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Disclaimer

This report was written according to the EUAA COI Report Methodology (2023). The report is
based on carefully selected sources of information. All sources used are referenced.

The information contained in this report has been researched, evaluated and analysed with
utmost care. However, this document does not claim to be exhaustive. If a particular event,
person or organisation is not mentioned in the report, this does not mean that the event has
not taken place or that the person or organisation does not exist.

Furthermore, this report is not conclusive as to the determination or merit of any particular
application for international protection. Terminology used should not be regarded as
indicative of a particular legal position.

‘Refugee’, ‘risk’ and similar terminology are used as generic terminology and not in the legal
sense as applied in the EU Asylum Acquis, the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967
Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees.

Neither the EUAA, nor any person acting on its behalf, may be held responsible for the use
which may be made of the information contained in this report.

On 19 January 2022, the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) became the European
Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA). All references to EASO, EASO products and bodies should
be understood as references to the EUAA.

The drafting of this report was finalised on 30 September 2024. Any event taking place after
this date is not included in this report. More information on the reference period for this report
can be found in the Methodology section of the Introduction.


https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_02_EUAA_COI_Report_methodology.pdf
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Glossary and abbreviations

Definition

DAANES Democratic Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria
GoS Government of Syria

HTS Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham

IDP Internally Displaced Person

ISIL Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant; also known as Islamic State of

Irag and Syria (ISIS), the Islamic State (IS), or Daesh

MEB Minimum Expenditure Basket

mukhtar Mayor or chief of a village/neighbourhood

NDF National Defence Forces

NPA North Press Agency

OHCHR Office of the United Nations High Commissioner on Human Rights
PYD Democratic Union Party (Kurdish)

RYM Revolutionary Youth Movement

SAA Syrian Arab Army

SDF Syrian Democratic Forces

SJAC Syria Justice and Accountability Centre
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Definition

SNA

SNHR

SOHR

STJ

UNCOI

UNOCHA

WFP

YPG

Syrian National Army

Syrian Network for Human Rights

Syrian Observatory of Human Rights

Syrians for Truth & Justice

Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian
Arab Republic

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs

World Food Programme

Kurdish People’s Protection Units
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Introduction

The purpose of this report is to provide relevant information for the assessment of applications
for international protection, including refugee status and subsidiary protection, and in
particular for use in updating EUAA’s country guidance document on Syria.

The report covers the period of September 2023 — August 2024, and provides a limited
update of selected sections previously addressed in the EUAA COI reports: Syria — Country
Focus (October 2023), Syria - Targeting of individuals (September 2022) as well as an update
of the EUAA COl report: Syria - Socio-economic situation in Damascus city (September 2022).

This report should be read in conjunction with the EUAA COIl report: Syria — Security situation
(October 2024).

Methodology

This report was jointly drafted by EUAA and ACCORD and reviewed by EUAA and national
COl departments in EU+ countries, as mentioned in the Acknowledgements section.

This report is produced in line with the EUAA COI Report Methodology (2023)" and the EUAA
COI Writing and Referencing Style Guide (2023).2

Defining the terms of reference

The terms of reference (ToR) of this report were defined by EUAA based on discussions held
and input received from COI experts in the EUAA COI specialist network on Syria and from
policy experts in EU+ countries within the framework of a Country Guidance development on
Syria. The ToR also build on previous EUAA COI reports on Syria covering the same topics.
The Terms of Reference for this report can be found in Annex Il.

Collecting information

The information gathered is a result of research using public, specialised paper-based and
electronic sources until 30 August 2024. Some limited additional information was added
during the finalisation of this report in response to feedback received during the quality
control process, until 30 September 2024.

TEUAA, EUAA Country of Origin Information (COI) Report Methodology, February 2023, url
2 EUAA, Writing and Referencing Guide for EUAA Country of Origin Information (COI) Reports, February 2023, url
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https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_10_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Country_focus.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_10_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Country_focus.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2022_09_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Targeting_of_individuals.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2022_08_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Socio_economic_situation_in_Damascus_city.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2024-10-EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Security_Situation.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2024_10_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Security_situation.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_02_EUAA_COI_Report_methodology.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_02_EUAA_COI_Writing_and_referencing_guide.pdf

J EUROPEAN UNION AGENCY FOR ASYLUM

Quality control

To ensure that the authors respected the EUAA COIl Report Methodology and that the Terms
of Reference were comprehensively addressed, a review was carried out by COI specialists
from the countries and organisations listed as reviewers in the Acknowledgements section. All
comments made by the reviewers were taken into consideration and most of them were
implemented in the final draft of this report, which was finalised on 30 September 2024. EUAA
also performed the final quality review and editing of the text.

Sources

In accordance with EUAA COI methodology, a range of different published documentary
sources have been consulted on relevant topics for this report. These include COI reports by
governments; information from civil society, advocacy groups, humanitarian organisations and
NGOs; international and NGO human rights reports; reports produced by various bodies of the
United Nations; Syrian and regionally-based media and social media; academic publications
and think tank reports and specialised sources covering Syria. All information from these
sources was consulted within time constraints and within the research constraints posed by
Syria’s challenging information-gathering environment.

In addition to using publicly available documentary sources, several oral sources were
contacted for this report. Sources were assessed for their background, publication history,
reputability and current ground-level knowledge. All oral sources are described in the

Bibliography.
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1. Profiles

1.1. Persons perceived to be opposing the
Government of Syria (GoS)

Participation in activities regarded as opposition is the primary factor influencing how the
Government of Syria (GoS) treats those it perceives as opponents.* Factors such as the area of
origin and the religious or ethnic background of an individual can exacerbate the treatment
received from the GoS.® For instance, persons originating from areas previously controlled by
the opposition are more likely to be viewed as disloyal or involved in opposition activities and
be subjected to increased scrutiny or punitive actions.® For more information see section
1.1.2(c). The GoS’ suspicion of certain ethno-religious groups, including Sunnis and Kurds, is
rooted in historical tensions and the association of these communities with various opposition
movements.” Perceived GoS opponents who are also Sunni or Kurdish would receive more
scrutiny and pressure from the GoS authorities.®

Some sources assessed that persons who are on wanted lists® since 2011 because of their
involvement in peaceful demonstrations against the GoS and opposition activities™ would be
likely to be viewed as opposition by the GoS. Cases of persons on wanted lists who were
arrested, detained and forcibly disappeared by the GoS authorities have been documented in
previous years." For more information on the treatment of persons wanted by the GoS for
offences related to military service see section 1.3.

According to sources interviewed by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2023, past
activities such as taking part in a protest in the early years of the conflict could still cause
problems for a person, particularly if neighbours report them to authorities as revenge or for
personal gain.”? Having left the country is another reason for which persons are reported to
the GoS.® According to the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian
Arab Republic (UNCOI) ‘denunciations based on unsubstantiated and unrelated interpersonal

4 Hiba Zayadin, email correspondence with EUAA, 19 & 28 August 2024; SNHR, email correspondence with EUAA,
9 & 26 August 2024; EUAA, Syria: Targeting of individuals, September 2022, url, p. 16

5 Hiba Zayadin, email correspondence with EUAA, 19 & 28 August 2024; SNHR, email correspondence with EUAA,
9 & 26 August 2024

6 Hiba Zayadin, email correspondence with EUAA, 19 & 28 August 2024; SNHR, email correspondence with EUAA,
9 & 26 August 2024

7 Hiba Zayadin, email correspondence with EUAA, 19 & 28 August 2024

8 SNHR, email correspondence with EUAA, 9 & 26 August 2024

°® Hiba Zayadin, email correspondence with EUAA, 19 & 28 August 2024; SNHR, email correspondence with EUAA,
9 & 26 August 2024

' Hiba Zayadin, email correspondence with EUAA, 19 & 28 August 2024

"EUAA, Syria: Targeting of individuals, September 2022, url, pp. 21-22; EUAA, COI Report: Syria — Country Focus,
October 2023, url, p. 27

2 Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: General Country of Origin Information Report on Syria, August
2023, url, p. 44

s Denmark, DIS, Syria Military service, January 2024, url, p. 59 [source: Ammar Hamou]
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https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2022_09_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Targeting_of_individuals.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2022_09_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Targeting_of_individuals.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_10_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Country_focus.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/netherlands/PLib/General_Country_of_Origin_Information_Report_Syria_(August_2023).pdf
https://us.dk/media/10661/coi-report_syria_military-service_jan-2024.pdf
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grievances commonly lead to arrest and detention’.* According to Ali Aljasem™, there are
cases where neighbours denounced the person who underwent ‘reconciliation/status
settlement’ to the intelligence services for previous activities. This situation would create
additional security issues for the person which would have to be dealt with by interacting with
the intelligence services.

Some sources assessed that Syrians who left the country during the conflict and those who
requested asylum abroad are viewed with distrust or as potentially disloyal” or opposing the
GoS."® According to the Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR)’s assessment, the majority of
Syrians who fled the country before 2016 are likely to be perceived by the GoS as having
sought asylum for political reasons, namely opposition to its rule.” Other sources have
however indicated that the mere fact of having applied for asylum abroad does not make an
individual subject to mistreatment?® and that the GoS is aware that many Syrians applied for
asylum as a requirement to get residence in their host country.?' For information on the
treatment of returnees from abroad see section 1.2.3.

1.1.1. Treatment of persons perceived to be opposing the
Government of Syria

During the reference period, the GoS security forces were reported to target, with arbitrary
arrest and detention, a wide range of categories of individuals including protesters; online
activists; journalists;?? university students and others expressing views critical of local
conditions and the authorities’ conduct in GoS-held areas;?* persons originating from former
opposition-held areas who underwent so-called ‘reconciliation/status settlement’;?* individuals
who travelled between areas outside GoS control and GoS-held areas or contacted relatives
in opposition-held areas;?® individuals with family members who were dissidents; activists;?®

¥ UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic [A/HRC/54/58], 12 September 2023, url, para. 35

'S Ali Aljasem is a PhD student at the Center for Conflict Studies - History of International Relations at Utrecht
University and focuses on paramilitarism in Syria.

6 EUAA, COI Report: Syria — Country Focus, October 2023, url, p. 34

7 Hiba Zayadin, email correspondence with EUAA, 19 & 28 August 2024

'8 SNHR, email correspondence with EUAA, 9 & 26 August 2024

'® SNHR, email correspondence with EUAA, 9 & 26 August 2024

20 Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: General Country of Origin Information Report on Syria, August
2023, url, p. 86; EUAA, Syria: Targeting of individuals, September 2022, url, p. 33; EUAA, Syria: Situation of
returnees from abroad, url, p. 18

2'EUAA, Syria: Targeting of individuals, September 2022, url, p. 33

22 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic [A/HRC/55/64], 11 March 2024, url, para. 54

23 SNHR, At least 1,236 Arbitrary Detentions Including of 56 Children and 30 Women, Documented in Syria in the
First Half of 2024, with 217 Recorded in June, 3 July 2024, url, p. 12

24 SNHR, At Least 2,317 Arbitrary Arrests/Detentions Documented in 2023, Including of 129 Children and 87
Women, With 232 Documented in December Alone, 2 January 2024, url, p. 4. For further information on the so-
called ‘reconciliation/status settlement’ process see section 1.2.1.

25 New Arab (The), 200 Syrians missing after arrest by regime forces near Damascus, 8 September 2024, url; Enab
Baladi, Around 200 civilians detained near Damascus after crossing three control zones, 7 September 2024, url
26 SNHR, At Least 2,317 Arbitrary Arrests/Detentions Documented in 2023, Including of 129 Children and 87
Women, With 232 Documented in December Alone, 2 January 2024, url, p. 4
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https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/54/58
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_10_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Country_focus.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/netherlands/PLib/General_Country_of_Origin_Information_Report_Syria_(August_2023).pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2022_09_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Targeting_of_individuals.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2021_06_EASO_Syria_Situation_returnees_from_abroad.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2022_09_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Targeting_of_individuals.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/sessions-regular/session55/A_HRC_55_64_EN.pdf
https://snhr-org.webpkgcache.com/doc/-/s/snhr.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/M240702E.pdf
https://snhr.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/M240102E.pdf
https://www.newarab.com/news/200-syrians-missing-after-arrest-regime-forces-near-damascus
https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2024/09/around-200-civilians-detained-near-damascus-after-crossing-three-control-zones/?utm_source=pocket_shared
https://snhr.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/M240102E.pdf
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draft evaders and reserve service deserters;?” army defectors;?® former members of opposition
armed groups;? internally displaced persons (IDPs) seeking to return to their area of
residence in GoS-held areas;* as well as returnees from abroad.® Some detentions by the
GoS increasingly appeared to be motivated solely by financial gain®? with security forces
demanding huge sums of money for the release of those arrested.*

The GoS has targeted specific individuals with torture due to their association with anti-GoS
persons or groups, using it as a form of collective punishment.® Those subjected to torture
and ill-treatment included persons opposing or perceived to be opposing the GoS,*® such as
protesters, former members of anti-GoS armed groups, army defectors, members of NGOs,*®
and returnees from abroad.*”

Despite the GoS adopting Law 16/2022 which criminalised torture,® sources have continued
to report torture being practiced by GoS security forces. In its July 2024 concluding
observations to the periodic report on Syria, the UN Human Rights Committee expressed
concerns about ‘reports of widespread torture or ill-treatment, at times leading to death’.>® The
UNCOI reports, covering the period between July 2023 — June 2024, stated that the GoS
‘continued’ to commit acts of torture and ill-treatment against persons in its custody, as well as
practices leading to deaths in detention and enforced disappearance?®, including in Sednaya

27 Access Center for Human Rights, What Happens After The Forced Deportation Of Refugees From Lebanon?, 29
January 2024, url, p. 18

28 SNHR, At Least 2,317 Arbitrary Arrests/Detentions Documented in 2023, Including of 129 Children and

87 Women, With 232 Documented in December Alone, 2 January 2024, url, p. 4; FP, Syrians in Lebanon Are Stuck
in Limbo, 9, July 2024, url

2% Syria Direct, Hostages and siege: Daraa frees detainees by any means necessary, 13 June 2024, url

30 SNHR, At least 1,236 Arbitrary Detentions Including of 56 Children and 30 Women, Documented in Syria in the
First Half of 2024, with 217 Recorded in June, 3 July 2024, url, p. 12

3 OHCHR, “We did not fear death but the life there”. The Dire Human Rights Situation Facing Syrian Returnees,
February 2024, url, paras. 85

32 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic [A/HRC/55/64], 11 March 2024, url, paras. 61-62; Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs: General Country
of Origin Information Report on Syria, August 2023, url, p. 55; SNHR, At Least 2,317 Arbitrary Arrests/Detentions
Documented in 2023, Including of 129 Children and 87 Women, With 232 Documented in December Alone, 2
January 2024, url, p. 5; UN Human Rights Council, Statement by Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro Chair of the Independent
International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic / 56th Session of the UN Human Rights Council, 3
July 2024, url
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military prison (Rural Damascus governorate). In some instances, Syrian authorities issued
administrative death notifications for detainees without providing details about the
circumstances of death, leaving families unable to retrieve the bodies.* In 2023, the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR) recorded the deaths of 48 civilians who were tortured
in GoS prisons and security centres. Amongst the victims were persons who ‘settled their
status’, an army defector and former members of the opposition groups.*? Between mid-
November 2023 and mid-August 2024, SNHR documented the death of 43 persons due to
torture in GoS detention centres.*

Conditions in prisons run by the GoS and affiliated armed groups were harsh,* at times resulting
in the death of inmates.*® The UNCOI reported on GoS authorities continuing the practice of
using forced confessions in court, as well as denial of access to legal counsel while in detention,
incommunicado detention, and torture and ill-treatment while in detention.*® The widespread
use of torture and ill-treatment of persons held in detention facilities run by GoS has been
documented throughout the conflict.” Torture was most notably reported to take place at
detention facilities of the Military Intelligence Directorate (also known as Military Security),*® the
Air Force Intelligence Directorate,* and the Political Security Directorate,*° all of which had
branches across the country, as well as in facilities of the General Intelligence Directorate (based
in the Damascus area), the Criminal Security Department of the police, and in military prisons
overseen by the Military Police (including Sednaya military prison).”

A study based on interviews with 69 former detainees in GoS prisons®? found that both men
and women faced severe overcrowding and lack of basic services in detention and were
subjected to sexual violence, including rape, and torture.®® The same study found that most
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males were arrested due to their perceived role as anti-GoS opposition members. Some
participated in protests or were involved in anti-GoS activities while others were journalists, or
soldiers in the Syrian Arab Army (SAA). Women who were detained were more likely to have
actively participated in the anti-GoS opposition or had relatives associated with the armed
opposition to GoS.5*

In September 2023, Syrian president Assad issued Legislative Decree No. 32 of 2023 which
abolished the military field courts.>® The military field courts had reportedly been used by the
GoS to issue death sentences without due process against civilians and military personnel.®®
Sources stated that thousands of people had been executed following sentences issued by
military field courts throughout the conflict.>” Following the abolishment of the military field
courts, all cases will fall under the military judiciary®® and be prosecuted according to the
Military Penal code and Military procedure.®® The move to abolish the military field courts was
viewed by critics as an attempt by the GoS to evade accountability for the forcibly
disappeared persons,®° to rehabilitate its reputation and appease demands of the Arab
countries.®" According to the human rights organisation Syria Justice and Accountability
Centre (SJAC), since the issuance of Decree No. 32, all trials in the military field courts have
been halted and access to the cases archive has been restricted in view of its planned transfer
to regular military courts. However, some military field courts judges were reportedly
transferred to hold trials at the Sednaya prison and Mezzeh military airport.®? The UN Human
Rights Committee noted that the transfer of cases from military field courts to the military
judiciary lacks transparency and that the GoS exerts significant influence in the latter’s activity
and composition.®®

On 16 November 2023, the GoS promulgated Legislative Decree No. 36 of 2023,% providing a
general amnesty for crimes committed before the decree’s enactment. The amnesty covered
those who committed misdemeanors, those with incurable diseases and those over the age of
70. Furthermore, the decree commuted death sentences to life imprisonment, and life
sentences were reduced to 20 years in prison. The amnesty excluded convicts of crimes
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resulting in death of a person, weapon smugglers and those wanted who did not turn
themselves in within the coming months.®® Sources stated that the amnesty does not cover
prisoners of conscience and detainees arrested in the context of the conflict®®, and ‘excludes
all offenses used as grounds to charge detainees and forcibly disappeared persons’.®’

11.2.  Specific profiles perceived by the government as opposition
(@) Members of political opposition parties

The GoS has been reported to ban ‘genuine’ political opposition. While the law allows new
political parties to register, there are significant obstacles preventing their approval.®® In
practice, all legally recognised political entities and independent politicians are either affiliated
with, cooperate with, or are approved by the GoS.*° The political system is designed to favour
the ruling Ba’ath party which is assigned the majority of parliamentary seats by the GoS and
also supervises the selection of other candidates for election.”® Candidates not endorsed by
the Ba’ath Party have very little chance of being elected.”

