Syria

For over four decades, public freedoms in Syria were severely
repressed and the country witnessed widespread violations to human
rights under the regimes of Hafez and Bashar al-Assad. This
repression in Syria went unrivaled in the Arab world, except perhaps
by the regimes of Saddam Hussein in Iraq and Moammar al-Qaddafi
in Libya. Expectations that Syria would experience a lessening of this
repression and see a measure of political liberation when Bashar alAssad assumed the presidency after the death of his father Hafez were
quickly proven wrong. Bashar maintained the core of the police state
by extending the state of emergency that had been in effect since
1963, thus allowing the security authorities sweeping exceptional
powers, which they used to carry out arbitrary arrests and to destroy
homes. Bashar also granted increased immunity to the security and
intelligence establishments and to the army in order to protect them
from being held accountable for the violations and crimes they
committed. Although the pro-democracy and pro-reform movement
grew significantly during the years of Bashar’s rule, Bashar al-Assad
confronted this movement with further repression, including through
the increased use of state security and military courts which issued
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highly repressive judgments against the political and rights activists
involved in the movement, whether independently or through their
affiliations to political parties. The constitutional and legal framework
of the country further reinforced the domination of the Baath Party,
known as the “historical leader.” At the same time, other political
parties – despite being legally licensed – were utterly marginalized.
Bashar’s era, like that of his father, was marked by a dismal record in
terms of human rights, particularly due to the systematic practice of
torture, enforced disappearance, the blatant denial of the right to
freedom of association, including overt hostility to human rights
defenders and organizations, and systematic and institutional
discrimination against the Kurdish minority.
During 2011, the regime dealt brutally with the peaceful uprising
which had begun calling for change in March. In this context, the
security apparatus, the armed forces, and militias sponsored by the
regime committed crimes amounting to war crimes and crimes against
humanity under international humanitarian law. Throughout 2012, the
state of human rights in the country deteriorated immensely, as state
repression against peaceful protest underwent a qualitative change to
become an internal armed conflict between the security forces, the
army, and regime-backed militias known s “shabiha” on one side and
what became known as the “Free Syrian Army” (FSA) on the other,
which was joined by officers and soldiers who refused to carry out the
orders of the regime and defected. The FSA also included some
opposition groups which had gradually resorted to armed resistance to
combat the brutal repression exercised against them by the state and to
seek revenge for the increasing number of victims and destruction of
property.
In its attempt to destroy the armed resistance movement, the regime
escalated its repressive tactics to include the use of heavy artillery by
the army to shell residential areas as well as the destruction,
plundering, and arson of property, arbitrary killings, and summary
executions. Such acts of repression were not limited to the towns and
villages considered strongholds of the armed opposition or the FSA,
nor were the places which maintained the peaceful nature of the
uprising spared. A number of hospitals were hit by heavy shelling, and
some were used as detention centers and places of summary
execution. Arbitrary arrest and systematic torture were practiced
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against doctors, emergency caregivers, and those involved in
delivering humanitarian aid.
It is difficult to arrive at exact numbers of civilian casualties of the
violent repression exercised against the popular protests and against
the population in general, just as it is nearly impossible to determine
the number of those affected by the armed clashes between pro-regime
forces and anti-regime armed groups. Reports of the United Nations1
state that the number of deaths between the beginning of the uprising
in March 2011 and the end of 2012 has probably surpassed 60,000,
while the Syrian Network for Human Rights has estimated the number
of civilian casualties during 2012 alone to be more than 36,000.2 This
number is closely corroborated by the estimates of the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights, which documented the deaths of
nearly 40,000 people during 2012, 90% of whom were civilians.3
International reports point to the displacement of nearly a million
people and some 350,000 have attained refugee status in neighboring
countries;4 more than 170,000 displaced people from Syria have been
documented by the UN High Commission for Refugees in Lebanon.5
Arbitrary arrest is widespread and torture is frequently practiced, often
resulting in death. A large number of detainees have become
disappeared, not only because of the refusal of the authorities to reveal
information about their whereabouts but also because the authorities
do not even acknowledge that some of them are being held in custody
1
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2013,
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by the state. Arrests, enforced disappearance and even killings have
affected a large number of human rights defenders. Killings and
physical attacks have similarly targeted a number of those working in
humanitarian aid and medical care, as well as journalists, reporters,
and artists.
Ironically, it was in the context of these acts of severe repression that a
referendum on a new constitution for the country was held in February
2012, despite a large boycott of the referendum. The new constitution,
however, did nothing to change the power structures in the country,
with the exception of removing the Baath Party’s status as “leader of
the state” to become one among several parties. Observers did not
consider this to be a significant change, given that the role and
effectiveness of the party had already been giving way to that of the
massive power structures which had been built around the presidency,
the extensive networks of interests established to support it, and the
security establishment which had become entrenched in all areas of
the state.6 In early May, parliamentary elections were held, ostensibly
to allow the Syrian people to determine the affairs of their country
through free and fair elections.
Three anti-terrorism laws were passed which included broad language
when defining “terrorist crimes.” These laws in effect give legitimacy
to arbitrary arrests of opposition members and allow for the
imposition of severe penalties, up to and including the death penalty.
Such broad definitions also allow for the punishment of writers and
journalists based on accusations that they are guilty of spreading
terrorist propaganda or inciting to terrorist acts. These penalties can
include hard labor for “distributing publications which could comprise
terrorist propaganda.” Such penalties can also be imposed on
individuals accused of supporting terrorists simply for delivering
humanitarian aid. These laws call for the dismissal of any government
employee from his/her position if found guilty of such acts by a court
and that the employee not be paid severance pay.7

