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1. EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY 

Torture and other ill-treatment have been perpetrated by the Syrian intelligence services and other state 

forces for decades, fostered by a culture of impunity that is reinforced by Syrian legislation.  However, 

since the current crisis in Syria began in 2011, the situation has become catastrophic, with torture 

committed on a massive scale. 

The Syrian authorities have attempted to keep information about what is going on inside their detention 

facilities secret. They have refused access to human rights monitors and ± both in the media and in 

international forums such as the UN Security Council ± deny that violations take place despite 

overwhelming evidence to the contrary. 

Monitoring bodies, such as the UN-mandated Independent International Commission of Inquiry for the 

Syrian Arab Republic (UN Commission of Inquiry), have collected sufficient evidence to estimate that 

®sdmr ne sgntr`mcr ne odnokd `qd cds`hmdc ax sgd Rxqh`m fnudqmldms `s `mx fhudm shld¯ and to show that 

torture and other ill -treatment are a routine occurrence in government detention facilities. Their 

duhcdmbd+ vghbg hr bnqqnanq`sdc ax @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­s research, includes testimony from former 

detainees and families of detainees; it also relies on civilians and military personnel who previously 

worked in detention facilities, courts and state -operated hospitals and who have, after escaping the 

country, provided credible evidence to complete the gruesome picture of the reality for Syrian detainees.  

These widespread abuses in detention are taking place in a context in which Rxqh`­r gtl`m qhfgsr

situation, in general, has deteriorated disastrously following the brutal repression of peaceful protests 

calling for political change in March 2011. Following the evolution of the situation into an internal 

armed conflict by mid -2012, civilians have been caught in the middle as Syrian government forces and 

non-state armed groups violate the laws of war. At the current time, no justice is in sight for the 

overwhelming majority of those whose rights have been violated.  

This report focuses on the experience of 65 torture survivors interviewed by Amnesty International. It 

charts their journeys through what many, such as the UN Commission of Inquiry, bnmrhcdq sn ad Rxqh`­r

most lethal detention facilities , including  the detention centres operated by Rxqh`­r four intelligence 

services ± Air Force Intelligence, Military Intelligence, Political Security and General Intelligence ± and 

Saydnaya (also spelt Sednaya) Military Prison. In doing so, it reveals the changing patterns of torture and 

other ill -treatment that detainees face through the phases of arrest, interrogation by intelligence services 

and imprisonment. It also shows the challenges faced by those who survive the ordeal following release. 

The research for this report took place between December 2015 and May 2016. The majority of 

interviews were carried out in person by Amnesty International staff members in southern Turkey, though 

some were also conducted over the phone or via electronic communications with interviewees based in 

Lebanon, Europe and the USA.  

Of the 65 torture survivors interviewed for this report, 54 are men, one of whom was under 18 at the 

time of his arrest, and 11 are women. Five of the men interviewed were members of the Syrian military 
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at the time of their arrest, while two were engaging in activities that could be perceived as supporting the 

military activities of a non -state armed group. The remaining 58 persons interviewed were civilians and 

had not engaged in any military activities, as far as Amnesty International is aware. Their occupations 

span Syrian society and include accountants, lawyers, teachers and academics, students, engineers, 

electricians, architects, business owners, gym managers, sales assistants, writers and journalists, actors, 

artists, NGO staff, human rights defenders, farmers and day labourers.  

This diversity reflects @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r qdrd`qbgfindings since the beginning of the crisis in 

2011 , which indicate that anyone perceived to oppose the government is at risk of arbitrary detention, 

torture and other ill -treatment, enforced disappearance and death in custody. Grounds for arrest on 

suspicion of opposing the government are often extremely flimsy and can include having provided 

humanitarian support to those displaced by the conflict, nq adhmf ®qdonqsdc¯ to a member of the security 

forces by an informer.  

These 65 men and women, who were detained between 2011 and 2015, exemplify the suffering of tens 

of thousands of others. Despite the risks they or their families still face from the Syrian authorities, they 

spoke to Amnesty International to share their experiences with the international community and give a 

voice to those who remain detained and who the Syrian government is attempting to silence. 

The abusive events that the people interviewed for this report experienced or witnessed began in each 

case with their arrest. The witnesses were all detained by members of the security forces or militias 

under the effective control of the Syrian authorities. They were mostly picked up at their homes, their 

work places, their university or similar such places while going about their daily business. Some were 

arrested at government-operated checkpoints; others were asked to report to one of the rdbtqhsx enqbdr­ 

branches for questioning. In almost all cases, their arrests were accompanied by torture or other ill -

treatment, including what was described by many witnesses `r sgd ®vdkbnld o`qsx¯± a term commonly 

used to refer to the severe beatings received upon their initial arrival at a detention facility. 

In every case, the torture and other ill -treatment continued during their interrogations. Every interviewee 

said they had been tortured or otherwise ill-treated during at least one of their interrogations, in most 

cases during almost every interrogation. Shiyar described to Amnesty International an interrogation in 

which he was subjected to the torture technique known as shabeh, which involves the victim being 

suspended by their wrists, which are usually manacled to a hook or over a door or pipes in the ceiling, 

often for several hours:  

®Sgdx g`c ld rs`mc nm sgd a`qrel, and they tied the rope around my wrists. Then they took away the barrel. There 
v`r mnsghmf adknv lx edds- Sgdx vdqd c`mfkhmf hm sgd `hq- Sgdx aqntfgs sgqdd rshbjr£ ZSgdx vdqd\ ghsshmf ld
dudqxvgdqd£ @esdq sgdx vdqd cnmd ad`shmf ld vhsg sgd vnncdm rshbks, they took the cigarettes. They were 
otsshmf sgdl nts `kk nudq lx ancx- Hs edks khjd ` jmhed dwb`u`shmf lx ancx+ btsshmf ld `o`qs-¯ 

Most were interrogated repeatedly over several days or weeks, and in many cases interrogations started 

again if  they were transferred to a different facility. The incidents of torture documented in this report 

cover a variety of methods, which are often used in combination, for example, being held in a stress 

position while being beaten or subjected to electric shocks, as well as psychological torture. Sexual 

violence was reported by men and women. Umm Omar described her experience while detained by 

Military Intelligence in Aleppo:  

®They beat me until I was lying on the ground and then they kicked me with their military boots, in the places 
where I have had my hip operations, until I passed out. When I woke up, I was back in the solitary cell ± they had 
dragged me back there from that room ± but my trousers had been opened and moved down a bit, my abaya [full-
length robe\ v`r nodm `mc lx tmcdqrghqs v`r lnudc to- Dudqxsghmf v`r gtqshmf+ rn H bntkcm­s sdkk he H g`c addm
q`odc- Hs v`r nudqvgdklhmf o`hm dudqxvgdqd-¯ 

Torture is used routinely to extract false confessions. Most of the former detainees interviewed for this 

qdonqs dudmst`kkx ®bnmedrrdc¯ sn vg`sdudq sgdx vdqd `bbtrdc ne ax sgd hmsdqqnf`snq hman attempt to end 

sgdhq rteedqhmf nq sn oqnsdbs sgdhq eqhdmcr nq e`lhkx- Rnld r`hc sg`s sgdx sgntfgs ` ®bnmedrrhnm¯ vntkc

mean that they would be taken to a court and subsequently be placed in a civilian prison and thus their 

suffering in the appalling conditions in the security branches would end. Hani described his experience 

in detention9 ®Xnt vntkc sghmj vd vdqd oq`xhmf sn fds qdkd`rdc only, but actually most of us were praying 
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just to escape from the hell that we were in, even if that meant ending up in ¬@cq` Z` bhuhkh`m oqhrnm md`q

C`l`rbtr\- Hm ¬@cq`+ at least there is a better khed-¯ 

In addition to the violations they experienced during their interrogations, all of the former detainees 

reported appalling detention conditions across all of the detention centres operated by the security 

forces. Survivors spoke of prolonged periods of solitary confinement; severe overcrowding of cells; lack of 

adequate access to medical treatment, sanitation, food and water; exposure to extreme temperatures; 

and prolonged detention for hours or days in cells containing the bodies of deceased detainees.  

Noman developed an infection in his leg while detained by Military Intelligence in Damascus, where he 

could not access medical treatment. He said:  

®There was another detainee who was a nurse. He said that the wound would need to be opened, otherwise I 
vntkc fds f`mfqdmd- Gd g`c ` q`ynq£ Gd managed to empty the two toilets for a short while. He and another 
detainee took me there and gave me a towel to put in my mouth. I bit on it. They burned the razor with a lighter, 
then they cut open the wound from two sides. All the dirty blood came out. Then they brought a shirt and ripped it 
into pieces to tie up my leg. ̄

All of the former detainees interviewed for this report described being regularly humiliated by guards, 

while the women interviewees in particular reported either witnessing or being subjected to sexual 

harassment and assault by prison guards. Bayan described an incident which occurred while she was 

detained by General Intelligence in Aleppo:  

®ZNmd ne sgd ft`qcr\ sntbgdc lx ancx hm`ooqnoqh`sdkx+ `mc `ffqdrrhudkx enqbdc ld sn sntbg ghl- H rs`qsdc bqxhmf
and shouting. My hands were tied; he tried to attack me. I refused, and he got angry. He sent me back. I knew he 
was angry. He came back to ask for me at lunch the next day. He hit me in the face and hit my head against the 
wall and I started bleeding... [A doctor later confirmed] I had lost 70% of my hearing in my left ear-¯ 

None of the survivors interviewed for this report were allowed any contact with the outside world, 

including their families or lawyers, while they were detained by the security forces. Only in cases where 

relatives were able to bribe someone inside or close to the security forces was it possible for families to 

obtain information about the fate and whereabouts of the detained person, and even then it was 

impossible for the families to verify whether the information they were given was correct.  

Following months or even years spent in the branches of the various intelligence agencies, some of the 

interviewees were transferred to Saydnaya Military Prison. Such transfers often took place following a 

flagrantly unfair trial before a Military Field Court. Others arrived at the prison without having been 

before a judge or without knowing the alleged charges against them or the length of their sentence. This 

happened to Shappal9 ®Sgdx chcm­s sdkk tr sgd itcfldms ne sgd bntqs- Ats `esdq H v`r qdkd`rdc+ H fns lx

document from the prison, and I found out that they [had rdmsdmbdc\ ld sn 04 xd`qr hm oqhrnm-¯ 

All interviewees who had been held at Saydnaya reported systematic daily beatings, grossly inhuman 

detention conditions and degrading treatment, leading to detainee deaths on a daily basis. The survivors 

said that no interrogations take place at Saydnaya: detainees are tortured and otherwise ill-treated not to 

obtain information, but seemingly as a way to systematically and relentlessly degrade, punish and 

humiliate them.  Some of the interviewees reported being allowed to receive family visits at Saydnaya; 

others remained detained in conditions amounting to enforced disappearance. Prisoners at Saydnaya do 

not have access to a lawyer. In several cases, relatives of a prisoner were incorrectly told by government 

officials that the prisoner had died.  

The experiences faced by detaineer hm Rxqh`­r cdsdmshnm rxrsdl are often lethal. Of those former 

detainees interviewed by Amnesty International for this report, most had witnessed at least one death in 

custody while detained in the facilities covered in this report.  

The Human Rights Data Analysis Group (HRDAG), an NGO that uses scientific approaches to analyse 

human rights violations, in particular in the context of armed  conflicts, estimates that at least 17,723  

people were killed  in custody across Syria between 15 March 2011  and 31 December 2015 . HRDAG 

further found that this is likely a conservative estimate with the real numbers being higher.  
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For those very few detainees who survive and are released, the ordeal is not over. All of the survivors 

interviewed for this report said that the trauma they experienced during their detention fundamentally 

impacted their lives and the lives of their families and loved ones. Three of the women who spoke to 

Amnesty International said that, since their release, their families are no longer in contact with them as 

the result of the social stigma that is attached to women who have been detained. Most of the survivors 

continue to face difficulties, in particular with their health, both psychological and physical, long after 

their release, although some also say that the experience has made them stronger.  

Based on the evidence presented in this report, as well as prior research by Amnesty International and 

the documentation of credible national and international monitoring groups, Amnesty International 

considers that the torture and other ill -treatment of detainees carried out by the Syrian government since 

2011 ha ve been perpetrated as part of an attack against the civilian population, pursuant to a state 

policy, that has been widespread, as well as systematic, and therefore amounts to a crime against 

humanity. 

An end to these violations is not yet in sight. The Syrian authorities continue to degrade, arrest, torture, 

and kill anyone perceived to be opposing them, even in the face of demands from the UN Security 

Council, for example resolution 2139 of 2014,  and other UN bodies to release those detained arbitrarily 

and end the use of torture and other ill -treatment as well as the practice of enforced disappearances. 

Accountability for the victims and their families remains all but impossible at the national level.  At the 

international level, only limited attempts are being made to ensure justice, truth and reparation for the 

war crimes and crimes against humanity that are being committed in Syria. The Syrian government also 

remains shielded from facing the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court by their ally , Russia, 

which has vetoed several resolutions on Syria from being passed in the UN Security Council.  

This report therefore contains an urgent call on the international community to pressure the Syrian 

authorities to abide by their international obligations and end the use of torture and other ill -treatment, 

arbitrary detention and enforced disappearances, and prevent further deaths in custody. 

The Syrian government is fully aware of the actions it needs to take to stop the crimes against humanity, 

including systematic torture and other ill -treatment, being carried out by the security forces. Amnesty 

International has called on the Syrian government repeatedly to undertake the following:  

¶ End enforced disappearances, arbitrary arrests, torture and other ill-treatment and extrajudicial 

executions and make clear to all government forces and militias that such violations will not be 

tolerated; 

¶ Ensure that all persons deprived of their liberty are protected from torture and other ill -treatment and 

are treated humanely in accordance with international standards, including the UN Standard 

Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Mandela Rules) and the UN Rules for the 

Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders (the Bangkok 

Rules); 

¶ End the use of unfair trials, abolish Military Field Courts and reform the Anti -Terrorism Court in line 

with international fair trial standards in law and in practice.  