Elections in Syria have been described as being ‘rigged’.”? Elections are said to be used by
the GoS to reward loyalists and replace those who fell out of favour.” The allocation of
numbers of Parliament members per governorate lacks fixed criteria, being decided at the
President’s discretion rather than population size.”® For instance, the GoS stronghold Latakia
has seven more seats than opposition-linked Dar’a, despite having similar population sizes.”
At the 2024 parliamentary elections, the GoS assigned 183 of 250 parliamentary seats to the
Ba'ath Party and regime-aligned parties, while granting only 67 seats to independent
candidates whose candidacies are still subject to approval by regime-associated
committees.”® At the elections, the Ba’ath sponsored National Unity coalition won 185 seats
and independent politicians won 65 seats.”’
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According to some sources interviewed by the EUAA for this report, the GoS is currently likely
to view as opposition members of political opposition parties’® and politicians and activists
opposing the GoS.” According to SJAC, the GoS views as oppositional individuals with ties to
and members of political opposition parties including the Coalition of the Syrian Opposition,
the High Negotiation Committee, the Constitutional Committee, as well as members of
Damascus Declaration group and members of opposition political parties that existed in Syria
(illegally) before 2011, including all Kurdish political parties.®° During the reference period,
there were some reports of GoS authorities arresting members of parties allied with the
regime such as the Syrian National Party for being critical of its policies on social media.®'
Some were subsequently released after spending months in detention.??

(b) Political activists and protesters
Political activists (including journalists, media activists and critics of the GoS on social media)

According to some sources interviewed by the EUAA for this report, activists opposing the
GoS,® critics of the GoS and its policies® and journalists and media workers who report on
GoS abuses®® are likely to be viewed as opposition by the GoS. According to SJAC, the GoS’
tolerance for political activism is almost non-existent and most of the independent political
activists have been forced into exile. The GoS allows some level of criticism towards its
performance, usually carried out by entertainment figures (including actors, singers, and TV
stars), as long as it is not directed at Assad’s family, their inner circle, the security agencies,
the prevalence of corruption and the general situation of the post-war Syria.2®* SNHR assessed
that, while the minimum forms of criticism are repressed, the GoS would more severely punish
those who criticise senior officials such as the President and heads of intelligence services, or
who advocate for changing the political system.®” According to SJAC, the GoS’ ‘red lines’ are
arbitrary and at times, even pro-GoS personalities and journalists have been arrested for
overstepping the level of criticism tolerated by the GoS.88

Freedom House noted that the GoS extensively monitors private and online discussions and
imposes severe penalties for dissent within its controlled areas. It has applied these
surveillance measures inconsistently in recent years, facing increasing criticism from segments
of the population that were traditionally loyal.?® Returnees to GoS-controlled areas who were
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interviewed for an Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
report stated that they received minimal information from family members, friends, or contacts
within the country about life in Syria. This is reportedly due to the pervasive fear prompted by
the repressive policies and surveillance employed by GoS forces’ security agencies on
telecommunications and internet traffic. Many interviewees informed OHCHR that residents in
GoS-controlled areas were hesitant to express criticism of the country’s situation over the
phone, WhatsApp, social media, or similar platforms. Even the economic crisis, once
considered a relatively safe topic for discussion, was deemed delicate by many.%°

Each of the four main intelligence services of the GoS has special divisions that monitor local
and international media, including social media activities.”" In applying the Cybercrime Law No.
20 of 2022 SNHR noted three standard practices utilised by the GoS intelligence services: 1)
the Counter-Cybercrime division of the Criminal Security Directorate investigates suspected
cybercrimes once a formal complaint or request has been lodged with the public prosecutor's
office; 2) the Counter-Cybercrime division proactively investigates any behaviour it perceives
to contravene the law by actively monitoring social media, websites and other published
content; the alleged offenders are subsequently detained; 3) intelligence services summon
those who express criticism against the GoS for interrogation, where they can be subjected to
torture, enforced disappearance, forced to delete social media activity and referred to
extraordinary courts such as the Counterterrorism Court for trial.>®> According to Jusoor for
Studies,® the agencies tasked with investigating cybercrimes interpret the actions of those
charged in a highly subjective manner, leading to charges under various pretexts such as
undermining the Constitution by criticising its provisions, damaging the state's prestige, or
inciting racial and sectarian strife. The same source stated that the treatment of those charged
under the Cybercrime law is selective, based on the GoS’ assessment of the threat and impact
on its security environment posed by the individual’s actions under the legal definition of the
crime. For instance, the GoS tolerated criticism coming from certain activists as long as they
did not incite political dissent while repressing others who criticised the GoS’ behaviour and
the living conditions.®®* UNCOI noted that the provisions of the Cybercrime Law ‘are so vaguely
defined that they induce substantial risk of arbitrary detention and conviction’.%®

During the second half of 2023, the GoS reportedly detained numerous individuals for
advocating protests online,” even in areas typically supportive of the GoS, such as Latakia
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and Tartous governorates.®® Whereas the protests against the GoS were concentrated in
Sweida governorate, a smaller movement of dissent named 10" of August Movement started
in the coastal areas of Latakia and Tartous. Those associated with the movement were mainly
active on social media. Between August and December 2023, at least 30 persons were
reportedly arrested by the GoS in these areas in connection with the protest movement.®®
Among those arrested for criticising the GoS on social media were pro-GoS journalists,™
activists,'" university students and government employees.' According to sources, those
arrested for criticising the GoS on social media were charged with offenses under the
Cybercrime Law."?

Social media users originating from the coastal areas and Hama governorate were arrested
after criticising the GoS or for communicating with opposition activists abroad. Despite the
removal of the social media posts critical of the GoS, some detainees were still not released
according to UNCOI reporting on the second half of 2023."°4

Between April 2022 and May 2024, SNHR documented the arrest of 176 persons on the
grounds of violating the Cybercrime Law'®, out of which 114 were arrested in 2023."°¢ The
arrests targeted journalists, citizen journalists and media workers.”” According to the human
rights NGO Syrians for Truth and Justice (STJ), most accusations against persons arrested for
criticising the GoS on social media or during demonstrations were based on Articles 285, 286
and 287 of the Syrian Penal Code'*® which prescribe imprisonment of up to five years for
anyone who during wartime or in anticipation of war, publishes rhetoric intended to ‘weaken
national sentiment’ or disseminates exaggerated news within Syria that could ‘weaken the
psyche of the nation’. Additionally, these articles impose the same penalty on individuals
responsible for acts of aggression aimed at unlawfully altering the state constitution.
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Furthermore, a minimum six-month prison sentence is prescribed for anyone who transmits
exaggerated news abroad that could damage the ‘image of the state or its financial stature’.’®
According to STJ, most of the arrested were released between 24-48 hours and were forced
to delete content critical of GoS.™ According to SNHR data, out of 146 persons arrested on the
grounds of the Cybercrime Law between May 2022 and August 2023, 59 were released, one
person died as a result of torture and 86 were still being held in arrest/detention.™

Some sources assessed that family members of prominent anti-GoS activists would also
encounter problems with the authorities.™ They would often be stigmatised and regarded as
opposition, even if they themselves had not engaged in activities against the state.™
According to an international organisation working on Syria interviewed for this report, family
members of known opponents take mitigation measures such as avoiding leaving their
homes, communicating with their relatives abroad or in opposition areas, exposing themselves
to checkpoints, or speaking on sensitive issues.™ SNHR assessed that family members of
prominent anti-GoS activists or of women activists would be more likely to encounter
harassment at checkpoints, repeated summons to security services for investigation, and
arrest, as a way to achieve pressure or as punishment."®

Protesters

The 2012 Constitution of the Syrian Arab Republic guarantees peaceful assembly (Article 44)"
but in practice the GoS has restricted and suppressed it."” According to SJAC, the GoS is
currently more likely to view protesters as opposition."™ During the reference period, there
were some reports of arbitrary arrest and detention of protesters.™

Protests criticising the economic situation and the Assad regime began in August 2023 in
GoS-controlled areas, particularly in Sweida and Dar’a governorates, but also in the cities of
Damascus, Aleppo and the coastal regions of Latakia and Tartous.™° Protests grew and
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continued in September in Sweida governorate' while decreasing in other parts of the
country.””? Anti-GoS protests persisted in Sweida during the reference period.”

The GoS response towards the protests in Sweida has been mainly focused on negotiating
with Druze leaders™ in the governorate, organising counterdemonstrations™® and increasing
its military presence in the area."® There were, however, several instances where GoS forces
reportedly used violence against the protesters. On 13 September 2023, three protesters who
were attempting to storm a Ba’ath party building in Sweida city were injured by bullets
allegedly fired by pro-GoS forces.™” This incident was the first documented use of violence by
GoS on protesters in Sweida since the demonstrations began in August 2023."8 In February
2024, security forces opened fire when a group of protesters tried to storm a government
building in Sweida city, killing one protester.™® In April 2024, an arrest of a university student
who participated in the protests in Sweida triggered local armed groups to detain several
officers of the GoS forces to secure his release.” In July 2024, the leader of a local armed
faction in Sweida governorate who was regarded as a key figure in the anti-GoS protests in
the governorate, was assassinated by unknown assailants.™ Protesters have attributed his
death to the GoS security forces."?

(c) Civilians originating from, or residing in, areas perceived to be opposing the
government/reconquered areas

According to International Crisis Group, ‘the mere fact of having lived outside regime-
controlled areas exposes returnees to suspicion of sympathising with, aiding or actively
participating in rebel activities’. Such suspicions could be a pretext for detention and/or
financial exploitation.™ Persons originating from areas known for anti-GoS activities such as
Dar’a, Homs, Eastern Ghouta (Rural Damascus) can be subject to questioning, detention, or
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harassment at checkpoints, as the GoS assumes these individuals are more likely to be
disloyal or involved in opposition activities.® According to an international organisation
working on Syria, persons originating from former opposition-held areas (e.g. areas in Rural
Damascus, Dar’a, parts of Homs governorate) are more likely to be at risk of human rights
violations such as arbitrary detention, ill-treatment, torture, than persons originating from other
areas under GoS control. There is a stigma against communities from these areas due to their
perceived association with the opposition. For instance, there are cases of families who are
not able to access their properties or their assets or had their assets frozen/confiscated upon
administrative or judiciary decision because they are labelled as being linked to the
opposition.”®

Several sources assessed that residents of opposition-held or former opposition-held areas
are likely to be viewed as opposition by the GoS.”® Human Rights Watch senior researcher
Hiba Zayadin assessed that persons originating from or residing in recaptured areas that have
undergone settlement and ‘reconciliation’ agreements with the GoS are still viewed with
suspicion and such agreements do not protect individuals from surveillance, questioning or
punitive actions.™ SNHR stated that IDPs and refugees living in areas outside GoS-control,
especially those who left as part of collective displacement agreements are likely to be
viewed as opposition by the GoS."™®

Persons wishing to enter or exit GoS-held areas,”™ including IDPs wanting to return to their
area of origin™° or visit their property," are required to obtain a security clearance from the
GoS security forces."? SJAC stated that granting a security clearance generally requires a mix
of government connections, bribery payments, and proving that no family members have been
affiliated with opposition groups or activism."® Sources reported that the GoS denied security
clearance to perceived opponents and their relatives, former members of the opposition,™*
and former residents of areas considered opposition strongholds.™® IDPs wishing to return to
their homes in former opposition-held areas in Damascus, Hama and Idlib governorates
experienced harassment, threats and extortion, when interacting with the security branches
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for the purpose of obtaining a security clearance.*® Some were denied access to their
properties'’ despite having a security clearance™® or had to pay bribes to authorities to gain
access." Particularly, returnees with financial means were arrested and huge bribes were
demanded for their release.™

In 2023, SNHR documented the arbitrary arrest and detention by GoS security forces of 386
persons who underwent ‘reconciliation/status settlement’ in former opposition-held areas,
including of civilians who had links to opposition armed groups, army defectors and former
humanitarian and medical activists. Most of the arrests were documented in the governorates
of Rural Damascus, Dar’a, Deir Ez-Zor and Ragga. The same source did not record any
releases from detention of persons who underwent ‘reconciliation’ in former opposition-held
areas of Idlib, Dar’a, Aleppo, and Rural Damascus governorates.™ According to OHCHR,
returnees to former opposition-held areas such as Dar’a governorate or areas perceived to be
opposing the GoS such as Hama city and governorate, ‘are reportedly more exposed to the
risk of violations and abuses at checkpoints, including being subjected to intrusive strip
searches, interrogation, arrest or extortion’.'s

In September 2024, sources reported that around 200 Syrians who travelled to opposition-
held areas to visit relatives were arrested by GoS authorities on their return in the proximity of
Damascus.”™® Most of detainees were reportedly originating from Damascus and areas in Rural
Damascus such as Eastern Ghouta.™ According to testimonies, they were released following
investigation.™®

In former opposition-held areas, GoS forces have engaged in looting of houses of displaced
residents, at times demolishing residential buildings to extract resources like iron, pipes, and
wiring.’® A The Day After (TDA) study investigating housing, land and property (HLP) violations
in former opposition controlled areas™’ in Damascus, Homs, Dar’a and Aleppo governorates
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found that GoS forces engaged in looting of buildings and construction materials and the
removal of roofs and iron from houses of displaced residents.'™® Public services in former
opposition-held areas are reported to be worse than in other GoS-controlled regions, largely
due to infrastructure damage from the conflict and ongoing marginalisation and neglect by the
government.™®

The GoS has enacted multiple laws to target opposition areas for seizure, demolition,
redevelopment, and redistribution to its allies. In 2023, authorities used Law No. 3 of 2018,
which regulates the removal of rubble from damaged or demolition-designated buildings, to
demolish structures in war-damaged, formerly opposition-held areas. This included areas in
Yarmouk Camp in Damascus governorate and al-Hajar al-Aswad in Rural Damascus
governorate. Displaced owners had 30 days to appeal the decision but, in the cases
mentioned, they were not given notice of the demolitions and were unable to appeal the
decision.’™® Properties of displaced residents from former opposition-held areas have been
seized by pro-GoS militias™ and security actors,®? including by the National Defence Forces
(NDF) in Al-Tadamon (Rural Damascus governorate)®® and by Hezbollah in Al-Qusayr (Homs
governorate).® Displaced residents from former opposition-held areas have also found their
properties occupied by neighbours™® or have been pressured by GoS forces and affiliated
armed groups, including the NDF and Hezbollah, to sell their properties in Jobar, Darayya,
Tadamon, and al-Qusayr at low prices."®

In recaptured areas of Idlib governorate the GoS authorities have seized agricultural land
owned by locals who were displaced from the area and offered these properties for
investment through public auctions.'” Systematic looting and destroying of civilian buildings
by GoS forces (including 25™ Division/Tiger Forces) have been documented in areas
recaptured by the GoS in southern Idlib governorate (Kafruma, Khan Sheikhoun, Maarat al-
Numan, Morek and Kafr Nubl)."®® The 25" Division has been involved in looting and demolition
of properties in northern Hama governorate and southern and eastern Idlib since 2019."°
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Sources reported that in 2024 the GoS used Legislative Decree 63 of 2012 to provisionally
freeze assets of hundreds of families originating from the former opposition-held area of
Zakia, Rural Damascus governorate™® including of individuals who underwent ‘reconciliation’
following GoS’ recapture of the town, and of forcibly disappeared and missing persons.”! For
more information on the provisions of the decree see section (d) below.

(d) (Former) members of anti-government armed groups

SJAC assessed that the GoS views members of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), Hay’at
Tahrir Al-Sham (HTS) and of the Syrian National Army (SNA) as opposition. Regarding
members of SDF, the source noted that particularly members who are not occupying
leadership positions in the group would be at risk of detention and human rights violations at
the hands of GoS authorities, whereas those in leadership positions would be less exposed to
such violations because of their status and the lines of communication that SDF has with
Russia.”?

According to Human Rights Watch senior researcher Hiba Zayadin, members of armed groups
who fought against the GoS and who surrendered or ‘reconciled’ under government amnesty
programs following recapture of territories are still viewed with suspicion by the GoS and may
be targeted.” SJAC assessed that individuals formerly involved in opposition leadership in a
civilian or military capacity, even those who have undergone ‘reconciliation’ would still be at
risk of arrest, arbitrary detention, and assassination by GoS forces and affiliated local armed
groups.” The source documented cases of arrest and detention of such individuals in
Damascus, Rural Damascus and other governorates in southern Syria."”®

During the reference period, there were reports of arrests of former members of armed
opposition groups, some of whom had undergone ‘reconciliation’/settlement with the GoS."®
In Dar’a governorate, local armed groups increasingly resorted to taking members of GoS
security forces as hostages, attacking their headquarters, and negotiating with local
authorities to secure the release of detained residents.”” Among those detained by the GoS in
Dar’a were leaders of local armed groups and ‘reconciled’ army defectors, usually arrested at
checkpoints on the Damascus-Dar’a highway."”® However, these practices are not widespread
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in all GoS controlled areas but rather more prevalent in regions with fragile power dynamics
between the GoS and local communities, such as Sweida and Dar’a."®

Sources reported that, in 2024, the GoS provisionally froze assets of hundreds of families
originating from the former opposition-held area of Zakia, Rural Damascus governorate,™°
including former opposition fighters.” The measure is based on the Legislative Decree 63 of
2012 which permits the ‘precautionary seizure’ of assets of those investigated of ‘crimes
against the internal or external security of the state’ and of offenses under the
Counterterrorism law. If the individuals are subsequently tried and convicted, their properties
are automatically confiscated and transferred to the government.’?

In southern Syria, particularly in Dar’a governorate, there was a continuing ‘pattern’ of targeted
assassinations of former members of opposition groups by unidentified gunmen.’™® In 2023,
SOHR documented the killing of 56 former opposition fighters who had undergone
‘reconciliation’ with the GoS and had either joined a SAA military unit or a pro-GoS militia in
Dar’a governorate. The perpetrators were unknown.™®*

The US Department of State (USDOS) reported that the outcomes of court trials of defendants
accused of membership in the armed opposition ‘appeared predetermined’, although some
defendants were able to bribe prosecutors and court officials.”® The same source cited media
and NGO reports stating that sentences of persons accused of anti-GoS activity (including
violence against the GoS) were generally harsh."™®

Human Rights Watch researcher Hiba Zayadin assessed that relatives of individuals who have
fought against the GoS are often stigmatised and regarded as opposition, even if they
themselves have not engaged in activities against the state.”’

