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Introduction

This country of origin information report was prepared using the questions asked
and concerns stated by the Ministry of Justice and Security as set out in the Terms
of Reference (ToR). The Terms of Reference for this country of origin information
report were adopted on 10 December 2019. An anonymised version of this ToR,
together with the country of origin information report, has been published on the
central government’s website.

This general country of origin information report describes the situation in Syria
insofar as this is important for the assessment of asylum applications from persons
originating from this country, and for decision-making regarding the repatriation of
rejected Syrian asylum seekers. This country of origin information report is an
update of the thematic country of origin information report for Syria of July 2019
and the general country of origin information report of June 2015.! The reporting
period covers the period from June 2019 through March 2020 and relevant
developments up to the publication date have been incorporated in the report. This
report is a factual, neutral and objective account of the findings during the period
under investigation and does not offer any policy recommendations. This country of
origin information report does not pretend to be exhaustive with regard to separate
security incidents and human rights violations; the incidents mentioned are cited for
the purpose of substantiating a more general picture. It is worth noting that the
situation in Syria, in relation to the topics dealt with in the country of origin
information report, can differ from place to place and evolve very rapidly..

This country of origin information report is based on public and confidential sources
using carefully selected, analysed and controlled information. Information from a
number of sources has been used, including non-governmental organisations,
specialist literature, media reporting and (where applicable) relevant governmental
agencies. The passages in this country of origin information report are based on
multiple sources unless otherwise stated or in cases of generally undisputed facts.
An overview of the public sources consulted is included in the list of references.

Part of the confidential information used was obtained during a fact-finding mission
to Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon that took place from 26 January to 7 February 2020.
This country of origin information report uses information obtained from interviews
with local relevant and expert sources conducted during this mission. Furthermore,
information originating from diplomatic missions of the Netherlands, and (where
applicable), confidential meetings and correspondence that took place outside of this
fact-finding mission has also been used. The information obtained on a confidential
basis has chiefly been used to support and add to passages based on public
information. The confidential sources are designated as ‘confidential source’ in the
footnotes and provided with a date.

There is no uniform transliteration of Arabic terms in Latin script. Since terms and
concepts in Arabic are spelled in different ways in Latin script, it has been decided to
use the most common variant of each term in this report. Alternative spellings are
mentioned in the notes.

! Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Thematisch ambtsbericht Syrié, de veiligheidssituatie, July 2019,
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/ambtsberichten/2019/07/05/thematisch-ambtsbericht-over-de-
veiligheidssituatie-in-syrie-van-juli-2019; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Algemeen ambtsbericht Syrie, June

2015. https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/ambtsberichten/2015/06/22/algemeen-ambtsbericht-syrie-2015-
06-22
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Chapter one deals with the political developments and the security situation during
the reporting period. A description of the humanitarian situation is provided in
Chapter two. The third chapter deals with the human rights situation and examines
the at-risk groups. The fourth chapter covers the repatriation of displaced persons
and refugees. The fifth chapter consists of appendices.
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Political developments and security situation

This chapter is a follow-up of the description of the political situation and the
security situation as described in the thematic country of origin information report of
July 20192 and describes relevant developments since June 2019.

Political developments

This paragraph provides information about international political developments in
connection with the armed conflict in Syria now entering its ninth year.

On 19 September 2019, the United Nations Security Council failed to reach
consensus on a resolution concerning the termination of hostilities in the province of
Idlib: the last province in Syria still largely in the hands of armed opposition groups
and the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) terrorist organisation.3

On 23 November 2019, the Secretary General of the United Nations expressed his
concerns regarding the military escalation in Northwest Syria and repeated calls for
an immediate cessation of hostilities.*

The fourteenth meeting of what is referred to as the Astana (Kazakhstan) peace
process for Syria was held on 10 and 11 December 2019. Turkey, the Russian
Federation, Iran, the Syrian government and representatives of opposition groups
participated in the talks.®

On 20 December 2019, the Russian Federation and China vetoed a draft resolution
submitted by Germany, Belgium and Kuwait to provide UN aid for one year to four
million Syrians through two border crossings located at the borders with Turkey and
Iraqg. ® On 10 January 2020, the Security Council reached an agreement on providing
cross-border aid through two border crossings between Turkey and Northwest Syria,
just prior to the expiration of the previous agreements. This agreement stipulated
that aid would only be provided for a period of six months.”

During a UN Security Council briefing on 6 February 2020, UN Special Envoy
Pedersen emphasised that the escalation of violence in Idlib since December 2019
had led to a massive increase in the number of displaced persons, including many
who had already been displaced due to violence. In relation to this, Mark Lowcock,
United Nations Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency
Relief Coordinator, reported that 373 civilians had already been killed in Idlib since 1
December 2019.8 The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian

2 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Thematisch ambtsbericht Syrié, de veiligheidssituatie, July 2019.

3 UN news, Security Council: Two draft resolutions, zero consensus on ceasefire in Syria’s Idlib, 19 September 2019,
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/09/1046802

4 Secretary-general United Nations, Statement attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General on Syria
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2019-12-23/statement-attributable-the-spokesman-for-the-
secretary-general-syria, 23 November 2019.

5 Anadolu Agency, 14% round of Syria talks discusses latest developments, 11 December 2019,
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/14th-round-of-syria-talks-discusses-latest-developments/1670867. According
to Turkish state media, Turkey, the Russian Federation and Iran discussed the situation in the province of Idlib, the
importance of stability in Northeast Syria, and the struggle against what they described as the terrorists. ; Middle
East Institute, Russia’s efforts to expand the Astana process in Syria, 7 October 2019,
https://www.mei.edu/publications/russias-efforts-expand-astana-process-syria; Asharq al-Awsat ,Astana Meeting
Criticizes US Presence, Israel’s Raids but Forgets the Golan, 14 December 2019.
https://aawsat.com/english/home/article/2035761/astana-meeting-criticizes-us-presence-israel%E2%80%99s-raids-
forgets-golan.This source indicates that the focus of the talks was the continued presence of the United States in
Syria.

6 Reuters, Russia, backed by China, casts 14th U.N. veto on Syria to block cross-border aid, 20 December 2020.

7 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 3. This report is based on research conducted between 11 July 2019
and 10 January 2020.

8 United Nations, Immediate Cessation of Hostilities in North-West Syria Crucial to Stop Humanitarian Catastrophe,
Mass Displacement, Top United Nations Officials Warn Security Council, 6 February 2020.
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1.2

Affairs (OCHA) reported in late March 2020 that almost a million people had fled the
violence in Northwest Syria since 1 December 2019.°

In late February 2020, fourteen EU Foreign Affairs ministers called upon the Syrian
government to agree to a ceasefire and urged Russia to find a solution by opening
negotiations with Turkey. The ministers claimed international law was being violated
because hospitals, schools and camps for displaced persons were being deliberately
targeted and fired upon.® See 1.2.1.

Constitutional Committee

On 23 September 2019, the United Nations Secretary General announced an
agreement between the Syrian government and the opposition, represented in the
Syrian negotiations committee led by Nasr Hariri, to establish a Constitutional
Committee.!! The first session of the Constitutional Committee took place on 30
October 2019 in Geneva and no international representatives were invited to this
session.!2 The establishment of this committee was part of the political process to
end the ongoing conflict which started in 2011. The Committee consists of 150
members, 50 of whom are from the Syrian government; another 50 represent the
opposition, and 50 members represent civil society organisations. In early November
2019, a sub-committee commenced with drafting a document dealing with
constitutional reforms. However, on 29 November 2019, Special Envoy Pedersen
reported that the Constitutional Committee had failed to reach consensus on an
agenda in the second round of talks.!3 In a briefing to the Security Council on 30
March 2020, Pedersen ultimately reported that consensus had been reached on the
following agenda for a new meeting: the Terms of Reference and rules of procedure
of the Constitutional Committee, to discuss the foundations and principles of the
national political future of Syria. However, this meeting has yet to take place.4

The security situation

In this reporting period, the major military operations and armed conflicts were
limited to Northwest and Northeast Syria. In the south-west, particularly in the
province of Daraa, there was evidence of escalating armed conflicts between
government forces and armed groups. See 1.2.3.

° Ocha, Recent Developments in Northwest Syria - Situation Report No. 11 - As of 27 March 2020, 27 March 2020,
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/20200327_situation_report_11_final.pdf

10 Trouw, Brandbrief Blok en andere buitenlandministers over Idlib, 26 February 2020; Die Zeit, EU-AuBenminister
fordern Ende der Offensive in Idlib; In einem gemeinsamen Appell rufen 14 EU-AuBenminister zu einem Ende der
Kdmpfe in Nordsyrien auf. Die Verantwortlichen miissten zur Rechenschaft, 26 February 2020; UNHRC, Report of
the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, 2 March 2020,
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/NewsDetail.aspx?NewsID=25638&LangID=E. With regard to these
attacks, the Commission specifically referred to Russian involvement (see item 25 of the report).

1 Confidential source, 25 September 2019; UN news, UN chief announces progress on committee to shape Syria's
political future, 23 September 2019, https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/09/1047092.

12 Confidential source, 5 November 2019;Aljazeera, Syrian Kurds criticise UN envoy over new committee,29
September 2019. A YPG representative indicated that Kurds were not sufficiently represented in the Committee.
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/09/syrian-kurds-criticise-envoy-committee-190929161609096.html

13 Al Jazeera. Long-awaited Syria constitutional committee meets for first time, 30 October 2019,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/10/long-awaited-syrian-constitutional-committee-meets-time-
191030151424363.html; United Nations Secretary General; Note to Correspondents: Transcript of the press
conference of the United Nations Special Envoy for Syria, Geir O. Pedersen, at the conclusion of the first week of
working sessions of the Syrian Constitutional Committee Small Body, 8 November 2019,
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/note-correspondents/2019-11-08/note-correspondents-transcript-of-the-
press-conference-of-the-united-nations-special-envoy-for-syria-geir-o-pedersen-the-conclusion-of-the-first-week-of;
Asharq Al-Awsat; UN Envoy: Syria Constitutional Talks End Without Reaching Consensus on Agenda, 29 November
2019, https://aawsat.com/english/home/article/2013816/un-envoy-syria-constitutional-talks-end-without-reaching-
consensus-agenda

4 United Nations, Security Council briefing on the situation in Syria, special envoy Geir O. Pedersen, 30 March 2020,
https://dppa.un.org/en/security-council-briefing-situation-syria-special-envoy-geir-o-pedersen-2

Page 8 of 83



Country of origin information report Syria | May 2020

The armed factions of the opposition, such as factions under the moniker Syrian
National Army (SNA) and the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS)!>, controlled roughly
twelve percent of Syrian territory at the end of 2019. See also 1.2.1. As a result of
the Operation Peace Spring offensive supported by Turkish forces (see 1.2.2) in
Northeast Syria, the amount of territory controlled chiefly by the Kurdish Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) was reduced to approximately 26%. The remaining 62% of
Syrian territory was controlled by the Syrian government, which by this time
included all the major cities.'® During the reporting period, the provincial capital
Idlib was under the control of HTS and the provincial capitals Hasakah and Raqqa
were under SDF control. Government forces were present in the province of
Hasakah and its capital city of the same name. Based on agreements with the SDF,
the Syrian army was also present in Raqga since mid-October 2019.17

The SDF mainly consists of Yekineyén Parastina Gel (YPG) Syrian ethnic Kurd
fighters, otherwise known as the ‘People’s Protection Units’.'® Turkey considers the
YPG to be equivalent to the Turkish ethnic Kurd Partiya Karkerén Kurdistan (PKK),
also known as the ‘Kurdistan Workers Party’. The Turkish government is involved in
an armed conflict with the PKK. Just like Turkey, the EU has also designated the PKK
as a terrorist organisation. The Netherlands does not consider the YPG to be a
terrorist organisation, but it does recognise that the organisation is affiliated with
the PKK and that it maintains ties with the Syrian government.*?

The map below shows a visual representation of which groups controlled parts of
Syria or where they were active in February 202029, such as in the case of Islamic
State (ISIS)21.

15 HTS and ISIS are designated as terrorist organisations by the United Nations. UN Security Council, press
release, Security Council ISIL (Da’esh) and Al-Qaida Sanctions Committee Amends One Entry on Its Sanctions List, 5
juni 2018, https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13365.doc.htm

16 Confidential source, 9 February 2020.

17 VOA, US Forces Reportedly Building New Base in Northeast Syria, 9 February 2020,
https://www.voanews.com/extremism-watch/us-forces-reportedly-building-new-base-northeast-syria; Reuters,
Syrian army enters city of Raqqa, sets up observation posts: al-Mayadeen TV, 16 October 2020,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-security-turkey-raqga/syrian-army-enters-city-of-ragqa-sets-up-
observation-posts-al-mayadeen-tv-idUSKBN1WV1HU.

8 Al Jazeera, Who are the Syrian Democratic Forces?, 15 October 2019,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/10/syrian-democratic-forces-191015080247945.html.

