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Introduction

The Syrian civil war (2012–2024) upended three features 
that had long defined Jordan’s cross-border economy 
with Syria. Most strikingly, illicit trade, especially in 
drugs, became a defining feature of the border economy. 
During the war, Jordan evolved from primarily a transit 
route for drugs into both a transit and destination 
market. Second, before the war, informal trade across 
the border was a regular occurrence and brought goods 
to many marginalized border communities. That form 
of trade, which was conducted without paying customs 
duties or by paying them only partially, declined sharply 
with the Syrian war. The fall of Bashar al-Assad’s regime 
in December 2024 reinforced a third trend, one that 
had already been underway. As Syria’s economy steadily 
eroded with the continuation of the war, and Jordan 
came to export more to Syria than it imported from 
the country. Together, these three shifts transformed 
a border economy that had taken shape in the 1970s, 
endured until the early years of the Syrian civil war, and 
are now deepening the socioeconomic marginalization 
of Jordan’s northern border communities.

Moreover, the growing prevalence of illicit trade has 
erased the line between informal commerce and criminal 
activity. Informal trade is now increasingly viewed with 
suspicion and treated by the authorities as potential 
cover for illicit activity. Bilateral and transit trade 
may prove a boon to the country as a whole, though 
benefits accruing to communities along the border are 
limited in nature. These structural shifts place border 
communities at a disadvantage, increasing pressure 
on the state to reconcile its security-driven campaign 
against illicit trade and its efforts to keep cross-border 
commerce legal with the need to create viable economic 
alternatives.

The Line Between the Informal  
and the Illicit

Although the Syria-Jordan border was demarcated in 
1932, it was not until 1970 that it was gradually enforced 
through physical barriers and tighter controls.1 Border 
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enforcement began to tighten that year, following Syria’s 
military intervention on behalf of Palestinian fighters 
who were facing off against Jordanian government 
forces during Black September, though in the sparsely 
populated region east of Deir al-Kahf, it came several 
years later.2 Around Ruwaished, in the country’s 
northeast, locals trace the first serious controls to the 
Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s and the 1991 Gulf War.3 

Even then, enforcement remained incomplete due to 
the vast desert terrain.

Thus, in essence, petty trade with Syria that had once 
moved freely across open land was gradually restricted 
or redirected through what was until the 1990s the only 
official crossing between Jordan and Syria: Ramtha-
Daraa. This laid the foundations of the multimillion-
dollar informal economy between the two countries. 
Centered on Ramtha city, it appears to have remained 
largely separate from the trade in drugs and weapons, 
with the two operating through different social networks, 
across different geographies, and by different methods.

Syria-Jordan Border
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Beginning in the 1990s, Syria’s larger, subsidized 
economy supplied northern Jordan with cheap, often 
high-quality goods, from cigarettes and clothing to 
fruit, vegetables, and sweets. Jordan, with its more 
open economy, supplied its neighbor or reexported 
to it a narrower range of goods that were scarce or 
unavailable in Syria. This was well-reflected in the 
realm of official trade (see figure 1). Data on informal 
trade is unavailable, but an earlier study of the Ramtha 
crossing found large-scale trade with a similar import-
heavy pattern. The study conservatively estimated that 
350,000 packs of cigarettes entered Jordan each day in 
2010. At a market price of $0.70 to $2.10 per pack, 
depending on their quality, cigarettes alone were worth 
roughly $7.5 million to $22 million a month.   

The Jordanian bahhara, literally “sailors,” embodied 
informal cross-border trade. Their methods, smuggling 
techniques, and geographic reach within Jordan 
exemplified how the informal economy operated in 
practice. They were an easily identifiable group, mostly 
hailing from the Ramtha area, that operated under 
specially licensed cars—some 800 in number by 2011—
that were allowed to enter Syria twice a day.4 Although 
they occasionally ferried passengers, their main income 

came from transporting merchandise—some legally, 
but some informally like smuggled cigarettes—for 
larger traders. 

The same applied to Iraq. By 2005, reportedly 500 
Jordanian drivers were smuggling fuel and cigarettes 
via the Karamah-Trebil crossing. Customs duties were 
either evaded altogether or paid on only part of the 
cargo. This indicated a degree of tolerance by Jordanian 
customs and border security officials and, at times, 
perhaps their cooperation. 