79 Haid, H., Syrians turn to street justice to free relatives from Assad's prisons, MEI, 8 May 2024, url

80 HRW, Syria: Mass Unlawful Asset Freezes, 18 July 2024, url; SNHR, The Syrian Regime is Using Provisional
Seizure of Assets as An Instrument of Collective Punishment, 16 July 2024, ur|

81 HRW, Syria: Mass Unlawful Asset Freezes, 18 June 2024, url

82 HRW, Syria: Mass Unlawful Asset Freezes, 18 June 2024, url

'8 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab
Republic [A/HRC/55/64], 11 March 2024, url, paras. 10, 48; Omran Center for Strategic Studies, From Settlement to
Captagon: The Security Dynamics in Syria’s Daraa, 28 December 2023, url; Etana Syria, Syria Military Brief: South
Syria — June 2024, 15 July 2024, url; NPA, Gunmen kill former opposition member in Syria’s Daraa, 30 July 2024,
url; NPA, Syria’s Daraa remains in complex state 5 years after government control, 3 June 2024, url

'8 SOHR, Regime-controlled areas in 2023 | Nearly 2,625 fatalities in acts of violence...alarming increase in crime
rate...deteriorating security situation...chronic stifling crises, 4 January 2024, url

85 USDOS, 2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Syria, 23 April 2024, url, Section 1, Respect for the
Integrity of the Person, E. Denial for Fair Public Trial

'8 USDOS, 2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Syria, 23 April 2024, url, Section 1, Respect for the
Integrity of the Person, E. Denial for Fair Public Trial

'87 Hiba Zayadin, email correspondence, 19 & 28 August 2024

27


https://www.mei.edu/publications/syrians-turn-street-justice-free-relatives-assads-prisons
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/07/18/syria-mass-unlawful-asset-freezes
https://snhr.org/blog/2024/07/16/the-syrian-regime-is-using-provisional-seizure-of-assets-as-an-instrument-of-collective-punishment/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/07/18/syria-mass-unlawful-asset-freezes
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/07/18/syria-mass-unlawful-asset-freezes
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/sessions-regular/session55/A_HRC_55_64_EN.pdf
https://omranstudies.org/index.php/publications/articles/from-settlement-to-captagon-the-security-dynamics-in-syria%E2%80%99s-daraa.html
https://etanasyria.org/syria-military-brief-south-syria-june-2024/
https://npasyria.com/en/115683/
https://npasyria.com/en/114448/
https://www.syriahr.com/en/321900/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/syria/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/syria/

J EUROPEAN UNION AGENCY FOR ASYLUM

1.2. Returnees from abroad

1.2.1. Current return procedures

Individuals returning to Syria must undergo one or both of two return procedures: security
clearance and ‘reconciliation / status settlement’."®® Both procedures are run by Syrian
intelligence.”® However, the distinction between applying for security clearance and settling
one’s status was not always clear-cut.”® Although the Danish Immigration Service (DIS)
defined the security clearance (muwafaka amniya) as ‘a process through which the Syrian
authorities crosscheck whether a person is on a wanted list and is to be considered a security
threat’,”® this process can take various forms in practice. Thus, more broadly speaking,
obtaining security clearance can be understood as a background check™? on whether an
individual has an ‘unsettled’ security issue such as participation in protests, criticising the
government or taking up arms against the GoS."™* According to International Crisis Group, the
process of ‘settlement of security status (taswiyat al-wadaa al-amni)’ involved obtaining formal
security clearance from all four main security agencies as well as verification of whether the
applicant has satisfied the requirements regarding the mandatory military service.®™* A
February 2024 OHCHR report based on interviews with returnees and former returnees'®
noted that many returnees had to go through the so-called ‘reconciliation’ process or
‘settlement of security status (taswiyat al-wadaa al-amni)’ before returning to GoS-controlled
areas."®

Returnees from abroad, IDPs and persons wanted by intelligence services, require a security

clearance for entry to and exit from GoS-controlled areas, and to access property and housing
rights.”™” According to sources, the GoS has refused security clearances to former residents of
areas considered opposition strongholds,”® former opposition members or persons perceived
as critical to the GoS."® In some cases, individuals without security clearances had their assets
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seized under National Decree No. 66 of 2012 (aimed at ‘redesigning unauthorized or illegal
housing areas’) under the guise of counter-terrorism measures.?°°

According to OHCHR, since 2016, the GoS has used the ‘reconciliation’ process to evaluate
the prior status and records of individuals seeking to return to areas under its control, either
from abroad or from other regions within Syria. Initially, the ‘reconciliation’ process targeted
draft evaders, military defectors and those accused of ‘terrorism’-related offenses, but it
appears to have expanded over the years to include people who previously fled GoS-
controlled areas and wish to return. This vetting system is supervised by the GoS General
Intelligence services and carried out through the establishment of ‘reconciliation’ centres or
committees across various governorates. For Syrians living abroad, the process is facilitated
by the Syrian embassies. In the ‘reconciliation’ process, security agencies scrutinise an
individual's background, opinions, and past activities, with a focus on examining any prior
stance or involvement in activities deemed as opposition to the GoS.2"

The ‘reconciliation’ process, which involves clearing one's name before returning to GoS-
controlled areas, is a common approach for individuals seeking to minimize risks such as
arrest, detention, abduction, or enforced disappearance. Although primarily affecting men, an
increasing number of women have also started undergoing this process in recent times. Many
people returning to GoS areas from abroad first inquire whether they are on a GoS ‘wanted
list’ alleging their involvement in offenses. This query is often carried out by a family member
or relative within Syria, who contacts an individual connected to or acting as an intermediary
for the government, typically for a fee. However, even after completing the ‘reconciliation’
process or not appearing on the ‘wanted list’, individuals may still face additional screening
measures. OHCHR noted cases where persons who completed the ‘reconciliation’ process
were nonetheless arrested, detained and subjected to enforced disappearance upon their
return.2°

The UN Human Rights Committee expressed concerns about ‘the ambiguous and arbitrary
nature of the government’s ‘reconciliation’ process’.?®®* The UNCOI found that on-the-ground
procedures regarding return varied considerably and often depended on where persons were
returning from, where they intended to go,?** their individual profile,?°® and the intelligence
services’ local capacities. While all returnees were required to visit security agencies,?*® in some
areas they had to ‘navigate multiple and overlapping clearance processes involving a range of
authorities’.?°” Some returnees were required to settle their status in ‘status settlement’ centres
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in GoS-held areas before embarking on their return, thus having to rely on family members or
friends in Syria acting on their behalf. Others lodged a request for ‘status settlement’ at a border
crossing or accessed such centres in person after re-entering Syria through clandestine
routes.?%®

Returnees interviewed by OHCHR claimed that there were no clear official guidelines to follow
in order to undergo the ‘reconciliation’ process nor any security guarantees after the process
is completed. OHCHR data showed that decisions regarding individuals’ eligibility to return
following the ‘reconciliation’ process, when facilitated from Lebanon, were typically
communicated through unofficial channels such as WhatsApp groups or via phone calls from
Syrian security agencies. Within Syria, ‘settlement cards’ are issued upon successful
completion of the process, yet interviewees reported by OHCHR stated they did not receive
any official documentation confirming their situation had been resolved with the government
before their return.?®®

Some Syrians who wished to return were denied the ‘reconciliation’ application without being
provided with any documentation explaining the reasons for the denial or being informed
about potential avenues or the possibility to appeal the decision. This was particularly
reported for Syrians living in Lebanon who underwent ‘reconciliation’.?"

1.2.2. Return patterns

UN agencies, including OHCHR, do not have physical and unhindered access inside GoS-
controlled areas.?" The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has limited
presence at several border crossings from where it provides ‘health and protection referral
services’ to returnees.?? As a result of GoS-imposed restrictions, no systematic collection of
data and monitoring of returnees has been carried out and obtaining comprehensive
information about the treatment of returnees by the GoS is not possible.? Studies
documenting the treatment of returnees have relied mainly on interviews carried out remotely
with Syrians inside the country or in neighbouring countries.?*

Since 2016, UNHCR has verified or monitored the return of over 411 922 Syrians from
neighbouring countries to Syria as of 30 June 2024, the majority from Turkiye (186 400),
Lebanon (91 498), and Jordan (72 360). There were 38 257 refugee returns to Syria in 2023
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and 19 729 in 2024.%" There were 5 078 refugee returns from Lebanon in 2024 according to
UNHCR data, as of June 2024, and an additional 103 returnees as part of General Security of
Lebanon (GSO)-facilitated returns.?'®

During the reference period, sources reported Syrians returning from Lebanon to GoS-
controlled areas in Idlib,?"” Deir Ez-Zor,?"® Rural Damascus, and Homs governorates.?” In some
cases, returnees were provided with assistance by national NGOs and the Syrian Arab
Crescent (SARC) upon arrival.??° Some returnees have claimed that they did not receive any
assistance from the GoS to rebuild their houses or for alternative accommodation.?*'

Hundreds of Syrians were deported from Lebanon in 2023 and 2024 to GoS-controlled
areas.??? Deportations of Syrians from Tirkiye to areas outside GoS control in northern Syria
were reported to take place during the reference period.??® There were also reports of smaller
number of Syrians being deported from Iraq to Damascus and to areas controlled by the
SDF.2%4

In the context of escalating hostilities between Israel and Hezbollah in Lebanon in September
2024, around 100 000 persons were estimated to have crossed from Lebanon into Syria,
mainly through the al-Masnaa (Jdeidet Yabous) border.??®* The majority were Syrians (60 %
according to UNHCR data) while the rest were Lebanese citizens.??® Around 60 000 of the
total number of persons who crossed into Syria were children.??” Many of the people who fled
into Syria are reported to have travelled to the governorates of Aleppo, Hama, Homs,
Damascus, Rural Damascus, and Tartous where they were hosted primarily by relatives and
communities.??®

(@) Returns from Europe

Comprehensive information on the number of Syrian returnees from Europe is not available.
Statistical data from the Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics and the Ministry of Tourism
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indicated that thousands of Syrians who obtained citizenship abroad had been visiting Syria.
In 2022, significant numbers arrived from countries like Germany (13 226), Sweden (19 194),
and the Netherlands (9 296).??° SNHR estimated that around 10 000 Syrians living in Europe
visited Syria during the summer of 2024. However, SNHR did not specify if any and how many
of these were beneficiaries of international protection and included in the figure Syrians who
had acquired European citizenship. The source has not encountered cases of Syrians from
Europe returning to settle in Syria.?*°

Confidential sources interviewed by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs between
March and May 2023 stated that some Syrians have been returning temporarily from Europe
to GoS-controlled areas and to the north-west of Syria as they did not anticipate the issues
they would encounter with authorities. These returns have often been temporary, for the
purpose of family reasons (death of a relative) or checking their property.>*

1.2.3. Treatment of returnees by GoS and affiliated armed groups

Several confidential sources interviewed by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs
between March and May 2023 concurred that the treatment of a Syrian returnee hinges on
their relationship with local authorities and the authorities’ perception of them. A Syrian who
left the country legally, had no issues with the Syrian authorities, and was viewed as pro-
government or at least not involved in opposition activities, would generally face few, if any,
problems. Confidential sources indicated that a person can typically return to areas outside
the control of the GoS without issues if they have no outstanding problems with those
authorities and are not considered a threat.?*?

According to Jusoor for Studies, Syrians living in Europe who left the country for economic
reasons, do not have security issues (such as charges related to opposition or political
criticism of the GoS, and issues related to the military service) and carry official documents to
prove their citizenship and residency abroad, were not facing harassment or interrogation
while visiting Syria. This is reportedly due to the economic benefits the GoS gains from their
return and the positive image it seeks to project, suggesting that its behaviour has changed.?*
SNHR assessed that Syrians who fled due to economic circumstances and were not involved
in opposition to the GoS would in general not encounter problems apart from being exposed
to financial extortion at checkpoints.?** SJAC assessed that Syrians living in Europe who are
able to return without encountering problems are those who left the country for economic
reasons and are often pro-GoS or have contacts within the GoS.2%

SJAC documented cases of Syrians with European citizenship who were interrogated by the
intelligence services during their visit to Syria and had to pay large sums of money to leave
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the country. The same source stated that it has observed cases of Syrians who requested
international protection in Europe and encountered difficulties in being allowed to return and
visit their area of origin.?*®

According to OHCHR information, Syrians who were involved in anti-GoS protests and
activism do not usually consider returning to GoS controlled areas out of fear of retaliation.
Those with such backgrounds who wish to return often choose areas outside of GoS control
but encounter verbal threats, harassment, and arbitrary arrests and detentions by the actors in
control including from SDF, HTS and SNA.?*” SNHR did not observe any cases of anti-GoS
activists or politicians returning to Syria.?3®

An international organisation working on Syria assessed that financial extortion has become
central in GoS detention and people who have spent time abroad in countries deemed to
have financial possibilities such as the Gulf countries and potentially Europe, may be targeted
and detained solely because they are perceived as a source of revenue. The source has
documented cases of Syrians based in the Gulf countries who visited Syria recently and were
detained by GoS forces for prospective monetary gain and were in some cases subject to
torture and died in detention.?*

Persons who left Syria illegally, those who originate from former opposition-held areas, and
those with issues related to military service were generally interrogated upon return and there
were cases when some of them were arrested.?*® Sources reported cases of persons who
completed the ‘reconciliation’ process but were nonetheless arrested,?*' detained and
subjected to enforced disappearance upon their return.?*2 Returnees have reported being
called for interrogation by security forces upon their return. Those without civil documentation
are more vulnerable to screening and arrest, according to OHCHR. Individuals with actual or
perceived histories of political activism and involvement in anti-government activities, as well
as men of conscription age, were assessed to be particularly vulnerable to questioning,
screening, and subsequent arrest and detention.?*

Security services can revisit a person’s file even years after they have returned. Informants
can report persons and get security services to reopen their file, sometimes just as revenge
to solve personal disputes or for financial gain.?** There were documented cases where
returnees from abroad who did not have any outstanding issues with the GoS, had security
reports filed against them which led to detention and extortion of the family for securing their
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release.?*® According to STJ, returnees originating from former opposition-held areas may be
arrested at checkpoints for blackmail or as revenge.?¥’

The UN Human Rights Committee stated that it received reports of serious human rights
violations committed against IDPs and returnees.?*® During the reference period, there were
reports of Syrians deported from Lebanon who were arrested, detained,** tortured?*° and died
in GoS detention centres.?®' Between April 2023 and June 2024, SNHR documented the arrest
and detention of 168 returnees?*? (126 between January and July 2024)%*® who were deported
from Lebanon. Most were detained by the Military Security Intelligence in al-Masnaa border
area.”®® Returnees were arrested by the Fourth Division of the SAA?®® and by the GoS
intelligence agencies, including the Military Security Intelligence Directorate,®®® and were
detained at the Palestine Branch (Branch 235),%5” Qaboun?®® and Sednaya prisons.?*°

According to a report published by the Lebanese NGO Access Center for Human Rights in
2024 (ACHR),?° Syrians deported from Lebanon went through a ‘security settlement’ and
‘reconciliation’ process upon arrival during which their background and previous activities
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(personal identity, reasons for leaving Syria and for return, information about their family and
relatives) were investigated by the security services. They were subsequently classified by the
GoS security services as draft evaders, evaders of reserve service, military deserters, political
activists and others suspected of participating in opposition political activities, and individuals
with opinions opposing GoS (often labelled as such due to their area of origin). Based on this
classification and their previous activities they were then arrested and detained at security
branches in Damascus (military police in Qaboun and the Palestine Branch), and according to
testimonies, often subjected to torture.?®

Some detentions of returnees by the GoS appear to be motivated solely by financial gain.?®?
Families of detainees were demanded to pay huge bribes to secure their release. UNCOI
mentioned the case of a civilian originating from Hama who had been working abroad for over
15 years, who was detained shortly after returning for a family visit in mid-2023. He was
accused of supporting armed groups and inciting sectarian strife. His family paid tens of
thousands of dollars to intermediaries, ultimately securing his release without a trial.?®3

Some returnees from Lebanon including elderly individuals?®* and those designated as
‘undesirable and posing a security and demographic threat’,?®® were denied entry into Syria by
the GoS security forces and were sent back to Lebanon.?®® Some returnees who were
deported from Lebanon mentioned that they were handed over to the SAA’s Fourth Division
who offered them either entry into Syria or facilitated their return to Lebanon through
smuggling groups allied with them. Returnees were reportedly blackmailed and extorted by
the smuggling groups.2®’

Many returnees interviewed by OHCHR claimed that family members, neighbours or friends
who also returned to GoS-held areas were subjected to the same human rights violations.
They also claimed that they were detained despite having undergone ‘reconciliation’ and
obtained clearance before returning and were subject to torture and ill-treatment in
detention.?®® SNHR documented the arrest, enforced disappearance and death of a Syrian
originating from Deir Ez-Zor governorate who was deported from Lebanon in April 2024. He
was subsequently arrested by the security forces at a checkpoint in Damascus without having
the possibility to contact his family or a lawyer, and was detained at the Military Security
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Intelligence Directorate’s Palestine Branch (Branch 235). In June, his family received a death
notification from the security services.?®® In another case, a Syrian who left in 2009 and
returned in 2023 from Lebanon claimed that he was arrested at a checkpoint, interrogated,
and tortured in detention by security forces for the actions of his relatives.?’”° UNCOI reported
on cases military deserters who were deported to Syria between mid-2023 and 2024 and
were subsequently detained and tortured in GoS custody.?”’ Women returnees reported being
harassed and extorted at checkpoints. Sexual exploitation also occurred for those who did not
have money to pay bribes.?”?

Returnees interviewed by OHCHR claimed that they had found their homes destroyed, looted,
or occupied by members of SAA and affiliated armed groups in Hama and eastern Ghouta
(Rural Damascus governorate), they were denied return to their homes and did not receive
any assistance for rebuilding houses. Returnees to Damascus or Ragqga claimed that they
found their homes mostly intact, whereas those who returned to Aleppo, Idlib, Rural
Damascus, Homs and Dar’a governorates claimed that their houses were destroyed, looted or
appropriated. In areas of Homs bordering Lebanon which are controlled by Hezbollah and
other pro-GoS groups, properties of returnees have been reportedly confiscated.?’® For further
information on the situation of civilians originating from or residing in former opposition-held
areas see section 1.1.2(c).

1.3. Persons fearing recruitment by the government
armed forces, military draft evaders, deserters and
defectors

1.3.1. Changes to the military service law

All men between 18 and 42 years of age are required to perform military service for a duration
of between 18 and 21 months, depending on their level of education. Once military service is
completed, men can be called for reserve duty until 42 years of age.?’* As of the end of 2025,
the duration of the reserve service is envisaged to be of two years, determined by age and
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service years.?’® It is not possible to conscientiously object to conscription,?’® apart from
Muslim and Christian religious leaders who have to pay a levy to be exempted.?”’

During the reporting period, the GoS issued some notable administrative orders regarding the
recruitment of soldiers under voluntary service contracts and the reserve service, including
duration, demobilisation and conditions for acquiring an exemption from reserve service. In
December 2023, the Ministry of Defence of the GoS called for persons between the age 18-
32?78 to join the army as officers and personnel under voluntary service contracts. The
volunteer contracts can be for periods of 5 and 10 years and include incentives such as
salaries of up to 1300 000 SYP [around EUR 90] and other bonuses and compensation.
Those who complete 5 years of the contract are then exempted from mandatory military
service?’® while those who volunteered and served for 10 years will be exempted from any
reserve service.?®° A notable change from previous contracts for volunteers is the level of
salary and entitlements, which are significantly better.?®' The GoS authorities stated that the
objective of the decision is to ‘achieve an advanced army that relies on voluntary enlistment,
through a new volunteer contract’.?82

As part of the aforementioned initiative to reform the military service, the GoS announced, in
June 2024, a three-phase plan for discharging tens of thousands of reservists.?®® Starting from
November 2025, the duration of the reserve service is envisaged to be two years.?®* For more
information see section 1.3.4.