1% Confidential source, 3 April 2020; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Kabinetsreactie op “Advies Internationaal Tribunaal
ISIS” van de extern volkenrechtelijk adviseur, Prof. dr. P.A. Nollkaemper, 13 September 2019. ‘The SDF is an armed
non-state actor that has been accused of human rights violations by various organisations, and the YPG - the
dominant armed faction within the SDF - maintains ties with the regime and is affiliated with the PKK (an
organisation on the EU terrorist list).”
https://www.parlementairemonitor.nl/9353000/1/j9vvij5epmjley0/vi21d7vg8kj2

20 Jusoor for studies, Map of military influence, 3 February 2020,
https://jusoor.co/details/Map%200f%?20military%?20influence%?20in%?20Syria%?2002-03-2020/583/en; For a
different map, see: SJAC. The state of Justice Syria 2020, March 2020, p. 6. Map: Areas of control, Feb 2020.
Source: Wikimedia Commons; Institute for the Study of War, Situation report february 5-18 2020,
http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/syria-situation-report-february-5-18-2020.

21 Islamic State or ISIS; alternate names: Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), Islamic State in Iraq and the
Levant (ISIL) of Daesh.
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Source: Jusoor, map of military influence in Syria. February 2020

The reconciliation deals in the south-west sponsored by the Russian Federation were
under pressure; see 1.2.3. ISIS still active in Syria; see 1.3.3.

The economic situation in Syria deteriorated during the reporting period. This
included massive inflation, partially influenced by the economic crisis in the
neighbouring country of Lebanon.22 See 2.1 for more details.

There was no large-scale repatriation of refugees during the reporting period (see
Chapter 4).

Northwest

There was evidence of an escalation in military violence in the province of Idlib, the
northern part of the province of Hama, the northeastern part of the province of
Lattakia and the western part of the province of Aleppo.23 The province of Tartous
was under the control of the Syrian government during the entire conflict, sparing it
from the direct violence of war.24

During the reporting period, there was ongoing fighting between government forces
and their allies (Russian Federation, the Lebanon-based Hezbollah and foreign Shi'ite
militias, particularly Iranian) on one side, and armed opposition groups (primarily

22 Confidential source, 14 January 2020.

23 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Thematisch ambtsbericht Syrié, de veiligheidssituatie, July 2019; UN Human Rights
Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/42/51,
15 August 2019. This report is based on research conducted between 11 January 2019 and 10 July 2019; The name
Lattakia is frequently written Ladhigiyah in many reports.

24 EASO, Syria; security situation, November 2019, p. 28,
https://www.easo.europa.eu/sites/default/files/publications/EASO-COI-Report-Syria-Security-situation.pdf.
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HTS) on the other. The offensive launched by government forces and their allies was
accompanied by very intensive air strikes. These strikes took place without any
significant interruption, resulting in hundreds of civilian casualties and immense
damage to civil infrastructure.?> Since the end of April 2019, the Syrian government
conducted dozens of daily air strikes, often in conjunction with its Russian ally. The
air strikes used internationally banned cluster munitions, incendiary bombs and
explosives with wide area effects, including improvised ‘barrel bombs’. These
weapons were used to deliberately target and destroy schools, hospitals, homes and
cities in the region. In mid-August 2019, an air strike launched by the Syrian-
Russian alliance hit a camp for displaced persons in the city of Haas in the province
of Idlib, resulting in the deaths of twenty civilians.2®

In the third quarter of 2019, government and allied troops succeeded in gaining
control of a number of sub-districts in the northern part of the province of Hama and
the southern part of the province of Idlib.?” During September and October 2019, air
strikes were launched targeting various areas in the provinces of Idlib and Lattakia.
Government forces and allied groups continued carrying out attacks during
November and December 2019. The bombardments and air strikes increased in
intensity when pro-government armed forces launched a major offensive to seize
the cities of Maaret al-Numan, Sarageb and the surrounding countryside. The Syrian
army succeeded in capturing a number of areas in the southern part of the province
of Idlib adjacent to the M5 highway connecting Damascus to Aleppo. Armed
opposition groups carried out reprisal attacks in the southern part of the province of
Aleppo and in the province of Lattakia.?®

By the end of 2019, Syrian government armed forces had expanded their control of
sections of the southern part of the province of Idlib. During their operations, they
captured the city of Jarjanaz and reached the outlying districts of Maaret-al-Numan,
giving Syrian forces control of roughly 62% of Syrian territory. During the first
months of 2020, this territory was increased significantly when multiple cities along
the M5 highway, up to that point controlled by HTS and armed opposition groups,
were retaken.?® This main transport artery is of great economic and strategic
importance, running from the Jordanian border to Turkey, and connecting Syria’s
major urban centres. The M5 is also connected to the other main highway (M4)
which connects Aleppo to Lattakia on the coast.3°

25 Confidential source, 6 September 2019; Acled, the (re) conquest of northern Syria, 17 October 2019,
https://www.acleddata.com/2019/10/17/the-reconquest-of-northern-syria/. ACLED provides an overview of the
number of armed incidents between March and September 2019, as well as the number of civilian deaths.

26 HRW, world report 2020 Syria, 15 January 2020.

27 Acled. The state of Syria. July-September 2019, consulted on 22 September 2019. This involved the sub-districts
of Tamanaah, Kafr Zeita, Karnaz, Khan Shagun, Madiq Castle, Muhradah and Suran; UN Human Rights Council,
Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28
January 2020, p. 3. UN-Col states that pro-government armed forces carried out attacks on armed opposition groups
in July and August 2019 in the vicinity of the Al-Ghaab plain, Khan Shaykhun, Maaret al-Numan, Saraqeb, Ariha and
Jisr-al-Shughur. After the failure of the conditional ceasefire on 5 August 2019, the Syrian army launched a major
ground offensive. By around 21 August, pro-government armed forces had cut off the M5 highway, surrounded a
Turkish observation post and retaken various cities and villages in northern Hama and southern Idlib.

28 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 4. The attacks conducted by pro-government armed forces led to the
displacement of 700,000 people between May 2019 and early January 2020. These people sought refuge in the
northern areas of the province of Idlib.

2% UN Security Council. Security Council ISIL (Da’esh) and Al-Qaida Sanctions Committee Amends One Entry on Its
Sanctions List, 5 June 2018. https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13365.doc.htm. HTS, previously known as Al-
Nusrah Front for the People of the Levant, is an armed terrorist faction affiliated with Al-Qaida.

3% The New York Times, AP Explains: Why Syria's M5 Is Assad's Highway to Victory, 14 February 2020. In that article,
the Associated Press states: ‘Under a September 2018 agreement between Russia and Turkey, the M5 and M4
highways were supposed to be open for traffic, linking the government's stronghold on the coast with Aleppo before
the end of that year. That never happened, as insurgents refused to move away and allow joint Russian-Turkish
patrols to protect the traffic there. That eventually led to the latest government offensive in Idlib, the last rebel-held
bastion in the country’. See also 1.1.
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On 8 January 2020, president Putin of the Russian Federation and president Erdogan
of Turkey announced a ceasefire for the province of Idlib. The ceasefire went into
effect on 12 January 2020. In the following days, there was a significant drop in the
number of air strikes.3! However, this halt to the violence did not last for very
long.32 On 28 January 2020, the Syrian government announced the recapture of
Maaret-al-Numan; this is the second-largest city in the province of Idlib with a
population of approximately one hundred thousand. Most of the city’s residents had
already previously fled the city. On 6 February 2020, government forces captured
the strategically located city of Sarageb. This is where the roads connecting Aleppo
to Lattakia on the coast and Aleppo to Damascus converge. After two Turkish
observation posts33 in the province of Idlib ended up behind the government'’s front
line due to rapidly advancing government forces and Turkish soldiers died as a result
of the government’s offensive, Turkey sent additional troops to the region. Turkey
also fired on Syrian government targets, resulting in the deaths of dozens of Syrian
soldiers.3* At least thirty-three Turkish soldiers were killed on 27 February 2020 in
the province of Idlib during fighting between Russian Federation-backed Syrian
forces and SNA armed opposition groups backed by Turkey.3> This was almost
immediately followed by Turkey launching ‘Operation Spring Shield’, where Turkish
armed forces and Turkish-backed Syrian armed opposition groups carried out
attacks on Syrian government forces. On the Syrian government side, this also
resulted in the deaths of Hezbollah fighters from Lebanon and other combatants
supported by Iran.3% Heavy fighting between armed opposition groups and
government forces backed by Iranian fighters took place in the city of Sarageb,
located in the eastern part of the province of Aleppo, and on 4 March 2020, the
government succeeded in regaining control of this city.3”

Following the heavy fighting referred to above, presidents Erdogan and Putin agreed
to a new ceasefire on 5 March 2020. It was also agreed to establish a six-kilometre
wide security corridor in the province of Idlib, along both sides of the M4 highway.38
Air strikes ended once the ceasefire was announced, but there were sporadic
incidents of shelling along the southern front line, mainly by government forces.3°

During the reporting period, armed groups continued to shell the city of Aleppo with
rockets and mortars; some of the attacks resulted in numerous casualties.4% In late

31 Confidential source, 14 January 2020.

32 Al Jazeera, Syria ceasefire has failed as civilians killed daily: UN. 17 January 2020.
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/01/syria-ceasefire-failed-civilians-killed-daily-200117114912215.html

33 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, thematic country of origin information report. The security situation, July 2019. See
page 10 for information on the establishment of what are referred to as de-escalation zones. Turkey monitored the
area in and around Idlib and established observation posts.

34 Syria Direct, Aggression in last de-escalation zone risks fallout between Turkey and Russia, 10 February 2020.
https://syriadirect.org/news/is-the-last-de-escalation-zone-shrinking-or-disappearing/

35 Al Monitor, Syria pulse, Turkish losses rise in dangerous escalation over Syria's Idlib, 27 February 2020.
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/02/erdogan-bluster-war-russia-backed-syrian-
forces.html#ixzz61eQj7KgM. This article refers to the National Liberation Army as one of the armed opposition
groups. While the NLA, along with other armed opposition groups, has been incorporated in the SNA, HTS is not part
of the SNA. For more information, see Al Monitor, Syria pulse, Merger solidifies opposition in Syria, boosts Turkey's
forces, 14 October 2019,
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2019/10/syrian-opposition-merger-into-national-army-battle-
sdf.html#ixzz6IeSorkt8

36 FDD's Long War Journal, Turkey’s Operation “Spring Shield” delivers blow to Hezbollah, 5 March 2020.

37 Al Monitor, Syria Pulse, Situation remains heated in Syria's Idlib as Putin, Erdogan reach deal, 5 March 2020.

38 Al Jazeera, Turkey says no ceasefire violations in Syria's Idlib, 7 March 2020.
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/tense-calm-prevails-syria-idlib-ceasefire-holds-200306100457396.html
3% Ocha, Recent Developments in Northwest Syria - Situation Report No. 10 - As of 12 March 2020, consulted on 15
March 2020, https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/recent-developments-northwest-syria-situation-report-
no-10-12-march-2020; Die Zeit, Raketenangriff totet tlrkische Soldaten trotz Waffenruhe, 20 March 2020. One of
those incidents, a rocket attack by a radical militant group killed two Turkish soldiers and injured another one;
Telegraph, Fragile Idlib ceasefire holding after Syrian regime forces withdraw from villages, 8 March 2020,
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/03/08/fragile-idlib-ceasefire-holding-syrian-regime-forces-withdraw/

4% Ocha. Syrian Arab Republic, recent developments in Northwest Syria. Situation report 6 as of 15 January 2020,
consulted on 17 January 2020. UNOCHA reported 910 incidents of indirect artillery fire hitting different
neighbourhoods in Aleppo in 2019. This shelling resulted in the deaths of 64 civilians and 273 civilians were
wounded. The city of Aleppo was also hit by a number of missiles in January 2020; UN Human Rights Council, Report
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January and early February 2020, opposition forces put up fierce resistance against
advancing government forces in the western rural area of the province of Aleppo.
Both the Syrian National Army (SNA) and HTS conducted separate military
operations against government forces during this time.*!

The security situation was very poor in the Afrin district (province of Aleppo) and in
the surrounding districts during the reporting period. While most Olive Branch
factions#? operated under the control of the Syrian National Army (SNA)#3, there
were armed incidents between rival armed groups throughout 2019 which also
resulted in the deaths of civilians. These armed factions divided this area de facto
into zones of influence. See also 3.1 for information on human rights violations.
There was also an armed insurrection against the Turkish presence and the SNA in
this area, mainly involving armed groups affiliated with the YPG. These groups
conducted their operations from Tall Rifaat and the surrounding area.** Groups
suspected of being against the SNA carried out shelling, car bomb attacks and other
attacks using improvised explosive devices. These attacks resulted in civilian
casualties. According to information provided by the human rights organisation
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR), a bomb explosion on a bus on 19
January 2020 resulted in the deaths of three civilians and injuries to nine others,
including fighters.#> On 28 April 2020, an attack was carried out at a busy market
where a fuel tanker was detonated, killing more than forty people and injuring
scores of others. Turkey accused the YPG of being behind the attack.4®

As a result of the violence, particularly the ongoing bombardments and shelling
carried out by government forces and their allies, nearly a million people fled from
Northwest Syria (the province of Idlib and the northern part of the province of
Aleppo) from early December 2019 to late March 2020.47 For more information on
civilian casualty figures, see 1.2.4.