In their telling, the bahhara performed a service to 
the Jordanian state by not seeking employment in 
the overburdened public sector, and to society by 
bringing inexpensive goods into the country.5 They also 
maintained a code of conduct: refraining from carrying 
weapons or confronting border officers, leveraging the 
border crossing rather than going around it, and avoiding 
trading in goods such as drugs and arms, for which the 
punishment was lengthy imprisonment or execution.6

There were exceptions but local society often viewed the 
bahhara as shrewd traders serving an economic need 
in a neglected part of the country.7 More telling, the 

Figure 1. Jordan’s Exports, Imports, and Reexports, 2003–2011

Source: Data from 2003 to 2021 was downloaded in 2022 from the Jordan Statistical Department. This data is no longer available on their website.

Note: 1 JOD = 1.41 USD.
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state generally did not treat them as serious criminals. 
Rather, their activities appear to have been governed 
by an informal bargain that benefited all sides: The 
bahhara earned a living, customs and border officials 
often looked the other way if bribed, consumers gained 
access to cheaper goods, and the trade posed little threat 
to national security.

The opening of the Jaber-Nassib crossing—some 25 
kilometers east of the Ramtha-Daraa crossing—in 
northwestern Jordan in the 1990s facilitated a rise in the 
immediate vicinity of an informal economy in goods 
powered by passenger vehicles and trucks. Yet this trade 
remained comparatively limited; Ramtha continued 
to be the main hub for redistributing Syrian goods in 
northwestern Jordan.8 What distinguished Jaber was its 
role in the formal economy, with much of the bilateral 
trade (shown in figure 1) passing through the crossing, 
as well as drug trafficking. Indeed, in 2005, at a time 
when Jordan was a transit state par excellence,9 a Public 
Security Directorate report suggested that the majority 
of drug seizures in Jordan occurred at the Jaber crossing.

If Ramtha was the capital of informal trade in northwestern 
Jordan, the very remote town of Ruwaished served as a 
smaller but important market in the northeast. Bordering 
Syria, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia, the town developed in the 
1930s around the H4 pumping station of the Kirkuk-
Haifa oil pipeline, which intersected with the Baghdad 
road and the old Iraq-Jordan border. Initially called H4, 
the town was renamed Ruwaished in 1985. Various 
accounts suggest that from the 1960s to the 1990s, 
Ruwaished was host to a vibrant informal economy. 
Drugs and weapons were also part of the mix, sustained 
by porous borders and cross-border tribal ties, mostly 
coming from Syria and transiting through Jordan before 
reaching Saudi Arabia.

But, across Jordan, informal and illicit trade did not 
fully overlap. Roads and customs posts served as the 
main infrastructure of the informal economy. This was 
the case with the Karamah border crossing with Iraq as 
much as it was with Ramtha. In Karamah, the bahhara 
had a special focus on bringing in cigarettes, meat, and 

fuel while selling various goods to buyers in Iraq—
which was under sanctions from 1990 until 2003.

The illicit economy, by contrast, had very different 
characteristics, beginning with the fact that it was 
powered largely by desert-borne smuggling that skirted 
border crossings. Local Bedouins made up the backbone 
of the drug smugglers, as the job required intimate 
knowledge of the terrain, which only they possessed. 
If the bahhara operated through border crossings, 
the Bedouin drug smugglers carved out tracks and 
established logistical infrastructure across the vast desert 
spanning Syria, Jordan, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia, which 
they would traverse in four-wheel-drive pickup trucks.10 
For example, one Captagon route ran from Türkiye 
to northwestern Saudi Arabia (Tabuk and al-Jawf ) 
through Syria and Jordan, with smugglers transporting 
large quantities of the drug across the desert.11 Also, this 
illicit trade was militarized. Indeed, smugglers often 
carried automatic weapons and, at times, exchanged fire 
with border patrols.12 

As Informal Trade Declines, the  
Illicit Variant Expands

The Syrian war dealt the border’s informal economy 
several blows. It devastated Syria’s previously productive 
economy, eroded subsidies across wide sectors, and, 
after the fall of Bashar al-Assad, opened the country 
more fully to global markets. Together, these changes 
undermined the very logic of informal trade—which 
is to take advantage of the scarcity of certain goods as 
well as price disparities. Additionally, the war fueled an 
unprecedented expansion of Syria’s illicit drug economy. 
It grew into a major cross-border industry, reportedly 
benefited from the sponsorship and involvement of 
elements of the Assad regime, and began to make greater 
use of the Jaber crossing. The illicit trade overwhelmed 
Jordan and essentially blurred the already thin boundary 
between informal and criminal activity, both in practice 
and in the eyes of the authorities.