In light of th eir role in the negotiations between the conflicting parties in Syria, members of the 

International Syria Support Group and the UN Special Envoy for Syria must play a more prominent role 

in addressing the widespread, as well as systematic, use of torture in Syria. Amnesty International urges 

these states, as well as the Special Envoy, to do the following:  

¶ Prioritize the issue of torture and other ill -treatment in discussions with the Syrian authorities and 

other parties relevant to the situation in Syria; 

¶ Call on the Syrian government to immediately guarantee that detainees will be protected from torture 

and other ill -treatment, ensure they have unrestricted access to their family and lawyers, reveal the 

whereabouts of all detainees who have been subjected to enforced disappearance and publish the 

names of all those detained by Syrian government forces; 

¶ Call on all parties to provide immediate and unhindered access for recognized international detention 

monitors to all persons deprived of their liberty, without prior notification;  
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¶ Call on all parties to the conflict to immediately and unconditionally release all those who are 

currently arbitrarily detained as a result of their peaceful activism, promotion and protection of 

human rights, and humanitarian and media work.  
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2. METHODOLOGY 

Despite repeated requests by Amnesty International for access to Syria, and specifically to detention 

facilities operated by the Syrian security forces, as well as media statements made by President Bashar 

al-Assad bk`hlhmf sg`s sgd Rxqh`m `tsgnqhshdr vntkc vdkbnld `m ®tmah`rdc `mc e`hq¯ hmudrshf`shnm hmsn

allegations of torture and other ill -treatment,1 Amnesty International and other independent human rights 

monitoring groups continue to be barred by the Syrian authorities from carrying out research in the 

country.2 

The research for this report therefore took place outside of Syria, between December 2015 and May 

2016 . Amnesty International researchers conducted field work in Turkey between 6 and 15 December 

2015, 14 and 29 February and 10 and 29 April 2016. The majority of the interviews were carried out in 

southern Turkey, though some were also conducted over the phone or via electronic communications 

methods with interviewees based in Lebanon, European countries and the USA.  

For this report, Amnesty International interviewed 65 people who had been detained by the Syrian 

authorities: 54 men, one of whom was under 18 at the time of arrest, and 11 women.3 Five of the men 

interviewed were part of the Syrian military at the time of their arrest, while two were engaging in 

activities that could be perceived as supporting the military activities of a non-state armed group. The 

remaining 58 persons interviewed were civilians and had not engaged in any military activities as far as 

Amnesty International is aware. Their occupations span Syrian society and include accountants, lawyers, 

teachers and academics, students, engineers, electricians, architects, business owners, gym managers, 

sales assistants, writers and journalists, actors, artists, NGO staff, human rights defenders, farmers and 

day labourers.   

Most of the interviewees are referred to by their first name only, following requests by many of the 

interviewees. Several asked for their names to be withheld, either to protect their own safety or the safety 

of family members living in Syria. In these cases, Amnesty International has included their testimon ies 

but their  names have been changed. These names appear in quotation marks throughout this report.  

The sample of testimonies gathered by Amnesty International for this report covers events between April 

2011 and December 2015 . All of the security forces and intelligence services operating under the Syrian 

government were found to be responsible for the alleged abuse. Interviewees had been detained in 

branches of the security forces in all major cities of Syria, including  Aleppo, Damascus, Deir al-Zour, 

Cdq`­`+ G`l`+ Gnlr+Idlib, Latak ia and Tartous.  

Amnesty International further collaborated with the Human Rights Data Analysis Group (HRDAG), an 

NGO specializing in using scientific research methods to investigate human rights violations, in order to 

                                                                                                                                                       
1 Foreign Affairs, ¬Rxqh`­r oqdrhcdms rod`jr9 @ bnmudqr`shnmwith Bashar al-Assad­, March / April 2015, available at 
www.foreignaffairs.com/interviews/2015-01-25/syrias-president-speaks 
2 Amnesty International most recently requested access from the Syrian authorities in a communication sent to the Permanent Mission of 
the Syrian Arab Republic to the UN in New York on 13 July 2016.  
3 This proportion reflects the pattern Amnesty International and other organizations have observed of men being particularly vulnerable to 
arbitrary detention, enforced disappearance and subsequent torture and other ill-treatment and death in custody. Though woman, as well 
as children, are also targeted, they appear to be arbitrarily arrested and subjected to subsequent violations to a lesser extent than men. For 
additional information, please see: Amnesty International, ¬Adsvddm oqhrnm `mc sgdfq`ud­9 Dmenqbdc chr`ood`q`mbdr hm Rxqh` (Index: MDE 
24/2579/2015) 

file:///C:/Users/cscheufl/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/4XN34HBD/www.foreignaffairs.com/interviews/2015-01-25/syrias-president-speaks
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/2579/2015/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/2579/2015/en/
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obtain an estimate of the number of deaths in the custody of the Syrian authorities for the period from 

2011 to 2015. 4  

Amnesty International also consulted with three Syrian lawyers, two former military judges who had 

defected and fled the country, a doctor who worked in various military hospitals before fleeing Syria, a 

Rxqh`m vnldm­r qhfgsr `bshuhrsand British forensic specialist  Professor Derrick Pounder to confirm the 

credibility of testimony obtained.   

Amnesty International researchers reviewed government statements on the issue of torture and other ill-

treatment, and reports from international monitoring bodies, such as the UN-mandated Independent 

International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic (UN Commission of Inquiry), UN 

agencies and human rights mechanisms, as well as from international and Syrian NGOs. Finally Amnesty 

International co-operated with individual activists and Syrian monitoring groups, such as the Violations 

Documentation Center in Syria, the Syrian Network for Human Rights, and the Syrian Institute for 

Justice and Accountability, to establish contact with persons who had been detained by the Syrian 

authorities.  

Despite the apparent unwillingness of the Syrian government to engage with independent human rights 

organizations, Amnesty International and its members have repeatedly attempted to communicate with 

the authorities on the issues of arbitrary detentions, enforced disappearance and torture and other ill -

treatment, as well as other violations being committed in the context of the crisis in Syria since it began 

in 2011, including via official correspondence, submission of research findings for comments, urgent 

communications on individual cases and mass campaigning.5 On rare occasions, the Syrian government 

has shared with Amnesty International a media statement that it had made on the general issue being 

raised by way of a response, but it has never provided any comments on the specific allegations of 

violations submitted by Amnesty International. 

A letter requesting clarification on the allegations raised in th is report, as well as reiterating Amnesty 

Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r qdptdrs enq `bbdrr sn `kk odqrnmr cdoqhudc ne sgdhq khadqsx in Syria, was sent on 13 July 

2016  but at the time of publication of this report, no answer has been received. Amnesty International 

will reflect any comments subsequently received from the Syrian government in future public material. 

  

                                                                                                                                                       
4 For additional information, refer to Chapter 9 of this report, as well as Human Rights Data Analysis Group, Technical memo for Amnesty 
International report on deaths in detention, August 2016, available at hrdag.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/HRDAG-AI-memo.pdf 
5 In December 2015 for example, more than 200,000 people wrote to the Syrian Permanent Representative in New York to express their 
concerns for a mother and her six children who had been arrested by Military Intelligence agents in 2013 and who are all at risk of torture 
and other ill-treatment as part of the annual Amnesty International Write for Rights campaign. For more information on the campaign, see: 
Amnesty International, ¬Write for Rights­, December 2015, available at www.amnesty.org/en/get-involved/write-for-rights/  

file:///C:/Users/cscheufl/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/4XN34HBD/hrdag.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/HRDAG-AI-memo.pdf
file:///C:/Users/cscheufl/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/4XN34HBD/www.amnesty.org/en/get-involved/write-for-rights/
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3. BACKGROUND 

®Vgdm H rs`qsdc sgd cdlnmrsq`shnmr+ `kk H v`msdc v`r sn khud
hm ` cdudknodc+ qdrodbsetk bntmsqx£ H o`x lx s`wdr+ H v`ms
lx qhfgsr-¯ 
Abu Anas6 

 

3.1 CONFLICT IN SYRIA 
Rxqh`­r gtl`m qhfgsr rhst`shnm g`r q`ohckx cdsdqhnq`sdc rhmbd sgd rs`qs ne od`bdetk oqnsdrsr b`kkhmf enq

political change in February 2011 . When the demonstrations began, government forces responded by 

violently repressing the peaceful protesters.7 With the subsequent proliferation of non-state armed 

groups, the situation had evolved into an internal armed conflict by mid-2012.8 Since then, civilians 

have been caught in the middle as Syrian government forces and non-state armed groups continue to 

commit human rights abuses with impunity.  

Research conducted by Amnesty International indicated that  crimes against humanity were being 

committed by government forces as early as April 2011.9 During the armed conflict, the organization has 

documented deliberate targeting of civilians and civilian objects, including hospitals, and indiscriminate 

attacks by the Syrian authorities and its allies.10 Amnesty International found evidence that the 

government has imposed sieges depriving the civilian population of food and other essential means for 

survival.11 The Syrian authorities have arbitrarily detained and forcibly disappeared tens of thousands of 

people, the vast majority of whom are civilians.12  

Amnesty International has also documented grave violations, including war crimes, committed by non-

state armed groups, some of whom continue to target civilians, including through suicide bombings in 

civilian areas13 and abducting and killing  aid workers, local activists and foreign journalists; and 

                                                                                                                                                       
6 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 17 February 2016. 
7 See for example: Amnesty International, Deadly detention: Deaths in custody amid popular protest in Syria (Index: MDE 24/035/2011); 
@lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k+ ¬Rxqh` uhcdn onhmsr sn ¬rgnns sn jhkk­ onkhbx ne rdbtqhsx enqbdr­ (News story, 26 May 2011); @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k+ ¬UN 
tqfdc sn `bs enkknvhmf cd`ckx vddjdmc hm Rxqh`­ 'Mdvr rsnqx+ 6 June 2011).  
8 Hmsdqm`shnm`k Bnllhssdd ne sgd Qdc Bqnrr+ ¬Rxqh`9 HBQB `mc Rxqh`m @q`a Qdc Bqdrbdms l`hms`hm `hc deenqs `lhc hmbqd`rdc ehfgshmf­, 17 July 
2012, available at www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/update/2012/syria-update-2012-07-17.htm 
9 @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k+ ¬Rdbtqhsx Bntmbhk ltrs qdedq Rxqh` sn sgd HBB­ (News story, 26 April 2011).  
10 See for example: Amnesty International, Death everywhere: War crimes and human rights abuses in Aleppo, Syria (Index: MDE 
24/1370/2015); Amnesty International, ¬Bhuhkh`m naidbsr vdqd mns c`l`fdc­9 Qtrrh`­r rs`sdldmsr nm hsrattacks in Syria unmasked (Index: 
MDE 24/3113/2015).  
11 Amnesty International, ¬Kdes sn chd tmcdq rhdfd­9 V`q bqhldr `mc gtl`m qhfgsr `atrdr hm D`rsdqm Fgnts`+ Rxqh`(Index: MDE 
24/2079/2015); Amnesty International, Syria: Squeezing the life out of Yarmouk: War crimes against besieged civilians (Index: MDE 
24/008/2014).  
12 Amnesty International, ¬Adsvddm oqhrnm `mc sgd fq`ud­9 Dmenqbdc chr`ood`q`mbdr hm Rxqh` (Index: MDE 24/2579/2015).  
13 Amnesty International, Iraq: Taking stock: The arming of Islamic State (Index: MDE 14/2812/2015).  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/MDE24/035/2011/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2011/05/syria-video-points-eshoot-kille-policy-security-forces/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2011/06/un-urged-act-following-deadliest-weekend-yet-syria/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2011/04/security-council-must-refer-syria-icc/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/1370/2015/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/1370/2015/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/3113/2015/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/2079/2015/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/008/2014/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/2579/2015/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde14/2812/2015/en/
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summarily killing captured soldiers and pro-government fighters.14 The UN has found that some of these 

groups, such as the armed group calling itself Islamic State (IS), have restricted access by UN 

humanitarian aid workers and the implementing partners working to deliver aid to people in need.15 

In light of these grave violations, Amnesty International has been campaigning since 2011  for the UN 

Security Council to refer the situation in Syria to the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court. Yet 

the Security Council did not issue its first real resolution addressing the violations taking place in Syria 

until February 2014. By then, according to the UN, 100 ,000 people had already died as a result of the 

conflict , including 10 ,000 children. 16 UN Security Council Resolution 2139 demanded that all parties 

to the conflict end arbitrary detention, kidnappings, abductions and enforced disappearances. The 

resolution also reminded all parties to the conflict of their obligation under international humanitarian 

law to ensure the protection of civilians not participating in hostilities. However, the UN Security Council 

did not specify any sanctions for non-compliance.  