Northeast
Turkey launched a major military offensive in Northeast Syria on 9 October 2019.
This was preceded by a telephone call between Erdogan and Trump. It is not known

of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January
2020, p. 8. Armed groups fired rockets at a number of districts in Aleppo, including Salah al-Din, on 21 November
2019. This resulted in the deaths of seven civilians, with 29 others wounded; Confidential source, 15 January 2020;
SOHR, Opposition factions fire several rockets on Aleppo city leaving five persons dead or wounded, 12 February
2020; SOHR, Today’s rocket shelling by factions on Aleppo Kills three civilians and injure five others, 12 February
2020. The city was hit by approximately thirty mortars on 12 January 2020, resulting in casualties and major
damage to property.

41 Syria Direct, Aggression in last de-escalation zone risks fallout between Turkey and Russia, 10 February 2020.

42 Enabbaladi, Three Turkish military operations in Syria... big countries supporting parties against Ankara’s wishes,
15 February 2020, https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2020/02/three-turkish-military-operations-in-syria-big-
countries-supporting-parties-against-ankaras-wishes/. In January 2018, Turkish armed forces and the SNA launched
‘Operation Olive Branch’ in Afrin to oust the YPG.

43 Anadolu Agency, Free Syrian Army transforms into Syrian National Army, 9 October 2019,
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/free-syrian-army-transforms-into-syrian-national-army/1607384; see also
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Thematisch ambtsbericht Syrié. De veiligheidssituatie, July 2019, p. 74.

44 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/42/51, 15 August 2019, pp. 5 and 11. This involved the Kurdish armed opposition groups affiliated
with the YPG, such as the Ghadab al-Zaytun and the Afrin Liberation Forces. The YPG is the armed wing of the
Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat (PYD), the Kurdish Democratic Union Party; UN Human Rights Council, Report of the
Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020,

pp. 9 and 10. Tall Rifaat, situated in the Azaz district which is adjacent to Afrin, is controlled by the SDF and was
shelled on a regular basis. Ten civilians were killed by a mortar attack on 2 December 2019, including

two children, and twelve others were wounded.

45 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 9; Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, Bomb blast in a bus Kkills 3
civilians in Syria’s Afrin. 20 January 2020, https://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=113181

4 BBC, Syria war: Dozens killed in truck bomb attack at Afrin market,28 April 2020,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-52454134; Al Jazeera, Fuel truck bomb blast kills dozens in Syria's
Afrin: Turkey, 28 April 2020, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/fuel-truck-bomb-blast-kills-dozens-syria-
afrin-turkey-200428170837725.html.

47 OCHA, Recent Developments in Northwest Syria - Situation Report No. 11 - As of 27 March 2020, 27 March 2020,
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/20200327_situation_report_11_final.pdf
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whether the Americans gave Turkey the green light for this operation or whether
they withdrew for the safety of their own troops.48 It is plausible that*® Turkey
insisted on that withdrawal in order to create a safe zone in Northeast Syria, using
the argument that it needed to defend itself from attacks from the Syrian-Kurdish
YPG. Turkey also stated it wanted to use the safe zone to facilitate the repatriation
of Syrian refugees residing in Turkey.>® The Turkish armed forces offensive, under
the name Operation Peace Spring, was a joint effort with the Syrian National Army,
and consisted of both ground offensives and air strikes in the Syrian provinces of
Raqga and Hasakah. Turkish troops, supported by the SNA, launched attacks against
Kurdish forces in various border towns, including Tal Abyad (province of Ragqa) and
Ras al-Ayn (province of Hasakah). Turkish and SNA forces succeeded in capturing
Tal Abyad and a few surrounding villages on 13 October 2019.°! These forces also
advanced into the Nusf Tall region in the province of Ragqa.>? The onset of this
military operation and the partial withdrawal of American troops®3 led to rapid and
uncoordinated evacuations resulting in the displacement of more than 200,000
people. The Ayn-Issa camp housing many women and children with familial ties to
ISIS was almost entirely abandoned.>* Of the people who fled during these
evacuations, 71,000 people were still displaced as of December 2019. These people
came from the provinces of Hasakah, Ragga and Aleppo. The majority found shelter
with local communities, in informal settlements or in collective shelters.>> By the end
of March 2020, more than 21,500 people had fled from the Northeast to Iraq as a
result of the Turkish incursion.>®

On 17 October 2019, the United States and Turkey negotiated a ceasefire to allow
the SDF/YPG units to withdraw and thus avoid a further escalation of the violence.
On 22 October 2019, presidents Putin and Erdogan signed a memorandum of
understanding. This would allow Russian military police and Syrian border guards to
enter the Syrian side of the Turkish-Syrian border, outside of the operational area of
Operation Peace Spring, in order to facilitate the removal of SDG/YPG units and their
weapons.>’ It is reported that Russian military units patrol the Turkish-Syrian border
in the area under SDF control in Northeast Syria. The border crossing with Iragi
Kurdistan at Semalka is under SDF control and American military units are also
deployed in this region.>8

48 Confidential source, 3 April 2020.

4% Confidential source, 3 April 2020.

50 Acled, the (re) conquest of northern Syria, 17 October 2019; UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent
International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, pp. 10 and 11.

51 Acled, the (re) conquest of northern Syria, 17 October 2019; UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent
International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, pp. 4 and 10. See
also footnote 3. On 4 October 2019, representatives of various Syrian armed opposition groups announced their
formal unification under the umbrella of the Syrian National Army (SNA); UN Human Rights Council, Report of the
Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, pp.
10 and 11.

52 Acled, the (re) conquest of northern Syria, 17 October 2019.

53 Confidential source, 14 October 2019. The United States and Turkey had reached an agreement for a Joint
Operations Centre to address the threats to Turkey emanating from Syria. Pursuant to this agreement, SDF forces,
comprised chiefly of YPG elements, were withdrawn to 45 km from the Turkish border. The United States also
withdrew and abandoned observation posts, while maintaining a military presence elsewhere in the Northeast and
South (Al Tenf).

54 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, pp. 4 and 10.

55 UNOCHA, Syrian Arab Republic: North East Syria Displacement (18 December 2019), 29 December 2019,
https://reliefweb.int/map/syrian-arab-republic/syrian-arab-republic-north-east-syria-displacement-18-december-
2019. Earlier stages of the Syrian conflict had already displaced more than 710,000 people in Northeast Syria.
91,000 of them had been resettled in camps in Al-Hol, Areesha, Mahmoudli, Newoz and Roj.

56 IOM, Displacement Tracking Matrix Iraq, Displacement movements from Syria,
http://iragdtm.iom.int/SyriaTracking, consulted on 31 March 2020.

57 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 5; Confidential source, 5 November 2019.

58 Rudaw, US forces prevent Russian military patrol on Syria-Kurdistan Region border: reports, 21 January 2020,
https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/syria/21012020; SOHR, U.S. forces intercept Russian patrol in rural
Maabada preventing it from reaching Smelka border crossing, 21 January 2020,
http://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=153486; ABC-news, Foreigners exit northeastern Syria fearing government reach, 15
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Turkey now controls the ten kilometre wide corridor along the border region
between Tall Abyad and Ras al-Ayn.>° In spite of the Russian Federation’s
announcement that SDF/YPG units had been withdrawn, there were still incidents
involving confrontations between Turkish forces and Kurdish groups as well as
confrontations between the Syrian army and Turkish-backed armed groups.®® There
are indications that Turkey’s occupation of Syrian territory together with Turkish-
backed Syrian militias has been accompanied by war crimes: the Kurdish population
of Ras al-Ayn was driven out, summary executions were carried out and civilian
convoys were attacked.®! On 12 October 2019, an air strike hit a convoy of seventy
to eighty civilian vehicles carrying approximately four hundred people from Tall
Tamr (in the province of Hasakah) to Ras-al-Ayn. The people in the convoy were on
their way to join a demonstration against ‘the Turkish aggression’. The convoy was
hit in the centre of Ras-al-Ayn, killing eleven people and wounding seventy-four.5?
Civilians were not only confronted with armed hostilities in and around Ras al-Ayn
and Tall Abyad, they were also victims of human rights violations or they were
compelled to flee their homes out of fear of such violations, as they were aware of
the past conduct of SNA fighters in Afrin. Yazidi men, women and children residing
in approximately thirteen villages in the Ras-al-Ayn district also fled their homes.
According to the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian
Arab Republic (UN-ColI), there were numerous accounts of looting and seizure of
property, especially from Kurdish civilians, and in some cases, from Yazidi civilians
as well. SNA fighters facilitated the transfer of their own families and others to
occupy the homes of displaced persons.®3 During the reporting period, a number of
attacks took place in Tall Abyad, resulting in the deaths of civilians and military
personnel. The Turkish government accused the YPG of involvement in these
attacks.%*

The security situation in the province of Deir ez-Zor deteriorated during the
reporting period. In the SDF-controlled area, the local Arab population demonstrated
against the SDF and the local SDF-affiliated administration, as well as against the
poor services provided. There were frequent raids and arrests conducted by the SDF
and attacks by armed groups on SDF positions and supporters.®> There were also
protests against the presence of Iranian militias in areas of the province under the
control of Syrian forces. Demonstrators demanded that the militias leave and that
confiscated property and land be returned. There were divisions among the Arab
tribes with some of them supporting the Syrian government and others supporting
the SDF.%%

October 2019, https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/foreigners-exit-northeastern-syria-fearing-
government-reach-66272777.

5% Confidential source, 3 April 2020.

60 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 5; Confidential source, 5 November 2019.

61 Confidential source, 5 November 2019.

52 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 11.

63 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 11. The UN-ColI reports to the UN Human Rights Council; Yazidis speak
Kurdish and profess a minority faith. This commission was established by the UN Human Rights Council on 22 August
2011. Its mandate is to investigate all alleged breaches of international law with respect to human rights in Syria
since March 2011. For more information on this commission, see: UN Human Rights Council, Independent
International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic,
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hrc/iicisyria/pages/independentinternationalcommission.aspx, consulted on 5
April 2020.

64 Middle East Eye, Car bomb kills two in Turkish-controlled Syrian town, 16 February 2020.
htps://www.middleeasteye.net/news/car-bomb-kills-two-turkish-controlled-syrian-town.

5 Al Monitor, Syria pulse, Deir ez-Zor residents protest rule by Syrian Kurdish group, 20 March 2020
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/03/syria-deir-ez-zor-sdf-regime-assad-protesters-corruption-
war.html#ixzz6HnscwQ52,

%6 Al Monitor, Syria pulse, Protesters demand to return home to Syria's Deir ez-Zor, 9 October 2019.
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ISIS fighters committed attacks in the provinces of Ragga and Deir ez-Zor during
the reporting period (see 1.3.3).

Central and southern regions

In its report covering the period from July 2019 through January 2020, the UN-Col
reported that the situation remained unstable in central and southern Syria. During
this period, ISIS carried out attacks in the provinces of Daraa, Homs and Deir ez-
Zor, resulting in the deaths of Syrian government soldiers.®”

In July 2018, the Syrian government concluded what are referred to as
reconciliation agreements with the armed opposition groups united under the
moniker ‘Southern Front’, in the provinces of Daraa and Quneitra. The Russian
Federation brokered the realisation of these agreements. As part of these
agreements, the content of which differed per sub-region, in some cases it was
allowed that armed groups retained light weapons. Another consequence of the
agreements was that government forces and security services would reduce their
presence or be withdrawn from some areas; in other places the Syrian government
maintained a much stronger presence and exercised much more control.%8
However, the government continued with arrests of alleged opponents and
confiscation of property, even though the government had stated earlier that as part
of the agreements, no criminal prosecution would be instituted against these
persons. The government also failed to fulfil its obligations to restore basic services
such as water and electricity. The government imposed taxes which included
retroactive taxation for the period when the region was under opposition control and
returnees were also subjected to these taxes.®® Many young people and reservists
from the south did not want to fulfil their compulsory military service. See also
3.3.2. Protests erupted in the province of Daraa and in the western part of the
province of Rif Dimashq (rural Damascus). The news organisation Syria Direct
documented 102 separate protests between November 2019 and January 2020.
These protests have taken different forms, ranging from sit-ins and blocking roads
to writing protest slogans on government buildings. Some of the dissent was public
and some protests were held clandestinely, with protesters’ demands including calls
for the release of detainees and the withdrawal of Iranian militias.”® The UN-Col
reported that as a result of the protests and in an effort to reduce tensions, the
Syrian government had issued an amnesty for any person arrested after July 2018,
but only a small number of people were released as a consequence of this
amnesty.”!