https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/research/2021/09/thwarting-jordans-bahhara-trade-with-syria-risks-social-unrest-in-ramtha
https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/nea/ci/jordan/77383.htm?safe=1
https://www.7iber.com/%d9%81%d8%b4%d9%84-%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%aa%d9%86%d9%85%d9%8a%d8%a9-%d9%81%d9%8a-%d9%85%d9%86%d8%b4%d9%8a%d8%a9-%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%ba%d9%8a%d8%a7%d8%ab-%d9%88%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%b1%d9%88%d9%8a%d8%b4%d8%af/
https://www.7iber.com/%d9%81%d8%b4%d9%84-%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%aa%d9%86%d9%85%d9%8a%d8%a9-%d9%81%d9%8a-%d9%85%d9%86%d8%b4%d9%8a%d8%a9-%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%ba%d9%8a%d8%a7%d8%ab-%d9%88%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%b1%d9%88%d9%8a%d8%b4%d8%af/
https://alghad.com/Section-137/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%85%D8%AD%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%8A%D8%B4%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%88%D9%84-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D8%AF%D8%AE%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D9%83%D9%88%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%BA%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A9-332784
https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/nea/ci/jordan/77383.htm?safe=1
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/94221?ln=en&v=pdf
https://newlinesinstitute.org/global-security-mil-priorities/the-syrian-regimes-captagon-endgame/
https://newlinesinstitute.org/global-security-mil-priorities/the-syrian-regimes-captagon-endgame/
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The war and the security-related closure of the Ramtha 
crossing in 2012 effectively dismantled that city’s 
economy, destroying livelihoods and businesses while 
raising the cost of goods that had previously flowed 
cheaply from Syria. The reopening of the Jaber crossing 
in 2018 (following its closure in 2015 due to the war) 
briefly revived the border economy and lowered prices—
but the recovery proved short-lived, as Syria’s economy 
deteriorated and sanctions on the country tightened 
in 2020. By 2022, the old pattern had reversed itself: 
Instead of bringing in goods, the bahhara sold them to 
buyers in a heavily sanctioned Syria facing scarcity.13 
This was also reflected in official trade, the balance of 
which had tilted in Jordan’s favor (see figure 2 below) 
and continued to do so in post-Assad Syria. And if 
state subsidies had declined under Assad, they shrank 
even further under the country’s new president, Ahmad 
al-Sharaa. Markets became better supplied, but prices 
rose. Some goods still offered opportunities for informal 
trade, but the economic foundation on which the latter 
had rested for decades was fundamentally shaken.

More consequential, perhaps, was the collapse of 
the unwritten bargain between the bahhara and the 
authorities. This was motivated in part by the fear that 
informal trade could provide cover for illicit commerce. 
In 2019, a crackdown on the informal cigarette trade 
together with bottlenecks caused by inspections at Jaber 
hit the bahhara hard. The fact that the crossing operated 
only part time, and occasionally closed altogether, as 
during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, exacerbated 
matters. The bahhara protested repeatedly, but the state 
stood its ground.

Even after Assad’s downfall, Jordan continued its 
newfound strict policy against informal trade, with the 
bahhara allowed to cross only once every four days—to 
carry passengers, and not goods. Some concealed small 
quantities of goods, but not enough for what used to be 
a multimillion-dollar economy. Simple products such 
as Syrian green beans disappeared from the markets.14 
Yet illicit trade continues unabated—indicating that the 
bahhara are not the only, or even the primary, culprits. 

Figure 2. Jordan’s Exports, Imports, and Reexports, 2012–2025

Source: Data from 2003 to 2021 was downloaded in 2022 from the Jordan Statistical Department. This data is no longer available on their website. 
The import and export data for 2022 is from Petra News agency, “عودة زخم قاطرة التجارة البينية مصلحة مشتركة عليا للأردن وسوريا.” Jordan’s re-exports for 2022 are 
estimates due to lack of concrete stats. The data from 2023 to 2025 was downloaded in May 2026 from the Jordan Statistical Department.