6
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The situation in Syria has become increasingly blurred as some of
those affiliated with the FSA and other armed opposition groups have
also committed grave violations such as extrajudicial killings,
summary executions, and torture against captives from pro-regime
forces or militias.

Massacres Perpetrated to Suppress the Uprising
Attempts to suppress the uprising and armed resistance led to the
perpetration of grave violations amounting to war crimes and crimes
against humanity. These crimes were frequently committed in cities
and towns considered strongholds of the opposition. Many of these
crimes aimed to terrorize the population and to seek revenge against
those supportive of the opposition through collective punishment.
The city of Idlib and the surrounding towns experienced widespread
killings at the hands of the Syrian armed forces during the period
between March 10 and April 16. In some cases, men were taken from
their houses with their hands tied and lined up with their faces to a
wall before the armed forces opened fire on them. 16 people were
reportedly shot and killed in Sarmin, one of the villages near Idlib,
immediately upon being arrested. In the village of Taftanaz, over 20
people from one family were killed in the same manner. Similar acts
of killing took place in Mound Zawiya and Mount Wastani south of
Idlib, after which the armed forces burned the victims’ bodies. The
shelling of the Mount Zawiya area led to the partial or total
destruction of over 1500 homes and the burning of mosques and field
hospitals in Idlib.8
On May 25, the town of Houla, near the city of Homs, witnessed the
massacre of some 108 people, among them 49 children and 34
women. A number of these victims died due to the use of heavy
artillery and tanks to shell the town, yet most were executed by armed
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men thought to belong to militias supported by the regime.9 After the
Houla massacre, the army moved northward and invaded the city of
Hamah, shelling various areas of the city with heavy artillery, which
injured over 90 people and led to 33 deaths, among them 7 children
and 5 women. When residents attempted to flee the shelling, they
were targeted by snipers from the security apparatus, leading to a large
number of injuries, including of women and children; some of the
injuries were critical.10
On June 13, armed pro-regime militias supported by security forces
used ambulances belonging to the Red Crescent to invade the city of
Haffah in Latakiyya governorate, in clear violation of international
humanitarian law. Haffah had long been besieged and targeted with
violent shelling by all kinds of heavy artillery. The militias abducted
the injured and a number of the bodies of those who had been killed
and took them to an unknown location. The number of those who died
increased due to attacks on those who had been injured; this took
place in the context of a broader pattern of systematic attacks against
the injured and medical teams treating them in field hospitals.11 A
number of hospitals were directly bombed, resulting in the deaths of a
number of civilians and injured persons who were inside.For example,
in early April the army bombed the National Hospital in Homs,
destroying the hospital and killing at least 11 citizens.12 In August, the
main hospital able to treat emergency cases in the area controlled by
the opposition in Aleppo was also bombed, resulting in the deaths of a
number of civilians and significant damage to the hospital.13 It was
reported that the governmental hospital in Homs was turned into a
9
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center for interrogations and executions and that soldiers burned the
dead bodies to prevent them from being subsequently identified.14
On July 12, over 200 people were massacred in the village of alTarimsah after the army carried out an intensive attack on the village
using helicopters and tanks; the village was then looted by “shabiha”
militias.15 According to the Syrian Human Rights Committee, another
massacre was committed on August 25 in Darayya, a suburb of
Damascus, in which 242 people were killed. Most of the corpses were
found with bullet wounds in the city’s mosque; among them were 13
female bodies.16 A similar massacre was committed in the village of
al-Ma’adameyya, also near Damascus, where 86 people were killed
due to air strikes and attacks by “shabiha” armed groups on homes;
helicopters subsequently bombed those who went out to bury the
dead.17 On December 29, government forces and pro-regime groups
of “shabiha” perpetrated another massacre in the area of Deir Ba’lba
in Homs, in which over 220 civilians were killed and entire families
were executed, including women, children, and the elderly.18
According to evidence documented by rights organizations, the army
also used weapons prohibited under international law, particularly
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cluster bombs,19 in addition to incendiary bombs dropped from the air
on a number of residential areas.20
The areas which fell under the control of the Syrian army often
witnessed widespread looting to the point that army vehicles were
used to carry off the plunder. The security apparatus and the armed
“shabiha” groups did the same. Soldiers also frequently destroyed
private property and burned homes. UN observers called this a form of
collective punishment to make residents pay for their support of the
opposition.21