Legal amendments were introduced during the reporting period to the conditions for acquiring
exemptions for reserve service. For more information see section 1.3.5.
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1.3.2. Recruitment of conscripts and reservists
(@) Recruitment practices

Although the SAA’s need for manpower is low as a result of reduced military confrontations,?8®
systematic recruitment of conscripts for mandatory military service continues to take place.?®®
Draft evaders are mainly apprehended at checkpoints?®” where their ID’s and military booklet
are verified®®® or when applying for a service at state institutions.?°

According to several experts, in most cases, recruitment no longer occurs through raids on the
homes of draft evaders.?*° A few sources noted however that raids for recruitment still
happen,® but to a lesser extent than before 2018,2°? and that these raids are primarily for
extortion purposes®® or for apprehending persons who have other pending security issues,?**
rather than for recruitment. The extent of authorities carrying out recruitment raids, as noted
by SOHR, depends on the level of control the GoS holds over a specific area, village, or town.
Raids on homes occur in residential zones within cities, whereas this practice is less prevalent
in rural areas where the GoS’ authority is less secure?®® or in areas recaptured through
‘reconciliation’ agreements in 2018.2%

Syrian men are automatically registered as reservists after completing mandatory military
service and can be called up for reserve duty based on how recently they completed their
service. Those who finished within the past five years are usually called first, followed by those
who completed service 5 to 10 years earlier, and finally, if necessary, those who completed
service 10 to 15 years earlier. In cases of armed conflict and when the above categories have
already been called up, there is also legal support for the call up of all men up to the age of
42, based on the needs of the armed forces. Army units in need of manpower request
reinforcements to the military command of the SAA. The military command will begin calling
up reservists who served within the past five years, prioritising those who were previously
stationed in specific units where manpower is needed. Although everyone who has
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completed their military service is assigned a reserve service number, not everyone is
necessarily called up for active duty in practice.?*’

The need for reservists is at its minimum because SAA’s need for manpower is low and the
GoS also relies on affiliated militias for operations, which are more efficient and cheaper.?*® In
2023, sources noted that while the army’s need for reservists was low?*° due to a decrease in
military operations,*®® they were still being recruited.>*' According to Syrian researcher Suhail
Al-Ghazi’s estimation, the recruitment of reservists has dropped by 60-70 % compared to the
period before 2018.3°2 The media organisation Enab Baladi stated that no calls for reservists
were recorded between January and October 2023.3% Syria Direct editor Ammar Hamou
stated that reservists are typically enlisted until they reach 40 years of age;*** however,
sources also mentioned instances of individuals being called for reserve service beyond the
age of 40.3°° Sources had divergent opinions on whether public employees are being called
for reserve service. Some sources stated that public employees were still being called up for
reserve service®®® while others indicated that, due to the SAA’s reduced need for manpower,
public employees were not currently called for reserve service or the likelihood of call-ups
was very low.2*” The GoS has reportedly suspended call-ups to reserve service of conscripted
officers holding university degrees of at least five years, master’s degrees or PhDs.?°® These
categories will serve compulsory service for a duration of one year and a half after which they
are to be discharged.>®®

According to SOHR, call-up of reservists is conducted regardless of their military qualifications.
On the other hand, Omran Center for Strategic Studies researcher Muhsen AlMustafa stated
that military qualifications, such as infantry and armour specialisations, and the army’s need for
manpower influence the decision to call up reservists.>® Ammar Hamou stated that the GoS
recruits reservists from former opposition-held areas such as Eastern Ghouta and Douma
(Rural Damascus), aiming to send them to the front and compensate losses incurred from
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loyalist areas.®" According to Suhail Al-Ghazi, loyalist communities ‘do not easily accept the
call for reservists’.3”2

During the reference period, there were some reports of GoS forces arresting men for the
purpose of serving compulsory and reserve military service. According to GoS sources cited
by the Syrian news outlet North-Press Agency (NPA), in November 2023 the Military Police
arrested 850 persons wanted for military and reserve service in Aleppo governorate,® while
an unspecified number of draft evaders were also arrested in Homs and Hama
governorates.® SNHR reported during the reference period arrests and detention of persons
evading military and reserve service in Rural Damascus, Hama,*”® and Dar’a governorate.®*
Most of the arrests were carried out at checkpoints or during raids.3"

(b) Regional differences

In Sweida governorate, the local Druze population has largely resisted compulsory and
reserve conscription in the SAA throughout the conflict.3® According to SNHR, recruitment for
military and reserve service is not implemented in Sweida governorate. In some areas that
were subject to ‘reconciliation’ agreements such as Kanaker and Zakia in Rural Damascus, the
GoS encounters resistance from residents when carrying out raids to arrest draft evaders "

Some sources stated that, in general, the GoS is reluctant to enforce conscription laws in
north-east Syria due to its limited power and control.>?® According to journalist Wladimir van
Wilgenbug, there is a de facto agreement between the Democratic Autonomous
Administration of North and East Syria (DAANES) and GoS, whereby GoS refrains from forced
recruitment in north-east Syria.**' However, some sources indicated that men of military age
can be arrested by GoS authorities for evading military service, if they approach the security
squares it controls in Hasaga and Qamishli cities for public services such as renewing
documents®?? or when travelling between SDF and GoS controlled areas,** including by flying
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between Qamishli and Damascus.?** According to a Syrian human rights organisation
interviewed by DIS in May 2024, those who are conscripted by the SAA in north-east Syria are
given the possibility to serve in their area of origin (e.g. Qamishli).3*

Representatives of the Department of Foreign Relations of the DAANES stated that the GoS
has in rare cases forcibly conscripted persons in the security squares it controls but DAANES
has been able to secure their release.®?® The DAANES will intervene on behalf of persons
arrested by GoS which have a connection to the administration but would refrain from
intervening in cases where criminals would be arrested by GoS forces.??’

(c) Conditions for conscripts

Conditions for conscripts serving in the SAA were reported to be very poor: they are treated
harshly by commanding officers,??® the food received is insufficient and of poor quality,*?° and
the salaries are very low.**° Salaries for conscripts reportedly range between USD 3*'and 8
per month.**? According to SNHR there are cases where conscripts do not receive their salary
at all.>* As a result of the poor conditions and salaries, conscripts engage in extorting money
from civilians at checkpoints®*, theft and robbery.**®* Conscripts from an area of origin formerly
or currently under opposition control would be treated worse than those from loyalist areas.
They might be deployed to frontlines or have their requests for leave to visit family rejected.>*®

According to Muhsen AlMustafa, basic training for military personnel lasts 1.5 to 2 months and
6 months for non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and officers.®¥ Syrian researcher Suhail al-
Ghazi*® indicated that training of conscripts lasts six months.®*® Ali Aljasem?®*° stated on the
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other hand that new conscripts will get a maximum of 45 days training and are then
considered ready for deployment.?*

1.3.3. Deployment of conscripts and reservists

According to Muhsen AlMustafa,?*2 military operations and the GoS’ need of manpower are the
main factors influencing the deployment of conscripts and reservists.®**®* The educational
background of the conscript also plays a major role in deployment in positions such as
mechanics, tank operators and in electrical engineering units.?** Conscripts and reservists
cannot choose their place of deployment3*® or the unit in which they are to serve.?*® Traditionally,
conscripts from loyalist areas tend to serve in the SAA’s most important units such as the
Republican Guard and the Special Forces. Alawites make up most conscripts in these units.?¥

Conscripts may be able to pay a bribe to the commander of the division to be assigned to a
particular division or avoid specific duties.>*® Bribing an officer to serve in a non-field position
or not to serve at all is also a common practice.®*® However, according to STJ, men in military
service originating from former opposition-held areas would not be able to improve their
situation through bribing due to the existing resentment against them.3*° Bribery to influence
the treatment of conscripts is less widespread in the elite units of the SAA (Republican Guard,
Fourth Division, Special Forces) than in other units.3

The use of conscripts from former opposition-held areas in active fighting that took place in
early 2020 has been previously documented,? with the majority of casualties incurred by the
SAA consisting of men from former opposition-held areas.>*® Several sources assessed that
conscripts originating from former opposition-held areas were deployed to areas witnessing
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military operations®* such as against anti-GoS armed groups in Idlib and Manbij (Aleppo
governorate)®®® or against ISIL in Deir Ez-Zor governorate,**® in higher number than those
originating from loyalist areas.?®” Some sources stated that conscripts from former opposition-
held areas were deployed to active fighting with minimal®*® or no fighting experience.**°
According to SNHR, draft evaders, military deserters and persons originating from former
opposition-held areas who undergone ‘status settlement’ were often deployed to areas
witnessing military operations.®*° Aljasem assessed that the risk of being deployed to active
fighting is currently lower due to the decrease in military confrontations after February 2020.3¢'

1.3.4. Demobilisation of conscripts and reservists

An administrative order terminated the retention and call-up for reserve service as of 1 July
2024 of the categories of reservists who, by 30 June 2024, met these conditions: they were
officers who had completed one or more years of actual reserve service; they were non-
commissioned officers and reserve personnel with six or more years of reserve service; they
were non-commissioned officers and reserve personnel who reached the age of 40 and had
completed two years or more in reserve service.>®?

In June 2024, Major General Ahmed Sleiman announced a three-phase plan for discharging
reservists due to begin in July 2024 and run until the end of October 2025. Tens of thousands
of reservists are expected to be demobilised by the end of 2024.3%3 The first phase of the
plan, spanning from 1 July to 31 December 2024, will involve the discharge of reservists based
on their years of service: six years by June's end, five and a half years by August, five years by
October, and four and a half years by the end of the year. The effectiveness of this phase will
determine the continuation of the plan. In the second phase, commencing in 2025, reservists
will be discharged as follows: four years of service by the end of January 2025, three and a
half years by the end of February, three years by the end of March, two and a half years by the
end of April, and two years by the end of May in 2025. The maximum reserve service duration
in the third phase will be two years, determined by age and service years, with the schedule
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subject to adjustments based on enlistment rates.>** About 152 000 reservists in total are
reportedly expected to be discharged by the end of the three-phase plan.3®®

Sources stated that demobilisation of reservists following the issuance of administrative
orders has been observed in practice.**® Mushen AlMustafa reported that the GoS discharged
military personnel who completed six years of reserve service by end of June 2024 and

23 718 military personnel who completed five and a half years of reserve service by end of
July 2024 3¢

1.3.5. Implementation in practice of legal exemptions and deferrals

Legislative Decree 30/2007 allows deferrals for compulsory service and exemptions for
certain categories of persons. This report does not cover all legal exemptions and deferrals,3®
focusing on the main exemptions and deferrals observed in practice. These specific
exemptions and deferrals are discussed in detail below.

(a) Exemption for only sons

Under the Syrian Military Service Law, a man of military age is exempted from service if he is
the only son of his parents, regardless of their living status.?®° This exemption also applies if
his brother(s) have disabilities or illnesses that render them unable to support themselves.?”°
The exemption is renewed annually, until the mother turns 50,3 the father reaches 60, one or
both parents can no longer have children, or either parent passes away. After any of these
events, the exemption is considered final, and no renewal is required.*’?

According to several sources, the exemption from military service for only sons is being
implemented by the SAA and no cases of recruitment of only sons were reported.*”
According to Muhsen AlMustafa, it is advisable for persons to carry the necessary documents
pertaining to their exemptions or deferrals from military service at all times. Issues may arise if
a person does not have relevant documents on him when questioned by the authorities. Such
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a situation may lead to the person being mistakenly enlisted, which can be time consuming to
rectify.3”

(b) Exemption for medical reasons

According to the law, an individual with a permanent medical condition may either be exempted,
assigned to a non-combat (non-field service) role, or enlisted for regular military service based
on their medical evaluation.?”®

Obtaining an exemption from military service for medical reasons®”® or being assigned to non-
combatant roles is increasingly difficult and issues of bribery and extortion are common.?”’ In
some cases, if authorities discover that the medical exemption was wrongfully granted (e.g. via
paying a bribe) they would require the person to undergo another medical examination.>”®

Anyone called for military service will undergo an initial basic medical examination, which
includes checking height, weight, and eyesight, to determine fitness for military service. If further
evaluation is needed, the individual will be referred to a medical committee at a military hospital.
This committee assesses health issues and either grants an exemption or deems the person
‘unfit for field operations’. A medical report is then prepared, and the individual reports to the
Ministry of Defence. Those declared unfit for field operations are typically assigned to non-field
positions.?”®

To determine if a person's medical condition makes them eligible for exemption or renders them
unfit for field operations, authorities will assess the percentage or degree of disability at the
time of the medical examination.®° The specific medical conditions that warrant exemption or
disqualification from field operations are not clearly defined.*®' STJ assessed that a degree of
disability of between 75 % to 80 % would generally lead to granting an exemption.*®? Obvious
disabilities, such as blindness or complete paralysis,®® will result in exemption from military
service. Additionally, medical reasons like obesity, poor eyesight, cancer, loss of a limb, and
mental illnesses generally lead to being granted an exemption .38

STJ stated that medical assessments for persons with obvious disabilities are lengthy, taking
several months to conclude. The source also mentioned a case of a person with around 60 %
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physical disability which was nonetheless recruited for military service and was later discharged
after paying a bribe.3®®

Men will be deemed unfit for field operations if they have medical issues that disqualify them
from deployment in field operations but do not qualify them for a medical exemption.*® They
would serve their military service instead in fixed positions such as in an office, in logistics or in
a kitchen.®’ Bribery of medical committees to obtain a medical assessment that they are unfit
for field operations is a common practice.*®® According to Ammar Hamou, the assignment of an
individual to fixed services is also based on the assessment made by the officer in charge.3®°

It is unclear which medical conditions would render a person unfit for field service. According
to SOHR, medical conditions that would make someone assessed as unfit for field service are
diabetes, poor vision, heart diseases.®*° STJ on the other hand stated that, while before 2013
having a 40 % disability would make one eligible for serving in a non-field position, currently
even persons with visual impairments that are not severe are being recruited for field
operations 3%

Men ‘determined to serve in a nhon-field service’ in the military because of their specific health
conditions can pay a fee of USD 3 000 to be exempted from military service.®%? According to
several sources, in general the GoS enforces and respects in practice the exemption from
serving in a non-field service.>?

(c) Exemptions for reservists

According to legislative decree 20/2024 issued in August 2024, reservists who have reached
the age of 38 and have not yet joined the service can pay an exemption fee of USD 4 800 or
its equivalent in Syrian pounds (SYP) for the legal obligation to serve in the reserve. Those
who have joined the reserve service, reached the age of 38, and are still serving, can also pay
the exemption fee of USD 4 800 (or its equivalent in SYP) with a deduction of USD 200 for
each month they have served in the reserve service.?%

Legislative decree 20/2024 also allows reservists whose medical examinations show that they
are minimally disabled or partially disabled to pay the sum of USD 3 000 to be exempted from
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service.**® Those who have served in army as part of a voluntary contract for 10 years are also
exempted from reserve military service.3%®

(d) Exemption fee for Syrians living abroad

Syrians who reside abroad for one, two, three or four years may pay USD 10 000, 9 000,

8 000 or 7 000 respectively to be exempted from military service.**” Men who have exited the
country illegally are also permitted to pay the fee to obtain the exemption.3%® Exemption from
reserve service is also acquirable by Syrians who have been residing abroad for at least one
year and pay a fee of USD 5 000.3*° It is not possible for men residing in Syria to pay a fee to
be exempted for military service,**° apart for the exemption fee for reserve military service
(see section (c)) or if they are first deemed unfit for field operations (see section (b)).

Several sources stated that in general the GoS does not conscript persons who paid the
exemption fee.*® The exemption fee for reserve service for Syrians living abroad is also
implemented in practice.**?

Persons who have other security issues with the GoS and have ‘settled their status’ may still
face problems such as arrest upon return despite having paid the exemption fee.** STJ
mentioned cases of persons who paid the exemption fee and were arrested upon return, but
their arrest was attributed to being wanted by the security branches.***

Sources noted that issues may arise if a person does not carry the proof of having paid the
exemption fee on him when questioned by authorities. Such a situation may lead to the
person being mistakenly enlisted.*°® According to Suhail al-Ghazi, showing the military booklet

3% Enab Baladi, What does regime want from amending age of those eligible to pay military exemption fee?, 13
August 2024, url; AIMustafa, M., Syria’s Reserve Military Service Transformations and Objectives, Omran Center for
Strategic Studies, 21 August 2024, url

396 SANA, alall deas ¢y 53l8 (4e) 26( 33l Jaaaiy Ly yui Lo gus ya Jaeas 31 Gt )V [President al-Assad issues a legislative decree
amending Article (26) of the Military Service Law], 1 August 2024, url; Enab Baladi, New legislative decree lowers
military service age in Syria to 38, 2 August 2024, url; Syrian Observer (The), “Reshaping Syria’s Military: The
Strategic Evolution of Reserve Service under the Assad Regime”, 12 August 2024, url

397 SLJ, Legal Briefing — November 2020, 3 December 2020, url; Syria, Legislative Decree 31, President Bashar Al-
Assad issues the LD # 31/2020, amending some articles of the LD# 30 date 03/05/2007, as amended, which
contains the Military Service Law, url, art. 1; AIMustafa, M., Fight or Flight: The Syrian Conscription Nightmare, ISPI, 5
June 2023, url

398 Syria, Legislative Decree 31, President Bashar Al-Assad issues the LD # 31/2020, amending some articles of the
LD# 30 date 03/05/2007, as amended, which contains the Military Service Law, url; Netherlands (The), Ministry of
Foreign Affairs: General Country of Origin Information Report on Syria, August 2023, url, p. 52

399 AlMustafa, M., Fight or Flight: The Syrian Conscription Nightmare, ISPI, 5 June 2023, url

400 Denmark, DIS, Syria Military service, January 2024, url, pp. 52, 60, 77 [sources: STJ, Ammar Hamou, AlMustafa]
49" Denmark, DIS, Syria Military service, January 2024, url, pp. 40, 46, 59, 64, 69, 73, 77 [sources: Al-Ghazi, Aljasem,
Ammar Hamou, Enab Baladi, SNHR, SOHR, AlMustafa]; Muhsen AlMustafa, email correspondence, 20 & 26 August
2024; EUAA, COI Report: Syria — Country Focus, October 2023, url, p. 30; DIS, Military service: recruitment
procedure, conscripts’ duties and military service for naturalised Ajanibs [source: SNHR], July 2023, url, p. 21;
Sweden, Migrationsverket, Syrisk militartjanst (version 2.0) [Syria Military service] [source: former officer in the
Syrian army; Syrian lawyer active in Damascus], 22 April 2022, url, p. 8; Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign
Affairs: General Country of Origin Information Report on Syria, August 2023, url, p. 53

402 Denmark, DIS, Syria Military service, January 2024, url, pp. 46, 73 [sources: Aljasem, SOHR]

403 Denmark, DIS, Syria Military service, January 2024, url, pp. 52, 59 [sources: STJ, Ammar Hamou]

404 Denmark, DIS, Syria Military service, January 2024, url, p. 52 [source: STJ]

405 Muhsen AlMustafa, email correspondence, 20 & 26 August 2024; Denmark, DIS, Syria Military service, January
2024, url, pp. 39, 64 [Al-Ghazi, Enab Baladi]; EUAA, COI Report: Syria — Country Focus, October 2023, url, p. 29