More than a year later, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 2254, endorsing a road map for a 

peace process. In February 2016, the Special Envoy of the UN Secretary-General for Syria, Staffan de 

Mistura, facilitated talks in Geneva between the Syrian government and representatives of the 

opposition. However, the peace talks have been on hold since April 2016.17  

By the beginning of January 2016, the violence in Syria had displaced more than 11 million people 18, 

and 13.5 million were in need of humanitarian assistance. As the conflict continues, ever more Syrians 

are attempting to flee the country as well as the region. Yet they face great challenges in finding a safe 

haven, as neighbouring countries impose increasingly tight  restrictions on the entry of Syrian refugees 

and there are few safe, legal routes to refuge elsewhere.19  

 

3.2 TORTURE BY GOVERNMENT FORCES 
Torture and other ill-treatment have been used by the Syrian authorities to quell dissent for decades. It  

was particularly widespread in the 1980s and the early 1990s when the government was headed by 

Hafez al-Assad, father of current Syrian President, Bashar al-Assad. Arrests and torture and other ill-

treatment of suspected opponents of the government were then, as they are now, mostly carried out by 

Rxqh`­r four intelligence services, Air Force Intelligence, Military Intelligence, Political Security and 

General Intelligence (also referred to as State Security), as well as the Military Police. In a 1987 repor t, 

Amnesty International documented 38 different methods of torture and other ill -treatment practised by 

the Syrian security forces.20  

These violations were facilitated by the  state of emergency in force in Syria between March 1963 and 

April 2011. 21 The state of emergency gave the security forces explicit powers that allowed them to 

bypass ordinary laws by implementing preventative detention for indefinite  periods, placing detainees 

outside the protection of the judiciary  and leaving the security forces unaccountable for their treatment 

of detainees. The state of emergency suspended legislative safeguards protecting people in Syria against 

arbitrary arrest and torture and other ill-treatment. As a result, thousands of people were reported to have 

                                                                                                                                                       
14 Amnesty International, ¬Torture was my punishment­: Abductions, torture and summary killings under armed group rule in Aleppo and 
Idleb, Syria (Index: MDE 24/4227/2016); Amnesty International, Syria/Iraq: Amnesty International condemns the summary killing of David 
Haines by Islamic State (Index: MDE 24/039/2014).  
15 UN Security Council, Implementation of Security Council resolutions 2139 (2014), 2165 (2014), 2191 (2014) and 2258 (2015) ± Report 
of the Secretary General, 23 March 2016, available at www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2016_272.pdf  
16 UN, ¬Rdbtqhsx Bntmbhk tm`mhlntrkx `cnosr qdrnktshnm 1028 '1/03( sn d`rd `hc cdkhudqx sn Rxqh`mr+ oqnuhcd qdkhde eqnl ¬bghkkhmf c`qjmdrr­­, 
22 February 2014, available at www.un.org/press/en/2014/sc11292.doc.htm  
17 @s sgd shld ne vqhshmf+ mn mdv c`sd enq s`kjr g`c addm rds- Rdd enq dw`lokd9 Qdtsdqr+ ¬L`inq onvdqr e`hk sn `fqdd mdv c`sd enr Syria peace 
s`kjr­+ 06 L`x 1/05+ `u`hk`akd `s vvv-qdtsers.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-idUSKCN0Y81G2 
18 Enq lnqd hmenql`shnm+ rdd TM Neehbd enq sgd Bnnqchm`shnm ne Gtl`mhs`qh`m @ee`hqr+ ¬@ants sgd bqhrhr­+ 1/05+ `u`hk`akd `s
www.unocha.org/syrian-arab-republic/syria-country-profile/about-crisis 
19 Amnesty International, @ tmhnm ne oqnsdbshnm9 @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r hmsdqm`shnm`k `fdmc` enq qdetfdd oqnsdbshnm hm Dtqnod (Index: EUR 
01/2417/2015).  
20 Amnesty International, Syria: Torture by the security forces (Index: MDE 24/009/1987).  
21 For additional information on the state of emergency and associated violations in the judicial process, see: Amnesty International, Syria: 
Ldlnq`mctl nm sgd Rtoqdld Rs`sd Rdbtqhsx Bntqs9 @ rtll`qx ne @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r bnmbdqmr (Index: MDE 24/039/2007).  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/act24/001/2014/en/
http://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur01/2417/2015/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/200000/mde240091987en.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/039/2007/en/
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been subjected to arbitrary arrest, incommunicado detention or enforced disappearance. Many were 

tortured or otherwise ill-treated in secret detention.  

As people took to the streets in mostly peaceful demonstrations from March 2011, the Syrian authorities 

stepped up their violent repression of peaceful dissent with snipers targeting the demonstrators and 

waves of arbitrary arrests of persons suspected of involvement in the demonstrations. The state of 

emergency was lifted in April 2011 .22 However, this brought no improvement for the protection of the 

people from the vast powers of the security forces, as shortly afterward the government passed new laws 

that allowed the security forces to continue their established practices.23 Since then, the situation has 

only continued to deteriorate.  

 

3.3 TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT BY NON-
STATE ARMED GROUPS 

Non-state armed groups have also carried out abuses against persons in their custody, including torture 

and other ill -treatment and summary killings. Amnesty International has documented such abuses by IS, 

Jabhat al-Nusra and other non-state armed groups and found that some of them amount to war crimes.24 

The UN Commission of Inquiry has also found that, in th e context of detention, IS, Jabhat al-Nusra, and 

other non-state armed groups have committed war crimes such as torture and murder, while IS has also 

carried out crimes against humanity.25 

Nevertheless, @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r `rrdrrldms hr sg`sthe vast majority of detention-related violations 

since 2011 have been carried out by the Syrian authorities. 

                                                                                                                                                       
22 @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k9 ¬Syrian reforms okdcfdr qhmf gnkknv `r lnqd oqnsdrsdqr jhkkdc­ (News story, 19 April 2011).  
23 This includes for example Legislative Degree No. 55 of 21 April 2011, which extends the maximum period of detention without charge to 
60 days and further empowers the security and intelligence services, as well as anti-terrorism legislation, which came into force in 2012 and 
established the Anti-Terrorism Court ± a court that operates contrary to international fair trial principles. For more information on the Anti-
Terrorism Court and the legislation, see for example: Human Rights Watch, ¬Syria: Counterterrorism Court used to stifle dissent­, 25 June 
2013, available at www.hrw.org/news/2013/06/25/syria-counterterrorism-court-used-stifle-dissent 
24 See for example: Amnesty International, ¬Snqstqd v`r lx otmhrgldms­9 @actbshnmr+ snqstqd `mc rtll`qx jhkkhmfr tmcdq `qldc fqnto qtkd
in Aleppo and Idleb, Syria (Index: MDE 24/4227/2016); Amnesty International, Rule of fear: ISIS abuses in detention in northern Syria 
(Index: MDE 24/063/2013).  
25 UN Human Rights Council, Out of sight, out of mind. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2011/04/syrian-reform-pledges-ring-hollow-more-protesters-killed/
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4. OVERVIEW  

 ®Sgd ehqrs sghmf sghr snqstqd cndr hr s`jd xntq chfmhsx£ Hs
aqd`jr sgd gtl`m- H cnm­s jmnv vgx+ ats hs cndr-¯ 
Omar A26 

  
 

WHAT IS TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT? 

The UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, 

to which Syria is a state party, defines torture as: 

®any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally 

inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a third person information or 

a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third person has committed or is suspected of 

having committed, or intimidating or coercing him or a third person, or for any reason based 

on discrimination of any kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation 

of or with the consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official 

b`o`bhsx-¯  

It is not always possible to make a sharp distinction between acts which amount to torture and those 

which amount to other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment (other ill -treatment). But 

from a practical standpoint, any such distinction is not significant because all forms of torture and 

other ill -treatment are absolutely prohibited by the Convention against Torture, other treaties to which 

Syria is a party such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and by customary 

international law.  

 

4.1 SCOPE OF THE VIOLATIONS 
Despite the best efforts of the Syrian authorities to keep information about their detention facilities  

secret,27 monitoring bodies have been `akd sn bnkkdbs rteehbhdms duhcdmbd sn drshl`sd sg`s ®sdmr ne

thousands of people are detained by the Syrian government at any given time.¯28 Moreover, former 

detainees and their families, as well as civilian and military defectors who worked in detention facilities, 

courts and state-operated hospitals, have provided credible evidence to illustrate the gruesome picture of 

the reality that detainees in Syria are facing. Some of the most compelling evidence was presented in 
                                                                                                                                                       
26 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 10 December 2015. 
27 As outlined in Chapter 2 of this report, the Syrian authorities have refused access to independent human rights monitoring groups 
including Amnesty International and the UN Commission of Inquiry.  
28 UN Human Rights Council, Out of sight, out of mind. 
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2014 by a former military photographer who defected from his role and published tens of thousands of 

images (the so-b`kkdc ®Badr`q ognsnr¯(of thousands of detainees killed in the custody of Syrian security 

forces ± in particular Military  Intelligence and Air Force Intelligence ± in Damascus.  

The international NGO Human Rights Watch analysed some of the images when investigating the deaths 

of 27 of the individuals whose pictures appeared as part of the Caesar photos and, following interviews 

with relatives, witnesses, defectors and forensic specialists, concluded that the analysed photos are 

authentic.29  

The Human Rights Data Analysis Group (HRDAG), an NGO that uses scientific approaches to analyse 

human rights violations, in particular in the context of armed conflicts, estimated that there have been at 

least 17,723  deaths in custody across different facilities  in Syria between March 2011  and December 

2015 . Both HRDAG and Amnesty International believe that this is a conservative estimate, with the real 

number likely to be higher.30  

The UN Commission of Inquiry also conducted extensive information-gathering on violations taking place 

in government-operated facilities and in the course of their investigations interviewed more than 500 

former prisoners who were detained between 2011  and 2015 . They concluded that the Syrian 

`tsgnqhshdr hmsdmshnm`kkx bqd`sdc ` kdsg`k dmuhqnmldms b`trhmf ®l`rr cd`sgr ne cds`hmddr¯ `r o`qs ne `

systematic state policy attacking the civilian population  `mc entmc ®qd`rnm`akd fqntmcr sn adkhdud sg`s

the conduct described amounts to extermination as a crime against humanity.¯31 They further found 

sufficient evidence to conclude sg`s sgd Rxqh`m `tsgnqhshdr g`ud `krn bnllhssdc ®sgd v`q bqhldr ne

murder, cruel treatment, torture, rape, sexual violence and outrages upon personal dignity.¯32  

Amnesty International also concluded, as early as August 2011, that the systematic use of torture and 

sgd hmbqd`rdc mtladqr ne cd`sgr hm btrsncx `bqnrr Rxqh`­r cdsdmshnm e`bhkhshdr hmchb`sdc sg`s sgd Rxqh`m

authorities were committing crimes against humanity. 33  

 

4.2 PROFILES OF PEOPLE TARGETED 
@lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r qdrd`qbg rhmbd sgd adfhmmhmf ne sgd bqhrhr hm 1/00 hmchb`sdr sg`s `mxnmdwho 

could be perceived to be opposing the government is at risk of being arbitrarily detained or forcibly 

disappeared and subjected to torture and other ill-treatment and possibly death in custody.34 Grounds for 

arrest on suspicion of opposing the government vary and can include peaceful activism, such as being a 

human rights defender, journalist or other media worker, providing humanitarian or medical support to 

civilians in need or having been involved in organizing or attending pro-reform demonstrations. Having a 

relative who is wanted by the security forces or being ®qdonqsed b̄y an informer, including reports that 

are motivated by financial profit or personal grievances, can also lead to arrest. Majd, an accountant and 

photographer who spoke to Amnesty International about his experience in detention, explained9 ®Lnrs

people were detained solely adb`trd ne vg`s hmenqldqr g`c r`hc `ants sgdl- Sgd hmenqldq­r qdonqs v`r

bnmrhcdqdc ` qd`khsx+ `mc xnt mddcdc sn bnmedrr sn sg`s-¯35  

                                                                                                                                                       
29 Human Rights Watch, If the dead could speak: Mass deaths and tnqstqd hm Rxqh`­rdetention facilities (hereinafter Human Rights Watch, If 
the dead could speak), 2015, available at www.hrw.org/report/2015/12/16/if-dead-could-speak/mass-deaths-and-torture-syrias-detention-
facilities 
30 For additional information, refer to Chapter 9 of this report, and Human Rights Data Analysis Group, Technical memo for Amnesty 
International report on deaths in detention, August 2016, available at hrdag.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/HRDAG-AI-memo.pdf 
31 UN Human Rights Council, Out of sight, out of Mind. 
32 In its February 2016 report, the UN Bnllhrrhnm ne Hmpthqx bnmbktcdc sg`s ®sgd fnudqmldms g`r bnllhssdc sgd bqhldr `f`hmrs gtl`mhsx
of extermination, murder, rape or other forms of sexual violence, torture, imprisonment, enforced disappearances and other ingtl`m `bsr¯
(UN Human Rights Council, Out of sight, out of mind).  
33 Amnesty International, Deadly detention: Deaths in custody amid popular protest in Syria (Index: MDE 24/035/2011); Amnesty 
International, ¬H v`msdc sn chd­9 Rxqh`­r snqstqd rtquhunqr rod`j nts(Index: MDE 24/016/2012).  
34 For additional details on the profiles of people targeted, see: Amnesty International, ¬Adsvddm oqhrnm `mc sgd fq`ud­9 Dmenqbdc
disappearances in Syria (Index: MDE 24/2579/2015). 
35 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 19 February 2016. 

http://www.hrw.org/report/2015/12/16/if-dead-could-speak/mass-deaths-and-torture-syrias-detention-facilities
http://www.hrw.org/report/2015/12/16/if-dead-could-speak/mass-deaths-and-torture-syrias-detention-facilities
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/016/2012/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/2579/2015/en/
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Previous research indicates further that the government generally targets men during their arrest 

campaigns.36 Women are also routinely detained, tortured and ill -treated, though in lower numbers 

compared to men. Children are also detained, either for the same reasons as adults or because they are 

held with their imprisoned mothers.37  

 

4.3 A LETHAL INFRASTRUCTURE: SECURITY 
BRANCHES, UNFAIR TRIALS AND PRISON 

In almost all cases, people perceived to be opposing the government are arrested by one of the four 

branches of the Syrian security forces: Air Force Intelligence, Military I ntelligence, Political Security and 

General Intelligence (also referred to as State Security). In some cases, arrests are also conducted by 

militias associated with the Syrian government, including the National Defence Forces and government-

affiliated paramilitary groups known as shabiha.  

Detainees are generally transferred to a branch of the security force that conducted the arrest, where 

they may be held for hours, months or even years before being transferred to other branches. In many 

cases the detainee is eventually transferred to one or more of the branches operated by the four 

intelligence services in Damascus. Joint investigation committees composed of representatives of various 

security forces were set up in 2011 .38 However, a person may be wanted by different security forces for 

different or similar allegations and might be transferred between branches, sometimes several times. 