Crimes Committed by Anti-Government Armed Groups
Armed groups opposed to the government also committed grave
crimes in violation of the rules of war and international humanitarian
law which may amount to war crimes or crimes against humanity, yet
these crimes have been on a smaller scale than the crimes committed
by government forces and pro-regime militias.
In a statement to the United Nations, the Syrian government accused
the FSA of carrying out kidnappings, killings, and enforced
disappearances of Syrian citizens, including against women and
children as well as members of the army and security forces.22
Evidence points to the FSA having tortured and executed individuals
who appeared to be from the “shabiha” groups in Homs. Cases of
holding people for ransom with the aim of pressuring for the release of
detainees held by the government were also documented.23 Rights
19
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reports in March cited that extremist groups within the FSA – such as
the Nour and Farouq and Suleiman al-Farsi brigades – also committed
grave violations. Acts of disappearance, detention, and torture targeted
members of the security forces, government supporters, and people
thought to be members of pro-regime “shabiha” militias. Torture was
carried out against detainees during the initial periods of their
detention in centers controlled by the opposition. Some 12 cases were
recorded of summary executions of both members of the security
forces and civilians.24
UN reports documented numerous cases in which anti-government
forces killed members of government forces or “shabiha” militias
upon capture; the FSA also carried out numerous killings. In June,
some prisoners of war were executed in al-Qusayr in the governorate
of Homs after they were condemned by a judicial investigative
commission formed by the FSA. Two Alawite soldiers were also
executed in Talbesa in the Homs governorate. Twenty members of
“shabiha” groups were also killed by anti-governorate combatants in
Aleppo. Members of the FSA justified such acts, saying, “Either they
(pro-government forces) wipe us out, or we wipe them out.”25 Reports
also pointed to anti-government armed groups violating the rights of
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children, including by using them as child soldiers,26 to transport
weapons and supplies, or as lookouts.27
In November, an unidentified armed group committed a mass killing
of detainees being held in the governorate of Idlib. Video clips
revealed that nearly 10 men, thought to belong to the security forces,
were captured, beaten and kicked, and shot and killed by members of
the armed group. Reports suggested that the total number of those
killed in this massacre was not less than 18 people.28
The FSA and some other armed opposition groups have kidnapped
civilians based on their being from towns supportive of the Syrian
regime, considering them a legitimate target.29 11 Lebanese Shiites
traveling on a pilgrimage through the governorate of Aleppo were
abducted on May 22; 9 remained held by one of the opposition groups
at the end of the year. A number of Iranian civilians were also
kidnapped. A Ukrainian journalist named Anhar Kochneva was also
captured by an opposition group, which accused her of cooperating
with and supporting the Syrian army and regime. Her abductors
threatened to execute her in December,30 and her fate remained
unknown until the end of the year.
2012 witnessed a number of explosions, both by suicide bombers and
car bombs, which also led to the deaths of dozens of civilians. Reports
were not able to determine the identity of those responsible for the
26
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explosions. The worst of these bombings took place on May 10 inside
one of the branches of the military security in Damascus, leading to 55
deaths. Another bombing on April 30 near a government compound in
Idlib killed 20. A bombing on July 18 in the headquarters of the
Syrian National Security killed the minister of defense and a number
of officials from the security establishment.31