47


https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2024/08/what-does-regime-want-from-amending-age-of-those-eligible-to-pay-military-exemption-fee/
https://omranstudies.org/index.php/publications/articles/syria%E2%80%99s-reserve-military-service-transformations-and-objectives.html
https://sana.sy/en/?p=335611
https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2024/08/new-legislative-decree-lowers-military-service-age-in-syria-to-38/
https://syrianobserver.com/uncategorized/reshaping-syrias-military-the-strategic-evolution-of-reserve-service-under-the-assad-regime.html
https://www.syria.law/index.php/legal-briefing-november-2020/
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/5ff34b124.pdf
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/fight-or-flight-the-syrian-conscription-nightmare-130593
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/5ff34b124.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/netherlands/PLib/General_Country_of_Origin_Information_Report_Syria_(August_2023).pdf
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/fight-or-flight-the-syrian-conscription-nightmare-130593
https://us.dk/media/10661/coi-report_syria_military-service_jan-2024.pdf
https://us.dk/media/10661/coi-report_syria_military-service_jan-2024.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_10_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Country_focus.pdf
https://us.dk/media/10607/coi-brief-report-on-syria-military-service-2023.pdfGujk%3D&reserved=0
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/sweden/PLib/220504450.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/netherlands/PLib/General_Country_of_Origin_Information_Report_Syria_(August_2023).pdf
https://us.dk/media/10661/coi-report_syria_military-service_jan-2024.pdf
https://us.dk/media/10661/coi-report_syria_military-service_jan-2024.pdf
https://us.dk/media/10661/coi-report_syria_military-service_jan-2024.pdf
https://us.dk/media/10661/coi-report_syria_military-service_jan-2024.pdf
https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_10_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Country_focus.pdf

J EUROPEAN UNION AGENCY FOR ASYLUM

when questioned by the authorities is usually sufficient to prove the exemption/deferral.
However, if the military booklet presents any suspicion to the authorities checking it, other
documents proving the exemption/deferral need to be presented.*®

According to sources interviewed by DIS in 2023, the majority of individuals paying the
exemption fee were Syrian men residing in Gulf states, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, and Iraq, with
a smaller number from European countries and Tirkiye.*®” One reason for this is that they lack
permanent residency in their current countries,**® forcing them to return to Syria eventually.
Another reason is to obtain necessary documents, which are unavailable for those wanted for
military service.*®

(e) Deferral for students

No changes to the rules regarding the deferral of military service for students were reported
during the reference period.*® Students can postpone their conscription on a yearly basis
while they are studying.*" A person studying in Syria wishing to defer his military service must
be under a certain age depending on the type of educational program: 21 years for high-
school students, 24 years for those enrolled in a two-year technical institute, 25 years for
those enrolled in a three-year technical institute, 26 years for those enrolled in a four-year
university program, 27 years for those enrolled in a five-year university program and 29 years
for those enrolled in a six-years university program.*? Students postponing military service
due to their studies must renew their deferral annually by demonstrating their ongoing
enrolment in an educational program.*®

Generally, sources indicated that the GoS respects the deferral of military service for
students.** According to SNHR, despite possessing a deferral due to their studies, students
can still face arrest and detention at raids or checkpoints, where they are taken to a military
police station and extorted. Parents are typically asked to pay a bribe for their child's release,
and if they cannot afford it, other items such as a mobile phone or even a pack of cigarettes
may be accepted. This practice of extortion is considered systematic by the SNHR, but the
student will not be conscripted under any circumstances.*®

In 2023 the GoS issued a decision prohibiting students from repeating their final year of
college more than three times, as it was discovered that some students were intentionally
failing their final year of college in order to delay their enlistment in the military. A student in
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such a situation would not be granted exemption from military service and would risk
conscription.*®

(f)  Deferral for Syrians with residence abroad

Legislative Decree No. 31 of 2020 provides that any Syrian man of military service age with
residence abroad can obtain a 90-day deferral of military service annually, allowing him to visit
Syria without the risk of recruitment. This deferral can be secured by paying a fee at a Syrian
embassy or diplomatic representation. Additionally, the individual can extend their stay in
Syria for an extra 60 days by paying a fee of 200 USD.*"

In general, the provisions allowing visits to Syria for up to three months without recruitment for
those residing abroad, are being enforced and the GoS respects this deferral policy.*® The fee
paid for this deferral is viewed as an important source of revenue for the GoS which therefore
has interest in enforcing it.*" It is mostly persons originating from loyalist areas or those
without security issues who make use of this deferral.*?° Persons originating from former
opposition-held areas using this deferral may face problems upon return due to theirs or their
family connection to the opposition or being on wanted lists.**' Some sources noted that given
the widespread practice of extortion practiced by security forces, persons using this deferral
may be arrested for the purpose of being extorted.*?? According to Ammar Hamou, wealthy
businessmen or Syrians living in Europe would be particularly vulnerable to extortion.*?3

1.3.6. Implementation practice for amnesties

The GoS regularly announces amnesties which cover offenses of army desertion or evasion
from military service.*** Those who benefit from the amnesties will not be prosecuted for the
offenses of draft evasion or desertion but will still be required to perform compulsory military
service.*?®

In November 2023, the Decree No. 36 of 2023 provided an amnesty for the crimes of internal
and external desertion but did not cover crimes punishable by death as per the Military Penal
code: fleeing to the enemy (Article 102), leading a conspiracy and deserting to the enemy
(Article 103), taking up arms against Syria (Article 154), treason and dealing with the enemy in
peacetime (Article 155), cooperation with the enemy during wartime (Article 156), failure to
report known crimes (Article 157), spying for the enemy (Articles 158-159), recruiting for the
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enemy (Article 160).42® Information on the practical implementation of Decree 36 was not
available among the sources consulted.*?’

In September 2024, Assad issued a legislative decree granting a general amnesty for a range
of offenses including military desertion (internal and external desertion crimes) and other
minor crimes, committed before 22 September 2024.%?® According to Human Rights Watch,
the amnesty does not include persons convicted of crimes labeled as ‘a serious assault on
society and the state’ therefore excluding political opponents or activists.*?°

According to some sources, the GoS has respected the amnesties and pardoned the offenses
of draft evasion and desertion,**® as long as those pardoned have not been actively involved
in combat against the GoS.*' Those with other security issues (apart from draft evasion and
desertion) with the GoS generally do not make use of amnesties as they do not trust the GoS
to uphold them.**? AlMustafa stated that he knew of cases where deserters made use of
amnesties but were nonetheless arrested and in some cases died in detention.**

1.3.7. Treatment of draft evaders, deserters and defectors
(a) Draft evaders

According to some sources, the treatment of draft evaders depends on their individual
circumstances.** Draft evaders who have other security issues with the GoS can make use of
‘status settlement’ and amnesties to avoid prosecution.**® Those who do not solve their
security issues, especially prominent figures, would risk arrest and forced disappearance.*3*
According to SNHR, there have been cases when ‘reconciled’ draft evaders with connections
to the anti-GoS opposition have been interrogated and died under torture.**’

Several sources indicated that in general draft evaders who are caught by authorities are sent
directly to military service rather than being prosecuted.**® However, several sources mentioned
the potential risk of imprisonment of draft evaders before commencing military service.**® SNHR
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stated that those wanted for military service are arrested primarily by miliary police patrols,
detained in prisons affiliated with the respective unit and then referred to the military judiciary.
Penalties for draft evasion include extending the duration of the service for up to six months
and the payment of a fine equivalent to the salary of a first-class soldier for up to four months.
Those who evade military service for more than six months or abstain from two consecutive
enrolments are referred to the judiciary who tries them according to Articles 98 and 99 of the
Military Penal Code No. 61 of 1950*° which prescribe imprisonment ranging from one month to
five years, depending on the duration of the period the evader abstained from joining military
service.*' The maximum prison sentence observed in practice, according to SOHR, is nine
months.**?

Draft evaders, in most cases, serve their prison sentences in Sednaya military prison (Rural
Damascus governorate).** In a report covering the period from January 2020 to April 2023, the
UNCOI noted that torture and ill treatment of detainees was practised in military prisons
overseen by the Military Police (including Sednaya military prison).*** The same source also
documented deaths in detention and executions occurring at Sednaya prison.*** UNCOI has
documented cases of draft evaders who were subject to torture and ill-treatment in GoS
detention.**® An international organisation working on Syria who was interviewed for this report
assessed that for draft evaders and military deserters/defectors there is a high risk of being
tortured while in detention of GoS security services.**” After serving their sentences, the draft
evaders will be taken to do their military service.**®

According to testimonies of Syrians forcibly returned from Lebanon in 2023, those who were
draft evaders were enrolled in the SAA immediately after they were handed to the Syrian
authorities.** In some cases, those with security issues such as evading military and reserve
service were investigated by the security services and depending on the gravity of the
security issues they were handed over to various detention facilities run by security branches
where they claimed to be subjected to torture and ill-treatment. They were subsequently
enlisted in SAA.#%°

Some sources also note that draft evaders may be immediately sent to serve on frontlines or
areas with military confrontations.**' Some sources assessed that draft evaders originating
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from former opposition-held areas would be viewed with suspicion**? and be more likely to be
imprisoned or sent to the front.*>

(b) Military deserters and defectors

The treatment of military deserters depends on their individual case such as potential
involvement in anti-GoS activities*®* and the reason for desertion.**® According to sources,
deserters and defectors will be dealt with by the GoS based on the nature of their escape
(internal or external) and the penalties imposed by the Penal Code (Articles 100 to 104).%*® The
law does not differentiate between deserters and defectors and as a result, a deserter may be
treated as a defector.*’

According to Al-Ghazi, those who desert to see their families because they did not get a leave
permission would be sentenced to prison, whereas deserters who would engage in anti-GoS
activities might receive a death sentence.**® The same source stated that deserters originating
from former opposition-held areas would be treated more harshly than those from loyalist
areas even for minor offenses.**°

Sources noted that in general, deserters would serve a prison sentence before being sent to
military service.*®® According to Enab Baladi, deserters among conscripts and reservists face
up to nine months' imprisonment for a first offense. For a second desertion, the sentence can
extend to two years. Upon a third desertion, the penalty increases to up to five years'
imprisonment, after which the individual is required to complete their military service.*®' Two
sources stated that deserters would serve their prison sentence in Sednaya military prison.*®2

To avoid imprisonment for evasion and desertion, individuals can go through the process of
‘reconciliation/status settlement’, whereby they can receive a pardon for their offenses before
rejoining the army.*®® This process occurs at ‘status settlement’ or ‘reconciliation’ centres
established in various villages and areas under GoS control in Syria.*®* However, even after
completing this procedure, they are still required to perform military service.*®®
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Entering a ‘reconciliation’/settlement with the GoS does not guarantee that the
deserter/defector will be safe in the future. There are cases where neighbours denounce the
person who underwent ‘reconciliation’/settlement to the intelligence services for previous
activities. This situation would create additional security issues for the person which would have
to be dealt with by interacting with the intelligence services.*®® SNHR also reported that
‘reconciled’ evaders and deserters with unresolved security issues with the GoS have been
subjected to interrogation, with some individuals dying under torture due to their connections
with the opposition.*¢’

According to testimonies of Syrians forcibly returned from Lebanon in 2023, deserters from
military service were investigated by the security services and depending on the gravity of the
security issues they were handed over to various detention facilities run by security branches
where they claimed to be subjected to torture and ill-treatment. They were subsequently
enlisted in SAA.*%8 UNCOI also reported on cases of military deserters deported to Syria
between 2023-2024 who were subject to torture, ill-treatment and sexual violence in GoS
custody, including at Sednaya prison and at branch 235 (‘Palestine branch’).*¢°

SNHR stated that in practice defectors were generally arrested and subject to enforced
disappearance, torture and execution after being tried by military field courts. During the
reference period for this report, the source observed that defectors usually fled to Lebanon or
to opposition-held areas. However, they would not join opposition armed groups but rather live
there as civilians.*’®

In 2023, SNHR documented cases of army defectors who were arrested by GoS forces,
despite having undergone ‘reconciliation’/’status settlement’. The source did not provide
additional details.*”" In the beginning of 2024, sources reported that the Lebanese authorities
arrested an army defector originating from Dar’a governorate and allegedly deported him to
Syria.*’? In July 2024, Foreign Policy reported that the defector’s family stated that he was
currently detained in Sednaya military prison and had been subjected to torture. The family
claimed that the authorities had asked for a payment of 2 000 USD to transfer the defector to
the military judiciary and stand trial.*”®* According to a Lebanese NGO, another army defector
originating from Homs governorate was arrested and reportedly deported to Syria by the
Lebanese authorities in June 2024. According to the defector’s family, as of July 2024 he was
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being held in detention in Syria by the Military Intelligence branch 235 (also known as the
Palestine Branch).*”

According to information published by a pro-opposition website, the GoS issued a new
directive prohibiting defectors from the army, security services, Ministry of Interior, and
government employees who left Syria without a security clearance from obtaining passports
abroad or through domestic departments via their families or associates. The implementation
of the directive reportedly commenced in June 2024, when lists containing the names of
defectors and public employees were disseminated. It is not clear whether the categories of
persons affected by the directive would first have to solve their security issues with the GoS
inside Syria as a prerequisite for having passports issued.*’®

(c) Draft evaders and military deserters above the age of 42

Men who have evaded compulsory military service and have not paid the exemption fee before
reaching the age of 42, must pay a fee of USD 8 000*’® or they risk having their property seized
without notification or the opportunity to challenge the decision.*”’” If they do not own any
property or real estate, the reserve seizure will be executed on the property of their family
members.*”® While older reports noted that the Ministry of Finance froze the assets of draft
evaders and their family members,*”® sources interviewed in 2023 stated that they were
unaware of any instances where the GoS had confiscated the property of draft evaders and
deserters under the aforementioned law.*°

(d) Treatment of family members

In previous years sources stated that issues related to military service (e.g. draft evasion,
desertion, defection) generally did not lead to direct repercussions for family members.*®’
During the reference period of this report, sources stated that draft evasion and desertion as
such would not lead to repercussions for family members*®? but rather that the political
opinion ascribed to draft evaders and deserters by GoS authorities would be the cause of
such repercussions.*® According to some sources, the treatment of family members depends
on their area of origin*®* and on whether they have other security issues with the GoS.*%
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Family members of evaders/deserters originating from former opposition-held areas could be
harassed, extorted,*®® arrested and detained.*®” According to Suhail Al-Ghazi, family members
of draft evaders would also be tortured while in detention for the purpose of extracting
information.*® Alternatively, families of draft evaders from loyalist communities, specifically
Tartous and Damascus, usually do not experience any repercussions.*®®

In cases where the draft evaders/deserters have higher profile, such as being active in the
opposition or fighting against GoS, their family members would also be at risk.*° If the draft
evader/deserter has other security issues with the GoS, the risk of harassment, extortion and
arrest for family members is higher.**' According to Suhail Al-Ghazi, family members of military
deserters would face more problems than those of draft evaders even if they do not originate
from a pro-opposition area, since deserters can be perceived as defectors.**?

Several sources indicated that family members who might face consequences are mostly first-
degree relatives of draft evaders and deserters.*%

According to Enab Baladi, family members of draft evaders/deserters can also face
harassment and threats from both authorities and pro-GoS citizens. The source provided an
example of a mother of a deserter who was subsequently demoted from her position as a
school headmistress because of her son’s desertion.*** Sometimes family members of draft
evaders/deserters can be extorted by security forces such as at checkpoints or at their homes,
just for the purpose of extracting money.**®

Sources asserted that family members (of draft evaders and deserters) who left the country
illegally would not necessarily face consequences upon their return due to the
evasion/desertion of their family member.**® However, Suhail Al-Ghazi stated that if the draft
evader left the country illegally, his family members might face problems with authorities.*®’

486 Denmark, DIS, Syria Military service, January 2024, url, pp. 41-42, 54 [sources: Al-Ghazi, STJ]
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1.4.  Persons fearing (forced) recruitment by Kurdish
forces in areas under their influence

1.4.1. Implementation of the Mandatory Self-Defence Duty Law

The Democratic Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (DAANES) enforced the
law on Mandatory Self-Defence Duty, as part of which conscripts serve in the Self-Defence
Duty Forces (in Kurdish Hézén XweParastiné: HXP*%)%%9 in most areas under its control. The
Kurdish authorities largely adhered to this law, including to regulations concerning the age of
conscripts, the length of service, exemptions, and deferrals.>°° Under Article 1-A of the Self-
Defence Duty Law, men over the age of 18 from north-east Syria are obligated to perform the
duty.’" As of June 2024, men born in 1998 or later were being called up for Self-Defence
Duty.5%? According to journalist Wladimir van Wilgenburg, the DAANES authorities generally
respected and consistently enforced the recruitment age regulations outlined in the Self-
Defence Duty Law.5®

A Syrian Kurdish expert interviewed by DIS explained that the Self-Defence Duty was
applicable in all cantons of the DAANES, including the predominantly Arab areas such as
Raqqga, Deir Ez-Zor, and Manbij. However, DAANES was said to be more cautious in enforcing
the Self-Defence Duty law in these Arab-dominated regions. Similarly, Christians were not
subjected to the same level of enforcement of the Self-Defence Duty law as Kurds. Christian
youth typically joined the Christian police force, Sutoro, for three years, which exempted them
from the Self-Defence Duty.5

Article 1-D of the Self-Defence Duty Law states that Syrian nationals originating from outside
north-east Syria who have resided in north-east Syria for at least three consecutive years are
required to perform the Self-Defence Duty.*°> However, when interviewed by DIS, Syrian

4% The HXP are security forces under the management of the Syrian Democratic Council (SDC). While considered
auxiliary forces of the SDF, they have their own leadership. The SDF directs the tasks and deployment locations for
the HXP. Typically, HXP members are not involved in active combat but are instead used for guarding checkpoints,
securing AANES buildings, and performing other security-related duties within cities (Netherlands (The), Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, General Country of Origin Information Report on Syria, August 2023, url, p. 58). In comparison, the
SDF functions as a professional military force, deployed to the frontlines and engaged in combat operations.
(Denmark, DIS, Syria Military recruitment in North and East Syria, June 2024, url, p. 24)
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Kurdish expert and journalist Seyredin Yusuf expressed doubts about the consistency of
conscription across all regions.>°®

The legislation permits individuals required to serve in the Self-Defence Duty to defer their
service or obtain exemptions based on their specific circumstances.®®” These rules, including
exemptions for medical reasons and deferments for students or individuals residing abroad,
were upheld and enforced by the DAANES according to expert sources interviewed by DIS.5%®
Article 3 of the Self-Defence Duty Law grants women the right to voluntarily join the Self-
Defence Duty.**° Both Wladimir van Wilgenburg and a Syrian Kurdish expert reported that they
were unaware of any cases of forced conscription of women.5"©

According to Article 2 of the Self-Defence Duty Law the Self-Defence Duty lasts for 12
calendar months from the date of enlistment.*" Article 1 introduces two concepts that allow this
duration to be extended: retention (ehtefaz) and reserve (ehtiat), both based on need.®”

DAANES authorities and a Syrian Kurdish expert confirmed that service duration could be
extended during emergencies.®™ According to the DAANES Foreign Relations Department,
local commanders decided on service extensions based on existing needs.*" The DAANES
Defence Department cited two situations for retention: late enlistment, leading to a one-to-
two-month extension, and extraordinary crises, with a maximum extension of up to three
months.>™ A former HXP (Self-Defence Duty Forces) recruit mentioned that his service was
extended by two months due to delays in recruiting new conscripts, a situation that affected
his entire group.®™® Sources were unaware of any recent cases where individuals were called
up for reserve duty after being discharged.*” Wladimir van Wilgenburg noted that the
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DAANES generally upheld the legal provisions regarding the length of the Self-Defence
Duty.5®

1.4.2. Recruitment practices
(@) Self-Defence Duty Forces (in Kurdish: Hézén XweParastiné, HXP)

Conscription for the Self-Defence Duty takes place once or twice a year.™ Authorities
announce the specific age groups eligible for conscription through online platforms. Once a
man turns 18, he is expected to report to a recruitment centre to obtain and complete a
military booklet.>?° The HXP does not conscript individuals under the age of 18. Both a Syrian
Kurdish expert and a Syrian human rights organisation interviewed by DIS reported that they
had not encountered any instances of minors being conscripted into the HXP, either
voluntarily or forcibly.>' The HXP serves as an auxiliary force primarily tasked with guarding
public buildings and supporting the SDF, and they are generally not involved in combat. There
have been certain occasions where the HXP participated in combat, such as during the battle
for Afrin in 2018, the clashes at Tell Abyad, ISIL attacks on Hasaka prison in 2022 and intense
fighting in Deir Ez-Zor in summer 2023. According to the DAANES representation office in KRI,
such situations do not occur often, and conscripts are usually not placed on the frontlines. A
former HXP recruit confirmed to DIS that neither he nor any of the conscripts alongside him
were deployed in active combat during his 2022 conscription.??