Former detainees said that investigators in each branch generally appeared to be extensively briefed on 

previous investigations.  

Transfers are either carried out by the security force in question or by the Military Police, though 

detainees may also be transferred by Criminal Security, an agency under the Ministry of the Interior 

generally tasked with investigating ordinary crimes. 

Interrogation usually involves torture and other ill -treatment and generally takes place shortly after the 

initial arrest and continues for days or weeks, often until detainees are forced to sign a ®confession̄ . 

Interrogation is often repeated when a person is transferred to a different branch. Detainees held in the 

branches of the security forces are generally subjected to enforced disappearance, though in some cases 

family members are able to bribe or otherwise co-operate with intermedi`qhdr+ b`kkdc ®lhcckdlem ̄or 

®aqnjdqr¯ ax vhsmdrrdr+to obtain information about their loved ones or try to protect them from torture 

and other ill -treatment.39  

When persons perceived to be opposing the government are taken before a court, it is likely to be  the 

Anti-Terrorism Court, established in 2012 , or a Military Field Court, even though it is contrary to 

international fair trial standards for civilians to be tried in military courts. 40 Proceedings before both 

courts are flagrantly unfair.  

The Anti-Terrorism Court does not operate in accordance with basic fair trial procedures.41 In practice, 

court sessions last mere minutes. In some cases, defendants report that they have been tortured or 

otherwise ill-treated, but judges fail to order investigations into the allegations. In others, they do not, 

                                                                                                                                                       
36 The Syrian Network for Human Rights found that, by August 2015, 90% of the victims of enforced disappearance were male (Syrian 
Network for Human Rights, Forced disappearance in Syria: Gone without a trace, 2015, available at 
www.sn4hr.org/blog/2015/08/30/11397). 
37 For cases of mothers detained with their children, see for example: Amnesty International, Urgent Action: Syria: Parents and six children 
must be released (Index: MDE 24/045/2014). 
38 UN Human Rights Council, Out of sight, out of mind. 
39 An enforced disappearance occurs when the government either denies the arrest and detention of a person or refuses to give any 
information about their whereabouts to their families. People are thus placed outside of the protection of the law, making them especially 
vulnerable to torture and other ill-treatment. For more information on bribes in this context, see: Amnesty International, ¬Adsvddm oqhrnm `mc
sgd fq`ud­9 Dmenqbdc chr`ood`rances in Syria (Index: MDE 24/2579/2015).  
40 Military Field Courts were set up in Syria through Legislative Decree No. 109 of 1968 in order to prosecute military personnel. They were 
used extensively up until the 1980s, after which their use diminished. They were then revived following the outbreak of the crisis in 2011 
and are currently used extensively to try civilians, including peaceful activists, contrary to international law.  
41 The Anti-Terrorism Court was set up by Law no. 22 of 2012 (available at www.bit.ly/1P9AjUU) `r ` ®bntqs sg`s g`r itqhrchbshnm hm b`rdr ne
sdqqnqhrl¯ '@qshbkd 0( `mc nudq ansg bhuhkh`mr `mc lhkhs`qx odqrnmmdk '@qshbkd 3(- Vghkd sgd bntqs qds`hmr ®sgd qhfgs ne cdedmbd¯+ sgdlaw states 
that it does not have to abide by existing legislation or fair trial procedures (Article 7). Terrorism-related crimes are defined by Law no. 19 of 
2012 (available at www.://bit.ly/1srzJx8). 

http://www.sn4hr.org/blog/2015/08/30/11397
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/045/2014/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/2579/2015/en/
http://www.bit.ly/1P9AjUU
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intimidated by the presence of members of the security forces in the courtroom. ®Confessions̄  obtained 

under torture are routinely accepted as evidence, and the right to counsel is severely restricted.42 While 

their trial  is ongoing before the Anti-Terrorism Court, prisoners are generally transferred to civilian 

oqhrnmr+ hm o`qshbtk`q ¬@cq` Oqhrnm in Damascus. Families of prisoners regularly pay bribes to the judges 

ranging from hundreds to tens of thousands of US dollars to free their relatives.  

Military Field Courts operate closed proceedings and defendants do not have access to a lawyer.43 Their 

verdicts, again usually issued after trials lasting only a few minutes, are not subject to appeal and they 

can impose harsh sentences, including the death penalty.44 In many cases, defendants are not informed 

of the sentence they have been given.  

Persons sentenced by the Military Field Courts are frequently transferred to Saydnaya (also spelt 

Sednaya) Military Prison ± a prison under the control of the Military Police.45 Saydnaya holds both 

civilian detainees and persons arrested while in military service, though the vast majority appear to be 

civilian . Torture and other ill-treatment are rife at Saydnaya, and deaths in custody are routine. A small 

percentage of detainees in Saydnaya have access to family visits; others remain detained in conditions 

amounting to enforced disappearance. 

As the UN Commission of Inquiry states, ®sgd Rxqh`m Bqhlhm`k Itrshbd rxrsdl£ hr rxrsdl`shb`kkx e`hkhmf

to uphold international human rights standards at every step of the judicial pqnbdrr-¯46 

 

4.4 LACK OF ACCOUNTABILITY 
Torture and other ill -treatment have been carried out by state forces for decades, fostered by a culture of 

impunity that is reinforced by Syrian legislation.47 Five years into the crisis, as the Syrian authorities 

continue to deny that violations take place in their detention facilities, 48 the suffering inflicted on 

detainees and their families continues unabated, even in the face of demands from the UN Security 

Council and other UN bodies to release those detained arbitrarily and end the use of torture and other ill -

treatment as well as the practice of enforced disappearances.49 The pursuit of accountability for the 

victims and their families remains all but impossible at  the national level.50 The Syrian government 

remains shielded from facing the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court by the veto wielded by 

                                                                                                                                                       
42 Syrian human rights lawyer Anwar Albunni, Head of the Syrian Center for Legal Studies and Research, told Amnesty International that the 
role of lawyers before the Anti-Terrorism Court is very limited. They are only allowed to speak to their clients after they have already been 
questioned by the investigating judge and they have only very restricted access to the case files of their clients, including the evidence 
against them, which they are only allowed to see after their client has been formally charged by the investigating judge. Syrian lawyer Aoiss 
from the Syrian Justice and Accountability Center echoed these observations in an interview with Amnesty International on 29 July 2016. 
43 Interview with Anwar Albunni, lawyer and Director, Syrian Center for Legal Studies and Research, 29 March 2016. 
44 Legislative Decree no. 109 of 1968.  
45 The other prison operated by the Military Police is Boloni Prison in Homs; see for example: UN Human Rights Council, Out of sight, out of 
mind.  
46 UN Human Rights Council, Out of sight, out of mind. 
47 While in theory there are some limited legislative safeguards against torture and other ill-treatment in Syria, in practice, these provide no 
protection as they are routinely disregarded by the security forces and the judiciary. Recent legislative amendments have further curbed the 
right of persons to be protected from torture and other ill-treatment. Legislative Decree no. 55 of 2011 extends the maximum period of 
detention without charge to 60 days, though in many cases observed by Amnesty International the person remains subjected to 
incommunicado detention without judicial oversight for months, or even years, beyond these initial 60 days. The same decree further 
empowers the security forces.  
48 See for example: NPO2 TV, ¬Interview with President Assad­, 17 December 2015, transcript available at 
www.presidentassad.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1503:president-assad-s-dutch-npo2-tv-interview-decembe-17-
2015&catid=314:2015&Itemid=468 
49 See for example: UN Security Council, Resolution 2139 (2014); UN Human Rights Council, The grave and deteriorating human rights 
and humanitarian situation in the Syrian Arab Republic, 30 September 2015, available at 
www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/a_hrc_res_30_10.pdf 
50 In the context of arbitrary detention and enforced disappearances, the UN Commission of Inquiry found that the Syrian authorities have 
created a system of reprisals, intimidation and withholding of information that makes it virtually impossible to file official complaints. They 
etqsgdq mnsd ®sgd `ardmbd ne fdmthmd hmudrshf`shnmr- ̄See UN Human Rights Council, Report of the independent international commission 
of inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, 12 February 2014, available at www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-
8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/a_hrc_25_65.pdf 
As a result of legislation issued between 1950 and 2008, members of the security forces are effectively granted immunity from prosecution 
enq bqhldr bnllhssdc hm sgd bntqrd ne dwdqbhrhmf sgdhq ctshdr dwbdos hm b`rdr vgdm ` v`qq`ms hr hrrtdc ax ®sgd fdmdq`k kd`cdqship of the 
`qlx `mc lhkhs`qx enqbdr¯- Hm qd`khsx+ sghr means no cases can be brought against members of the security forces except where special 
permission is given by their own or military leaders. See Legislative Decree no. 61 of 27 February 1950, Legislative Decree no. 14 of 25 
January 1969 and Legislative Decree no. 69 of 30 September 2008, as well as Amnesty International, Deadly detention: Deaths in custody 
amid popular protest in Syria (Index: MDE 24/035/2011).  

http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/a_hrc_25_65.pdf
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/a_hrc_25_65.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/MDE24/035/2011/en/
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their ally, Russia, in the UN Security Council . Only very limited progress is being made in third 

countries, through the exercise of universal jurisdiction, to ensure justice, truth and reparation for the 

war crimes and crimes against humanity that are being committed in Syria.51 

 

4.5 SCOPE OF THIS REPORT 
In light of the extensive evidence already available indicating that the Syrian authorities are responsible 

for crimes against humanity and war crimes in the context of their treatment of detainees, this report 

focuses on the detailed experience of 65 torture survivors and describes their journeys through what 

many consider to be Rxqh`­r lnrs kdsg`k cdsdmshnm e`bhkhties: the branches operated by Air Force 

Intelligence, Military Intelligence, Political Security and General Intelligence , as well as Saydnaya 

Military Prison.52  

Sgdrd rtquhunqr­ nqcd`ks began with their arrest and continued throughout every stage of their journey: 

through torture such as beatings, including in stress positions and electric shocks, subhuman detention 

conditions including inadequate access to food and water, severe overcrowding and denial of medical 

care; through their release and beyond, as they spend months, if not years, recovering from the physical 

and psychological effects of their experiences. The men and women interviewed for this report, detained 

between 2011 and 2015 , exemplify the suffering of tens of thousands of others. Despite the risks they 

or their families still face from the Syrian authorities, they spoke to Amnesty International in order to 

give a voice to those who remain detained.  

 

  

                                                                                                                                                       
51 For more information, please see: Neil R`llnmcr+ ¬A`ax rsdor nm sgd knmf qn`c sn itrshbd enq `sqnbhshdr hm Rxqh`­, 11 April 2016, available 
at www.jurist.org/hotline/2016/04/neil-sammonds-syria-justice.php 
52 Gtl`m Qhfgsr V`sbg­r `m`kxrhr ne sgd Baesar photos indicates that the majority of the victims died in the custody of the Syrian security 
forces, in particular Military Intelligence and Air Force Intelligence. See Human Rights Watch, If the dead could speak.  
The UN Bnllhrrhnm ne Hmpthqx entmc sg`s ®lnrs cd`sgr vdqd cnbtldmsdc `r nbbtqqhmf hm knb`shnmr bnmsqnkkdc ax sgd Rxqh`m hmsdkkhfdmbd 
rdquhbdr¯ ats ®` ghfg mtladq ne cd`sgr vdqd `krn cnbtldmsdc eqnl Rdcm`x` lhkhs`qx oqhrnm¯- Rdd TM Gtl`m Qhfgsr Bntmbhk+Out of sight, 
out of mind. 
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5. ARREST  

®Rnldnmd jhbjdc ld vhsg sgdhq lhkhs`qx annsr hm sgd e`bd `mc
in the eyes. Another one took my cigarettes off me, lit them, 
and then put them out on me. All of this took place in the 
b`q-¯ 
Said53 

  
 

In Syria, the abusive and often deadly journey of detainees begins with their arrest. Those interviewed for 

this report were detained by members of the security forces or militias under the effective control of the 

Syrian authorities. Some were picked up at their homes, their work, at university, and similar such places 

while going about their daily business. Some were arrested at government-operated checkpoints, others 

were asked to report to one of the branches for questioning. In almost all cases, their arrest was 

accompanied by a catalogue of torture or other ill -treatment.  

 

5.1 TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT DURING 
TRANSPORT TO FACILITIES 

The majority of survivors interviewed described being ill-treated while being transported either from the 

place of their arrest to the security branch where they would be interrogated, or between branches, or 

both. The most common form of abuse described was being hit or beaten by the security personnel, 

including with their weapons, or other objects such as sticks, generally while the detainee was 

handcuffed and often also blindfolded. In most cases, families, friends or other persons close to the 

detainee who were present during their arrest were not told where the person was taken, though in 

several cases persons close to the wanted person were also arrested or threatened with arrest. 

One such case is that of Tarek. At the time of his arrest, Tarek was providing humanitarian support to 

people displaced by the fighting in his home town, Aleppo. He had recently become engaged and was 

living with his family . Tarek had previously been arrested briefly in 2012 and 2013 after he was 

suspected of attending peaceful demonstrations in Aleppo. He was beaten repeatedly in both instances.  