67 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 5.

%8 Syria Direct. Protests in Daraa: Russia absent as Damascus weaponizes 'tribal schisms’, 5 February 2020,
https://syriadirect.org/news/protests-in-daraa-russia-absent-as-damascus-weaponizes-%E2%80%98tribal-
schisms%E2%80%99/. Syria Direct provides examples of the Syrian government allowing more local autonomy with
Syrian citizens subsequently able to express themselves more freely: Tafas, Daraa al-Balad and Busra al-Sham;
confidential source, 3 February 2020.

% Syria Direct. Protests in Daraa: Russia absent as Damascus weaponizes 'tribal schisms’,5 February 2020,
https://syriadirect.org/news/protests-in-daraa-russia-absent-as-damascus-weaponizes-%E2%80%98tribal-
schisms%E2%80%99/; Syria Direct. Syrian government forces returning displaced persons to pay for services they
never received, 16 September 2019,
https://syriadirect.org/news/the-syrian-government-forces-returning-displaced-persons-to-pay-for-services-they-
never-received/;Enab Baladi, State institutions extort Syrians in Daraa with exorbitant bills, 13 November 2019,
https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2019/11/state-institutions-extort-syrians-in-daraa-with-exorbitant-
bills/#ixzz6Kz6K9i7q; confidential source, 3 February 2020.

70 Syria Direct. Protests in Daraa: Russia absent as Damascus weaponizes 'tribal schisms’,5 February 2020,
https://syriadirect.org/news/protests-in-daraa-russia-absent-as-damascus-weaponizes-%E2%80%98tribal-
schisms%E2%80%99/

7t UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 5; Enab Baladi, Behind the Regime’s Recent Waves of Detainee
Release, 29 June 2019,
https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2019/06/behind-the-regimes-recent-waves-of-detainee-
release/#ixzz6KzCoVjuK
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The security situation in the provinces of Daraa and Quneitra deteriorated during the
reporting period with incidents of targeted assassination attempts on both
opponents and government supporters. Armed opposition groups attacked security
services and army checkpoints; they also appeared capable of carrying out attacks
on security service personnel and local administrators in the cities. Former fighters
and alleged political dissidents ran the risk of being detained by government forces
and transferred to detention centres where they would be subjected to possibly fatal
torture.”? Some examples demonstrating the deteriorating security situation in the
province of Daraa include a number of assassinations of former Free Syrian Army
(FSA) fighters and of government soldiers in June 2019, along with protests against
the actions of security forces, and general disorder in the province.”? A local human
rights NGO documented 305 attempted assassinations throughout 2019.74

There were also reports of attacks and abductions in 2020, particularly in the
province of Daraa. On 10 January 2020, unidentified armed assailants attacked
Syrian forces checkpoints in Al Msefra and Al Gariyeh, killing three soldiers.
Opposition fighters abducted six government soldiers on 12 January 2020 in Al Kirk
and in the rural area near Nahteh. Some of the soldiers were released following
negotiations.”> On 19 February 2020, an unidentified group opened fire on a vehicle
belonging to the international aid organisation Oxfam, killing two Oxfam
employees.”® A local employee of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for
Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) was killed by artillery bombardment in
the province of Daraa on 18 March 2020.77 Tensions in the province of Daraa in late
February and early March 2020 led to heavy fighting between government forces
and armed opposition groups in the city of al-Sanamayn. A truce was brokered
between the warring factions with Russian assistance on 2 March 2020. Opponents
who wished to leave had the opportunity to be escorted to Northern Syria by the
Syrian Arab Red Crescent (SARC). This region was under the control of the Turkish-
backed Syrian National Army (SNA). Pursuant to the agreement, opposition fighters
who surrendered their weapons would not have to fear prosecution, or they had the
option of joining the fifth Syrian army corps under joint Russian and Syrian
command.”®

The province of Suweida, a region populated chiefly by Druze, a religious minority,
was largely shielded from the large-scale armed conflicts since hostilities began in
Syria.”® The Druze community has remained neutral during the armed conflict. The

72 Confidential source, 3 February 2020; Human Rights Watch, Syria: Detention, Harassment in

Retaken Areas, 21 May 2019, https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/21/syria-detention-harassment-retaken-areas;

Syria Direct, Daraa residents face arrest, disappearance at local government offices, 27 September 2019,

https://syriadirect.org/news/daraa-residents-face-arrest-disappearance-at-local-government-offices/

73 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab

Republic, A/HRC/42/51, 15 August 2019, p. 5; Confidential source. GEV-PA 136 (Cease fire task-force dated 29 August

2019: UN representative), 6 September 2019; The Syrian Observer, An Officer From Qardaha Is Killed In Another

Assassination In Daraa, 6 November 2019. https://syrianobserver.com/EN/security/54065/an-officer-from-qardaha-

is-killed-in-another-assassination-in-daraa.html

74 Middle East Eye, Tensions in Syria's Daraa are getting out of hand, 26 January 2020,

https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/tensions-syrias-daraa-are-getting-out-hand.

75 Confidential source, 15 January 2020; Syria Direct. Protests in Daraa: Russia absent as Damascus weaponizes 'tribal

schisms’,5 February 2020. Syria Direct reports that the Russian Federation was involved in negotiations that led to

securing the release of two soldiers abducted near Nahteh.

76 Middle East Eye, Oxfam aid workers killed in southern Syria during aid delivery, 19 February 2020,

https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/oxfam-aid-workers-killed-syria-during-aid-delivery

77 SN4HR, Syrian regime killed a personnel of UNRWA in Jilleen village in Daraa on March 18, 19 March 2020.

http://sn4hr.org/sites/news/2020/03/19/syrian-regime-forces-killed-employee-humanitarian-field-jilleen-village-

daraa-suburbs-march-18/

78 Middle East Eye, Syria rebels transported to Idlib after heavy fighting in Daraa ends, 4 March 2020.

https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/syria-rebels-transported-idlib-after-heavy-fighting-daraa-ends; Al-Monitor,

Syria pulse, How did opposition fighters in Daraa’s Sanamayn go separate ways? 10 March 2020, https://www.al-

monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/03/russian-sponsored-agreement-sanamayn-opposition-fighters.html; More

information on the Fifth army corps can be found in: Al-Jbassini, Abdullah, From Insurgents to Soldiers: The Fifth

Assault Corps in Daraa, Southern Syria, 14 May 2019.

7% An attack by ISIS in the summer of 2018 was an isolated incident compared to the relative calm in the province of
Suweida.
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Syrian government and its allies have been exerting pressure on Druze political and
religious leaders, particularly since 2018, to resolve the issue of tens of thousands
Druze who are evading compulsory military service.8% Many young people in the
Druze community joined local militias such as the Shoyoukh al-Karama militia.8! The
abduction of Mohannad Shihab EI-Din in June 2019 for allegedly expressing criticism
of the actions of security services on Facebook led to demonstrations as well as
abductions of security forces personnel.82 On 8 October 2019 the Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights (SOHR) reported that EI-Din had been released by the authorities.
He was released after representatives of the Druze community, including elders and
religious leaders, intervened with the Syrian government.83

Since January 2020, the residents of the province of Suweida, including students,
have been demonstrating for better living conditions and for less restrictive
government-imposed security measures. The security services responded by
imposing even harsher measures, arrests and drafting young men into its ranks.
Social media reports from local activists stated that more than 20 abductions and
detentions by unknown perpetrators took place in February 2020. A number of
young people were apparently arrested on suspicion of having ties with the Israeli
government and hostility towards the Syrian government. There were also incidents
of abductions of a number of military personnel committed by the Shoyoukh al-
Karama militia in Salkhad in reprisal for the abduction of one of the militia’s
members. Traditional leaders called for a halt to the arrests and abductions.84
According to reports, a prisoner exchange with the Syrian army took place in mid-
March 2020. The exchange involved ‘al-Karama forces’ releasing five soldiers and
three Hezbollah members in exchange for a militia commander who had been
arrested two months earlier.8>

Casualties

A number of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) provide estimates of the
number of people killed since mid-2011 as a result of the armed conflict in Syria.
The estimates vary significantly with distinctions made accordingly between civilians
as well as military personnel and armed opposition fighters. In mid-2019, the United
Nations High Commissioner announced that it was impossible to provide a credible

The attack left 250 residents dead and an equal number of wounded. A number of civilians were also

abducted by the attackers. See: Syria Comment, The Plight of the Druze hostages held by ISIS & the war on the
Islamic State, 9 November 2019,

Error! Hyperlink reference not valid.

talal-el-atrache/.

80 European University Institute, The Druze of Sweida: the Return of the Regime Hinges on Regional and Local
Conflicts, 28 August 2019, pp. 8 and 15,
https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/63924/MED_2019_12.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

81 LSE, Sweida: conflict dynamics and the role of civil society, 6 January 2020,
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/103144/7/Sweida_Conflict_Dynamics_English_21_Jan_2020_.pdf

82 The Syrian Observer, 'One artery’ clashes with military security in Suweida, 20 June 2019
https://syrianobserver.com/EN/news/51179/one-artery-clashes-with-military-security-in-suweida.html; The Syrian
Observatory for human rights, After months of arrest, the “"Syrian regime’s intelligence” releases civil activist
opposed to it in al-Suwaidaa city, 8 October 2019; Enab Baladi, Sweida: Military Intelligence Branch Attacked
following Abduction of Anti-regime Activist, 17 June 2019. https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2019/06/sweida-
military-intelligence-branch-attacked-following-abduction-of-anti-regime-activist/.

83 The Syrian Observatory for human rights, After months of arrest, the “"Syrian regime’s intelligence” releases civil
activist opposed to it in al-Suwaidaa city, 8 October 2019.

84 Al Monitor, Syria pulse, Syrian government struggles with unrest in Suwayda, 13 March 2020. https://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/03/syria-sweida-tension-locals-regime-arrests-kidnappings.html; The Syrian
Observer, 'We want to live’ protests ongoing despite security threats, 28 January 2020.
https://syrianobserver.com/EN/news/55666/we-want-to-live-protest-ongoing-despite-security-threats.html; The
Washington Institute, Syria’s Economic Crisis Sparks Rare Protests in Regime Territory, 31 January 2020,
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/syrias-economic-crisis-sparks-rare-protests-in-regime-
territory. Protests were also held in other towns. This article refers to the towns of Shabha (province of Suweida) and
Salimiyah (province of Hama).

85 Confidential report, 22 March 2020.
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estimate of the number of persons killed (men, women and children) due to the
ongoing conflict in Syria; the deaths number in the hundreds of thousands.8¢

In their 2019 annual reports, Amnesty International (AI) and Human Rights Watch
(HRW) did not provide a total number of casualties dating from the start of the
conflict in 2011.87 Earlier, in its 2018 report, Al reported that by the end of 2018, an
estimated 400,000 people had been killed due to the violence in Syria since the start
of hostilities.88 HRW'’s website continues to display the figure of 400,000 casualties
in Syria since 2011.8° The international NGO Mercy Corps indicated in a study
released in February 2018 that at least 400,000 Syrians had been killed in the war
since 2011.°%° In the period spanning March 2011 through April 2019, the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights documented 358,607 deaths as a result of the armed
conflict. This figure includes 108,134 civilian deaths.®!

The NGO Syrian Network for Human Rights (SN4HR) stated that from March 2011
through September 2019, 224,948 civilians had been killed by all parties involved in
the conflict. Almost 89% of civilian casualties were the result of violence perpetrated
by Syrian armed forces and Iranian militias. Almost three percent of civilian
casualties died due to violent actions of the Russian Federation which supports the
Syrian regime in its battle against the armed opposition. Extremist Islamist groups,
particularly ISIS, were responsible for 2.5% of civilian casualties in the period stated
above. SN4HR wrote that 1.5% of civilian casualties resulted from actions taken by
International Coalition forces led by the United States®?, who are working together
with the SDF. Violence committed by the SDF, and more specifically by the YPG,
accounted for 0.5% of civilian casualties. Armed opposition factions were involved in
almost two percent of civilian casualties.®3

The Violations Documentation Center (VDC), a Syrian NGO, reported 206,167 war-
related deaths between mid-March 2011 and late December 2019. Of this humber,
127,636 (62%) were civilians and 78,531 (38%) were non-civilians. 83% of the
civilian death toll was the result of the actions of Syrian armed forces and their
affiliated groups, 5% was caused by Russian armed forces operations, 3% by ISIS
violence and 2% by the International Coalition against ISIS. The remaining deaths
were caused by the actions of other armed parties (this includes extremist groups,
the SDF and the Turkish armed forces).%*

8 UN News, UN human rights chief fears world has grown numb to Syrian carnage, 26 July 2019,
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/07/1043241

8 Amnesty International, Syria 2019, https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/middle-east-and-north-
africa/syria/report-syria/; Human Rights Watch, Syria, events of 2019, Error! Hyperlink reference not valid.
report/2020/country-chapters/syria.