Arbitrary Arrest Campaigns and Systematic Torture
Between March 2011 and October 2012, over 32,000 people in Syria
were arbitrarily arrested without charge or trial, including a large
number of those who had taken part in the peaceful protests or
announced their support for them as well as many human rights
defenders, journalists, doctors, and providers of humanitarian aid.32
Individuals and entire families were arrested to pressure their relatives
to turn themselves in to the authorities or to provide information
which would assist in their capture or incriminate them.33 The pattern
of holding people hostage spread to include families of individuals
from the security forces who had defected to join the ranks of the
opposition.34
Arrest campaigns also spread to include religious leaders. For
instance, Sheikh Ahmed Mu’ath al-Khatib, a former imam at the
Umayyad Mosque, was arrested several times. Upon his release after
having been detained in late May, he fled the country and was later
chosen to head the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and
Opposition Forces.35
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Even though the Syrian president has issued amnesties six times since
the beginning of the uprising, most recently at the time of the Muslim
holiday Aid al-Adha when prison sentences against those responsible
for various crimes were annulled or reduced, thousands of peaceful
activists, journalists, rights defenders, and providers of humanitarian
aid remain under arrest; many have not been charged despite the long
periods they have spent in detention.36 The Syrian authorities have
arbitrarily arrested thousands of individuals based on legislative
decree 55 of 2011 and the anti-terrorism law issued in 2012, both of
which allow the state to arrest individuals and to hold them for up to
60 days without judicial review. Indeed, many individuals have been
held in detention long past this 60-day period.37 A large number of
detainees have joined the ranks of those who have been forcibly
disappeared due to their being held in isolation from the outside world
and the refusal of the authorities to provide information regarding
their whereabouts. Among them are Mazen Darwish, director of the
Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of Expression, and a number of
employees of the Center, as no information has been provided about
their status or whereabouts since the office of the Center was raided
by members of the air force intelligence and 16 people were arrested,
including seven women.38
Reports confirm that detainees are regularly subjected to brutal
torture. According to testimonies of detainees who have been released,
torture methods include sexual assaults and rape, electric shocks to the
genitals and other parts of the body, beatings with clubs and cables,
burning, and stripping detainees of their clothes.39 Torture has been
practiced against children, who have been forced to sit in painful
positions, bound and hung by their limbs –including from their
genitals– from the ceiling, and had heavy slabs of concrete placed on
their heads.40
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These crimes have been committed by the State Security and Political
Security establishments as well as by the Military Intelligence and Air
Force Intelligence services. Torture takes place in buildings belonging
to the security apparatuses and in detention centers and prisons, as
well as in public squares, sports arenas, and schools, which are also
used as temporary detention centers. Hospitals have also been
converted into detention centers and places of execution, with injured
people being caught inside and tortured or executed and their bodies
thrown into the streets.41 Doctors and medical teams have been
tortured and killed as well. For instance, the bodies of three doctors
who were detained in Aleppo on June 17 by the Air Force Intelligence
were found in a burned car a week later bearing signs of severe
torture; the hands of one were tied behind his back and the leg of
another broken and his fingernails pulled out.42
In light of the official information blackout about the status and
whereabouts of detainees and the impossibility of visiting them, it is
difficult to determine the number of those who have been killed as a
result of torture or who have been intentionally killed in detention.
One report pointed to more than 585 cases of death due to torture as of
the end of April 2012.43