(b) SDF

SDF recruited both men and women on a voluntary contractual basis. The relatively high
salary was an incentive for people to join.5* The recruitment of SDF personnel was managed
by local military councils within the three military regions of the DAANES.>?* The
representation of DAANES in the KRI claimed that individuals interested in volunteering for the
SDF were familiar with the recruitment process and the appropriate channels, making public
advertising on social media unnecessary. The SDF conducted identity verification and
background checks. Applicants were required to present their national ID card, family
documents, and a local identity document known as Shahadet al-Tariff/Nasnameh.5
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() PKK

A Syrian university professor confirmed to DIS in 2024 that the PKK did not forcibly recruit
members in north-east Syria. Instead, they used indirect methods to recruit young people
through the Revolutionary Youth Movement (RYM).52¢

(d) Revolutionary Youth Movement (RYM)

The Revolutionary Youth Movement (Tevgera Ciwanén Soresger in Kurdish) a radical political
youth organisation, affiliated with the Democratic Union Party (PYD)*?” and the PKK®8,
recruited young people, including minors.>?° There was agreement amongst the sources
consulted by DIS that the RYM recruited minors through encouragement and political
indoctrination, aiming to attract young people with cultural and ideological activities as well as
socio-economic incentives.>*® Some sources reported that there had been accusations of
physical force, including kidnappings from schools or homes.®®' It was reported that minors
had been recruited across north-east Syria, including in Qamishli, Sheikh Magsoud, Manbij,
Ragga, and Ayn al-Arab/Kobane.>*? A Syrian university professor noted that the RYM's
recruitment efforts were primarily carried out by young adults aged 18 and older, who focused
mainly on recruiting adolescents.>*

1.4.3. Prevalence of child recruitment

USDOS wrote in its 2024 Trafficking in Persons Report that forces recruiting children included
the RYM, the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG), the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ) and
the SDF. The RYM recruited, trained and used girls and boys from the age of 12. While the SDF
implemented the action plan mandated by United Nations Security Council Resolutions
(UNSCR) to demobilise children and to end the recruitment and use of children, SDF-affiliated
armed groups continued child recruitment in 2023.5%*

The United Nations verified for their report on children and armed conflict from June 2024
(covering the period from January to December 2023) the recruitment and use of 231 children
by the SDF. 203 of these 231 children were recruited by the YPG/YPJ, 27 by internal security
forces under the umbrella of the DAANES and one child was recruited by ‘other components
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of SDF’. A further 10 children were recruited by the Patriotic Revolutionary Youth Movement.53®
STJ documented the recruitment of more than 52 children in DAANES areas in 2023. Of the
recruited children, 29 were boys and 23 girls. The majority of recruitments occurred in
Qamishli, where 22 cases were reported. This was followed by the Sheikh Magsoud area in
Aleppo (13 cases), Manbij (7 cases), Raqga (6 cases) and Ayn Al-Arab (4 cases). According to
STJ, the RYM was responsible for 43 cases. The remaining recruitments were carried out by
YPJ and other military groups connected to the SDF.>*® According to ARK News, five children
were recruited in October 2023, who ranged in age from 12 to 15 years old. They included
boys and girls of Kurdish and Arab ethnicity and were recruited by the RYM as well as the
YPG.**” Noon Post reported the recruitment of more than eight children, including two girls, in
the city of Manbij by the RYM between January and March 2024. Further child recruitment
operations took place in Tal Tamr, Sheikh Magsoud and Qamishli.>*®

As of July 2024, the SDF continued to recruit children, who were sent to military training
camps. According to SNHR, the parents and families of the children were not allowed to
contact them, and the SDF did not provide details about their situation.>3

A Syrian university professor consulted by DIS noted an increase in the recruitment of minors
by the RYM since 2022.5*° The RYM is not a military organisation and does not conduct
military training,>" but it is speculated that minors recruited by the RYM may later join the
ranks of the PKK or SDF as fighters.5*? According to the university professor, some minors
joined training camps in the Qandil or Sinjar mountains.>** However, Kurdish media reports
that verified instances of this occurring were limited, according to STJ.>** Families of recruited
children told Enab Baladi in March 2024 that children were lured into recruitment by the RYM
and abducted. The SDF was said to be unable to deter the RYM.>** SNHR wrote that
recruitment and conscription of children had expanded to all areas under SDF control.54¢
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1.4.4. Prevalence of forced recruitment to SDF

SNHR wrote in July 2024 that it had recorded an increased number of arrests or detentions of
civilians for forced conscription. The conscripts were taken to SDF military training and
recruitment camps, many of which were located in the SDF-controlled areas of Aleppo
governorate.*” Baladi News confirmed in June 2024 that the SDF was conducting extensive
arrest campaigns for recruitment purposes in areas under its control. They were concentrated
mainly in the countryside, and it was difficult to know the exact number and the identity of
those detained. Young men were taken to recruitment camps in Hasaka, Raqgga and Manbij.
According to a correspondent from Enab Baladi in the governorate of Hasaka, SDF military
police patrols were deployed end of June 2024 along all main roads, setting up approximately
ten checkpoints on the road connecting Hasaka to its eastern and northern countryside.
Vehicles were inspected for men wanted for Self-Defence Duty. According to a bus driver on
the route from Qamishli to Al-Malikiyah in eastern Hasaka, passengers’ IDs were usually
inspected before the bus departs from the terminal and a signed paper was handed to the
driver to facilitate passing through checkpoints. During the recruitment campaign at end of
June, checkpoints ignored this paper and checked every single passenger.>*° According to
Zaman Al-Wasl, over 240 young people were arrested in late June/early July 2024 for the
purpose of conscription by SDF forces in July in the countryside of Deir Ez-Zor, Hasaka and
Ragqga.®*°

548

1.4.5. Consequences of draft evasion and desertion, including for
family members

According to Article 15 of the Self-Defence Duty Law, individuals who evade conscription will
be penalised with an additional month of service.**' The names of evaders were published and
shared with various checkpoints, where they were actively sought,>*? which restricted their
movement. Evaders were detained and assigned to service when identified at checkpoints.
Families were informed about the apprehension and conscription of their relatives.®>* No
incidents of violence or mistreatment of evaders or deserters at checkpoints were known to a
former conscript of the Self-Defense Duty.>** As one expert explained to DIS, authorities took
a more cautious approach in areas predominantly inhabited by Arabs, to avoid inflaming
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tensions by arresting those who had evaded their duty.>*> According to Muhsen AlMustafa,
draft evaders fall under the provisions of the Self-Defence Duty Law and were treated
accordingly. The Kurdish security agency (Asayish) searched the place of residence of those
wanted for service, checked recruitment lists at checkpoints and arrested those wanted.>*®

The law does not specify any particular repercussions for deserters.>®” According to a Syrian
lawyer and a Syrian Kurdish expert, while evaders did not face additional punishment,
deserters were subjected to investigations to determine their reasons for desertion.>*® Many
deserters chose to leave the region due to fears of potential repercussions, although the
exact nature of these consequences was unclear. Periodic amnesties were announced for
both evaders and deserters, contingent upon their reporting for and fulfilling their Self-
Defence Duty.%*® The most recent amnesty was issued in early May 2024.5%°

Sources interviewed by DIS had not heard of any reported cases of family members
experiencing harassment or similar as a result of their relatives' evading or deserting,®®' even
in situations where the evader was detained at a checkpoint.>®?

1.5. Kurds

1.5.1. Stateless Kurds

A 1962 census in Hasaka governorate, which required residents to prove that they had lived in
Syria before 1945,°%2 deprived an estimated 120 000 Kurds of Syrian citizenship®®* and led to
the emergence of two groups of stateless Kurds.®®® The first group, registered as ajanib (plural,
‘foreigners’; singular, agjnabi), consisted of people who were able to provide proof of residency
but failed to meet certain requirements. The second group, maktoumeen (plural,
‘unregistered’; singular, maktoum), either could not provide the necessary documents or did
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not participate in the census, rendering their residency in Syria illegal. The stateless status of
the gjanib and maktoumeen, passed down from fathers to their children, led to severe
marginalisation of the community, whose rights, including access to health, education,
property ownership, and political participation, became severely limited.5%®

In April 2011, the Syrian government issued Decree 49 granting Syrian citizenship to the ajanib
group of stateless Syrian Kurds.®®” According to the April 2024 report by the DIS, in order to
obtain the citizenship, ajanib persons had to transfer their registration from the Hasaka
registry to the regular Syrian civil registry, after which they were issued a Syrian ID number, ID
card, and a family book. Children born after naturalisation of their parents were granted Syrian
citizenship automatically. DIS noted that Syrian authorities were generally ‘committed to
granting nationality’ to ajanib persons who met the application requirements, with many
successfully obtaining citizenship.>®® However, some people with ajanib status were
reportedly denied citizenship despite meeting the requirements, while in some other cases, a
bribe had to be paid.>*° Moreover, due to the requirement to apply for citizenship in person,
some people reportedly refrained from doing so because of the mandatory military service,?”°
required in both in the GoS-controlled areas and DAANES,*” as well as because of concerns
about interacting with the authorities over security®’? or political issues.?”?

Maktoumeen Kurds were left outside of the scope of the 2011 decree.®”* However,
maktoumeen with gjanib ancestors could first register as ajanib and then apply for Syrian
citizenship.%”® The application process was reportedly often plagued by challenges and
delays, with some persons resorting to personal connections®’® and bribes.®”” Many
maktoumeen who completed the registration still faced uncertainty about their citizenship
status.>’®

There are no official figures on the number of stateless Kurds in Syria.>”® It was estimated that
there were 517 000 stateless Kurds in Syria until 2011, including more than 171 000
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maktoumeen.®®° Based on the data from the Personal Status Department of Hasaka, STJ
estimated that, following the announcement of the decree 49/2011, some 326 500 persons
with ajanib status obtained the Syrian citizenship, while around 19 750 ajanib persons
remained stateless. Among persons with maktoumeen status, 50 400 people managed to
obtain Syrian citizenship as of October 2019.58" In the report covering 2023, USDOS noted that
approximately 40 000 Kurds remained registered as ajanib and 160 000 as maktoumeen and
being unable to acquire the Syrian citizenship.*®? According to StatelessHub,>®* stateless
Kurds who had successfully obtained Syrian citizenship were encountering ‘difficulties in
transferring land and property into their names’ and securing the necessary formal
documentation.®®*

In the GoS areas, stateless Kurds faced significant restrictions, including lack of access to
government services and restrictions on travel abroad. Regarding their access to education,
USDOS noted that, while stateless Kurds could generally enrol their children in schools and
universities, they were ‘ineligible to receive a degree’ proving their academic achievements.5%

In September 2022, Syria Direct noted that Kurdish authorities in north-east Syria made no
distinction between stateless Kurds and Kurds with Syrian citizenship. The Kurdish authorities
reportedly issued local identification documents to both groups, which were ‘often a simple
sheet of paper with a photograph.’*® For more details on stateless Kurds in Syria, see the
chapter on Stateless Kurds in the EUAA 2022 report Syria: Targeting of Individuals.

1.5.2. Treatment of Kurds in territories controlled by the Syrian
National Army

Human Rights Watch characterised the situation in areas under the control of the Tirkiye-
backed SNA as lawless and insecure.”®” As noted in a joint report by Ceasefire Centre for
Civilian Rights®®® and YASA,*®° the construction of large settlements for SNA fighters and their
families in Afrin has reportedly led to the forced displacement and violations of property rights
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of local Kurdish residents.®®° Sources reported on continuous ‘Turkification’ of Afrin®' and
other areas in the region.>®? In schools, Turkish and Arabic were reportedly imposed as
compulsory subjects,*** while Kurdish was allocated only a few hours of classes a week.%** In
practice, many schools, especially in the countryside, reportedly had no Kurdish teachers,
preventing the Kurdish language instruction.>%®

Following the February 2023 earthquakes, SNA armed groups reportedly obstructed aid
delivery to Afrin®%® and Jinderis,**” which were among the areas most affected by the
earthquake.>® Moreover, sources noted that Kurdish residents faced discrimination by various
SNA factions, including Hamzat and Al-Amshat,*®® distributing humanitarian aid to people
affected by the earthquakes.®® Furthermore, in Afrin and other affected areas in the region,
property theft and looting during searches for survivors were reportedly committed by
volunteers and armed groups members, with no action taken by ‘de facto authorities’.*”'

As noted by Human Rights Watch and USDOS, Kurdish residents faced significant human
rights abuses, including arbitrary arrests and detentions, abductions, torture, killings, property
seizures, and extortion by different SNA-affiliated security entities and armed groups.®®? In
June 2024, STJ reported that interviews conducted in Afrin, Ras al-Ayn (Kurdish: Seré Kaniyé)
and Tel Abyad revealed that SNA factions subjected the residents of the area to violence as a
deliberate strategy aimed at intimidating the local population, particularly the Kurds, to drive
them from their homes and subject them to financial extortion.®%® Furthermore, in Afrin, the
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living conditions were reportedly further destabilized by internal conflicts by various SNA
factions controlling Afrin subdistricts.®%*

Human Rights Watch noted that Tirkiye’s attempt to address widespread abuse allegations in
areas under SNA control by establishing military and civil police forces under the supervision
of the Syrian Interim Government (SIG) and military police, alongside a local grievance
committee intended to help residents reclaim property, largely failed. Both police forces, and
particularly the military police, were reportedly implicated in ongoing abuses, SNA factions
continued to operate in populated areas, and the grievance committees proved ineffective
against the influence of powerful faction commanders.®°® In summer 2023, US sanctioned
SNA factions Ahrar al Sharqgiya, the Hamzat division, and Suleiman Shah brigade and the
commanders of these formations for severe human rights abuses against civilians, in particular
Syrian Kurds.®%®

As noted by UNCOI, the main pretext for arbitrary arrests and ill-treatment of Kurdish residents
in the SNA-controlled areas was the person’s perceived affiliation with DAANES, YPG, SDF°%,
and the Syrian government.®®® Some detentions were also based on terrorism charges,
membership in PKK, and cooperation with foreign entities.®*® Alleged DAANES or PKK
affiliation was also used as a pretext for torture, seizure of properties, and denial of access to
homes and lands®" and could also lead to enforced disappearances.®” As noted by STJ,
accusations of collaborating with DAANES could be potentially leveraged against many Afrin
residents, as DAANES was the area’s de facto authority for several years and residents had to
rely on its institutions for obtaining permissions and ID documents, accessing healthcare and
education, and securing jobs.®"

In some instances, SNA factions used detention as a means of extortion, detaining individuals
for extended periods without legal proceedings and subjecting them to torture and ill-
treatment to force substantial payments from their families for their release.®™ In February
2024, UNCOI reported on torture and ill-treatment including severe beatings, simulated
drowning, and threats to families during interrogation process in SNA-run detention facilities in
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Afrin, I'zaz, Ma‘arratah, Raju, and Hawar Kilis.®* UNCOI also observed that sexual and gender-
based violence against women in detention, including threats of sexual violence, continued
despite investigations by the SNA into reports of rape and sexual abuses.®™ In March 2024,
SOHR reported that it had documented over 8 700 abductions and arrests of Kurdish civilians
from Afrin since 2018, with more than 1100 of them remaining in detention.®”® Abductions,
including with the use of violence, torture, and threats extended to the families of victims,
were reportedly committed particularly by Hamzat, the Sultan Murad, and Montasser Billah
factions.®”

Persons returning to the areas controlled by SNA were frequently detained for investigation
and faced lengthy detentions without access to family members or lawyers. Moreover, SNA
factions, particularly Suleiman Shah Brigade and Brigade 2011, reportedly affiliated with the
Sultan Murad faction, imposed significant fines on returnees, informally referred to as ‘a
visa’.®”® Along with Kurdish communities in the region, these ‘protection fees’ were also
imposed on Kurds deported from Tirkiye.®"*

Kurdish residents in SNA-controlled areas faced significant violations of housing, land, and
property rights, with various SNA factions conducting land and property seizures.®?° In some
cases, forced confiscations involved swathes of villages, encompassing both homes and
farmland.®® Houses were seized from their owners regardless of their presence in the area,
forcing them to rent elsewhere or remain homeless.®??2 Despite having legal proof of
ownership,®?® many Kurdish residents were unable to reclaim their properties due to threats to
their lives,®?* fear of retaliation and lack of trust in the local justice system.®?® Confiscated
properties were repurposed for factions’ uses, serving as headquarters, IDP shelters,%® or
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housing of SNA members and their families.®”” Some properties were sold to IDPs from other
regions, such as Homs,®?8 or to SNA fighters.®%°

SNA factions were also involved in cutting down olive trees.®*° In areas controlled by Suleiman
Shah Brigade and Sultan Murad Division, faction members confiscated olive harvests, imposed
excessive taxes on land and olive oil profits, and arrested farmers or seized their olive trees if
they could not pay.5*

1.5.3. Treatment of Kurds in territories under control of the
Government of Syria

In November 2023, STJ reported that Kurds continued to face violations of their rights,
including linguistic rights and rights to political participation.®*? In its report covering 2023,
USDOS noted that the GoS consistently limited the use of the Kurdish language, restricted
publication of books and other materials in Kurdish, and limited Kurdish cultural expression.
Moreover, USDOS reported on arrests, detention, and ill-treatment in detention of Kurdish
activists taking place during 2023.5%

Since August 2022,%%** the GoS forces have enforced blockades on the DAANES-controlled
areas in Aleppo governorate,®® restricting residents’ access to fuel and essential goods.®%¢
After the February 2023 earthquakes, the GoS blocked trucks with humanitarian aid from
Kurdish authorities, preventing them from entering Kurdish-majority neighbourhoods in
Aleppo,®® including the neighbourhoods of Sheikh Magsoud and Ashrafieh, thereby
exacerbating the humanitarian crisis in these areas.®® As reported by STJ in April 2024, since
September 2023, a partial blockade by the Fourth Division of the SAA has restricted residents’
access to fuel and basic food items in the neighbourhoods of Sheikh Magsoud and Ashrafieh,
the city of Tel Rifaat, and more than 50 towns and villages in the Shahba area.®*° As noted by
Amnesty International in its report covering 2023, flour and medications were among the
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supplies affected by the blockage by the GoS forces. The blockage affected ‘tens of
thousands of civilians’, including IDPs, who had to resort to burning household items and
plastic to stay warm in harsh weather conditions.®*
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2. Socio-economic situation with a focus
on the cities of Damascus, Latakia and
Tartous

2.1.  Mobility and admittance

2.1.1. International flight connections

The Damascus Airport website shows international flight connections with Iran (Tehran), Iraq
(Al Najaf, Erbil, Baghdad, Basra), Jordan (Amman), Lebanon (Beirut), the UAE (Sharjah, Abu
Dhabi, Dubai), Oman (Muscat), Qatar (Doha), Kuwait (Kuwait city), Libya (Misurata), Sudan
(Khartoum), Céte d’lvoire (Abidjan), Pakistan (Karachi, Lahore) and Russia (Moscow).®* The
flight tracker FlightConnections, which provides information about current flight connections,
indicated that, as of 8 July 2024, international flights were being operated to 10 cities in 4
countries, including the UAE (Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil, Al Najaf, Basra),
Pakistan (Karachi, Lahore, Islamabad), and Qatar (Doha).®*? Flightradar24 also showed flights
arriving or scheduled to arrive from Moscow, Tehran, Dubai, Muscat, Cairo, and Kuwait city.®*
In July 2024, it was reported that commercial flights between Saudi Arabia and Syria have
been resumed after more than a decade, with Syrian Airlines flying to Riyadh.®* Websites
Flightradar24 and FlightConnections did not show any scheduled internal or international
flights to/from Latakia airport.®*

According to the USDOS, the Syrian government has ‘routinely’ ordered the closure of the
Damascus airport, reportedly due to violence or the threat of violence.®*® There were reports
of arrests of IDPs and returnees to GoS-controlled areas taking place at Damascus airport.®’
Experts assessed that persons with security issues, including draft evaders, would be at risk of
arrest at Damascus airport.®*® During the reporting period, Damascus airport was temporarily
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closed at least twice after sustaining damage from alleged Israeli airstrikes.®*® For more
information see section 2.1.3(b).