On 23 June 2014, Tarek­ryounger brother, whom Amnesty International interviewed separately, Saad, 

was arrested from their family home by armed men in civilian clothing . Later the same day, another 

                                                                                                                                                       
53 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 22 February 2016. 
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group of armed men arrived for Tarek. He tried to evade arrest but in so doing broke his leg. He told 

Amnesty International: 

®Vgdm sgdx b`tfgs ld+ sgdx rs`qsdc ghsshmf ld hm sgd a`ck with their weapons. They dragged me. They asked me 
sn v`kj ats H bntkcm­s+ rn sgdx sgqdv ld hmsn sgd b`q anns vghkd ghsshmf ld `kk `knmf- Sgdx snnj ld sn sgd @hq Enqbd
Intelligence branch in Aleppo and left me in the corridor. They kept me there all day and whoever passed me, hit 
me. I was in a lot of pain. H v`r rbqd`lhmf-¯54 

Ali, a doctor from Homs whose religious background is the Alawite sect of Islam (the same one to which 

President al-Assad belongs), described being arrested and taken to a neighbourhood where the majority 

ne hmg`ahs`msr vdqd `krn @k`vhsd- Gd v`r oqdrdmsdc `r ` ®sq`hsnq¯- Sgd knb`k onotk`shnm v`r dmbntq`fdc

to hit and insult him as a ®otmhrgldms¯-55  

Less common methods of abuse during transport, which were described by several of the survivors, 

included being subjected to electric shocks or burnt with cigarettes. ®Laila¯56 told Amnesty International 

that she was raped while being transported. ®Laila  ̄was a peaceful activist, documenting human rights 

violations in Syria, when she was detained in October 2012 as the Syrian army were attacking the al-

Qadam neighbourhood, south of Damascus, where she lived with her family. She tried to flee the area 

after her house was bombed but was arrested by soldiers as she tried to escape. They accused her of 

being part of a non-state armed group. She told Amnesty International:  

®Sgd bnll`mcdq b`ld `mc `rjdc sgd rnkchdqr sn ots ld hmsn sgd atkkds-oqnne b`q£ Sgdm rnkchdqr b`ld hmsn sgd
car anc rs`qsdc g`q`rrhmf ld- @s mhfgs+ ` khdtsdm`ms b`ld- H b`m­s enqfds ghr unhbd `mc ghr rldkk- Gd rs`qsdc s`jhmf
my clothes off, he started raping me. Then two more soldiers came, they also raped me. I had my period at the 
time.  

®The car had two front seats. He raped me, then he sat in the front seat and called four soldiers. Two were raping 
me at the time, while the other two were waiting their turn. I started shouting, I lost my mind. The lieutenant 
threatened me for making noise: ¬If you shout, I will kill you.­ I said to him, ¬Kill me! H cnm­s v`ms sn khud `mx more 
after what you and your dogs did.­ He slapped me to shut me up [and said]: ¬You deserved this. You betrayed your 
country.­ 

®H v`r rn shqdc- H bntkcm­s lnud+ H bntkcm­s eddk `mxsghmf- Sgdm sgd bar started moving. They took me into a big 
building... I was in total shock. People were asking me questions. H v`rm­s bnmrbhntr£ H v`r hm ` bnqqhcnq+ `mc hs
smelled very bad. On both sides of the corridor were black doors with numbers. My cell was about 2m by 1.5m. I 
was shocked. I saw women in this room. I realized where I was and started crying. H q`m sn sgdl£ Lx g`mcr g`c
been cuffed all this time. They were black. I said, ¬Where am I?­ Hs v`r Lhkhs`qx Hmsdkkhfdmbd Aq`mbg 116-¯57 

 

5.2 FORCED CONFESSIONS AND INFORMERS 
In several cases documented in this report, it appeared that persons were detained as a result of 

®confessions̄  obtained through the torture of their friends , family or acquaintances. Saad found out 

shortly after his arrest that he and his brother had been detained as the result of the forced confession of 

one of his friends. He told Amnesty International: 

®H qd`khzed that my friend was in the same cell. He was blindfolded and covered in blood. He had told them that 
my father and brother had been helping the armed groups, which was not true, and that I had gone to 
demonstrations. I was annoyed with him at first but then I forgave him when I understood the pain that he went 
sgqntfg£ Gd snkc tr sg`s sgdx g`c s`jdm ghl `mc ghr lnsgdq- Gd `onknfhzed to us: ¬I was tortured, so I said your 
names.­̄58  

                                                                                                                                                       
54 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 24 February 2016. 
55 The statements by the survivors are consistent with information collected by Amnesty International since the beginning of the crisis in 
Syria. See in particular: Amnesty International, ¬H v`msdc sn chd­9 Rxqh`­r snqstqd rtquhunqr rod`j nts(Index: MDE 24/016/2012). Interview 
with Amnesty International researchers on 16 February 2016. 
56 Name has been changed.  
57 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 23 February 2016. 
58 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 24 February 2016. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/016/2012/en/
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The friend later died in detention.  

Luna is a journalist from Damascus who was reporting on the situation in Syria and was also working in 

humanitarian support for displaced civilians. She was arrested by General Intelligence forces in January 

2014. Following her detention, intelligence forces forced her to participate in the arrest of her 

colleagues by tricking her into thinking that her children had been arrested and their safety was at stake 

after they pretended to arrest her son in front of her- ®Hs v`r mns sqtd, ats H chcm­s jmnv `s sgd shld+¯ rgd

said. ®Hm sgd aq`mbgdr+ xnt `qd qdlnudc eqnl sgd vnqkc- Xnt cnm­s jmnv `mxsghmf-¯Luna was forced to 

set up a fake meeting with her contacts so that the General Intelligence agents could arrest them. They 

were placed in the same cell- ®Sgdxwould not speak to me. They thought I was involved,  ̄she said.59 

Others were arrested after informal reports about them were submitted to the security forces by informers 

or people in their community, including in order to settle personal grievances. For example, one of the 

humanitarian workers interviewed for this report said that she was detained following allegations of pro-

opposition activities made against her by one of the displaced persons for whom she was providing food 

who was unhappy about the distribution of  tomato paste.60  

 

5.3 ¬WELCOME PARTY­ BEATINGS 
Almost every former detainee interviewed described witnessing some form of ®vdkbnld o`qsx¯, a term 

commonly used by Syrians to refer to the severe beatings received upon their initial arrival at a detention 

facility. Thd ®vdkbnld o`qsx¯ may occur repeatedly if a detainee is transferred from one facility to 

another. These beatings usually take place when detainees are registered and before they enter their 

cells, for example in a hallway or a courtyard. A group of guards usually carries out the beatings, often 

with tools such as silicone bars or hoses. These beatings appear to be carried out in order to punish 

prisoners for their perceived opposition to the government and to intimidate them.  

Samer is a lawyer. He was arrested in February 2012 near Hama when he was trying to bring 

humanitarian supplies, in particular baby food, from government-held territory into an area controlled by 

non-state armed groups. He was initially taken to the Air Force Intelligence branch in Hama, but was 

quickly transferred to Damascus. He told Amnesty International:  

®The ¬vdkbnld o`qsx­ is what everyone is subjected to as soon as they arrive at al-Mezzeh Air Force Intelligence 
bq`mbg hm C`l`rbtr- Hs­r mnql`kkx gdkc hmthe courtyard outside the detention centre. Basically, as soon as you 
get out of the vehicle you were transported in and your feet touch the ground, the ¬welcome party­ begins. I was 
one of 50 men brought in that day and we were all beaten badly in the courtyard. They used plastic and metal 
cables, even electric cables. They hit absolutely everywhere, even the head. They hit me very hard on the head 
several times. 

®During this ¬welcome party­ they registered us and took away our possessions and clothes. They made us strip 
naked and walk inside the building. They did not spare anyone. I saw an old man being beaten even worse than we 
vdqd£ 

®They had to break us; they treated us like animals. Thex v`msdc odnokd sn ad `r hmgtl`m `r onrrhakd£ H chcm­s
rdd `mxnmd chd ats H r`v sgd aknnc+ hs v`r khjd ` qhudq£ Vgdm vd dmsdqdc sgd bdkkr+ vd `rjdc nsgdqr he sghr g`d 
happened to them as well and they said it war qntshmd£ Vd trdc sn `kv`xr r`x gdqd sg`s sgere was no justice in 
Syria but I never imagined humanity would reach such a low level. I never imagined how deliberately lethal they 
would try to be. I saw that, when they started hitting our heads, they would have had no problem killing us right 
there anc sgdm-¯61 

The duration of the ®welcome partȳ  beatings seems to vary. One survivor told Amnesty International he 

was forced to stand in a corridor for three days, during which time he was repeatedly beaten by guards.  

                                                                                                                                                       
59 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 10 May 2016. 
60 Amnesty International has oqduhntrkx cnbtldmsdc o`ssdqmr ne odqrnmr ®hmenqlhmf¯ `f`hmrs nsgdqr sg`s dudmst`kkx kdc sn sgd `qqdrs `mc.nq
enforced disappearance of the other person in the pursuit of financial profit or to settle personal grievances. See: Amnesty International, 
¬Adsvddm oqhrnm `mc sgd fq`ud­9 Dmenqbdc chr`ood`q`mbdr hm Rxqh` (Index: MDE/24/2579/2015).  
61 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 16 February 2016. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/2579/2015/en/
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5.4 RAPE AND SEXUAL ASSAULT DURING ¬SECURITY 
CHECKS­ 

Sgd ®vdkbnld o`qsx¯ v`r nesdm cdrbqhadcas being connected to or followed by ®rdbtqhsx bgdbjr¯+ vgdqd

prisoners are subjected to cavity searches by the guards. About half of the women interviewed reported 

that they had been subjected to an hmu`rhud ®rdbtqhsx bgdbj¯ axa male guard or male member of the 

security forces.62  

Bayan was 19 years old and studying law at Aleppo University at the time of her arrest by General 

Intelligence forces in June 2014. She believes someone informed on her to the security forces and as a 

result she was arrested from her family home, together with her mother and her younger sister. She told 

Amnesty International about her experience at the General Intelligence bq`mbg hm @kdoon9 ®Vgdm vd

arrived at the br`mbg+ sgdx ¬bgdbjdc tr­+ ats hs hr `kv`xr ldm vgn bgdbj sgd vnldm. They do this on 

otqonrd sn gtlhkh`sd vnldm-¯63 

Dina is an NGO worker who lived with her family, also in Aleppo, prior to her arrest by Air Force 

Intelligence agents in November 2013. She was accused of dealing with armed groups, participating in 

terrorist activities and going to demonstrations. She spoke about her experience:  

®Vgdm H dmsdqdc sgd aq`mbg+ ` ft`qc snnj ld sn sgd a`sgqnnl sn tmcqdrr ld+ sn bgdbj ld- H vntkcm­s `kknv sghr
so he tqhdc sn bgdbj ld nudq lx bknsgdr- Gd sqhdc sn sntbg lx aqd`rsr ats H otrgdc ghl nee `mc r`hc ¬mn ­ rn gd
stopped. He told me that I should co-operate, [that] the interrogator was crazy and he would have many surprises 
for me-¯64 

Nmd ne sgd ®rdbtqhsx bgdbjr¯ that ®Mahā 65 was subjected to amounted to rape. ̄ Mahā  was arrested by 

Military Intelligence agents in 2012. She was initially interrogated, beaten and intimidated at two 

different branches outside of the capital before being sent to Damascus in 2013.  She said she 

exodqhdmbdc sgdrd ®security bgdbjr¯ at Military Intelligence Branches 291 and 215, both in Damascus:  

®Z@s Aq`mbg 180\ H v`r g`mcbteedc `mc akhmcenkcdc vgdm H `qqhudc- Sgdx l`cd etm ne tr vgdm vd `qqhudc. They 
r`hc sghmfr khjd ¬bnld gdqd+ H fns xnt ` fhes­. The head of the branch was a very bad man. He touched all the girls 
inappropriately. I asked all the girls. All of them they said it had happened to them. When we first arrived, they 
took us to his office. He brought us in one by one and he touched us in a bad way while he was masturbating. 

®[After we were transferred to Branch 215] they took us to a room on the sixth floor. They said this was the 
¬bgdbjhmf qnnl­- Hm sgd qnnl+ sgd gd`c ne sgd aq`mbg `rjdc ld sn s`jd nee lx bknsgdr- H bqhdc `mc `rjdc vgx- Gd
said [it was] to check if I was going to cry. He told me he would call for 10 guards to come and watch. I begged 
him. I sahc+ ¬Pkd`rd+ enq sgd ldqbx ne Fnc+ cnm­s cn sghr!­ Gd snkc ld9 ¬Cnm­s ldmshnm Fnc! You enjoy having sex 
with the FSA [Free Syrian Army, a coalition of non-state armed groups]. Dnm­s `bs `kk hmmnbdms mnv!­ Gd enqbdc ld
to be totally naked, then he starting touching me. He put his fingers inside me-¯66 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
62 Amnesty International also spoke to a Turkey-a`rdc Rxqh`m vnldm­r qhfgsr b`lo`hfmdq vgn vnqjr vhsg vnldm cdsdmshnm rtquhunqr on 21 
June 2016. She also said that women former detainees frequently told her they vdqd ®sntbgdc hm`ooqnoqh`sdkx ctqhmf rd`qbgdr.  ̄
63 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 18 February 2016. 
64 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 22 February 2016. 
65 Name has been changed. 
66 In 2015, the Euro-Ldchsdqq`md`m Gtl`m Qhfgsr Mdsvnqj hrrtdc ` qdonqs nm uhnk`shnmr e`bdc ax vnldm hm Rxqh`­r cdsdmshnm e`bhkhshdr+ hm
particular the branches operated by the intelligence services. They interviewed 53 female former prisoners. They, too, found that especially 
in Branch 215 women prisoners were generally checked by the male head of the branch. See Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Network, 
Detention of women in Syria: A weapon of war and terror (hereinafter Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Network, Detention of women in 
Syria), 2015, available at www.euromedrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/EMHRN_Womenindetention_EN.pdf 
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6. TORTURE DURING 
INTERROGATION 

®Hm Rxqh`+ sgdx g`ud mn nsgdq v`x sn hmudrshf`sd ats sgqntfg
snqstqd- Sghr hr sgd a`rhb v`x+ sgd nmkx v`x-¯ 
Ahmad H67 

  
 

Every one of the 65 people who shared their experiences with Amnesty International for this report said 

they had been tortured or otherwise ill -treated during at least one of their interrogations, in most cases 

during almost every interrogation. Most were interrogated repeatedly over several days or weeks, and in 

many cases interrogations started again if  they were transferred to a different facility.  