8 Amnesty International, Human rights in the Middle East and North Africa: review of 2018, Syria, 26 February
2019.

8 Human Rights Watch, Syria, https://www.hrw.org/middle-east/n-africa/syria, consulted on 31 March 2020.

%0 Mercy corps, The wages of war, Learning from how Syrians have adapted their livelihoods through seven years of
conflict, February 2018, p. 3.

91 SOHR, 12 years of defending freedoms, claiming rights and monitoring violations, May 2018.
http://www.syriahr.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/SOHR-12-years.pdf

92 For more information see: Council on Foreign Relations, Civil war in Syria, consulted on 10 March 2020;
https://www.cfr.or g/interactive/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/civil-war-syria; For more information on the
International Coalition, sometimes also referred to as the ‘Global Coalition’, see: US Department of State, Glabal
Coalition to defeat ISIS, https://www.state.gov/bureaus-offices/bureaus-and-offices-reporting-directly-to-the-
secretary/the-global-coalition-to-defeat-isis/, consulted on 14 March 2020; The Netherlands is part of this US-led
international coalition: see, for example, the Letter from the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, Defence, Foreign Trade and
Development Cooperation, and Justice and Security, Bestrijding internationaal terrorisme, 18 April 2019,
https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-27925-V.html

93 http://sn4hr.org/blog/2018/09/24/civilian-death-toll/, consulted on 15 January 2020. The purpose of the NGO
SN4HR is to document human rights violations in Syria and to advocate for the human rights of Syrians at the
international level. The armed opposition factions are primarily armed groups who fall under the umbrella of the
Turkish-backed Syrian National Army. See MEI, Turkish-backed Syrian armed opposition groups to unite under one
banner, 4 October 2019, https://www.mei.edu/blog/turkish-backed-syrian-armed-opposition-groups-unite-under-
one-banner

94 Violations Documentation Center in Syria, Monthly Statistical report on Syria, December 2019, general statistics.
http://vdc-sy.net/wp-content/plugins/pdfjs-viewer-shortcode/pdfjs/web/viewer.php?file=http%3A%2F%?2Fvdc-
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The Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) documented 17,667
violent incidents in 2019, resulting in 15,217 deaths.®> Pro-government armed
forces were involved in 11,525 violent incidents which resulted in 8,236 deaths.%
There was evidence of violence directly targeting civilians in 3,432 of the
documented armed incidents. This resulted in the deaths of 4,165 civilians. 1,903
civilian deaths were documented as being the result of air strikes and drone
strikes.?” ACLED assumes that the actual civilian death toll in 2019 was considerably
higher.°® The SN4HR documented 3,364 civilian deaths in 2019 as a result of the
conflict. This death toll includes 842 children and 742 women. More than sixty
percent of civilian casualties were the result of Syrian government forces and their
affiliated forces including Iranian militias and the Russian armed forces.®® Compared
to 2018, there was a substantial drop in the number of civilian casualties
documented by SN4HR, with the NGO documenting 6,964 civilian casualties in
2018.100

Between 29 April 2019 and 5 January 2020, the United Nations Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) recorded the deaths of 1,460 civilians,
including 417 children, in Northwest Syria as a result of the military escalation in the
provinces of Idlib, Hama and Aleppo. In its annual report for 2019, Human Rights
Watch reported that from the end of April 2019 to the end of the year, more than a
thousand civilians had been killed in Northwest Syria, including 300 children.10?

According to the VDC, an estimated 632 war-related deaths occurred in the month
of December 2019. Of this number 280 were civilians and 352 were non-civilians.
The casualties comprised 511 men, 45 women aged 18 or older, and 76 children.
Most of the casualties were in the province of Idlib (212 deaths), followed by Daraa
(73) and Aleppo (59). The remaining 288 deaths occurred in other provinces. Almost
all of the casualties were caused by gun battles or by snipers (331 deaths), air
strikes (161), shelling by tanks, cannons and mortars (48), and explosions caused
by landmines and car bombs (62).102

Warring factions

The UN-Col stated that over the course of the Syrian conflict, a number of UN
member states actively intervened by supporting or opposing the Syrian
government. This involved both direct actions in Syria itself and the provision of
logistical, material and financial assistance to armed non-state actors.103

sy.net%?2Fwp-. The VDC's objective is to ensure there is careful and independent documentation of human rights

violations in Syria.

% Acled, Year in review 2019, pp. 19 and 20. https://acleddata.com/2020/03/02/acled-2019-the-year-in-review/,

Consulted on 13 March 2020.

% Acled, Year in review 2019, p. 32.

°7 Acled, Year in review 2019, pp. 46, 47 and 52.

°8 Acled, Year in review 2019, p. 3.

%9 SN4HR, Statistics of 2019, consulted on 14 March 2020, http://sn4hr.org/#1523211656304-10d5a051-67df

100 SN4HR, Documenting the death of 6.964 civilians in Syria in 2018, 1 January 2019, http://sn4hr.org/wp-

content/pdf/english/Documenting_the_Death_of_6964_Civilians_in_Syria_in_2018_en.pdf. In 2018 the majority of

civilian casualties occurred in the province of Rif Dimashq (2,106), followed by Idlib (1,159), Aleppo (738), Deir ez-
Zor (671)

and Daraa (448).

101 Ocha. Syrian Arab Republic, recent developments in Northwest Syria. Situation report 6 as of 15 January 2020,

consulted on 17 January 2020; HRW, world report 2020 Syria, 15 January 2020

102 vjolations Documentation Center in Syria, Monthly Statistical report on Syria, December 2019, general statistics.

http://vdc-sy.net/wp-content/plugins/pdfjs-viewer-shortcode/pdfjs/web/viewer.php?file=http%3A%2F%?2Fvdc-

sy.net%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2020%2F01%2FMonthly_Stat_RepDEC19_EN-

1.pdf&download=true&print=true&openfile=false. Consulted on 20 January 2020.

103 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab

Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 5.
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The most important factions and countries involved in the armed conflict in Syria
are:

e The armed forces of the Syrian government (the army, security services,
local militias and foreign Shi‘ite militias, including the Lebanese
Hezbollah);

e Russian armed forces;

e Extremist Islamist factions. The most notable groups are ISIS and HTS;

e Armed opposition factions, particularly the factions united under the
SNA;

e The Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), which include the
dominant YPG faction;

e The US-led international coalition;

e Turkey;

e Other parties, specifically Irant%* and Israel.105

The involvement of all of these parties in the violence taking place on Syrian
territory contributed to the extreme complexity of the security situation for civilians
in all of Syria, and had a considerable impact on their freedom of movement. During
this reporting period, humerous Syrian women, men and children were killed or
wounded due to the fighting taking place between these combatants. See 1.2.4. The
fighting also disrupted the delivery of goods and services and deprived many Syrians
of access to medical care, education, food and water.106

For information on the warring factions, please refer to the thematic country of
origin information report on the security situation in Syria.1%7 Refer to the following
for additional information.

Intelligence and security services

Syria has numerous security services with considerable overlap in their jurisdictions
and hierarchies. The most important ones are the Military Intelligence Directorate,
the Air Force Intelligence Directorate, the National Security Bureau, the Political

104 Geneva Academy, The war report 2018: the Syrian armed conflict coming to an end?, January 2019,
https://www.geneva-academy.ch/joomlatools-files/docman-
files/The%20Syrian%20Armed%?20Conflict%20Nearing%20The%?20End.pdf; confidential source, 9 February 2020;
confidential source, 5 February 2020. This source also identified Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States due to their
support for the armed opposition, and Iraqg. Iraqgi Shi‘ite militias are fighting alongside government forces in Syria.

105 During this reporting period, Israel also attacked Iranian targets or those of Iran-affiliated groups based in Syria
on a regular basis, as well as targets of some armed Palestinian factions in Syria. UN Human Rights Council, Report
of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/42/51, 15 August 2019,
p. 6. The UN-Col stated that it received reports of Israeli air strikes in the provinces of Damascus, Rif Dimashq and
Homs on 1 July 2019. It was reported that these air strikes also caused civilian casualties; UN Human Rights Council,
Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28
January 2020, p. 5; Confidential source, 6 September 2019; CNN, Israel claims responsibility for airstrikes near
Damascus, saying it foiled 'large-scale attack' by Iran, 25 August 2019,
https://edition.cnn.com/2019/08/24/middleeast/israel-airstrike-syria/index.html; Acled. The state of Syria. July-
September 2019, consulted on 22 September 2019. Israel also bombed various targets in Syria in July, August and
November 2019. These targets were located in Tal-Haraa (province of Daraa) as well as suspected Hezbollah facilities
and Syrian and Iranian military positions outside of Damascus; Middle east Eye, Israeli strikes kill several Hashd al-
Shaabi members near Irag-Syria border: Reports, 10 January 2020. https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/israeli-air-
strikes-kill-several-hashd-al-shabbi-members-near-irag-syria-border-reports; Middle East Eye, Israel strike reportedly
kills three Iran-backed fighters in Syria, 15 January 2020 https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/suspected-israel-
strike-kills-three-iran-backed-fighters-syria-report. Media reports in January and February 2020 likewise reported
Israeli attacks on groups in Syria supported by Iran; Middle East Eye, Israel strikes Islamic Jihad in Syria after Israeli
bulldozer dangles Palestinian's body in Gaza, 24 February 2020. The Israeli military claimed responsibility for this
attack. https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/israel-strikes-islamic-jihad-syria-after-palestinian-dangled-bulldozer-
gaza; BBC, Israel-Gaza sees surge of cross-border violence, 24 February 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
middle-east-51608786; Confidential source, 26 February 2020. The source named four rocket attacks attributed to
Israel and carried out on various military targets in Syria in February 2020, resulting in the deaths of both Syrians
and foreigners. Israel also attacked Islamic Jihad targets in Syria, including an attack in February 2020 near
Damascus. Islamic Jihad is an armed Palestinian faction supported by Syria and Iran.

106 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 5.

107 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Thematisch ambtsbericht veiligheidssituatie Syrié, 5 July 2019, pp. 68- 77,
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/ambtsberichten/2019/07/05/thematisch-ambtsbericht-over-de-
veiligheidssituatie-in-syrie-van-juli-2019;
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Security Directorate, the General Intelligence Directorate, the police, and the
General Command of the Armed Forces. The National Security Bureau, the police
and General Command of the Armed Forces are not official security services. They
often provide support for the activities of the security services.1°® The human rights
NGO Syrian Justice and Accountability Centre (SJAC) states that the leadership of
the intelligence services often have close familial and personal ties with the
president, an Alawite. On the whole, these agencies are to a large extent staffed by
persons from communities that have been historically loyal to the ruling family. The
clearest example of this is the proportionally large number of Alawites working in
the security sector.109

In early July 2019, president Assad made new security appointments which affected
the Air Force Intelligence Directorate, the General Intelligence Directorate, the
Criminal Security Directorate and the Political Security Directorate. The head of the
National Security Bureau, Ali Mamlouk, was appointed vice-president of security
affairs.110

Compulsory military service

The General Command of the Armed Forces, accountable to the Syrian government’s
Ministry of Defence, is the authority responsible for compulsory military service. This
body is charged with the deployment of new recruits across the military divisions
and is ultimately responsible for troop movements in Syria.11

Military service is compulsory for men between the ages of 18 and 42 years. Upon
turning eighteen and before reaching nineteen years of age, Syrian men are required
to report for registration for compulsory military service at the local military
recruitment office (maktab at-tajnid).''? In a 2017 report, the Danish Refugee Council
stated that there are instances where men older than 42 are called up for military
service. These cases allegedly involved persons with specific expertise needed by the
Syrian armed forces. 113 Compulsory military service is supposed to last for a period
of 18 months; in practice, many serve for a much longer period due to the war. After
completing their compulsory military service, men can still be called up for reservist
duty up to the age of approximately 62, depending on their rank. In mid- October
2018, pro-government media reported that roughly 800,000 men would no more be

108 Syria Justice and Accountability Centre, Walls have ears. An analysis of classified Syrian security sectors

documents, April 2019, p. 9; Russian International Affairs Council, Assad’s Army and Intelligence Services:

Feudalization or Structurization?, 13 March 2018. The article describes a number of things, including the relationship

between the most important intelligence and security services and the Syrian army. In this context it states: ‘Four

independent security structures operate within the Syrian Arab Army. These structures are divided into “military,”

which includes military intelligence and aerial reconnaissance (Air Force reconnaissance) and “political” (civilian units

formally subordinate to the Interior Ministry), which includes the main security department and the department for

managing political security. All of these structures answer directly to the president. However, the system of

intelligence services in Syria reflects the complexity of relations and confrontations among various groups of

influence in the country’s ruling elite. The system is constructed in such a way that the individual intelligence

services effectively work against each other, which makes it impossible for any single “branch” to become

significantly stronger than the others.’

109 Syria Justice and Accountability Centre, Walls have ears. An analysis of classified Syrian security sectors

documents, April 2019, p. 14; See also: Dagher, Sam, Assad or we burn the country. How one family’s lust for

power destroyed Syria. May 2019.