Note: 1 JOD = 1.41 USD.

https://www.7iber.com/من-هم-بحّارة-الرمثا-ولماذا-يحتجون؟/
https://karamshaar.com/syria-in-figures/rethinking-subsidies-in-the-post-assad-era/
https://karamshaar.com/syria-in-figures/rethinking-subsidies-in-the-post-assad-era/
https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/research/2021/09/thwarting-jordans-bahhara-trade-with-syria-risks-social-unrest-in-ramtha
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/jordan-reopens-trade-gateway-with-syria-after-month-long-covid-closure-2020-09-27/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2019/08/jordan-smuggling-cigarettes-ramtha-syria-border-economy.html
https://shaam.org/news/syria-news/%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%82%D9%88-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%AA%D8%B5%D9%85%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%86%D8%AF-%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A8%D8%B1-%D9%86%D8%B5%D9%8A%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%A7-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D9%82%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%85%D9%86%D8%B9-%D9%86%D9%82%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B6%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9
https://shaam.org/news/syria-news/%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%82%D9%88-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%AA%D8%B5%D9%85%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%86%D8%AF-%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A8%D8%B1-%D9%86%D8%B5%D9%8A%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%A7-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D9%82%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%85%D9%86%D8%B9-%D9%86%D9%82%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B6%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9
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In 2024, Jordanian customs reported seizing around 
7.5 million Captagon pills nationwide, while in the first 
half of 2026 alone nearly 6 million pills were seized at 
the Jaber crossing.

The fact that Jordan’s policy toward informal trade 
remains unchanged even after Assad’s removal also 
reflects an effort by the authorities to channel new 
cross-border trade through the formal rather than 
the informal economy. The idea is to capture the 
value it generates. With Syria now a more open and 
import-hungry market, trade has largely shifted to 
bilateral commerce and reexports by truck through 
the Jaber crossing. According to Jordan’s Department 
of Statistics, exports and reexports to Syria reached 
about $900 million in 2025 (see figure 2), equal to 5.2 
percent of the combined total, 6.6 percent of exports, 
and 25.1 percent of reexports. These gains may benefit 
the national economy and create more jobs at border 
crossings, improve infrastructure, and support a roadside 
economy, but they are unlikely to reach marginalized 
border communities more broadly.

Meanwhile, illicit activity became more consequential in 
the desert, as though tracking the changing geography 
of the border itself, which becomes harsher and less 
hospitable the farther one moves east. In Northern 
Badia district, drugs “entered every home,” as one 
former elected official put it in an interview, “even our 
[own].”15 They crossed the border in every conceivable 
way: by guided balloon and drone, as well as through 
the old routes across the difficult terrain separating 
southern Suwayda’s barren lands from Jordan.16 High 
unemployment and the failure of various development 
projects made the area more vulnerable to being 
sucked into the illicit economy. Just as important, 
traffickers were no longer socially shunned. Because 
they had money, observed the head of the Deir al-Kahf 
Community Center in an interview, they came to “sit at 
the head of the table” during social events. 17

In Jordan’s far east, the decline of petty cross-border 
trade and the rise in criminal activity began before 

the Syrian war. After 2003, drugs increasingly entered 
Jordan from Iraq (a flow that continues today, including 
through the Karamah-Trebil crossing).18 By the late 
2000s, however, informal trade with Iraq was shrinking 
as insecurity and tighter visa restrictions reduced 
passenger movement. The Syrian war accelerated this 
shift. Petty trade declined and likely diminished further 
after Assad fled, when narrowing price differences 
eroded its profitability. Drug and weapons smuggling 
became increasingly prominent and likely the dominant 
form of commerce.

The Syrian War’s Enduring Legacy: 
Illicit Trade

The Jordanian-Syrian border economy will continue to 
adjust to a region in political and economic flux. Yet 
its broader trajectory is unlikely to reverse course. To 
be sure, some scope for informal trade will remain; 
cigarettes or a recovering Syrian agricultural sector, for 
example, could still supply goods that are not always 
cheaper but may be better in quality, given Syria’s fertile 
soil and water availability. What is unlikely to return is 
the subsidy-driven Syrian economy that once sustained 
large price gaps across the border. Syria’s current policy 
direction points away from such subsidies, while its 
fiscal challenges leave little capacity to restore them.