In Syria, torture is used as a routine tool to extract false ®confessions̄ . The incidents of torture 

documented in this chapter cover a variety of methods, which are often used in combination, for example 

being held in a stress position while being beaten or subjected to electric shocks, as well as being 

subjected to psychological torture. Sexual violence was reported by both men and women. Rape by state 

officials always constitutes an act of torture under international law. 

Most of the former detainees interviewed for this report eventually ®confessed̄  to whatever was asked of 

them by the interrogator in an attempt to end their suffering or to protect their friends or family. Some 

said that they thought a ®confession̄  would mean that they would be taken to a court and subsequently 

be placed in a civilian prison, thereby escaping the appalling conditions in the security branches. As 

Hani described his experience in detention: ®Xnt vntkc sghmj vd vdqd oq`xhmf sn fds qdkd`rdc only, but 

actually most of us were praying just to escape from the hell that we were in, even if that meant ending 

up in ¬@cq` Za civilian prison near C`l`rbtr\- Hm ¬@cq`+ at least there is a better khed-¯68 

Rdudq`k ne sgd rtquhunqr snkc @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k sg`s sgdhq ®bnmedrrhnm¯ v`r chbs`sdc or otherwise 

provided to them by the guard or the interrogator. Sgd l`inqhsx ne ®bnmedrrhnmr¯ requested of the 

prisoners focused on supporting non-state armed groups (a charge usually brought against those 

providing humanitarian assistance), carrying arms, or participating in activities against the government, 

such as organizing demonstrations.69 

Hamoudeh, a café owner from Damascus, was arrested by Political Security agents in February 2015. He 

was initially accused of supporting IS, even though the sole evidence against him was a Facebook post in 
                                                                                                                                                       
67 Interview with Amnesty international researchers on 17 February 2016.   
68 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 19 February 2016. 
69 B`rdc nm nudq 1// hmsdquhdvr vhsg enqldq oqhrnmdqr+ Gtl`m Qhfgsr V`sbg entmc rhlhk`q o`ssdqmr ne enqbdc ®bnmedrrhnmr¯- Rdd Gtlan 
Rights Watch, Torture archipelago: Arbitrary arrests, snqstqd `mc dmenqbdc chr`ood`q`mbdr hm Rxqh`­r tmcdqfqntmc oqhrnmr rhmbd L`qbg
2011, 2012, available at www.hrw.org/report/2012/07/03/torture-archipelago/arbitrary-arrests-torture-and-enforced-disappearances-syrias 
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which he was actually critical of IS . However in the course of his interrogation he was also accused of 

operating a prostitution ring out of his café and fighting for another, unspecified non-state armed group. 

He told Amnesty International none of these accusations were true. Hamoudeh ®bnmedrrdc¯ after the 

interrogator made threats against his sister. He told Amnesty International: 

®H snkc ghl sg`s H vntkc bnmedrr sn `mxsghmf+ rn gd `rjdc ld sn bnmedrr sg`s H v`r ` ehfgsdq- Rn H r`hc H v`r sgd
best fighter, the master of all those who carried a gun£ H chcm­s jmnv `mx armed groups, so I had to make one 
up..- Sgdx jmdv H v`r kxhmf+ ats gd chcm­s `bs rtqoqhrdc£ He asked for specifics, and I made them up£ Sgdm gd
`rjdc enq m`ldr£ 

®H vghrodqdc sn sgd ft`qc9 ¬Gdko ld nts+ H g`ud mn m`ldr ­ Sgdx ad`s le and left, then the guard came back and 
told me some names of well-jmnvm e`lhkhdr ne ehfgsdqr£ Sgdx `rjdc ld vg`s vd`onmr H g`c trdc+ Hsaid a 
stick... They beat me hard after that. So I said I had an AK47 [assault rifle]. They asked how many magazines. I 
chcm­s jmnv rn H r`hc nmd- Sgdx ad`s ld+ rn H r`hc svn- Sgdx `rjdc enq lx r`k`qx. I said US$50 and they beat me, 
so then I said US$100-¯70 

 

PROHIBITION OF TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-TREATMENT IN INTERNATIONAL LAW 

The prohibition of torture and other ill -treatment is a rule of customary international law. It applies to 

all states irrespective of whether they are party to international treaties setting out the prohibition. It 

applies in all circumstances, with no exceptions of any kind, and cannot be suspended in any 

circumstances, even in times of war or public emergency.  

The prohibition is explicit throughout international human rights law. Torture and  other ill -treatment are 

also prohibited in all circumstances under international humanitarian law, t he body of law applicable in 

armed conflict. This means that states have recognized that even in time of war such practices must be 

prohibited even if some military advantage may be gained. It also means that all parties to an armed 

conflict, including non -state armed groups, are prohibited from using torture and other ill-treatment. 

The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, which covers the most serious crimes under 

international law, includes torture and other ill -treatment as a crime against humanity and as a war 

crime. 

 

 

6.1 BEATINGS AND STRESS POSITIONS 
Every survivor interviewed for this report was subjected to some form of beatings during their 

interrogation, either with the hands and feet of the interrogator or guards, or with specific instruments, 

such as a green plastic pipe, which later became known as ®Lakhdar Brahimi  ̄± a word play on the 

Arabic word for green and the name of the former UN and Arab League Special Envoy for Syria, Lakhdar 

Brahimi. Other instruments that have been described to Amnesty International include electric cables, 

silicone bars and wooden sticks. In many cases detainees are beaten while being held in stress 

positions.71 The torture methods below have been documented by Amnesty International for over several 

decades in Syria.  

 

                                                                                                                                                       
70 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 16 April 2016. 
71 The UN Commission of Inquiry concluded that such torture allegations were made consistently across the country. They, too, 
documented patterns of beatings, including falaqa and beatings while prisoners were held in stress positions. See for example: UN Human 
Rights Council, Report of the independent international commission of inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, 2012, available at 
www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/RegularSession/Session21/A-HRC-21-50_en.pdf  
Amnesty International, too, has previously documented patterns of such abuse before the current crisis. Its 1987 report on torture by the 
security forces in Syria documents 38 types of torture, many of which still feature prominently today, in particular in the context of beatings 
such as falaqa and the stress positions dulab, shabeh `mc sgd ®ekxhmf b`qods¯. See: Amnesty International, Syria: Torture by the security 
forces (Index: MDE 24/009/1987).  

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/RegularSession/Session21/A-HRC-21-50_en.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/009/1987/en/
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FALAQA 

Falaqa is an Arabic term which refers to beatings on the soles of the feet. Male and female survivors told 

Amnesty International that during falaqa they were generally ordered to lie on their stomachs and lift up 

their feet, which were then repeatedly beaten with sticks or other instruments. Following these beatings, 

prisoners are often unable to stand or walk. Dina for example said she could not stand after being 

subjected to falaqa9 ®Whenever they finished beating the soles of my feet, they would pour water over 

them, and then start the beatings again, so it was even more painful. Afterwards I had to use the 

bathroom kxhmf nm sgd eknnq-¯72 One of the survivors interviewed said that falaqa created blisters on his 

feet, which then became severely infected.  

Mahran is originally from Damascus but was working as a peaceful activist and humanitarian support 

provider in Homs at the time of his arrest. He was arrested in November 2011 by Political Security in 

Homs before being transferred through several Political Security branches in Damascus. He said he was 

subjected to falaqa at the al-Fayha branch of Political Security in Damascus:  

®Sgd ft`qc k`hc ld cnvm nm lx rsnl`bg- Gd shdc lx kdfr sn ` rshbj vhsg ` qnod+ `mc khesdc to lx edds- Sgd ad`shmf
was focused on the bottom of my feet. He struck me around 35 to 40 times£ For the first 10 strikes I felt the 
pain. Then all the feeling left my body. I went out of my body. After the beating was done, my feet swelled to a 
gtfd rhyd- Hs v`r tmhl`fhm`akd- Sgdx chcm­s knnj khjd edds `mx lnqd- H bntkcm­s rs`mc. I felt I would fall over. They 
made me jump from one foot to the other foot. This made the blood go back into my feet, so that I could feel the 
pain again. Then they started again. The second time was the worst, much worse tg`m sgd ehqrs shld-¯73 

 

DULAB 

 

© Amnesty International / Mohamad Hamdoun 

 

Dulab is a Syrian Arabic word meaning 

®tyre ,̄ and this position generally 

involves the victim being forced into a 

vehicle tyre, usually while bent forward 

from the hip with their hands tied or 

cuffed behind their back so that the 

uhbshl­r edds `mc gd`c `qd nm nmd rhcd

of the tyre, while their hands and back 

are on the other. The person is then 

beaten. Both male and female former 

prisoners reported being tortured in this 

position.  

®Khalil¯74 was a teacher in Latakia 

when he was arrested with his mother 

and brother at his family home by 

Political Security agents in February 

2014. Approximately 60 armed men, 

some in uniform and others in civilian clothing , carried out the arrest. ®Khalil  ̄was accused of 

supporting ®terrorists  ̄after security forces found pictures on his phone of opposition fighters with an 

opposition flag. He said he was subjected to dulab shortly after his arrest in the custody of the Polit ical 

Security in Latakia: 

                                                                                                                                                       
72 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 22 February 2016. 
73 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 7 December 2015. 
74 Name has been changed. 
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®Ehqrs xnt rhs hm[the tyre], with your legs and head out. Your hands are behind your back, and they tie them to a 
stick. Then they start beating you on the chest. They brought the ¬Lakhdar Brahimi­ pipe, which was green and 
long, ̀ mc sgdx ghs xnt nm xntq edds `mc dudqxvgdqd dkrd+ snn- Xnt eddk o`hm enq sgd ehqrs 0/ ghsr+ `mc sgdm xnt b`m­s
feel the pain anywhere. I was hit 100 times. After they are done, they make you jump up and down to get your 
circulation going, and then they dn hs `f`hm-¯75 

 

SHABEH 

 

© Amnesty International / Mohamad Hamdoun 
 

Shabeh involves the victim being 

suspended by their wrists, which are 

usually manacled to a hook or over a door 

or pipes in the ceiling, often for several 

hours. The victims­ wrists are handcuffed, 

either in front of or behind them, and 

their feet may or may not touch the floor. 

While in this position, the victim is 

usually beaten, and is sometimes 

subjected to electric shocks. Both male 

and female survivors interviewed for this 

report described being subjected to 

shabeh, the vast majority with their wrists  

cuffed in the front of their bodies. Some 

reported that older prisoners were allowed 

to keep their feet on the floor.  

Ali, a medical doctor from Homs, was 

working in a local hospital at the time of 

his arrest. He had previously been 

arrested briefly in 2011 and 2012 when 

he was accused of organizing 

demonstrations and working as a peaceful 

activist in Homs. He was arrested again in 

October 2014 by Military Intelligence 

agents in Homs and remained detained 

until March 2015. Shortly after his arrest, 

he said he was placed in the shabeh 

position, with his arms tied behind his 

back, at the Military Intell igence branch 

in Homs: 

®Sgdx gtmf ld khjd sghr entq shldr- Sgdx shd xntq g`mcr adghmcyour back with a rope and make you stand on a 
chair. Then they attach the rope to a hook on the wall and tighten it, and then they push the chair away, so you 
hang with your shoulders up, your feet not touching the ground.  

®When they first push the chair, you will fall and you will get a shock in your head and in your eyes. You lose 
consciousness briefly. And then the pain [comes to] your shoulders. It is so painful. You shout and scream but 
then you become thirsty, because you sweat. They hit me with a hord ohod vghkd hm sghr onrhshnm- Hs­r snn ltbg
pain; xnt b`m­s qd`kkx sghmj- Ats xnt b`m­s qdlnud rnld ohbstqdr hm xntq lhmc ne xntq e`lhkx. You blame yourself. 
Ynt sghmj+ ¬L`xad H­l rstohc- H aqntfgs sghr nm sn lxrdke. Wgx chc H oqnsdrs>­ Ats xnt b`m­s sghnk rationally 

                                                                                                                                                       
75 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 12 December 2015. 
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adb`trd ne sgd o`hm `mc sgd sghqrs- He ` ft`qc aqhmfr xnt rnld v`sdq nq ennc+ xnt eddk khjd xnt­qd hm knud vhsg ghl-
Sgdx ots ld hmsn sghr onrhshnm enq svn gntqr-¯76 

 

 

¬FLYING CARPET­ 

 

© Amnesty International / 
Mohamad Hamdoun 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sgd ®flying carpet̄ 'jmnvm hm @q`ahb `rbisat al-rih), refers to a method of torture where the victim is 

strapped face up on to a foldable wooden or metal board, and one end is brought near the other, 

effectively folding the victim in on themselves, causing severe pain to the lower back. The victim is 

usually also beaten during this process and in some cases subjected to electric shocks. 

Ahmad H is a civil engineer from Daraya, a suburb of Damascus. He helped to organize peaceful protests 

in Daraya in March and April 2011. After being shot by government forces during one of these protests, 

he focused on helping to provide medical supplies to makeshift hospitals set up to treat injured 

demonstrators who could not go to government hospitals out of fear of arrest. He was arrested in 

December 2012 and remained in prison until October 2015. He was subjected to  sgd ®ekxhmf b`qods¯ 

shortly after his arrest by Political Security in Daraya.  