110 YN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab

republic, A/JHRC/42/51, 15 August 2019, p. 6; For more information and an analysis of the changes in

the leadership of the intelligence services and security services, see: Chatham House, New Configuration in the
Syrian

Regime’s Security Structure, November 2019, https://syria.chathamhouse.org/research/new-configuration-in-the-

syrian-regimes-security-structure.

111 Syria Justice and Accountability Centre, Walls have ears. An analysis of classified Syrian security sectors

documents, April 2019, p. 10.

12 ICG, Easing Syrian Refugees’ Plight in Lebanon, paragraph on ‘conscription’, 13 February 2020; Landinfo,

Syria: Reactions against deserters and draft evaders,3 January 2018, p. 6,

https://www.cgra.be/sites/default/files/rapporten/landinfo_report_syria._reactions_against_deserters_and_draft_eva

ders.pdf

13 ICG, Easing Syrian Refugees’ Plight in Lebanon, paragraph on ‘conscription’, 13 February 2020; TIMEP,
Conscription

Law, 22 August 2019, https://timep.org/reports-briefings/timep-brief-conscription-law/.TIMEP refers to

a 2017 Danish Refugee Council report: DRC, Syria, July 2017, p. 12,

https://www.ft.dk/samling/20161/almdel/UUI/bilag/230/1780523.pdf.
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called up as reservists. However, a few weeks later, the Ministry of Defence published
new lists with reservists who would be called up for military duty.!4

Payments for compulsory military service exemptions

Law No. 35 of 15 November 2017 contains amendments to the legislation governing
compulsory military service (Legislative Decree No. 115 of 5 October 1953). It
impacts persons older than the age limit set for military service who have not
completed their military service for reasons other than the approved exemptions or
grounds for deferment. These persons are given three months to pay USD 8,000 or
an equivalent amount in Syrian pounds at an exchange rate issued by the Central
Bank at that time. The government could also proceed to seize property and
accounts if payment is not made within the allotted time.11>

In February 2020 the Syrian government reported that Syrian men who could
demonstrate they had resided abroad for at least four years would be able to buy off
their compulsory military service by paying USD 8,000 at a Syrian embassy instead
of at the Syrian Central Bank. Information on this scheme and the procedure to be
followed at the embassies can be found on the websites and Facebook pages of
Syrian embassies in countries such as Germany, Egypt, Lebanon and the Russian
Federation. Before payment of this sum can be effected, the Syrian embassy
contacts the Ministry of Defence through the Syrian Ministry of Foreign Affairs to
obtain approval by determining whether the person in question is eligible to buy off
his compulsory military service.!16

Investigation and prosecution of deserters and conscientious objectors

According to the SJAC, the General Command of the Armed Forces provides
information concerning deserters and defectors to the Military Intelligence
Directorate. The General Command of the Armed Forces then issues orders based on
the instructions of the Military Intelligence Directorate. In practice, detention orders
were often issued directly by the Military Intelligence Directorate instead of the
General Command of the Armed Forces.''” See 3.2.2 for more information.

In an article from 13 March 2020, Al Monitor reported that some young men
recently conscripted by the Syrian army, along with fighters from armed groups
from the provinces of Daraa, Quneitra and Rif Dimashg who had joined the
government forces, had deserted. Their reason for deserting was fear of being sent
to the front. A contributing factor in their decision was reports of large-scale
casualties among newly-conscripted troops in the Syrian army.!18

For more information on compulsory military service in government-held areas as
well as in areas in the Northeast held by SDF/YPG, please refer to the July 2019
thematic country of origin information report on the security situation in Syria.t1°

114 ICG, Easing Syrian Refugees’ Plight in Lebanon, paragraph on ‘conscription’, 13 February 2020.

115 Omran Center for strategic studies, Transformations of the Syrian military: the challenge of change and
restructuring, December 2018, p. 177. This study contains an overview of legislative decrees amending the
compulsory military service law; in the July 2019 thematic country of origin information report on the security
situation, various confidential sources specified a lower amount between USD three and five thousand, not including
bribes; UN Human Rights Council, A/HRC/37/72, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on
the Syrian Arab Republic, 1 February 2018, p. 14,
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/ColSyria/A-HRC-37-72_EN.pdf

116 Confidential source, 30 March 2020. A link to the regulations as stated on the website of the Syrian embassy in
Germany is provided below: http://www.mofa.gov.sy/berlin-
embassy/ar/pages738/%D8%B4%D8%A4%D9%88%D9%86-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%AC%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%AF

117 Syria Justice and Accountability Centre, Walls have ears. An analysis of classified Syrian security sectors
documents, April 2019, p. 10.

118 Al Monitor, Some Syrian regime fighters defecting when forced to front lines, 11 March 2020,
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/03/daraa-battles-reconciliation-agreement-syrian-army-
fighters.html

119 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Thematisch ambtsbericht Syrié, de veiligheidssituatie, July 2019.
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/ambtsberichten/2019/07/05/thematisch-ambtsbericht-over-de-
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ISIS

With support from the US, the SDF, comprised primarily of Kurdish fighters,
recaptured the last ISIS stronghold in Northeast Syria in March 2019. Approximately
11,000 men and boys - the majority of whom are Syrians and Iragis - and a
thousand foreign fighters are currently being held prisoner by the SDF on suspicion
of being affiliated with I1SIS.120

On 27 October 2019, American president Trump reported that the leader of ISIS,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, had been killed during a US special forces operation in
Barisha (province of Idlib).*2! In spite of this, ISIS fighters remained active in Syria.
In its 2019 human rights report, the US Department of State stated that in spite of
its territorial loss in March 2019, ISIS has remained active in Syria. ISIS continued
with extrajudicial killings, bombings, abductions and attacks on members of religious
minorities and ISIS continued to subject women and girls to systematic rapes,
forced marriages and sex trafficking.'2?2 The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
reported that in 2019, ISIS was involved in abductions for ransom, assassinations,
extortion, death threats, and illegal taxation. From the end of March 2019 to the end
of December 2019, the SOHR documented the deaths of at least 309 members of
the Syrian armed forces and their allies, all killed during ISIS attacks and ambushes.
ISIS was also responsible for the deaths of approximately 415 persons in 2019,
including 131 civilians, in SDF-controlled territories.!23

In the latter half of 2019, there was an increasing number of ISIS attacks on pro-
government armed forces, particularly around Mayadin and Abu Kamal (province of
Deir ez-Zor).124 In the third quarter of 2019, it was reported that ISIS sleeper cells
committed attacks on the SDF in Tal Hmis and Qamishli (province of Hasakah).125
In January 2020, ISIS attacked SDF and Syrian army military personnel near Rusafa
in the western part of the province of Raqqa, killing and wounding a number of
fighters.1?6 In January 2020, ISIS claimed responsibility for the deaths of five
SDF/YPG fighters who were killed in an ambush in the east of the province of Deir
ez-Zor.127 The SDF reported the arrests on 11 March 2020 of four persons from a
single family suspected of involvement with ISIS. The suspects were detained in a
refugee camp near al-Shuhail (province of Deir ez-Zor).128

veiligheidssituatie-in-syrie-van-juli-2019; More information on compulsory military service, including exemptions
from military service such as in the case of a family having only one male child, can also be found in: Danish
Immigration Service, Syria, issues regarding military service, October 2019.
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2018870/COI_syria_report_military_service_oct_2019.pdf.

120 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/42/51, 15 August 2019, p. 12; Confidential source, 26 February 2020. This source assumes there
are 12,000 detainees.

121 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 4.

122 ysDOS, Syria country report on human rights practices 2019, 11 March 2020.

123 SOHR, ISIS in 2019: “Caliphate” shifts from a “State” to “sleeper cells”, regaining a strong foothold in the Syrian Desert, killing
hundreds of regime soldiers and loyalists, Deir ez-Zor a hotbed for chaos and exploitation by ISIS... and “Al Hol mini-state” is ticking-
bomb, 29 December 2019, http://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=151802

124 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/42/51, 15 August 2019, p. 8; UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International
Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 5

125 Acled. The state of Syria. July-September 2019, consulted on 22 September 2019; The Georgia Straight, Khalid
Zaka: The U.S. pullout and Turkish aggression against Syria, 11 October 2019,
https://www.straight.com/news/1313196/khalid-zaka-us-pullout-and-turkish-aggression-against-syria. Other
acronyms are used for the SDF, such as HSD and QSD. Khalid Zaka states that the Syrian Democratic Forces -
commonly abbreviated to SDF, HSD and QSD - are an alliance of primarily Kurdish, Arabic and Assyrian or Syriac
militias, along with smaller Armenian, Turkmen and Chechen units; Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, 3
explosions target al-Hasakah city and its countryside as activity of ISIS cells increases despite the security
operations, 4 August 2019, http://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=136521

126 Confidential source, 15 January 2020.

27 Confidential source, 15 January 2020.

128 Al Monitor, Syria pulse, Syrian Kurdish officials setting up court to try foreign IS fighters,

25 March 2020. https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/03/syria-sdf-rojava-isis-european-militants-trials-
al-hol-camp.html
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ISIS fighters were also present in the virtually unpopulated Badia desert region in
the south of Syria, near the border with Iraq and Jordan. There have been sporadic
incidents of confrontations between the Syrian army and ISIS fighters near Sukhnah
and Tadmur (province of Homs).12°

129 Washington Post, What’s next for ISIS, 27 December 2019; UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent
International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 5.
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Humanitarian situation
Living conditions

Since the armed conflict began in 2011, more than half of the Syrian population has
been forced to flee the violence.13? According to the United Nations (OCHA), more
than 11.1 million Syrians were in need of humanitarian aid by the end of 2019. Of
these, 6.1 million were internally displaced persons. There were 4.8 million children
among the 11.1 million persons in need of humanitarian assistance. Approximately
five million persons needed emergency aid due to a combination of factors, including
displacement, exposure to violence, and limited access to basic goods and services.
Furthermore, 1.1 million persons in need of assistance were living in remote
locations that were difficult to reach.!3! Only 64% of hospitals and 52% of primary
healthcare centres were fully functional at the end of 2019. Approximately seventy
percent of the healthcare workforce had left Syria.132

Almost eight million people did not have reliable access to food at the end of 2019
and in just one year, this figure had increased by more than twenty percent.
Throughout Syria, it was estimated that 500,000 children were chronically
malnourished at the end of 2019.133 By the end of 2019, eight out of every ten
people in Syria were living below the poverty line.134 Prices for basic goods have
increased sharply and some products such as fuel oil and butane gas are difficult to
obtain in both government and opposition-held territories.13>

The 2019 humanitarian needs overview for Syria compiled by the United Nations
and its partner organisations stated that Syrians had a wide scale of humanitarian
needs, including:
e Assistance for the most vulnerable groups in life-threatening situations,
such as food aid and medical care;

e Help in dealing with protection risks as a result of the ongoing conflict.
These risks include displacement, dire living conditions in sites and
shelters hosting displaced persons, a lack of socio-economic resources
potentially leading to child labour and early marriages; the destruction
of basic infrastructure such as schools, hospitals and other services
needed for day-to-day life; gender-based violence against women and
girls as well as the negative impact of the lack or loss of civil
documentation on the freedom of movement and the protection of
housing, land and property rights;

e Ensuring access to essential basic services such as medical care, shelter,
food, water and sanitation. 136

Economic crisis

In 2019, the Syrian pound (SYP) has declined sharply in value relative to the
American dollar (USD). In early 2019, a Syrian paid 500 SYP for 1 USD; in early
2020 that amount had increased to more than 1,000 SYP. This led to a rapid price
inflation because merchants had to pay more for the dollars used to pay for imports.

130 UNOCHA, under-secretary-general for humanitarian affairs and emergency relief coordinator, Mark Lowcock,
Briefing to the Security Council on the humanitarian situation in Syria, 30 March 2020.