Meanwhile, though the downfall of the Assad regime led 
to more drug seizures and arrests,  trafficking has by no 
means disappeared. With drug use having risen sharply 
in Jordan (see figure 3), continued drug demand in the 
Gulf, a regime in Damascus that is unlikely to secure 
full control of its country in the near future, and the 
persistent socioeconomic deprivation of Syria’s southern 
and Jordan’s northern and eastern regions, the structural 
conditions that sustain the trade remain largely intact. 
Drug trafficking is therefore likely to become one of the 
enduring legacies of the Syrian conflict, rather than a 
temporary wartime phenomenon, and will continue to 
shape the evolving Jordan-Syria border economy.

https://www.customs.gov.jo/ebv4.0/root_storage/ar/eb_list_page/التقرير_السنوي_باللغة_الانجليزية_لعام_2024.pdf
https://www.customs.gov.jo/ebv4.0/root_storage/ar/eb_list_page/التقرير_السنوي_باللغة_الانجليزية_لعام_2024.pdf
https://petra.gov.jo/en/news/customs-seizes-6-million-captagon-pills-2-kg-of-crystal-meth-in-h1-2026
https://petra.gov.jo/en/news/customs-seizes-6-million-captagon-pills-2-kg-of-crystal-meth-in-h1-2026
https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/diwan/2026/06/syria-and-jordan-by-the-numbers
https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/diwan/2026/06/syria-and-jordan-by-the-numbers
https://petra.gov.jo/en/news/army-foils-drug-smuggling-attempt-using-guided-balloons%C2%A0-0
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2643042/middle-east
https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/nea/ci/jordan/77381.htm?safe=1
https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/nea/ci/jordan/77381.htm?safe=1
https://jordantimes.com/news/local/customs-foil-smuggling-of-517000-captagon-pills-at-karamah-crossing
https://www.aljazeera.net/news/2008/2/15/الأردن-يفرض-تأشيرات-دخول-على
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/07AMMAN644_a.html
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/07AMMAN644_a.html
https://newlinesinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/20250617-Captagon-after-Assad-NLISAP.pdf
https://newlinesinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/20250617-Captagon-after-Assad-NLISAP.pdf
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1186/s13011-020-00285-3.pdf
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1186/s13011-020-00285-3.pdf
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For the bahhara and the border communities that have 
long depended on Syria, cross-border trade is not just a 
livelihood but a way of life. They will adapt to changing 
circumstances but are unlikely to abandon informal 
trade without incentives—especially if the Ramtha 
crossing reopens. A more sustainable approach by the 
Jordanian government may therefore lie in forging 
a new bargain: allowing small-scale, fully declared, 
and taxable cross-border trade while imposing strict 
penalties for trafficking in drugs and weapons. This 
way, for members of marginalized border communities, 
the economic and social benefits of entering the formal 
economy may well outweigh the risks of engaging in 
informal trade.

Reopening the Ramtha crossing would also ease pressure 
on the Jaber crossing. Combined with advanced 
scanning equipment and stronger action against 
corruption and official complicity, it could facilitate 
legitimate trade while reinforcing Jordan’s role as a key 
transit link between the Gulf and the Mediterranean, 
especially amid ongoing disruptions in the Strait of 
Hormuz and Bab al-Mandeb. Alternatively, reliance on 

a single, congested Jaber-Nassib crossing risks creating 
a bottleneck, weakening Jordan’s competitiveness 
and diverting transit traffic toward other corridors, 
particularly through Iraq.

None of these solutions are readily applicable to 
Ruwaished. Indeed, this may be a case for which no 
realistic solution exists, given the Jordanian state’s 
limited capacity and its unwillingness to invest in very 
remote areas. Even successful development projects or 
job creation schemes are unlikely to rival the appeal of 
quick profits from smuggling, particularly when the 
odds often appear stacked in favor of traffickers rather 
than the authorities. The region’s vast, sparsely populated 
desert has shielded illicit activity for decades. What has 
changed is not the geography, but the economy: The 
decline of the informal border trade that once provided 
an alternative source of income, together with the 
erosion of real wages, has left the illicit economy more 
dominant and more attractive than ever.

Figure 3. Drug Trafficking and Use in Jordan, 2008–2025

Source: Compiled by the author from the Jordan Department of Statistics’ annual statistical yearbooks, 2008–2025.

https://www.jordannews.jo/Section-112/Economy/Jordan-Customs-Chief-Inspects-Jaber-Border-Shipping-Crisis-55294/O0sesj3RpgKw41U6LQpiHyL9tdcaJCvH63192?fbclid=IwY2xjawUQcspwZG9mAWV4dG4DYWVtAjEwAHNydGMGYXBwX2lkEDIyMjAzOTE3ODgyMDA4OTIAAR6xMoXkopHINhPncQGK-l_-KurGA5MG3AlHcuyTC_jwKbDx0cHSsb-407P8nA_aem_q3x2hAA5l4FwHUVu88zE_A


© 2026 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. All rights reserved. 

