud to the 
north, al-Bayada and al-Suweiqa in central Aleppo, and Karm al-Qaterji/Jourat Awad in the east. 
 

 
The most insecure neighborhoods in Aleppo 
Tier 1 – Sheikh Said is the least safe neighborhood in the city according to residents’ perceptions: 
nearly all residents (28/30) described the neighborhood as “dangerous” or “unsafe,” and nearly all 
residents (26/30) witnessed crimes committed on a “daily” or “weekly” basis. Compounding the 
perception of danger, more than one-third of respondents said they left Sheikh Said one or fewer 
times per week. 
 
Tier 2 – Comprised of the central/north Aleppo neighborhoods of 1) Midan and Suleiman al-Halabi; 
2) Karm al-Jabal, Qarleq and Mishatiyeh; 3) al-Jadideh and al-Hamidiyeh; 4) Maysaloun, Aghyol, 
and Hanano Base, this is the frontline of Aleppo’s conflict. In these places, the Syrian regime 
deploys tanks and heavily-manned checkpoints. Residents report these neighborhoods as some of 
the most dangerous: 70.8% of residents reported their neighborhoods were “dangerous” or “not 

T1: Sheikh Said

T2: Conflict in Central Aleppo
T3: Four neighborhoods,
different security profiles

Tier (T)! Neighborhood(s)! Insecurity Summary!
Tier 1 
(extreme 
insecurity) 

Sheikh Said Most insecure, most crime in Aleppo, little travel 

Tier 2 
(very 
insecure) 

Central/North Aleppo High insecurity, little travel 

Tier 3 
(insecure) 

Bustan al-Qasr, Sheikh 
Maqsoud, 
Bayada/Suweiqa, Karm 
al-Qaterji/Jourat Awad  

Bustan al-Qasr: heightened insecurity; Sheikh Maqsoud: 
divided neighborhood; Bayada/Suweiqa: Medium-High 
insecurity; Karm al-Qaterji/Jourat Awad: Initially dangerous, 
now safer  
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safe” during the study, while the city average was 22.6%/. And 75% of residents would “never” or 
“rarely” let their children outside the house, while the city average was 25.1%. 
 
Tier 3 – Consisting of Bustan al-Qasr; Sheikh Maqsoud; al-Bayada and al-Suweiqa; Karm al-
Qaterji and Jourat Awad, this tier has four neighborhoods from different parts of the city. Each has 
a different reason for residents’ perceptions of insecurity: 
 

! Bustan al-Qasr, a notoriously pro-opposition neighborhood in Aleppo, is also the location 
of ma’aber al-mout. It is the neighborhood from which BBC published a report “Aleppo: A 
city where snipers shoot children.”24 Since that report, residents’ perceptions of security, 
safety and crime in Bustan al-Qasr have further worsened. In October 2013, one in ten 
respondents said Bustan al-Qasr was “dangerous.” That number rose to two in ten in 
November, and five in ten in December. Residents also witness deteriorated conditions in 
regard to crime: in October, one resident witnessed crime committed “weekly.” By 
December, four respondents witnessed crime committed “weekly,” and four more 
residents reported seeing crime committed “daily.” 
 

! Sheikh Maqsoud, one of Aleppo’s largest neighborhoods, is in northern Aleppo on a hill 
overlooking the city.25 Maqsoud is a mixed neighborhood of Kurds and Arabs, which may 
help explain why the neighborhood has among the most varied responses in Aleppo: nearly 
half of its residents said the neighborhood was “dangerous” or “unsafe;” nearly half had 
witnessed a crime “daily” or “weekly;” over one-third of the residents leave their 
neighborhood one or fewer times per week; over one-third would “never” or “rarely” let their 
children out of the house; and one-quarter of residents “sometimes” or “frequently” feel 
concerned for their safety when crossing checkpoints. Sheikh Maqsoud experienced 
rampant looting when it was “liberated” from the regime in April 2013 and has remained 
unsafe since, as measured by residents’ perceptions. 

 
! al-Bayada/al-Suweiqa has a similar profile to the nearby neighborhoods in Tier 2, albeit with 

less dire responses. For example, Tier 2 neighborhood Jadideh/Hamidiyeh had 21/30 
respondents say their neighborhood was “dangerous” and 27/30 say they would “never” let 
their children out, while in Bayada/Suweiqa, 15/30 said their neighborhood was 
“dangerous” and 15/30 said they would “never” let their children out of the house. 
 

! Karm al-Qaterji/Jourat Awad was initially perceived as unsafe, but has become less 
dangerous over time. For the first two months, four in ten residents reported that their 
neighborhood was “dangerous.” But in December, no one called his or her neighborhood 
“dangerous” (though four in ten said it was “unsafe”). This neighborhood may have become 
safer in December because it resolved the issue of dispute governance. In October, three in 
ten residents went to the local council to resolve disputes; while by December, the entire 
neighborhood relied on Sharia Courts to resolve their disputes. This reliance may only be 
for practical purposes: in November, seven in ten supported “Islamic Brigades” as the 
legitimate representative of the Syrian people, but by December, that number had fallen to 
four in ten. Three had changed their vote of support from Islamic Brigades to “No one.”   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Smith, Hannah Lucinda, “Aleppo: A city where snipers shoot children,” BBC Magazine, August 17, 2013, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-23696829 
25 Mroue, Bassem, “Syrians enter Sheikh Maqsoud, seize key Aleppo neighborhood,” Huffington Post, March 30, 2013 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/03/30/syrian-rebels-enter-sheik-maqsoud-aleppo_n_2984865.html 
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5. Conclusion 
  
By combining checkpoint location and status data, enumerator observations regarding group 
territorial presence, and quantitative citywide surveys of residents, we can achieve a richer picture 
of Aleppo city’s conflict dynamic. We can correlate “unsafe” neighborhoods with strategically 
important checkpoints, such as Bustan al-Qasr with the so-called “Checkpoint of Death” and 
Sheikh Maqsoud/Bani Zayed with the so-called “Castello” checkpoint. We can begin to quantify 
the territorial reach of groups such as ISIS by tracking the number of neighborhoods they control in 
the city. We can compare that information to the presence of other checkpoints and evaluate how 
restrictive these checkpoints are against population movement, helping provide hard evidence for 
anecdotal reporting suggesting that that ISIS is both powerful and unpopular in Aleppo, 
 
This section also sheds light on realities in regime-held areas. It shows the relationship between 
key regime factions within feared and loyal organizations such as Air Force Intelligence and the 
Republican Guard. It also compares how different sides experience the conflict, for instance the 
way that regime-held neighborhoods are more likely to report security concerns on the front lines 
of the conflict while opposition-held neighborhoods are more likely to do so when there is a high 
rate of crime. This cross-pollination of information between checkpoints, basic identification of 
groups, and resident surveys offers a verifiable data-driven assessment of Aleppo’s conflict 
dynamics. It also provides a baseline for potential future research or humanitarian assistance 
programming in the city. 
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