131 UNHCR. Syria January 2020. Operational Udate, p. 2; UNOCHA, Syria anniversary press release, 6 March 2020,
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/USG%20Lowcock%20Syria%20Anniversary%20PR_%200603
2020.pdf

132 UNOCHA, Syria anniversary press release, 6 March 2020.

133 UNOCHA, Syria anniversary press release, 6 March 2020.

134 OCHA, about Ocha Syria, https://www.unocha.org/syrian-arab-republic/about-ocha-syria, consulted on 31 March
2020.

135 Confidential source, 15 January 2020.

136 UNOCHA, 2019 Humanitarian Needs Overview: Syrian Arab Republic, 1 March 2019,
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/2019-humanitarian-needs-overview-syrian-arab-republic-enar
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The bank crisis in Lebanon and the restrictions in place there for withdrawing USD
exacerbated the situation for Syrians because the financing of imports and transfers
by Syrian refugees were impeded.'3” The estimated average salary for a
government employee varies from 80,000 to 120,000 Syrian pounds per month. In
the private sector, an employee earns between 120,000 and 150,000 Syrian pounds
per month on average. Prices for basic goods have increased sharply and some
products such as fuel oil and butane gas are difficult to obtain in both government
and opposition-held territories.!38

Across Syria, prices for basic commodities have increased by twenty to thirty
percent since October 2019. More than eighty percent of Syria’s population now
lives under the poverty line. The sharp rise in the cost of living led to several days of
protests in January 2020 in the city of Suweida in Southern Syria.13°

COVID-19

On 21 March 2020, the Syrian government announced measures to curtail the
spread of COVID-19 (known as the coronavirus). Ministries were shut down and
governors were authorised to prohibit all social, cultural and economic activity at the
local level.140 Effective 23 March 2020, the Syrian government closed all border
crossings with Lebanon for passenger traffic until further notice.!4! In efforts to curb
the spread of COVID-19, Jordan closed its borders on 21 March 2020, including its
border with Syria. 142

As stated earlier, the Syrian healthcare sector is in desperate shape.!43 The fragility
of the healthcare system is impeding the prevention, detection and treatment of
COVID-19. Other problematic factors identified by the UN are the large-scale
population movements, severe problems with obtaining the necessary materials
such as protective equipment and ventilators, as well as the practical problems of
providing isolation and protection in heavily populated areas with poor sanitation.
The UN also expressed its concern that closing down borders and other measures
restricting freedom of movement make it difficult for aid workers to travel to areas
where their help is needed. 144

At the end of March 2020, the Syrian government reported ten confirmed cases of
COVID-19 in the country and two deaths resulting from the virus.14>

137 COAR, Two countries, one crisis; the impact of Lebanon’s upheaval on Syria, 21 December 2019, p. 2,
https://coar-global.org/2019/12/21/two-countries-one-crisis-the-impact-of-lebanons-upheaval-on-syria/ The
open-market economy and banking sector in Lebanon has long served as Syria’s primary economic and financial
gateway to the world. Conditions in Lebanon had an impact on both the estimated

1.5 million Syrians residing in Lebanon as well as on Syria itself. Syrian individuals and businessmen deposited their
money in Lebanese banks

and were dependent on imports from Lebanon; Financial Times. Plunging Syrian currency adds to

woes of war-weary residents, 20 January 2020.

138 Confidential source, 15 January 2020. This source states lower salaries for individuals employed by the
government. The estimated average salary for a government employee varies from 25,000 to 60,000 Syrian pounds
per month; Enab Baladi, How do employees earn their living in Damascus these days? Through legitimate or twisted
ways?, 21 February 2020,
https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2020/02/how-do-employees-earn-their-living-in-damascus-these-days-
through-legitimate-or-twisted-ways/#ixzz6lojczyDG

139 Financial Times. Plunging Syrian currency adds to woes of war-weary residents, 20 January 2020.
https://www.ft.com/content/b2edf98e-1cc9-11ea-97df-cc63del1d73f4; UNOCHA, under-secretary-general for
humanitarian affairs and emergency relief coordinator, Mark Lowcock, Briefing to the Security Council on the
humanitarian situation in Syria, 30 March 2020,
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/200330_Syria_USG%20SECCO%?20statement-Final.pdf

140 Sana, Syria suspends work in institutions, closes markets except for foodstuff centers, pharmacies, 21 March
2020, https://www.sana.sy/en/?p=188607.

41 Sana, Interior Ministry: All crossing points closed for arrivals from Lebanon except cargo trucks, 22 March 2020,
https://www.sana.sy/en/?p=188685

142 Al Jazeera, Round-the-clock curfew in Jordan to battle coronavirus outbreak, 21 March 2020,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/jordan-announces-clock-curfew-coronavirus-outbreak-
200320184824472.html

143 UNOCHA, under-secretary-general for humanitarian affairs and emergency relief coordinator, Mark Lowcock,
Briefing to the Security Council on the humanitarian situation in Syria, 30 March 2020.

144 UNOCHA, under-secretary-general for humanitarian affairs and emergency relief coordinator, Mark Lowcock,
Briefing to the Security Council on the humanitarian situation in Syria, 30 March 2020.

145 Syria Direct, Mapping coronavirus in Syria; unoffiical cases and hot spots, 2 April 2020.
https://syriadirect.org/news/mapping-coronavirus-in-syria-unofficial-cases-and-hot-spots/; Enab Baladi, Coronavirus
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Northwest

The battle for the province of Idlib and the western part of the countryside of the
province of Aleppo led to the displacement of hundreds of thousands of people in
this province during the first few months of 2020. Hundreds of thousands of other
displaced persons fled from Idlib to areas under Turkish control, sometimes referred
to as the Euphrates Shield and Olive Branch territories. These people settled in a
number of cities, including al-Bab, Marea, Azaz and Afrin, as well as camps for
displaced persons at the border. The areas mentioned above were previously places
of refuge for thousands of displaced persons from the northern countryside of the
province of Homs, and later on, from eastern Ghouta, eastern Qalamoun (Rif
Dimashq) and southern Damascus, as well as from the province of Daraa.l46 As
stated in paragraph 1.2.1., between December 2019 and late March 2020 alone,
almost a million people were displaced by the violence in the province of Idlib and
the northern part of the province of Aleppo.14”

During this reporting period, just as in the previous reporting period!48, pro-
government armed forces attacked civil infrastructure, including markets, medical
centres and education centres in Idlib, northern Hama and western Aleppo, making
entire regions uninhabitable. Also, a camp for displaced persons near the village of
Qah was hit by a rocket attack with cluster munitions launched by pro-government
armed forces. Sixteen people were killed in the attack, including eleven children,
and thirty people were wounded.'*® Armed groups, including HTS, escalated their
attacks on government-controlled areas during the reporting period, leading to
numerous civilian casualties (see Chapter 1). 130

Northeast

During the reporting period, military operations in northern Syria had a severely
detrimental impact on the living conditions of civilians. These operations were
conducted by the Syrian government and allied countries and groups, as well as by
Turkey and Turkish-backed groups united in the Syrian National Army (SNA). The
violence forced hundreds of thousands of people to flee and seek refuge. Civilian
casualties came as a result of the violence or due to the appalling living conditions
caused by having to flee their homes (see 1.2.1 and 1.2.2). The military
confrontations also impacted lives in other ways. The hostilities between the SNA
and SDF in October 2019 led to roadblocks set up by the SDF after the start of
Operation Peace Spring. The roadblocks were in place on routes used for

preventive measures from Damascus to Aleppo... curfew at night and queues of people in daylight, 6 April 2020,
https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2020/04/coronavirus-preventive-measures-from-damascus-to-aleppo-
curfew-at-night-and-queues-of-people-in-daylight/

146 UNOCHA, Recent Developments in Northwest Syria Flash Update - As of 5 March 2020, 5 March 2020,
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/recent-developments-northwest-syria-flash-update-5-march-2020Al
Monitor, Syria pulse, Syrians in northern Aleppo terrified as regime advances, 5 March 2020, https://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/03/syria-idlib-regime-advances-aleppo-fear-displacement.html; Al Monitor, Syria
pulse; Real estate market booms as wave of displaced flock into Syria’s al-Bab, 27 February 2020, https://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/02/syria-idlib-fighting-displaced-al-bab-real-estate-housing.html#ixzz6 GCS1GZOp
147 OCHA, Recent Developments in Northwest Syria - Situation Report No. 11 - As of 27 March 2020, 27 March 2020,
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/20200327_situation_report_11_final.pdf.

148 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Thematisch ambtsbericht Syrié, de veiligheidssituatie, July 2019.

149 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, pp. 5-7. The UN-COI investigated a number of attacks on civilian targets
where there was no military infrastructure in the vicinity. The examples presented are: an attack on a market in a
densely populated neighbourhood of Maaret-al-Numan on 22 July 2019, resulting in the deaths of 43 civilians,
including children, and wounding at least 109 persons, including dozens of children. This attack took place in two
phases. A second attack came minutes after the first one, targeting rescuers who had rushed to the scene. On 16
August 2019, an air strike on a displaced persons camp situated in a rural region between Kafr Roma and Haas in
southern Idlib killed twenty people, the majority women and children. At least forty other persons were wounded.
There is reason to believe that a Russian aircraft was involved in both attacks. Between 4 and 6 November 2019,
various medical facilities in southern Idlib were hit by air strikes carried out by pro-government forces.

150 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 8.

Page 28 of 83



Country of origin information report Syria | May 2020

transporting oil products from North-eastern Syria to HTS-controlled Idlib, resulting
in sharp price increases in that area.!>!

Conditions in areas retaken by the government

During the reporting period, living conditions remained very poor in areas retaken
by the government, with limited access to basic services and very little progress on
reconstruction. This was particularly the case in eastern Ghouta (province of Rif
Dimashq)!>2 but also elsewhere, such as in the province of Daraa.>3 Drinking water
and electricity, when available, was subject to rationing and while some schools
reopened, there was a lack of qualified teachers. This was in part due to teachers
staying away because they feared arrest due to their teaching activities in areas that
had previously been controlled by armed opposition groups.1>*

Civilians in areas retaken by the government suffered from a complete absence of
rule of law. In the reporting period, there were numerous instances of arbitrary
arrests, enforced disappearances!®® and detentions in Daraa, Duma and eastern
Ghouta. Hundreds of adult men were also placed in detention; these men were likely
arrested so they could be conscripted into the army. The Syrian government
arrested at least 2,797 persons in 2019. Of these, 2,559 were men. Most of the
arrests occurred in Damascus, including Rif Dimashq, and in the province of
Daraa.!>¢ For more data on arbitrary arrests, see also 3.5.4. Family members of
deserters ran the risk of being arrested in areas viewed as being sympathetic to the
opposition.1>” The Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian
Arab Republic (UN-Col) points out a trend in which security services use ‘security
reports’ supposedly submitted by civilians as grounds for detaining people. People
from eastern Ghouta, a former opposition-held area, lived in constant fear of arrest
as a consequence of accusations from other members of the community stating they
had ties with the opposition. Such accusations were allegedly often made due to
other reasons, such as relational problems. During this reporting period, the
government also granted a number of amnesties, with the majority of detainees
being released in the province of Daraa. This involved the release of a few hundred
prisoners who had been imprisoned for relatively minor offences.>® The Syrian
human rights NGOs Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR) and Syria Justice
and Accountability Centre (SJAC) emphasised that Decree 20 of 2019 did not grant
amnesty to Syrians who had joined the opposition or those who were involved in

151 Syria Direct, 'Operation Peace Spring’ worsens the fuel crisis in Northwestern Syria, 1 December 2019. In spite of
fuel imports from Turkey, most of the fuel for the areas controlled by the HTS came from SDF-administered areas in
the northeast. In the period preceding Operation Peace Spring, fuel was transported to HTS-controlled areas through
the northern part of the province of Aleppo that was held by the SNA.

152 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 13.

153 Confidential source, 3 February 2020. This source states that the government made almost no efforts to restore
basic services such as water and electricity. The government also imposed charges on civilians for back payments of
electricity bills incurred in the period when the area was under opposition control. Medical personnel and teachers,
especially young men, stayed away out of fear of being arrested. Homes of suspected opponents, especially
individuals who were taken to Idlib in the framework of the ‘reconciliation agreements’, were seized by the
government. Civilians also experienced problems with being able to purchase and sell homes and land. The
authorities imposed conditions such as the approval of the transaction by the security services.

5% UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 13; Confidential source, 3 February 2020.

155 The term enforced disappearance, or disappearance by force, refers to the practice of often

suddenly making someone disappear against their will. Enforced disappearance refers to an arrest,

an imprisonment, followed by a refusal to acknowledge the fate of that person. See also: Trial International,
Enforced disapperance, https://trialinternational.org/topics-post/enforced-disappearance/, consulted on 4 May 2020.
156 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 13. The source provides an example of a group of students from Duma
travelling to the university to sit for exams. Fifteen students were arrested at a general security service checkpoint
as their exemption from military service was viewed as invalid; SN4HR, 4,671 Cases of Arbitrary Arrests Documented
in 2019, 2 January 2020, http://sn4hr.org/blog/2020/01/02/54611/

157 UNHCR, International Protection Considerations with regard to people fleeing the Syrian Arab Republic, Update V,
3 November 2017, pp. 45 and 46.

158 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 14.
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‘terrorist activities’. The amnesty covered a wide range of laws in the Syrian Penal
Code and only three articles contained in counter-terrorism legislation. The
thousands of political prisoners in government detention centres were not eligible for
this amnesty. The decree commuted a death penalty to life imprisonment in penal
servitude and life imprisonment was commuted to a prison sentence of twenty
years. The amnesty offered evaders of compulsory military service the option of
reporting for military service within three months if the individuals in question
resided in Syria, and within six months if the individuals in question resided outside
of Syria. In light of earlier experiences with amnesty decrees, both organisations
had their reservations as to whether the decree would be applied fully and fairly to
the people granted amnesty.!>°

The return of civilians displaced by the fighting to their places of origin in former
opposition-controlled areas was being hindered due to the absence of clear
procedures for recovering housing, land and other property, and a complex system
of overlapping laws. %% For more information, see 3.4.2.