2.1.2. Beirut — Damascus land route

The main road connecting the capital cities of Beirut and Damascus runs through the Al-
Masnaa (Lebanon) / Jdeidet Yabous (Syria) border crossing, located 60 km from Damascus
and 110 km from Beirut,®*° and is the largest border crossing between the two countries.®® The
road remained open during the reporting period.®*? There were reports of alleged Israeli
airstrikes hitting areas of the Beirut-Damascus highway in 2024.5% Arrests of Syrian returnees
by the GoS forces including the Military Intelligence®* and the Fourth Division of the SAA have
been reported to take place at the Al Masnaa border crossing during the reporting period.®*®
For more information, see section 1.2.3.

2.1.3. Freedom of movement

USDOS noted that the GoS restricted in-country movements and established checkpoints to
monitor travels inside the areas under its control.®*® Checkpoints are present along frontlines
between different areas of control, as well as on roads connecting major cities and
governorates.®® In its 2024 report, Freedom House described a ‘proliferation’ of checkpoints
by government and militia forces, severely restricting the population’s freedom of
movement.®®® Earlier reports from 2023 noted that, while the number of checkpoints
decreased compared to previous years, checkpoints at major city entrances were still in place.
The SAA’s Fourth Division was reported to be a key actor controlling checkpoints at the
entrances of urban centres, including Damascus city, and at the entrances to the ports of
Latakia and Tartous.®®® According to confidential sources interviewed by the Netherlands
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2023, Latakia city has not had internal checkpoints for years, only
a major checkpoint at the entrance of the city that travellers were required to pass through. In
contrast to loyalist areas, the number of checkpoints was higher in former opposition-held
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areas.®®® According to reports, the number of checkpoints inside Damascus city has
significantly decreased.®® However, checkpoints remain on roads connecting Damascus to
areas in Rural Damascus that were under opposition control during the conflict.®®2

Bribery and extortion were reported to be widespread at checkpoints across Syria®®® and it
was even possible for individuals wanted by the GoS who paid bribes to the personnel
manning checkpoints to travel between different areas of control without being arrested.%*

Persons wishing to enter or exit GoS-held areas,®®® including IDPs wanting to return to their

area of origin®® or visit their property®®” need to obtain a security clearance from the GoS
security forces.®®® The GoS has denied security clearance for certain categories of persons
including perceived opponents of the GoS and their relatives, former opposition members®©°
and persons originating from areas which were viewed as opposition strongholds.®”°

(@) Specific groups/impact on civilians

Both male and female interviewees for an OHCHR report expressed fear of passing through
checkpoints due to potential harassment. This includes the possibility of extortion for money
and personal items, arrest, detention, ill-treatment including sexual violence, and
disappearance, even when they possess all necessary documentation.®”

Men were reportedly more scrutinised when passing through GoS checkpoints due to issues
related to military service. As a result, many men of military age avoid leaving their houses due
to fear of being conscripted. By comparison women were reported to encounter less
problems at checkpoints as they are less likely to be perceived as active in political activism
than men. However, in some cases women reported restrictions on their freedom of
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movement, sexual harassment and arbitrary detention.®’2 Legal and cultural restrictions also
limited women’s freedom of movement in many areas.®”®

Having identity documents, birth certificates and other personal documents®”* was essential

for being able to move freely.®”® Returnees with civil documentation issued by authorities in
areas outside the control of GoS in north-east and north-west Syria claimed that they were
subjected to additional screening, harassment and arrest when passing through GoS
checkpoints.®”® Persons originating from a former opposition held area might encounter
problems when passing through particular checkpoints such as being demanded to pay
higher bribes, and being subjected to threats and harassment.®”’

IDPs wishing to return to their homes in former opposition-held areas in Damascus
experienced harassment, threats and extortion when interacting with the security branches for
the purpose of obtaining a security clearance.®”® Some were denied access to their
properties®’® despite having a security clearance®® or had to pay bribes to authorities to gain
access.®®

According to the USDOS, the Syrian government extensively banned international travel of
opposition members. Moreover, journalists and human rights or civil society activists were
often banned from travelling abroad or were interrogated upon return.®8?

(b) Security incidents affecting Damascus airport

There were instances during the reporting period where Israeli airstrikes temporarily disrupted
the operations of the Damascus airport. For example, in mid-October 2023, reported airstrikes
by Israel on Damascus airport rendered it temporarily out of service.®® On 26 November, GoS
authorities claimed that another Israeli strike put Damascus airport out of service, forcing
incoming flights to be directed to airports in Latakia and Aleppo.®* There were limited reports
that some international civilian flights landed on Latakia airport in November 2023 while
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Damascus and Aleppo airports were out of service.®®® By the end of November 2023, the
Damascus airport was back in service.®®

During the reference period, there were reports of security incidents in Damascus city,
including Israeli airstrikes targeting Iran-linked military personnel and several improvised
explosive devices attacks by unknown perpetrators. The attacks generally led to material
damage and, on some occasions, limited civilian casualties.®®” Further information is available
in the EUAA COl report: Syria - Security situation.

2.1.4. Administrative requirements for settling in the cities of
Damascus, Latakia and Tartous

Obtaining a security clearance from the GoS security services is required for anyone wanting
to buy or rent a house,®®® including for establishing residence in any part of Damascus city®®®
or in the cities of Latakia and Tartous.®®° The approval of an individual's security clearance was
influenced by various factors, including their background, place of origin, and activities over
the past years.®®' Other important factors required for obtaining a security clearance were
having government connections, paying bribes,®*? and proving that no family members have
been affiliated with opposition groups or activism.*** In Damascus city, the mukhtar often plays
a role in the process of obtaining a security clearance.®** Prospective residents have to first
submit their lease agreements and related documentation to the mukhtar, who subsequently
forward these materials to the relevant security authorities for review. In some cases,
prospective returnees submitted their applications directly to security services. Generally,
returnees had to prove ownership of property to settle in the area where they lived prior to
displacement. The security screening process for IDPs relocating to Damascus was stricter
than for existing Damascus residents undergoing intra-city moves.®%®

Officially, there are no specific laws preventing population to live/settle in specific areas on
ethnic or sectarian grounds. However, in practice, people will settle in places where they have
family connections, tribal kinship or similar sectarian background. For instance, Druze from
Sweida would most probably go to Jaramana (Rural Damascus) which is mostly populated by
Druze. Persons coming from northern areas or from rural areas might find more difficulties to
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settle in some areas of Latakia and Tartous due to financial reasons, being perceived as more
rural, or potentially linked to the opposition. Persons belonging to the middle class, higher-
middle class and businessman are generally more welcomed as they have more money.
Persons who were part of armed groups or engaged in political activities against the GoS, may
be refused settlement in a particular apartment, building or neighbourhood to avoid attracting
potential problems.®%¢ SJAC observed that individuals who do not originate from Damascus,
Latakia or Tartous cities might encounter difficulties when settling in these areas such as
facing discrimination or harassment, lack of financial resources and the absence of family
relations.®%’

In some areas in and around Damascus who have been associated with the anti-GoS
opposition during the conflict, access of residents to property and return were limited. In the
neighbourhood of Jobar, residents are prevented from returning due to a GoS zoning plan
awaiting approval. Instead, they would receive shares in new developments. Residents of the
Mezzeh-Basateen al-Razi area of Damascus who were evicted due to urban planning projects
have yet to receive compensation.®°®

By September 2023, around 7 000 Palestinian refugees had returned to Yarmouk camp.®%®
Displaced residents could return after obtaining a security clearance from the intelligence
service or they could visit their property via a temporary security clearance.” In 2023,
authorities used Law No. 3 of 2018 to demolish structures in war-damaged, formerly
opposition-held areas, including Yarmouk camp. Displaced owners had 30 days to appeal the
decision but in some cases they were not notified of the demolitions and were unable to
appeal the decision.”®

2.2. Socio-economic overview

2.21. Economy

In 2023, the economic situation in Syria continued to deteriorate, with the country’s real GDP
declining by 1.2 % and projected to decline by an additional 1.5 % in 2024,7°2 which is less than
half of Syria’s GDP in 2011.7°® As noted by the World Bank in its spring 2024 report, economic
activity in Damascus as well as in the port cities of Latakia and Tartous declined sharply,
partially due to a 50 % reduction in international trade since 2019. Furthermore, the western
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coastline areas were negatively impacted by a 10 % reduction in port visits compared to
2023.70

In the aftermath of the February 2023 earthquakes and the outbreak of the Middle East
conflict in October 2023,7°° the Syrian pound (SYP) saw a 141 % depreciation against the US
dollar.”®® In May 2024, the official exchange rate for the Syrian pound stood at SYP 13 500 per
1 US dollar, up from SYP 13 000 in January 2024. In the informal market, the exchange rate in
May 2024 ranged between SYP 14 700 and SYP 14 850 per 1 US dollar, compared to a figure
between SYP 12 200 and SYP 14 600 in early January 2024.7

Syria faced a fuel crisis’®® that significantly impacted agricultural production,’ as well as
‘recurrent economic and climate shocks’ that affected per capita income across the country.”
The raise of the price of subsidised gasoline in August 2023"" caused the growth of fuel
prices by 300 %, impacting transportation costs and the prices of basic commodities.”?
Towards the end of 2023 and beginning of 2024, the Syrian government brought the prices
for subsidised gasoline and diesel close to their market values,”™ while transportation fares
reportedly surged by 1000 %."

The reduction of government subsidies caused a surge in consumer price inflation, estimated
by the World Bank to increase by 93 % in 2023.”" As noted by the Syrian Center for Policy
Research (SCPR),”® in 2023 annual inflation exceeded 100 % in 12 out of 14 Syrian
governorates, with price levels for most goods and services having doubled throughout the
year. According to SCPR, Hasaka governorate experienced the highest inflation rate at 148 %,
followed by the governorates of Raqqga at 137 % and Tartous at 135 %. Annual inflation in
Latakia governorate stood at 127 % and in Damascus governorate at 124 %.”"

In May 2024, consumer prices reportedly increased further as a result of the increase in fuel
prices and the introduction of new taxes on imported items, such as white sugar and solar
panels.”®
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In an interview with EUAA, Joseph Daher, professor at the University of Lausanne and at the
European University Institute, noted that, compared to other regions in Syria, Damascus,

Latakia, and Tartous saw more local investments and economic activity. According to the

expert, this was attributed to the expansion of real estate construction in these cities, driven
by an influx of IDPs or people moving in these cities, as well as investments in leisure and
tourism sectors. However, despite these developments, the socio-economic conditions in
these cities remained poor, with extremely low wages contributing to widespread poverty.””

2.2.2. Humanitarian situation and assistance

The declining economic situation, marked by high inflation, the depreciation of the Syrian
pound, and the rising prices of commodities’?° has increased humanitarian needs.”” Yet, the
access of Syrian households to humanitarian aid remained limited, as the country continued
facing funding deficits.”?? In June 2024, director of coordination of the UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) noted that Syria was facing the ‘highest levels
of humanitarian need’ since 2011, yet only 13 % of the UN’s humanitarian appeal received
funding.”® Following the February 2023 earthquake, humanitarian assistance flows to Syria
were reportedly initially improved, decreasing during the rest of 2023.7%*

In 2024, UNOCHA estimated that 16.7 million Syrians out of the total population of 23.46
million were in need of humanitarian assistance, marking an increase from 15.3 million in 2023
and the highest number since 2012.7?° According to UNOCHA, in Damascus governorate (total
population 1.81 million), 900 000 people were estimated to need humanitarian assistance in
2024, 2 % more than in 2023. In Latakia governorate (total population 1.3 million), the number
of people in need reached 800 000 people and in Tartous governorate 500 000 people (total
population 940 000). Furthermore, UNOCHA categorised 268 out of 270 sub-districts in Syria
as ‘being under severe or extreme conditions.” Among these sub-districts, Dana in Idlib
governorate and Jebel Saman in Aleppo governorate had the highest number of people in
need, followed by the sub-district of Damascus, which had 900 000 people in need and the
sub-district of Latakia, which had 500 000 people in need.”?® According to Syria Humanitarian
Fund (SHF) report by UNOCHA, 284 000 people were assisted in Latakia governorate, 79 000
in Damascus governorate, and 2 000 people in Tartous governorate in 2023.7%

As of 31 July 2023, UNHCR and UNOCHA estimated the number of IDPs in Damascus
governorate at 589 880 people. Latakia governorate reportedly had 447 336 IDPs and
Tartous governorate 171 149 IDPs.”?® After Aleppo and Idlib governorates, Latakia governorate
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had the highest number of internal displacements caused by the February 2023
earthquake.”?® The majority of people displaced due to the February 2023 earthquakes had
fled the conflict before and were ‘living in highly vulnerable conditions in makeshift
settlements.””*°

No further information was found regarding the humanitarian situation specifically in
Damascus, Latakia, and Tartous.

2.2.3. Employment

According to the World Bank, 6.3 million Syrians were employed as of 2022.7*' For 2023, the
World Bank estimated the labour force participation rate for persons older than 15 years old to
be at 63.6 % for men and 14.1 % for women.”*> The World Bank noted that the increase in
labour force participation in Syria between 2010 and 2022 was particularly significant among
women, which can be explained by the increased need for women to contribute to
households’ financial needs, possibly offsetting the absence of adult men in the household.”?
In an interview with EUAA, Joseph Daher noted that the rise of women employment did not
alleviate wage and job security disparities. On the contrary, women’s growing presence in
public and societal roles has made them ‘the target of attacks and sexual harassment.’”**

According to Freedom House, access to employment in Syria often depended ‘on personal,
political, or communal affiliations’.”*> With limited formal job opportunities, many Syrians were
employed in the informal sector and in services.”® In an interview with EUAA, Joseph Daher
noted that much of Syria’s economy was informal, including in Damascus, Latakia, and
Tartous. However, he noted that these three cities also had a significant number of people
employed in the public sector.”’

As noted by Joseph Daher, there was ‘a bit more job creation’ in Damascus, Latakia, and
Tartous, compared to other regions. Moreover, these cities, and particularly Latakia, withessed
‘a change in the economic demography’ due to the influx of people from Aleppo and northern
Syria, who opened small or micro companies. The expert noted that small companies were
likely unregistered or did not register all their employees. Additionally, Daher noted an
increase in the number of private security companies, ‘primarily in Damascus and, to a lesser
extent, in Latakia and much less in Tartous,” which employed former militia members.”38
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The scarcity of employment opportunities led to a high level of unemployment across the
country.” As noted by the World Bank, the female unemployment rate in 2022 was 24 %,
compared to 9 % among men.”*° According to SCPR, in June 2023, unemployment rate in
Syria reached 52 %.”*' In the period between January 2023 and October 2023, the
unemployment rate among young people aged 18-24 was reportedly close to 75 %.7%?
According to the Central Bureau of statistics, as reported by pro-government newspaper Al-
Watan, Rural Damascus governorate, held the highest unemployment rate (24 %) with more
than 338 000 of unemployed. It was followed by Latakia governorate where the
unemployment rate stood at 14 % (over 192 000 unemployed people), Tartous governorate
with the unemployment rate of 11 % (over 150 000 unemployed people), and Damascus
governorate where unemployment rate was estimated at 10 % (around 145 OO0 unemployed
people).’*

According to a survey on the socio-economic situation in the cities of Damascus, Aleppo and
Homs commissioned by the Country of Origin Information (COI) Unit of the Austrian Federal
Office for Immigration and Asylum,’”** 29 % of the Damascus respondents reported that they
worked continuously, 25 % occasionally, while 8 % stated that they were unemployed.”®

In an attempt to offset the rising inflation, the GoS increased salaries of public sector
employees, military personnel and retired persons by 100 % in August 20237%¢ and by 50 % in
February 2024.7% In May 2024, UNOCHA reported that the average monthly salary of a public
sector employee was around 20 US dollars.”*® In June 2024, SCPR reported that wages in the
GoS-controlled areas remained the lowest in Syria, with inflation causing a 30 % decrease in
the purchasing power of public sector wages in such areas.”*® In Damascus, according to
UNOCHA, the average monthly salary in the public sector was between SYP 375 000 [EUR
287*°and SYP 400 000 [EUR 30] as of May 2024.7'
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2.2.4. Poverty

As of 2023, more than 90 % of the Syrian population lived in poverty.”®? As noted by the World
Bank, as of 2022, which is the latest data, 5.7 million Syrians were impacted by extreme
poverty, defined as living on less than 2.15 US dollars per person per day. Another 14.5 million
people lived in poverty, defined as less than 3.65 dollars per person per day.”® As of 2022, in
Damascus, Latakia, and Tartous governorates, extreme poverty affected 12-25 % of the
population. The poverty rate exceeded 88 % in Tartous governorate and stood at a figure
between 75-88 % in Latakia governorate and at 44 % in Damascus governorate.’”>* Poverty
rates were reportedly highest among households headed by women and IDP households.’”*®

Currency depreciation, rising inflation, disrupted supply networks, and increased costs of
transportation have driven up the prices of household goods.”® Most Syrian households faced
significant difficulties in meeting basic needs, with over two-thirds of households being
partially or completely unable to meet their basic needs due to rising prices and
unemployment.”®” As a result, many households reportedly had to rely on borrowing money,
buying goods on credit, and use child labour as coping mechanisms.”*® As noted by UNOCHA,
the economic crisis had a profound impact on Latakia and Tartous governorates, with a large
number of population in some of their sub-districts being unable to meet their basic needs as
of 2022.7%°

In March 2024, the World Food Programme (WFP) reported that the cost of Minimum
Expenditure Basket (MEB) — a monetary threshold for what a family of five needs in a month to
cover its essential needs, including goods, services, utilities, and resources — was SYP