Carnegie does not take institutional positions on public policy issues; the views represented herein are 
those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of Carnegie, its staff, or its trustees.

This material has been funded by UK International Development from  
the UK government. The views expressed do not necessarily reflect the  
UK government’s official policies.

About the Authors

Armenak Tokmajyan is a nonresident scholar at the 
Malcolm H. Kerr Carnegie Middle East Center in Beirut. 

Laith Qerbaa is a lawyer, humanitarian practitioner, 
and researcher based in Jordan.

Notes 
1	 Authors’ interviews with men in their sixties and seventies in the 

border towns of Amrawa, Turra, Mafraq, Deir al-Kahf, and Ruweished, 
Jordan, May 2025 and June 2026.

2	 Authors’ conversation with two eyewitnesses, one from al-Turra and the 
other from Amrawa, May 2025 and June 2026; authors’ interview with 
a former security official who served in various capacities, including in 
desert patrols in the northeast, conducted near Mafraq city, June 2026.

3	 Authors’ conversation with a group of five local men in their sixties 
from the Ruweished area, June 2026.

4 Authors’ interview with an official from Jordan’s Land Transportation 
Regulatory Commission, Irbid branch, February 2021.

5	 Authors interview with a former schoolteacher who is a driver and who 
ran a supermarket in Ramtha, conducted remotely, December 2020.

6	 Authors’ interview with Abu Mohammed, a man in his fifties from 
Ramtha who had worked as a bahhar since his youth, May 2025; 
author conversations with a local researcher from Ramtha about issues 
related to the bahhara, November–December 2020.

7	 Authors’ interview with a former security officer who served at the 
Ramtha customs crossing and the Karamah crossing, conducted in 
Ruweished, June 2026.

8	 Before 2011, minivans loaded with Syrian goods in Ramtha circulated 
through Mafraq, Azraq, and Irbid, supplying local shops. These shops 
relied, at least in part, on goods brought cheaply from Syria through 
the bahhara.

9	 Philip Robins, Middle East Drugs Bazaar: Production, Prevention and 
Consumption (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 206.

10	 Authors’ interview with a former security official who served in various 
capacities including in desert patrols in the northeast, conducted near 
Mafraq city, June 2026; authors’ interview with the head of the Deir 
al-Kahf Community Center, June 2026; authors’ informal conversa-
tion with five local men in their sixties from the Ruweished area, June 
2026; authors’ interview with a former security officer who served at 
the Ramtha customs crossing and the Karamah crossing, conducted in 
Ruweished, June 2026.

11	 Philip Robins, Middle East Drugs Bazaar, 129–130.
12	 Authors’ interview with a former security official who served in various 

capacities including in desert patrols in the northeast, conducted near 
Mafraq city, June 2026.

13	 Authors’ personal observations in Ramtha, 2022.
14	 Authors’ observation and conversation with a shop owner in Irbid, 

April 2026.
15 Authors’ interview with a senior former elected official in  

Mafraq city, May 2025.
16	 Authors’ interviews and personal observations of the difficult terrain 

near Deir al-Kahf, May 2025.
17	 Authors’ interview with the head of the Deir al-Kahf  

Community Center, June 2026.
18	 Philip Robins, Middle East Drugs Bazaar, 206.

Conclusion

Borders can never be sealed completely—even less so 
the geographically challenging Jordan-Syria frontier. 
Nor can border crossings be reduced to security 
checkpoints alone: They almost inevitably generate 
markets, livelihoods, and opportunities alongside illicit 
activity. A securitized approach—strengthening border 
controls, combating trafficking, and restricting informal 
trade—is therefore indispensable for countering 
criminal activity. However, it is also inherently limited. 
In Jordan’s case, excessive restrictions have at times 
generated political tensions, as with the bahhara, while 
also creating congestion at the Jaber crossing, hindering 
official trade and mobility. The challenge is to strike a 
balance between risks and opportunities.

That balance requires Jordan to harness its growing role 
as a conduit for trade between the Mediterranean and 
the Gulf, while allowing border communities to benefit 
from the geography that has long influenced their 
livelihoods, especially when the state offers few realistic 
alternatives. This calls for a less securitized and more risk-
tolerant approach. After all, illicit commerce is likely 
to remain a lasting legacy of the Syrian war. Painful as 
that legacy is, it should not become a permanent barrier 
to commerce, mobility, and opportunity—or further 
marginalize border communities.