Human Rights Defenders Arbitrarily Arrested and Killed
Human rights defenders did not escape the acts of violence and abuse.
Many of these defenders have been arbitrarily arrested, forcibly
disappeared, tortured, or killed since the beginning of the uprising. On
February 16, 2012, members of the Air Force Intelligence raided the
office of the Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of Expression in
Damascus, arresting director Mazen Darwish and 15 others, including
a visitor to the Center, Shadi Yazbik, who was released on March 12.
The seven women who had been among those arrested were released
48 hours later on the condition that they would present themselves
41
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daily to one of the detention centers to complete investigations with
them. Upon their arrest, Mazen Darwish and the eight other men were
placed in solitary confinement in one of the detention centers run by
the Air Force Intelligence, and their lawyers, families, and colleagues
were unable to visit them or to communicate with them. According to
reliable sources, Darwish was tortured while being interrogated. The
authorities have not stated what charges have been brought against
him or his detained colleagues. No information about Darwish has
been provided since this time,44 and his whereabouts remained
unknown as of the writing of this report. Information on his detained
colleagues Abdelrahman Hamada, Hussein Gharir, Mansour Hamid
al-Omri, and Hani Zeinani was similarly withheld. Seven employees
of the Center and one visitor to the office were referred to a military
court on charges of possessing banned information for the purpose of
publishing it. The hearing of their case was postponed after the Air
Force Intelligence failed to inform the court of whether Mazen
Darwish would appear at the hearing as a witness. Those charged in
this case included bloggers Bassam al-Ahmed, Jowan Faris, Ayhem
Ghuzoul, Yara Bidr, Razan Ghazawi, Miyadeh al-Khalil, Sanaa
Zeitani, and Hanadi Zahlout.45 Other rights activists have also
disappeared since their arrest in 2011, including Beraa Bekirati, Anes
al-Shaghri, and Yehia al-Sharbaji, a proponent of non-violence.46
On June 16, Rashid Omar Mohamed, a member of the Kurdish
Organization for the Defense of Human Rights and Public Freedoms
in Syria (DAD), was attacked in the city of Al-Malikiyah by unknown
armed assailants wearing masks who beat him severely with iron rods
and left him seriously injured.47 On June 3, armed assailants shot and
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killed Adnan Wahbeh, a member of the Arab Organization for Human
Rights in Syria and of the executive office of the National
Coordinating Body of the Forces for National Democratic Change in
Syria. The attack took place in his clinic in the city of Douma on the
outskirts of Damascus.48
On July 14, the security apparatus arrested activist Salim Qubani
while he was in Damascus to obtain humanitarian supplies for
civilians in Homs; he was taken to an unknown location.49 On October
2, rights activist and prominent lawyer Khalil Matouq, executive
director of the Syrian Center for Legal Studies and Research, was
abducted as he was driving his car to his office. He was held in one of
the detention centers run by the Political Intelligence in Damascus.
50
Matouq had been called for questioning by the security apparatus a
number of times in the period leading up to his abduction due to his
work as the legal representative of detained activists and his trips
abroad to receive medical treatment, as he suffers from a respiratory
condition.51