2 756 489 [EUR 203].7%° In May 2024, UNOCHA reported that the cost of living in Syria
measured by MEB nearly doubled compared to a year before, resulting in the minimum wage
covering only 10% of MEB and 20 % of a family’s monthly food needs.”®' According to
UNOCHA, in June 2024, a local survey revealed that the average monthly cost of living for a
family of five in Damascus increased to over SYP 13 million [EUR 953]. The same month, ‘the

752 UNICEF, Whole of Syria — Social Protection Report, January to October 2023, November 2023, url, p. 1; HRW,

Syria, Events of 2023, n.d., url; Daher, J., online interview with EUAA, 23 August 2024

753 World Bank Group (The), The Welfare of Syrian Households after a Decade of Conflict, 24 May 2024, url, p. X

754 World Bank (The), Syria Economic Monitor, Conflict, Crises, and the Collapse of Household Welfare, Spring
2024,

24 May 2024, url, p. 32; World Bank Group (The), The Welfare of Syrian Households after a Decade of Conflict, 24

May 2024, url, p. 38

755 World Bank (The), Syria Economic Monitor, Conflict, Crises, and the Collapse of Household Welfare, Spring

2024, 24 May 2024, url, p. 32; World Bank Group (The), The Welfare of Syrian Households after a Decade of

Conflict, 24 May 2024, url, p. 39

756 UNOCHA, Humanitarian Update, Issue 24, May 2024, url, p. 4

757 World Bank (The), Syria Economic Monitor, Conflict, Crises, and the Collapse of Household Welfare, Spring

2024, 24 May 2024, url, p. 24

758 World Bank (The), Syria Economic Monitor, Conflict, Crises, and the Collapse of Household Welfare, Spring

2024, 24 May 2024, url, p. 25

759 UNOCHA, Humanitarian Needs Overview, Syrian Arab Republic, February 2024, url, p. 25

760 WFP, Syria Country Office, Market Price Watch Bulletin, March 2024, url, p. 2

761 UNOCHA, Humanitarian Update, Issue 24, May 2024, url, p. 5

80


https://www.unicef.org/syria/media/14311/file/Syria-humanitarian-response-snapshot-social-protection-Jan-Oct-2023.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2024/country-chapters/syria
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099051624114042163/pdf/P1787061921ca30fc187161b7d84a5e4532.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099515505222471242/pdf/IDU12e419274142fc14ff31baf411ef0c0aef81c.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099051624114042163/pdf/P1787061921ca30fc187161b7d84a5e4532.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099515505222471242/pdf/IDU12e419274142fc14ff31baf411ef0c0aef81c.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099051624114042163/pdf/P1787061921ca30fc187161b7d84a5e4532.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/attachments/7e6de726-492c-4c5f-a7ee-a0750666777a/Humanitarian%20update%20May%20150724.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099515505222471242/pdf/IDU12e419274142fc14ff31baf411ef0c0aef81c.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099515505222471242/pdf/IDU12e419274142fc14ff31baf411ef0c0aef81c.pdf
https://www.unocha.org/attachments/5eef8c1a-fe65-4961-9d6e-a8bec0578724/Syria%20HNO%202024_EN.pdf
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000158547/download/
https://reliefweb.int/attachments/7e6de726-492c-4c5f-a7ee-a0750666777a/Humanitarian%20update%20May%20150724.pdf

SYRIA — COUNTRY FOCUS L

minimum monthly cost required to survive’ reached SYP 8 100 000 [EUR 594], reflecting a
4.1 % increase since the end of March.”®?

Receiving remittances from abroad was the most significant factor in reducing the risk of
poverty.”®® In 2022, remittances from abroad accounted for 12 % of total household income in
Syria, which constituted a significant rise from around 3 % in 2009.7%* According to the
Humanitarian Needs Assessment Programme (HNAP) survey data, as reported by the World
Bank, in 2022, 37 % of Syrian households (equivalent to 1.54 million households) received
monthly remittances averaging 57 US dollars, which constituted more than one-third of their
total income. The total value of remittances reached approximately 1.05 billion US dollars,
constituting a 39 % increase from 2021. Geographically, receiving remittances from abroad
was ‘relatively more common’ in the households located in the areas under GoS control (40 %)
and formerly displaced households (60 %). Households in Damascus, Deir Ez-Zor, and Homs
governorates received the highest share of remittances, with Damascus having a share of

67 %. In Latakia governorate, 67 % of households received remittances in 2022, while in
Tartous governorate, the figure was 16 %.7%°

In an interview with EUAA, Joseph Daher noted that, for the majority of Syrians, their income
was insufficient to cover the cost of living. Therefore, remittances from abroad were vital,
averaging between 50 and 100 US dollar per month, which was 2 to 4 times the minimum
salary.”®®

2.2.5. Food security

Food security in Syria was deeply affected by trade and financial restrictions, which hindered
the import of essential agricultural equipment, as well as by disrupted supply chains and
increased production costs, all of which caused a significant decline in the country’s
agricultural output, including in key crops and livestock, leaving Syria unable to meet its
national needs.’®” Furthermore, cuts to government subsidies for fuel and fertilisers, along with
rising transportation, irrigation, and mechanisation costs, drove up the prices of basic food
items like meat, dairy, and eggs, making them unaffordable for most Syrians.”®®

Additionally, the country’s food security was negatively impacted by climate change,
particularly by drought.”®® In June 2024, UNOCHA reported that wildfires devastated more
than 3 000 hectares of land in Aleppo, Hasaka, Homs, Hama, Sweida, Latakia, and Tartous,
impacting forests and cultivated areas and endangering lives, properties, infrastructure, and
livelihoods. In the governorates of Tartous and Latakia, at least nine fires were extinguished,
resulting in damage to around six hectares of crop fields in Latakia governorate and three
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hectares in Tartous governorate.”’° Food insecurity was reportedly one of the drivers of
internal migration, where people from the eastern parts of the country, such as Hasaka, Deir
Ez-Zor, and Ragga governorates, moved to major cities, including Damascus.””

UNOCHA'’s assessment of over 42 000 households in Syria revealed a worsening food
security situation across the country, with 66 % of the population, equalling to almost 15.5
million people, in need of ‘food or livelihood support and agricultural assistance, or assistance
from national safety nets.””’2 At least 12.9 million Syrians were in need of food assistance,
including over 2.1 million people living in camps. An additional 2.6 million were ‘at risk of food
insecurity.””® According to HungerMap, a remote monitoring system by the WFP, insufficient
food consumption affected 11.3 million Syrians, or over 40 % of the country’s population.
Moreover, 11.5 % of children under 5 years old suffered from acute malnutrition and almost
28 % of chronic malnutrition.””* In 2023, the Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM)’’® prevalence in
Latakia governorate was reported at 10 %, indicating an emergency-level situation.””® Across
all governorates, an almost twofold increase in GAM prevalence in 2023 was recorded.””’

In May 2024, UNOCHA reported that food prices in Syria surged by 83 % compared to the
previous year.”’® As reported by WFP, in March 2024, the cost of a food basket for a family of
five”’® reached SYP 957 731[EUR 71], which was an 87 % increase from March 2023.7° Food
inflation had different rates across governorates, with the cost of a food basket for a family of
five being highest in GoS areas.”® Between March 2023 and March 2024, the cost of food
basket increased by 95 % in Tartous governorate, which was the highest figure among all
governorates in Syria, 91 % in Damascus governorate, and 77 % in Latakia governorate. The
annual increase in the price of the food basket was due to the rise in the prices of rice, lentils,
sugar, and bread prices, increasing 96 %, 107 %, 108 %, and 109 % respectively.”®?

In May 2024, in Damascus city, the cost of commodities, vegetables, and fruits increased by
70 % compared to May 2023.7%% According to a survey on the socio-economic situation in the
cities of Damascus, Aleppo, and Homs, only 7 % of Damascus residents were able to provide
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enough food for their families. Meanwhile, 32% of residents indicated that they struggled to do
so and 17 % were unable to provide enough food.”®*

2.2.6. Housing, water, and sanitation
(@) Housing

In GoS areas, ‘the prices of construction materials continue to rise on both the official and
black markets’, resulting in ‘a steady increase in property market prices.’’®® Since 2011, real
estate prices in Damascus have doubled. In May 2024, minimum real estate prices in the
capital were reportedly around 500 million Syrian pounds [EUR 37 322].7%¢

Among Damascus respondents of the survey conducted for the COI unit of the Austrian
Federal Office for Immigration and Asylum, 13 % stated that they were not able to afford
housing costs and 27 % indicated they hardly managed to do so. According to the survey, 51 %
of Damascus respondents were ‘just about manage to afford the housing costs’ and 9 % were
able ‘to afford the housing costs.””®” In June 2024, a local media source noted that, while
before 2011, homelessness was a rare phenomenon, due to the conflict, the arrival of IDPs,
and ‘skyrocketing’ rental prices, ‘sidewalks and gardens of Damascus’ became ‘full of
homeless people’.’88

Electricity access remained ‘a critical challenge’ across the country,’®® with power outages
lasting up to 20 hours,’?° including in Damascus.”" In September 2023, Damascus
experienced a 19.3 % decline in electricity access compared to September 2022. In contrast,
Latakia was one of the governorates that saw some improvements, likely driven by efforts
from local social society and international organisations, particularly concerning urban
areas.”?? In 2024, electricity fees rose significantly, with the price of one kilowatt-hour (kWh) in
Damascus increasing from SYP 5 000 [EUR 0.37]to SYP 7 500 [EUR 0.54] in February 2024,
with some reports suggesting prices ranging between 9 500 [EUR 0.67] and 11 500

[EUR 0.84].7°% In June 2024, electricity companies in Damascus and its countryside reportedly
raised their kWh rates in several locations due to fuel shortages, government-imposed
increase of fuel prices, rising temperatures, and the beginning of the harvest season.”*
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(b) Water and sanitation

According to UNOCHA, 54 % of Syrians had ‘access to an improved water source,””?® with
female-headed households often facing ‘more evident water insufficiency’ than those headed
by men. While 90 % of Syrians had ‘access to improved sanitation,” 29 % faced ‘challenges in
accessing functional toilets or with wastewater disposal.” According to UNOCHA estimates,
more than 13.5 million Syrians needed water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) assistance, while
another 1.5 million were in acute need. Latakia and Tartous governorates were new
geographical regions with people in need of WASH assistance. In Tartous governorate, 33 %
of residents reportedly did not have ‘access to the sewage system.”°®

According to a survey commissioned by the COI Unit of the Austrian Federal Office for
Immigration and Asylum, 61 % of Damascus residents said they always had access to clean
drinking water, 8 % stated that they seldomly had access to drinking water, and 2 % said that
they never had access. The mode of access to drinking water was not specified in the
survey.”?” In November 2023, a media source reported that Damascus neighbourhoods and its
countryside commonly faced water scarcity, with most of residents relying ‘almost entirely on
tanker water for domestic use and drinking.” Moreover, the water supplied by the tankers was
‘not guaranteed to be clean.””*®

As reported by the World Health Organisation in October 2023, in Latakia governorate, water
quality monitoring showed that all water samples taken in five ‘earthquake IDP shelters’ were
safe for drinking. However, in residential areas of the governorate, 16 out of 50 samples (32 %)
revealed contamination.”®

In November 2023, the GoS increased the price of bottled water produced by state-owned
factories by 74 %, marking the third increase in 2023. As noted by the Syria Report, the
reliance on bottled water for drinking has increased among the Syrian population due to
frequent electricity shortages disrupting water pump operations and the deteriorated quality
of tap water, caused by damage to water infrastructure during the conflict.®%°

Further information on housing, water, and sanitation specifically in the cities of Damascus,
Latakia, and Tartous could not be found.

2.2.7. Health care

Access to basic health services in Syria remained a major challenge, as nearly 40 % of primary
and secondary health care facilities were non-functional or functioned partially. Many facilities
operated in damaged buildings, lacked capacity, WASH services, infection control, and
accessibility for people with mobility issues.®%' Functional hospitals were primarily located in
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major cities, including Damascus, Latakia, and Tartous; however, access to health care in the
hospitals in these cities was negatively impacted by ‘overwhelming number of patients’ and
damaged equipment.®°? The February 2023 earthquakes severely damaged six health centres
in Latakia and Tartous governorates, rendering them out of service. Moreover, 133 primary
health centres and 18 hospitals were partially damaged in Aleppo, Hama, Latakia, and Tartous
governorates. The earthquake also damaged critical medical equipment, such as C-arms,
MRIs, and CT scans.® No further information on the destruction and rehabilitation of hospitals
in Latakia and Tartous was found.

In an interview with EUAA, Joseph Daher noted that the health care situation in Damascus,
Latakia, and Tartous was generally better compared to other areas, because these cities still
had a lot of health care facilities, as they did not experience the same level of war-related
destruction. However, the health care provision in these cities was affected by such
challenges such as ‘low salaries, bribes, corruption, lack of doctors, nurses, lack of medicines,
lack of energy resources, etc.’®%

Throughout 2023, the Syrian Ministry of Health increased medicine prices three times,&°
ranging each time from 502 to 100 %.8%” In February 2024, the Ministry of Health increased
prices of medicines further by 70 — 110 %. According to SCPR, in Damascus, the inflation level
for medicines stood at 25.7 %.8°¢ Due to increased medicine costs, Syrians faced difficulty of
covering the cost of treatment of even minor ilinesses.® Due to restrictions, imported
medicines were reportedly ‘almost non-existent’ in the country, which affected patients with
severe medical conditions, such as cancer and multiple sclerosis.®"

The Syrian Ministry of Health increased the fees for medical examinations and hospitalisation
by up to 600 % for both public and private hospitals.®" Following an increase of June 2024, a
cost of an examination by a general practitioner was set at SYP 25 000 [EUR 2] and by a
specialist at SYP 40 000 [EUR 3].8™ In January 2024, an overnight treatment in a private
medical hospital in Damascus reportedly costed over 5 million Syrian pounds [EUR 365].8"

Syria remained one of ‘the most severely impacted countries’ by cholera.®" As of October
2023, more than 217 500 acute watery diarrhoea (AWD) and cholera cases were reported in
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all 14 governorates, resulting in 106 deaths.®™> Among these cases, 43 cases, including one
resulting in death, were recorded in Damascus governorate, 184 in Latakia governorate, and
35 in Tartous governorate.®*

2.2.8. Education

According to USDOS, the GoS provided free education to all children with Syrian citizenship
from primary school to university.®” As noted by the World Bank, 46.8 % of Syrian girls and
39.8 % of boys completed lower secondary school in 2022.8® In February 2024, UNOCHA
reported that more than 2.45 million children in Syria were out of school and over a million of
children were at risk of dropping out. For Damascus governorate, UNOCHA reported that 46 %
of children were out of school, which made the Damascus governorate one of the
governorates with the highest rates of children out of school.®”

According to World Bank staff calculations based on data from HNAP Demographic and
WASH survey of summer 2022, the percentage of out-of-school children and youth varied
significantly by age group and location. In Damascus governorate, 3 % of children aged 6-11,

2 % of children aged 15-17, and 20 % of those aged 18-24 were out of school, with no children
in the age group of 12-14 reported to be out of school. In Latakia governorate, there were no
children aged 6-11 out of school; the rates for not attending school were, however, 2 % for
children aged 6-11, 21 % for children aged 15-17, and 31 % for those aged 18-24. In Tartous
governorate, no children aged 12-14 were out of school, while 5 % of children aged 6-11, 7 % of
those aged 15-17, and 43 % of those aged 18-24 did not attend school.#°

According to a survey on the socio-economic situation in the cities of Damascus, Aleppo, and
Homs, 31 % of respondents in Damascus city stated that all their children were able to attend
school, while 32 % of respondents indicated that none of their children were able to attend
school .8

As noted by UNOCHA, the difficult economic situation was the main obstacle to accessing
education in Syria. Despite the availability of free education and handbooks, Syrian parents
had often to withdraw their children from school to reduce costs on indirect expenses, such as
school supplies and transportation. In other cases, families had to resort to negative coping
strategies, such as child marriage.??? In September 2024, UNOCHA noted that the Syrian
Ministry of Education (MoE) had doubled schoolbook prices for the 2024-2025 academic year,
raising the cost to over SYP 200 000 [15 EUR] per grade, which could potentially increase
drop-out rates. UNOCHA also noted that MoE provided free schoolbooks for students in
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grades one to nine.®% In the interview with EUAA, Joseph Daher noted that ‘the cost of a child
going to school was nearly SYP 2 000 000 [146 EUR], while the minimum salary for public
sector employees was SYP 300 000’ [22 EUR].#**

In its 2024 report, UNOCHA noted that 890 schools in GoS-controlled areas were
permanently damaged. The availability of schools was further reduced in the areas where
school facilities were turned into temporary shelters. Additionally, schools faced challenges
such as overcrowding, lack of furniture and supplies, inadequate WASH facilities, and lack of
electricity.®2® According to a media source, the Syrian Ministry of Education reported a
significant decrease in the number of schools: from over 22 200 schools in 2010 to 14 505
schools in 2023, while the number of schoolchildren had grown to around 4 million.?2° In an
interview with Al-Watan Newspaper in February 2024, the governor of Latakia governorate
reportedly noted that, while 850 schools were damaged across the governorate, only 71 of
them were restored.®?’

In addition to the decline in the number of schools, Syria faced a shortage of qualified
teachers.®?8 In Damascus city, a media source reported on a shortage of teachers at the start
of the school year in September 2023 .82°

Further information on the situation regarding education specifically in the cities of Damascus,
Latakia, and Tartous could not be found.
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Annex 2: Terms of Reference

The research should focus on the period between September 2023 and August 2024.
Background information and older trends should be kept very brief and crosslinked as much as
possible with previous reports published: Country focus (October 2023), Targeting of
Individuals (September 2022), and Socio-economic situation in Damascus city (August 2022).

Research should cover the following:
1. Profiles
U Persons perceived to be opposing the Government of Syria (GoS)
o Which profiles are perceived as opposing the government?
o Treatment of persons perceived as opposing the government
o Treatment of family members

U Persons fearing recruitment by the government armed forces, military draft
evaders, deserters and defectors

o Changes to the Syrian military service law, including legal status of conscientious
objectors

o Recruitment and deployment strategies of conscripts and reservists

o Demobilisation of conscripts and reservists

o Implementation in practice of legal exemptions and amnesties

o Treatment of draft evaders, deserters and defectors including of family members

U Persons fearing (forced) recruitment by Kurdish forces in areas under their influence

Implementation of the Mandatory Self-Defence Duty Law

Recruitment practices

Prevalence of child recruitment

Prevalence of forced recruitment to SDF

Consequences of draft evasion and desertion, including for family members

O O O O O

4 Kurds
o Recent situation of Kurds (incl. stateless Kurds)
o Instances of targeting of Kurds during the reference period by different armed actors

2. Socio-economic situation with a focus on cities of Damascus, Latakia and
Tartous

17


https://coi.euaa.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2023_10_EUAA_COI_Report_Syria_Country_focus.pdf
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The chapter should focus on the socio-economic situation in the cities of Damascus, Latakia,
and Tartous. The chapter should address internal mobility issues relating to accessibility
(freedom of movement and admittance) and key socio-economic indicators: housing, food
security, water and sanitation, health care, education, livelihood opportunities such as
employment.

U Mobility and admittance
U Socio-economic overview
o Economy

o Humanitarian situation and assistance
o Employment

o Poverty

o Food security

o Housing, water, and sanitation

o Health care

o Education
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