®Sgdx snqstqdc ld- Sgdxmade me lie down on my face and put my legs out and started hitting me with ` ¬Lakhdar 
Brahimi­ Z` ok`rshb ohod\. It chcm­s vnqj enq sgdl+ sgdx chcm­s rdd ld rteedqhmf- Rn sgd b`os`hm r`hc sn ots ld hm sgd
flying carods- H k`tfgdc hm lx lhmc `s ehqrs adb`trd H bntkcm­s hl`fhmd vg`s sghr v`r- 

®They cuffed me very quickly and professionally. They fixed me in place with rope. H bntkcm­s lnud lx g`mcr nq
legs one millimetre. I tried to move my hip but the guard yelled at me. He kicked my face and my private areas. I 
thought they just wanted me to be tied up so they could hit me but then they raised the lower part [of the bed]. I 
thought they wanted to hit my legs but then they closed it tight. It lasted about 10 hours in my mind. They closed 

                                                                                                                                                       
76 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 16 February 2016. 
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it very tight, the seal locked. My shoulders and knees were touching, it was hard to breathe. I thought I would die 
right there, but the human body is amazing.  

®Then they started torturing me with everything. They used the electric stick; I shook like a rabbit. It is about 
30cm to 3/bl knmf+ hs­r ok`rshb vhsg lds`k `s sgd sno+ hs knnjr khjd `n electroshock baton. You could see 
electricity going from one prong to the otheq- Sgdx vdqd trhmf hs `kk nudq£I was yelling and screaming£ There 
`qd cheedqdms sxodr ne dkdbsqhbhsx bnlhmf eqnl sgd v`kk- Sgd k`lor cnm­s ekhbjdq khjd hm sgnrd Gnkkxvnod movies, 
sg`s­r ` khd- Sgdqd `qd mn vnqcr sn cdrbqhad sgd dwodqhdmbd. It makes you feel like you have run for a million 
metres and you get bigger and bigger until you are about to explode. 

®After about 10 minutes, or maybe less, they unlocked the bed and my body snapped back and cracked very 
kntckx+ lx knvdq a`bj drodbh`kkx- Vgdm sgdx tmshdc ld+ H bntkcm­s rs`mc- Sgdx ots ld nm sgd fqntmc- Sgdx r`v sgd
suffering in my face. I had been blindfolded the entire time with a piece of fabric but if I looked down I could see 
a little through the gap between the fabric and my cheek. My face was dark brown, I smelled very badly, I had 
blood on me... 

®They put me outside and every guard that came by would step on my head or spit on me. They said: ¬Sg`s­r vg`s
comes to you when you raise your head against Bashar al-Assad.­̄77 

 

6.2 ELECTRIC SHOCKS 
The use of electric shocks as a form of torture has been widely documented in Syrian detention facilities 

in the context of the current crisis .78 Of those survivors interviewed who had been subjected to electric 

shocks, the majority described two different forms of torture with electricity: i n some cases, survivors 

were forced to stand in water or were splashed with water and were then given electric shocks through 

the water; in other cases, cables were attached to the body of the victim directly, or electroshock devices 

were used directly on their bodies. Nour cdrbqhadc sghr dwodqhdmbd9 ®Hl`fhmd vg`s xnt eddk vgdm xnt fds

` rgnbj+ ats sdm shldr vnqrd+ `mc enq 2/ rdbnmcr- Sg`s­r vg`s hs eddkr khjd-¯79 

®L`g`¯ was initially interrogated, beaten and otherwise intimidated at two different  regional branches 

before being sent to Military Intelligence Branch 291 in Damascus in 2013. There she was interrogated 

`mc ad`sdm enq svn vddjr adenqd rgd v`r `rjdc sn rhfm ` ak`mj ®bnmedrrhnm¯- Rgd k`sdq entmc nts rgd

g`c ®bnmedrrdc¯ snsupporting the Free Syrian Army, an umbrella organization of armed groups opposing 

the Syrian authorities. She said she was then sent to Military Intelligence Branch 215 where she was 

interrogated for an additional 20 days:  

®[At Branch 215] I was electroshocked twice. They put two cables to my head for the first time; the second time 
sgdx ots v`sdq nm sgd eknnq `mc trdc b`akdr- H rs`qsdc akddchmf khjd H g`c lx odqhnc- Hs­r cheehbtks sn dwok`hm gnv hs
feels. Your mouth and nose become blue and ynt e`hms- Hs­r rn ltbg o`hm- Sgdx g`ud cheedqdms kdudkrof intensity; 
hs­r fdmdq`kkx ghfgdq kdudkr enq ldm-¯80 

Nadim, a human rights activist from Damascus, was subjected to electric shocks at an Air Force 

Intelligence branch located at the military airport in al -Mezzeh (Damascus), where he was held following 

his arrest in 2013 . He said:  

®Sgdx snnj ld hmsn sgd bnqqhcnq vhsg ` atbjds ne v`sdq- H g`c sn rs`mc hm hs- Sgdx ots dkdbsqhb b`akdr eqnl sgd v`kk
into the water in the bucket... I got three shots of electricity before I collapsed... I had no strength at all, I was 
rg`jhmf+ sgdm H o`rrdc nts enq ` edv lhmtsdr+ H chcm­s jmnv gnv knmf hs k`rsdc- H gd`qc svn ft`qcr s`kjhmf- Nmd
r`hc9 ¬Bgdbj he sghr cnmjdx hr rshkk `khud-­ Sgdx jhbjdc ld ats H bntkcm­s qd`bs- H rs`qsdc g`kktbhm`shmf- H sgntfgs H
v`r hmrhcd sgd atbjds `mc H v`r cqhmjhmf+ H v`r rn sghqrsx-¯81  

                                                                                                                                                       
77 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 17 February 2016. 
78 As well as being widely documented against adult detainees across Syria, the use of electric shocks as a torture technique has also been 
reported against children in facilities operated by the Syrian authorities. See for example: UN Security Council, Report of the Secretary 
General on children and armed conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic, 2014, available at www.documents-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N13/627/07/PDF/N1362707.pdf?OpenElement 
79 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 12 December 2015. 
80 Interview with Amnesty International on 23 February 2016. 
81 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 24 February 2016.  
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6.3 RAPE AND SEXUAL VIOLENCE 
As a recent report by the UN Secretary-General has noted, documenting sexual violence is challenging, 

particularly in light of the stigma attached to it .82 Nevertheless, monitors have documented sexual 

violence being inflicted on both male and female detainees ̀ bqnrr Rxqh`­r cdsdmshnm e`bhkhshdr- 83 Some 

men who spoke to Amnesty International about their experiences for this report described targeted 

violence such as beatings directed at the sexual organs or being raped with objects, such as a stick, or in 

the case of Said with an electroshock device.  

Prior to his arrest, Said was an activist calling for democratic change in Syria. He was arrested by 

Military Intelligence agents in Aleppo in 2011. He described one of his interrogations:  

®@kk ne sghr shld H v`r akhmcenkcdc- H v`r gtmf eqnl lx kdes g`mc+ lxshoulder was dislocated. I lost the feeling in 
my hand£ While I was hanging in the shabeh position with one hand, they used an electroshock baton to hit my 
penis. Then they took the electroshock device and inserted it into my anus and switched it on. This was my first 
experience of rape. Then one of the guards asked for my face to be uncovered and I saw my father there. He had 
witnessed all of it-¯84 

 

ASSAULT AND THREATS OF RAPE  

Threats of sexual violence against friends or qdk`shudr ctqhmf hmsdqqnf`shnm sn enqbd ` ®bnmedrrhnm¯ vdqd

commonly described by both male and female survivors who spoke to Amnesty International (see section 

below). Several of the women interviewees, in particular , reported threats of sexual violence against them 

in the context of the interrogation and two described being sexually assaulted by the guards as part of 

their interrogation.85  

Bayan, a law student from Aleppo, said:  

®Nmbd sgdx s`jd xnt sn sgd hmsdqqnf`shnm qnnl+ xntq g`mcr `qd shdc `mc xntare blindfolded. They told my mother, 
¬We will bring your daughter and rape her.­ Sgdx aqntfgs ld eqnl lx bdkk ats H v`r akhmcenkcdc+ H bntkcm­s rdd-
They asked me to lie on the floor and started taking my clothes off. I started shouting, my mother heard me, and 
they started beating me. I heard my mother say, ¬H bnmedrr H­kk sdkk xnt ­ 

®Sgdm sgdx snnj ld a`bj sn lx bdkk `mc lx lnsgdq bnmedrrdc dudqxsghmf rgd jmdv£ He lx lnsgdq g`cm­s
confessed, they would have raped me. It happened to another girl; they had brought her brother and her father. 
They do this systematically. H v`rm­s sgd ehqrs `mc H vnm­s ad sgd k`rs-¯86 

Umm Omar is from Aleppo. At the time of her arrest, she was living with her family and was working to 

provide humanitarian assistance to those displaced by the conflict, both in government-held areas and 

territories under the control of armed opposition groups. She was arrested in March 2014 at a Military 

Intelligence checkpoint in Aleppo.  

She described what happened shortly after she was taken to the Military Intelligence branch:  

                                                                                                                                                       
82 See for example: UN Security Council, Conflict-related sexual violence: Report of the Secretary-General, 2015, available at 
www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2015/203 
83 See for example: UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Open wounds: Torture and ill-treatment in the Syrian Arab 
Republic, 2014, available at www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/SY/PaperOnTorture.pdf 
84 Interview with Amnesty International, 22 February 2016. 
85 The Turkey-a`rdc vnldm­r qhfgsr b`lo`hfmdqmentioned above told Amnesty International that several women she works with confided 
to her not only about their experiences of assault, harassment and threats of sexual violence, but also about being raped by guards in the 
detention facilities. The Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Network has also documented cases of attempted rape and rape in order to 
force ®confessions̄ , not only of relatives but also of other female detainees; see: Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Network, Detention of 
women in Syria. 
86 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 18 February 2016. 

http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2015/203
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®Ehqrs sgdx hmrtksdc ld+ `mc sg`s v`r sgd vnqrs£ Gd [the interrogator] mentioned a specific school where 
internally displaced people were living, which is near an Islamic brigade. He asked me how many times I 
practised sexual jihad for them to allow me to work in that school...87  

®H r`hc sg`s H­l rhmfkd+ H­l ` uhqfhm£ H v`r rshkk akhmcenkcdc- Gd r`hc Zsn sgd ft`qcr\+ ¬Xnt s`jd gdq `mc oqnud sg`s
she is lying. She practiced jihad al-nikah with them, so she will do it whsg tr+ rn sg`s rgd qdfqdsr hs-­They took me 
to another room. H chcm­s jmnv vgdqd H v`r. Tgdx aqntfgs ld hm `mc sgdm H gd`qc rsdor fnhmf `v`x£ H bntkc rdd
a little under the blindfold; H r`v aknnc- H rldkkdc aknnc+ snn£ Hm sg`sinterrogation room, I was thinking about 
jhkkhmf lxrdke adenqd sgdx bntkc cn `mxsghmf sn ld£ 

®H v`hsdc£ sgdm H gd`qc ennsrsdor+ lnqd sg`m nmd rds--- Vgdm sgdx b`ld hm+ H v`r khjd ` vhkc ad`rs. I thought 
they were going to rape me. They beat me until I was lying on the ground and then they kicked me with their 
military boots, in the places where I had had my hip operations, until I passed out.  

®When I woke up, I was back in the solitary cell ± they had dragged me back there from that room ± but my 
trousers had been opened and moved down a bit, my abaya [full-length robe] was open and my undershirt was 
lnudc to- Dudqxsghmf v`r gtqshmf+ rn H bntkcm­s sdkk he H g`c addm q`odc- Hs v`r nudqvgdklhmf o`hm dudqxvgdqd `mc
I realizdc H g`c tqhm`sdc nm lxrdke-¯88 

 

6.4 OTHER FORMS OF PHYSICAL TORTURE 
Other forms of physical torture during interrogation that were reported by interviewees for this report 

include: being placed in a stress position simulating crucifixion; the pulling out of fingernails or toenails ; 

being scalded with hot water; and being burnt with cigarettes. All of these torture methods have been 

widely documented in the context of the ongoing crisis in Syria.89 

Shiyar, a journalist, was burnt with cigarettes after having been beaten while suspended in the shabeh 

position in Military Intelligence Branch 235 in 2013. He said:  

®They had me stand on the barrel, and they tied the rope around my wrists. Then they took away the barrel. There 
was nothing below my feet. They were dangling in the air. They brought three sshbjr£[They were] hitting me 
dudqxvgdqd£After they were done beating me with the wooden sticks, they took the cigarettes. They were 
otsshmf sgdl nts `kk nudq lx ancx- Hs edks khjd ` jmhed dwb`u`shmf lx ancx+ btsshmf ld `o`qs-¯90 

Nour was a student at the time of his arrest in February 2012. He was providing medical supplies to 

communities under the control of non-state armed groups who had been cut off from government 

supplies. Following his arrest by Air Force Intelligence agents, he was held at the Air Force Intelligence 

branch in al-Mezzeh, Damascus, where he was interrogated for two months. He described one such 

interrogation:  

®Sgdx snnj ld sn ` vhmcnv+ vghbg g`c lds`k a`qron it. It was very high. They stripped me naked and chained my 
wrists to the bars. My feet were hanging in the air. They covered my hands and wrists with cloth, so that I 
vntkcm­s g`ud `mx rb`qr- Sgdx chc sgdhq adrs mns sn kd`ud ` sq`bd nm lx ancx+ rhmbd H v`r ` tmhudqrhsx rstcdms± 
and they would do the same for journalists and doctors, anyone who might talk to the media.  