Repression of Freedom of Opinion and Expression
The freedoms of opinion and expression have been severely repressed
in Syria, as the government has used systematic censorship and
arbitrarily refused to grant media licenses in order to control media
outlets. Journalists and bloggers who express independent or critical
viewpoints have been harassed, expelled from their jobs in the
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government sector, or arbitrarily detained,52 and as such Syria has
become one of the most dangerous places in the world for media
professionals to work. Rights sources estimate that over 150 of those
working either professionally or informally in the press and different
forms of media have been detained since the beginning of the
uprising.53 At least 36 of them remained in prison at the end of 2012,
and at least 60 journalists, media professionals, internet activists, and
others who collaborated with newspapers and information networks
were killed.54 The Syrian government targeted others through physical
assaults, arrest, torture, and killing due to their opinions which
opposed the regime and supported democratic freedoms.55
At the beginning of April, journalist Mary Askander, who was known
for her criticisms of the repression in Syria which were published in a
number of Arab papers, and Ali Mohamed Othman, the director of the
Media Center in the region of Baba Amr in Homs, were arbitrarily
arrested. 56 On April 24, the Air Force Intelligence arrested Salameh
Kaileh, a Jordanian journalist of Palestinian descent, after raiding his
apartment in Damascus. He was cursed, beaten, and subjected to the
“falaqa” method of torture (painful beatings on the feet leaving few
physical marks), after which he was taken to the military hospital in
Al-Mezzeh for treatment. He was forced to sleep with two other ill
people in one bed with their hands and feet bound and their faces
covered, and they were forced to defecate in the bed. Keila was
subjected repeatedly to severe beatings while being blindfolded and
tied to the bed. In mid-May, he was expelled to Jordan.57
On May 18, journalist Mohamed Abdelmowli al-Hariri was sentenced
to death on charges of high treason and dealing with foreign bodies
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and transferred to the military prison of Seidanayyah. At the end of
2012, no information was available regarding whether the sentence
had been carried out. Al-Hariri had been arrested on April 16 after a
television interview with Al-Jazeera in which he spoke about the
severe humanitarian and security situation in the governorate of
Deraa. He was subjected to brutal torture leading to fractures in his
spine, yet the security apparatus continued to interrogate him even as
he was partially paralyzed, refusing to provide him with the necessary
medical care.58
On May 26, the security forces arrested novelist Khalid Khalifa as he
was participating in the funeral of the youth Rabe’a al-Ghazi in central
Damascus. Khalifa was detained for several hours before being
released, during which time he was subjected to violent beatings
which led to fractures in his hand and bruises on his head. Hossan
Abbas, well-known for his criticism of the government, was similarly
attacked; he had been with Khalifa at the funeral.59 On August 11, the
security apparatus arrested playwright Zaki Kordilo and his son from
his home in Damascus and took them to an unknown location after
confiscating their personal computers.60 On August 24, actor and
television writer Mohamed Omar Owso was arrested along with his
family members from his home in Damascus; he had been an active
participant in the protests in support of the revolution.61 On August
23, the authorities arrested cinema producer Arwa al-Neirbeh, the son
of the well-known opposition member Mawafeq al-Neirbeh, at the
international airport in Damascus as he was traveling to Cairo.62
Foreign journalists were also forcibly disappeared. Two Turkish
journalists, Adam Owzkoz and Hamed Kuskuf, disappeared in March,
and nothing was heard from them for nearly two months while they
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were in detention. They were released in May through an Iranian
intermediary based on a request from Turkey.63
On September 21, security forces raided the home of journalist and
photographer Abdelkarim al-Oqda, who had filmed hundreds of
videos of the acts of repression taking place daily in Syria. He and
three of his friends were killed during the raid, and the house was
burned; some sources suggested that the fire was lit intentionally.64
On August 22, Musaab Mohamed Said al-Awdallah, a journalist with
the state-owned newspaper Tashrin, was killed after the army raided
his house. He had had links to the opposition and had criticized the
repression practiced by the government in articles he published under
a false name.65 Two other Iraqi journalists were killed while covering
the events of July 18; reports suggested that one of them, Falah Taha,
was killed during clashes in Damascus, and that the other, Ali Jabouri
al-Kaabi, was killed in the neighborhood of Jarmaneh in Damascus by
a group of unknown armed assailants.66
On May 27 and 28, five journalists were killed while filming unrest in
Homs – the largest number of journalists killed in a single incident.67
On August 20, Japanese journalist Mika Pamamato was killed in a
bombing of Aleppo. Three other local journalists were reportedly
killed in August as well.68
The most prominent of the fatal attacks on media institutions took
place in June, when the armed opposition raided the Syrian Arab
News Agency, a governmental television channel whose programs
blame what they refer to as “terrorists” for the violence in the country.
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The armed attack led to the deaths of three journalists and four other
employees at the Agency.69
Artists were also attacked, including on August 25, when the wellknown caricaturist Ali Farzat was attacked for the second time since
the beginning of the revolution by unknown assailants who abducted
him as he was returning from his office to his home. Farzat was
severely beaten and thrown from the car along the road to the
Damascus airport, which led to bruising all over his body.70

69

Amnesty International, “Syria: Attack on TV Station Condemned as UN Report Finds
Violence Worsening,” June 27, 2012, <http://www.amnesty.org/en/news/syria-attack-tvstation-condemned-un-report-finds-violence-worsening-2012-06-27>.
70
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, “Ikhtitaf rassam al-caricatur as-soury ‘ali farzat wa
al-i'atada’ ‘aleh,” Aug. 25, 2012, <http://www.syriahr.com/25-8-2011syrian%20observatory3.htm>.

(223)

(224)