Civilians from former opposition-held areas like eastern Ghouta, Hulah (western part
of the province of Homs), Rif Homs (rural area of Homs) and the city of Homs who
stated they wish to return to their homes in these areas were required to pay utility
charges for the entire period of the conflict. This obligation to pay included times
during which the services were not available or periods when the individuals did not
make use of these utilities. This placed a prohibitively expensive burden upon
civilians and severely hindered the return of displaced persons and refugees.!6!
Similar charges were imposed on persons who wished to return to their homes in
the province of Daraa.!6?

Surrender of civilians

Civilians in opposition-held areas who once again came under government control as
a result of the government imposing what is referred as a reconciliation process,!63
indicated that there was a lack of compliance with the agreements made by the
Syrian government. This led to new fears and tensions among the population in
these areas. Contrary to the agreements made, a network of checkpoints remained
in place, including mobile ad hoc posts in Daraa and eastern Ghouta. This severely
restricted the freedom of movement of civilians, especially adult males who feared
being arrested and forcibly conscripted into the army. Members of the security
services also used such checkpoints to extort money from civilians. Civilians in the
city of Duma (Rif Dimashqg) were obligated to show they had security clearance

159 Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, At the time when the fate of tens of thousands of the prisoners of
conscience is still unknown in the intelligence’s basements...the Syrian president ridiculously issues an amnesty for
“various crimes”, 15 September 2019; SJAC, Syria’s Newest Decree: Amnesty or a Political Stunt?,26 September
2019. https://syriaaccountability.org/updates/2019/09/26/syrias-newest-decree-amnesty-or-a-political-stunt/.

160 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, pp. 14 and 15.

161 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 14.

162 Confidential source, 3 February 2020.

163 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/36/55, 8 August 2017, pp. 5 and 6. This report describes the situation in Syria between March and
June 2017. Legislative Decree number 15 of July 2016 was the basis for reconciliation. The decree granted amnesty
to all individuals who surrendered and laid down their weapons, including fugitives. Fighters and civilians who were
sought for defecting or desertion were generally included in the amnesty. These ‘reconciliation processes’ were often
accompanied by agreements on the evacuation of persons who were not permitted or refused to take part in the
amnesty such as fighters and other alleged opponents such as medical personnel. The reconciliation process enabled
the government to categorise the population based on allegiance. Men of fighting age, generally between the age of
18 and 45, were placed in two categories. One category was members of an armed faction and fugitives who would
not be able to remain in the region. If they should do so, they run the risk of imprisonment. The second group was
made up of those who pledged loyalty to the government. While men out of the latter group were permitted to
remain, they could forcibly be conscripted into local units of the National Defence Forces or paramilitary groups and
sent to the front lines as part of the Syrian army after a six-month notice period.
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when entering or leaving the area; civilians who travelled without this authorisation
had to pay sizeable bribes at checkpoints before being allowed to continue their
journey to hospitals for medical treatment.'%* There were also differences between
former opposition areas in the agreements that were made in the context of the
reconciliation process, and depending on the location, other actors were involved.16>
De UN-Col described the following reconciliation process in the province of Daraa
which was imposed on the civilians who had remained behind in the area after the
government had retaken the province of Daraa from armed groups in July 2018. All
civilians were required to sign statements of loyalty. Civilians were also required to
provide the names of those who had chosen to be evacuated from the area and to
provide the contact details of human rights activists. In the latter half of 2018, a
delegation visited villages throughout the province of Daraa to ensure that villagers
signed the statement, with civilians given no more than a few minutes to place their
signature on the document. The UN-Col also received information on enforced
disappearances in the province of Daraa, where the Fourth armoured division of the
Syrian army was in control. The majority of the victims were humanitarian personnel
who were considered traitors by the government because they recorded attacks
committed by pro-government armed forces. Persons suspected by the government
of involvement in the 2011 uprising were likewise targeted.66

Damascus

The capital city of Damascus has been hit hard by the many years of war. Shelling
between armed opposition groups and government forces and bombardments
carried out on suburbs such as Darraya and districts such as Jobar and Yarmouk
resulted in widespread devastation. Areas of the city not heavily affected by the
shelling changed due to the general security situation. While on the one hand people
were fleeing Damascus and Syria, displaced persons came to the city from the areas
surrounding Damascus and from other parts of the country looking for shelter and
relative security. The conflict and the population shifts have significantly changed
the social make-up of Damascus in the sense that there is extreme destitution
among a large part of the population and displays of extreme wealth gained by a
small elite during the war.167

Various sources stated that Syrian government policy with regard to displaced
persons and refugees contains many inconsistencies. On the one hand, the
government emphasises that life in Damascus is returning to normal, while on the
other hand, government policy prevents some residents from returning home and
displaces other residents. In some neighbourhoods, such as Yarmouk (see also
3.2.1), Qadam and parts of Qabun that were largely destroyed, the original
residents were given little access or were barred from returning after the districts
were retaken by the government.1%® In another intact neighbourhood, some

164 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 14.

165 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 14; Confidential source, 3 February 2020. The source states that the
opposition groups in the province of Daraa that were the first to make reconciliation agreements with the
government were able to obtain better conditions. The Russian Federation played an important intermediary role in
the province of Daraa.

166 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/42/51, 15 August 2019, p. 13; Human Rights Watch, Syria: Detention, Harassment in Retaken
Areas, Media, Aid Workers, Activists, and Families Targeted, 21 May 2019,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/21/syria-detention-harassment-retaken-areas. HRW interviewed a number of
victims, including humanitarian personnel.

67 Synaps, No Damascus like home, 10 February 2020, https://www.synaps.network/post/life-in-damascus-syria
168 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 15. UN-Col states that government officials prevented residents from
returning to their properties and from inspecting damage to their homes. In some cases, the individuals in question
were permitted to visit their homes for just a few hours. In other cases, residents were told that a permanent return
to their homes or the reconstruction of private homes was prohibited; Synaps, No Damascus like home, 10 February
2020, https://www.synaps.network/post/life-in-damascus-syria
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2.2

2.2.1

2.2.1.1

residential housing was expropriated and demolished to make way for luxury homes.
In some cases expropriation was geared towards profiteering (such as a prestige
project) while in other cases there are strategic considerations (such as gaining
control of drinking water resources or strategic roads). There are also indications
that targeted expropriation took place using counter-terrorism legislation (see 3.4.1)
to seize the assets of real or suspected opponents. A housing shortage also led to
displaced persons squatting in the homes vacated by others who were possibly also
displaced. 16°

For more information on living conditions in Damascus, the population make-up as
well as access to the city and freedom of movement, please refer to the February
2020 report of the European Asylum Support Office (EASO).170

Displaced persons and Refugees

Displaced persons

The 6.1 million internally displaced men, women and children are scattered over all
of Syria. Hundreds of thousands of displaced persons live in overcrowded, makeshift
camps dotting the Syrian border. Many of these people have limited access to food,
water, medical care and medicines.!’! The number of internally displaced persons
seeking refuge in informal shelters and collective camps increased by 42% year on
year. By the end of 2019, the number of people staying in these types of locations
was estimated to be 1.2 million.172

Northwest
In the northwest, emergency aid is provided by the United Nations from Turkey,
coordinated by UNOCHA in cooperation with partner organisations.'”3 See also 1.1.

According to estimates, at the end of 2019, there were more than four million
civilians in Northwest Syria, a region that is controlled by armed opposition groups
and is partially under Turkish control. More than half of them were internally
displaced persons and some of them had fled multiple times.'”# According to the
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), a United
Nations emergency aid organisation, roughly 940,000 persons were displaced in
Northwest Syria between 1 December 2019 and 27 March 2020. Children comprise
around sixty percent of the newly displaced persons and women comprise twenty-
one percent. There has been an enormous surge in the number of newly displaced
persons, especially since January 2020. Many people fled their homes within just a
few hours, with very few possessions; others took as much of their property as
possible with them, under the assumption they would not be able to return. Most of
these displaced persons stayed in the province of Idlib and sought shelter in urban
centres such as the cities of Idlib and Ariha, or they travelled to areas where large
numbers of displaced persons had already settled, such as Dana, Maaret Tamsrin
and Atareb. Hundreds of thousands of other newly displaced persons sought refuge
and assistance in the north of the province of Aleppo and a small humber of people

169 Synaps, No Damascus like home, 10 February 2020, https://www.synaps.network/post/life-in-damascus-syria

170 EASO, Socio-economic situation: Damascus City, February 2020,
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/02_2020_EASO_COI_Report_Syria_Socio_economic_situation_
Damascus_City.pdf

171 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic, A/HRC/43/57, 28 January 2020, p. 15.

172 UNOCHA, Syria anniversary press release, 6 March 2020.

173 Ocha, Recent Developments in Northwest Syria - Situation Report No. 10 - As of 12 March 2020, consulted on 15
March 2020, https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/recent-developments-northwest-syria-situation-report-
no-10-12-march-2020

174 UN News, End hostilities, 'preserve lives’: UN refugee chief makes appeal for people trapped in Syria’s Idlib, 24
February 2020, https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/02/1057761
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travelled to government-controlled areas. By mid-January 2020, approximately half
of the newly displaced persons had found shelter with host families or through
rented accommodations; 32% lived in camps or tents.17>

Map: Northwest Syria
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Source: OCHA. The situation as of 27 March 2020.

The OCHA reports that the situation in early March 2020 in Northwest Syria is
alarming. Women and children were forced to relocate multiple times to escape
dangerous situations. Many displaced persons are forced to live outdoors because
reception centres are overcrowded, and they receive little or no assistance. Others
sought shelter in schools or mosques in cities like Ariha and Sarageb, where they
had extremely limited access to food, water and medical care.'’® The UN also
observed an increase in chronic malnutrition as a result of food shortages; a
situation that will have lasting effects on the development of children. There is also
evidence of an increase in the number of child marriages, child labour, recruitment
of child soldiers, and domestic violence.

In spite of the extremely difficult situation in Northwest Syria, the United Nations
has succeeded in doubling humanitarian aid to this region via the Turkish border in
January and February 2020, compared to the same period in 2019. More than 2,150
trucks with humanitarian aid reached Northwest Syria. Rendering assistance within
Northwest Syria is sometimes hindered due to harassment by armed individuals. On
14 March 2020, armed individuals occupied the offices of the Syrian Arab Red

175 OCHA, Recent Developments in Northwest Syria - Situation Report No. 11 - As of 27 March 2020, 27 March 2020,
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/20200327_situation_report_11_final.pdf;

OCHA, Syrian Arab Republic: recent developments in Northwestern Syria. Situation report no.4, as of 2 January,
consulted on 6 January 2020; Ocha. Syrian Arab Republic, recent developments in Northwest Syria. Situation report
6 as of 15 January 2020, consulted on 17 January 2020.

176 OCHA, Recent Developments in Northwest Syria - Situation Report No. 11 - As of 27 March 2020, 27 March 2020,
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/20200327_situation_report_11_final.pdf
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Crescent (SARCQC) in the city of Idlib and in Ariha. Personnel were harassed and
detained and equipment and other items were destroyed and stolen.t””

Northeast

Almost 100,000 persons are living in camps in Northeast Syria without any access to
essential facilities.'”® The UN reported problems with supplying medical supplies
since the option of transporting such supplies via the Iragi border at al-Yarubiyah to
Northeast Syria was lost (see also 1.1). In the reporting period there were severe
disruptions in the water supply for half a million inhabitants, including those residing
in the al-Hol and Areesha camps. While the water pumping station in Allouk that had
fallen into the hands of armed opposition groups provided water, the supply was
unreliable. As a result, water was supplied to the camps using tanker trucks.1”?

Al-Hol camp

The UN reports that in January 2020, there were approximately 66,100 persons
living in the al-Hol camp located in the Northeast. 96% of them were women and
children, almost all with familial ties to ISIS fighters. 46% of the camp’s residents
had Iragi nationality, 39% were Syrian and 15% were nationals of other
countries.'8 There were approximately 1,200 unaccompanied minors among the
tens of thousands of children in the camp.18!

Central and southern regions

UN agencies, international NGOs and Syrian NGOs report that by the end of 2019,
there was relatively better access to most parts of government-controlled provinces.
Access to various communities and enclaves remained difficult due to administrative
and security procedures. In particular, this involved Rukban; Duma, Zamalka, Arbin,
East Harasta, Kafr Batna, Modira and Nashabieh in eastern Ghouta (Rif Dimashq);
Bait Jan and Mazraet Beit Jin (Rif Dimashq); Zakeyh and Deir Khabiyeh and Darraya
(Rif Dimashq).182 For more information on humanitarian aid provided in Northwest
and Northeast Syria and in the south (see also 1.2.3) as well as information on aid
provided via the external borders (see also 1.1), please refer to OCHA reports.183

Rukban camp

Humanitarian conditions in this camp for displaced persons in the desert near the
Jordanian and 