®Sgdx ots ld to sgdqd enq 0/ gntqr+ eqnl 0/ol tmshk aqd`je`rs- Enq sgd ehqrs svn gntqr+ hs­r mns rn a`c± the body 
adapts. But by the end of 10 hours, you feel it has been 100 hours. After two hours, I started losing the feeling in 
my upper body. I felt a searing pain in my armpits, which went all the way down to my feet. I remember I also felt 

                                                                                                                                                       
87 Rdudq`k ne sgd vnldm hmsdquhdvdc enq sghr qdonqs qdb`kkdc adhmf `bbtrdc ne ®rdwt`kjihad¯ nqjihad al-nikah ± a term that refers to women 
engaging in sexual activities with men fighting in armed groups that consider themselves to follow Islamic precepts. According to the 
research conducted by the Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Network, such allegations are used widely against women in Syria in order to 
humiliate them, sometimes publicly in televised confessions, and in order to discredit opposition groups. See Euro-Mediterranean Human 
Rights Network, Detention of women in Syria. 
88 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 18 February 2016. 
89 See for example: Human Rights Watch, Snqstqd `qbghodk`fn9 @qahsq`qx `qqdrsr+ snqstqd `mc dmenqbdc chr`ood`q`mbdr hm Rxqh`­r
underground prisons since March 2011, 2012, available at www.hrw.org/report/2012/07/03/torture-archipelago/arbitrary-arrests-torture-
and-enforced-disappearances-syrias 
90 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 9 December 2015. 
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pain in the centre of my chest. My neck started to become numb, but I had shooting pain down my spine and to 
my back. H v`msdc sn rbqd`l+ ats H bntkcm­s- H bntkc nmkx ln`m+ `mc dudm sg`s snnj snn ltbg dmdqfx- 

®@s sgd dmc H edks mnsghmf+ ats H chcm­s o`rr nts- @bst`kkx H v`msdc sn o`rr nts± hs v`rm­s fnnc sn ad rsqnmf enq sghr
type of torture. When the guard saw me, I rdldladq sg`s gd r`hc+ ¬nnv H g`ud rnldsghmf sn vnqj vhsg­+ adb`trd H
v`r s`kk `mc ltrbtk`q£ 

®When they brought me down, my arms were completely numb. I could only move my legs. I had to pick up my 
clothes with my mouth. A guard came to me and he dragged md sn sgd bdkk- H chcm­s eddk lx g`mcr nq `qlr enq
three hours. There was another man in my cell who massaged my arms after. This was really important, because 
otherwise you might have to amputate the arms. Actually everyone inside knows how to do the massage ± 
dudqxnmd ltrs kd`qm sghr-¯91 

 

6.5 PSYCHOLOGICAL TORTURE AND OTHER ILL-
TREATMENT 

The prohibition of torture and other ill -treatment is not limited to severe physical pain and suffering. It 

also prohibits the intentional infliction of severe mental pain. Amnesty International believes that the 

experiences shared by survivors below meet this threshold and thus amount to acts of torture or other ill -

treatment. 

 

THREATS AGAINST RELATIVES 

Several former detainees interviewed by Amnesty International reported threats made against their 

relatives, including rape threats against female family members (see above), in order to extract a 

confession from them. In some of these cases, relatives were brought to the branch in order to further 

coerce the prisoner into ®bnmedrrhmf¯.  

Muhannad was studying law at Aleppo University, where he co-ordinated a pro-democracy student group 

and helped with the organization of peaceful protests. He was briefly arrested twice before his final 

arrest on 20 December 2011 by Air Force Intelligence agents in Aleppo, who had forced his mother to 

trick him into returning home on the pretext that his father needed him urgently. He said he was initially 

detained for three months in the local Military Intelligence branch: 

®@esdq sgdrd c`xr ne snqstqd+ lx vgnkd ancx v`r ak`bj `mc aktd+ lx dxdr vdqd rvnkkdm+ `mc sgdx g`c aqnjen two 
of my teeth£ At the end, I told them I had no energy. [I said], ¬Just let me rest and I will tell you everything.­ I 
said I used to organize the demonstrations... One of the investigators brought a piece of paper that said I was 
responsible for planting a bomb in Aleppo, with my mother£ They forced me to put my fingerprint on the paper. 
They said they would bring my mother into the cell to confirm it. They took me to the wall, and made me face it, 
rn H bntkcm­s rdd sgd qnnl- H gd`qc sg`s sgdx g`c aqntfgs ` vnl`m hm+ `mc rgd v`r rbqd`lhmf. I could heard the 
rntmc ne sgd rshbj+ ad`shmf sgd vnl`m­rabaya [full-length robe]. Again and again the stick would hit the fabric. 
They said, ¬Are you happy now? We brought your mother to prove what you did.­ There was an electric cable on 
the wall, and I ripped it down. I thought I could electrocute myself with it ± I wanted to kill myself. I got a big 
electrical shock when I grabbed it, and I fainted.  

®They took me to solitary cell number 11, and somehow the person in the cell next to me had been sent a 
message from his neighbour, and his neighbouq adenqd sg`s+ sg`s hs v`rm­s lx lnsgdq- H entmc nts sg`s c`x+ sg`mj
God. In the moment, I believed it was my mother. Now, looking back, it seems strange that I did ± but I did.̄92 

 

EXECUTIONS AND MOCK EXECUTIONS 

                                                                                                                                                       
91 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 12 December 2015. 
92 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 17 February 2016. 
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One former detainee interviewed for this report described being forced to watch an extrajudicial 

execution, while another was forced to participate in a mock execution in order to intimidate and 

threaten him.  

Abu Anas is a businessman from Aleppo. He had already been arrested twice before the detention period 

described here, and once again afterwards because he had allowed university students to use his office 

to discuss the crisis in Syria and to organize peaceful protests. He was arrested by Air Force Intelligence 

agents at a demonstration on 23 December 2011 .  

During the interrogation period at the Air Force Intelligence branch in Aleppo, he had initially been 

b`kkdc sn sgd hmsdqqnf`snq­r neehbd `mc snkc gd bntkc o`x ` aqhad sn `unhccontinued detention and torture. 

He described what happened later:  

®ZThe interrogator] asked me to come to his office again late at night. He told me: ¬Xnt b`m­s fn nts sghr shld- H
am dangerous. I have the ability to kill you here, and no one will ask questions. I can help you, if you pay me 
again US$100,000, or more, and you have to write a certificate that you will leave the country,­ 

®Then he took me into the basement. There it was him, me, and two other men. One was the director of the 
branch, the other a captain from Air Force Intelligence who had defected. The major said to the defector: ¬You 
are a captain in Air Force Intelligence. You are a traitor. We charge you with treason and a traitor should be 
killed.­ He shot the man in the head.  

®When I witnessed this, I collapsed. I screamed and shouted. He sent me out of the room and back to my cell. [He 
r`hc9\ ¬You think about my offer until tomorrow.­  

®The next day I was brought to his office again at midday. He gave me a lecture on how to love the country: 
¬ZOqdrhcdms\Bashar is God. He can give life and take life-­ I was very scared, I agreed to give him the money. I 
called my family on my mobile and asked them to provide the money. The following day, I was rekd`rdc-¯93 

Nour, a student who provided medical support to communities cut off from government supplies, 

described being subjected to a mock execution at an Air Force Intelligence branch in al-Mezzeh:  

®Sgdx snnj entq odnokd eqnl sgd bdkk+ akhmcenkcdc us, and put us on our knees. I realized later that they put three 
other new people with you, so that when they shoot at us with the AK47, the three others fall down. The detainee 
would think that the three on the ground were other detainees, but they were actually security forces who were 
like actors. 

®Then they take off the blindfold, and you see the people on the ground, covered in blood... It would look like they 
vdqd `kk cd`c sn sgd cds`hmdd- Sgdx dudm ots aknnc nm sgdl+ ats sgdx vdqd rshkk `khud- Hs­r khjd a play. Then they 
s`jd xnt sn sgd qnnl+ `mc sgdqd hr mn v`x xnt vhkk mns bnmedrr-¯94 

 

BEING FORCED TO WATCH OR LISTEN TO OTHER DETAINEES BEING TORTURED 

All of the interviewees who spoke to Amnesty International for this report said that they had at some 

point during their time in detention witnessed others being tortured or otherwise ill -treated, for example 

while they were being taken to the bathroom or when they saw or heard these practices from their cell. 

Others were intentionally placed in the area where torture took place and were forced by the guards to 

watch. This happened to Reem.  

Reem was studying for a M`rsdq­r cdfqdd hm sgd`sqd rstchdr hm @kdoon+ vgdqd rgd khudc vhsg gdq o`qdmsr-

She also provided humanitarian support to people displaced by the fighting in Aleppo, mostly blankets 

and baby food. She was arrested on 1 December 2013, when Air Force Intelligence agents arrived at her 

family home in the early morning. Reem, told Amnesty International she was interrogated for a week 

while held at the Air Force Intelligence branch: 

®H v`r s`jdm sn sgdshabeh area almost every day, and I had to sit there and watch the guards beat the male 
detainees for an hour£ The guards beat them with different objects, they used the green hose, a silicone bar, 

                                                                                                                                                       
93 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 17 February 2016. 
94 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 12 December 2015. 
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and an iron bar that had a ball with spikes at the top. There was one young man. When I saw him hanging there 
again on the way to the bathroom, I wanted to tell him not to be afraid, that he war mns `knmd£  

®I was made to watch as a punishment, to break my composure, but they also wanted to see if I had any 
reactions to any of the men they were torturing. They wanted to know if we had a relationship with any of them, 
so they could accuse us again of being terrorists.  

®I cried the first three times when they made me watch but the guards hit me when I cried. They called me a 
terrorist, a prostitute, a whore. We had to stay completely neutral the entire hour, otherwise they would hit us 
and accuse us of being terrorists.  

®After the third time, I could tell when the men had become numb. It usually takes about 15 minutes for the soul 
to leave the bodies; I could tell from the sounds that they were making when it was that time. Then I know he 
cndrm­s eddk `mxsghmf `mx more. H vntkc v`hs enq sghr- Gd vntkcm­s eddk sgd ghsr `mx lnqd `mc H vntkcm­s eddk 
[anything either]£  

®I would tell myself that it was a scary movie, it wasn­t real£ I wished that I could be taken back to 
interrogation and be hit; hs­r adssdq sn ad snqstqdc ogxrhb`kkx sg`m orxbgnknfhb`kkx-¯95 

  

                                                                                                                                                       
95 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 20 February 2016. 
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7. DETENTION 
CONDITIONS IN THE 
BRANCHES  

 

®Vgdm sgdx aqntfgs ld hm+ H chcm­s rdd odnokd+ H r`v vnqlr+
`kk vqhffkhmf `mc lhwdc snfdsgdq- H bntkcm­s rs`mc nm ansg
feet, there was not enough ro`bd-¯ 
Noman describing Military Intelligence Branch 215 in Damascus.96 

 

 

All of the former detainees interviewed by Amnesty International reported inhuman conditions in the 

detention facilities operated by the security forces across Syria. Survivors spoke of prolonged periods of 

solitary confinement; severe overcrowding in cells; lack of adequate access to medical treatment,  

sanitation, food and water; being subjected to extreme temperatures; and being held for hours or days in 

cells containing the bodies of deceased detainees. All former detainees reported being regularly 

humiliated by guards, while the women interviewees, in particular , reported either witnessing or being 

subjected to sexual harassment by the prison guards. Observations made by the interviewees for this 

report corroborate patterns observed by human rights monitoring groups, including the UN Commission 

of Inquiry, which nardqudc sg`s ®oqhrnm bnmchshnmr vdqd rhlhk`q `bqnrr cdsdmshnm e`bhkhshdr¯ `mc

bnmsqhatsdc sn ®` k`qfdq [than previously documented] mtladq¯ ne cd`sgr hm btrsncx-97  

Combined with the torture and other ill -treatment described above, such conditions can be lethal. Of 

those detainees interviewed by Amnesty International, most witnessed at least one death in custody 

while detained in one of the branches of the security forces.  

The Human Rights Data Analysis Group (HRDAG), an independent non-profit organization that analyses 

human rights violations around the world, partnered with Amnesty International to analyse deaths in 

custody in Syria. HRDAG found that at least 17,723  persons are likely to have died in the custody of the 

Syrian security forces between the beginning of the crisis in March 2011  and the end of 2015 . HRDAG 

                                                                                                                                                       
96 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 17 February 2016. 
97 UN Human Rights Council, Out of sight, out of mind. 
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and Amnesty International believe that this is a conservative estimate and that the real number is likely 

to be higher.98 

None of the survivors interviewed for this report were allowed any contact with the outside world, 

including with their families  or lawyers, while they were detained by the security forces. Only in cases 

where relatives were able to bribe someone inside or close to the security forces was it possible for 

families to obtain information about the fate and whereabouts of the detained person, and even then it 

was impossible for the families to verify whether the information they were given was correct.  

 

WHEN DO PRISON CONDITIONS AMOUNT TO ILL-TREATMENT?  

A combination of poor conditions such as overcrowding, lack of food and medical care, inadequate 

sanitation, violence, arbitrary punishment and denial of contact with family members can amount to ill -

treatment. 

For example, the UN Human Rights Committee has held that detention conditions that do not comply 

with certain aspects of the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Mandela 

Rules) ± in particular around floor space, access to sanitary facilities, provision of a separate bed, and 

access to proper nutrition ± amount to cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment.99  

The Mandela Rules rds nts ®vg`s hr fdmdq`kkx `bbdosdc `r adhmf fnnc oqhmbhokdr `mc oq`bshbd hm sgd

treatment of prisoners and prison management.¯100  Amnesty International calls on governments to 

ensure that laws and practice confirm to these rules. 

 

7.1 SOLITARY CONFINEMENT  
Several of the detainees reported being held in solitary confinement in very small cells, often 

underground without any light, for several days, weeks or months. They described only being able to 

leave these cells for interrogation, or at set times to use the toilet if the cell did not have a toilet.  

Jamaal T is a writer and academic who worked with international postgraduate students in Aleppo. He 

suffered from bladder cancer and had undergone surgery and other medical treatment shortly before his 

arrest in July 2011. He was arrested from his home by two men from Military Intelligence who forced 

him into a taxi and took him to the local Military Intelligence branch. He told Amnesty International: 

®H rodms nmd and a half months in solitary, and that was the worst part of my detention. The cell was as long as 
my body. I could lie down and put my hands out, and touch the walls on all sides£. My cell was close to the 
torture room, so I could often hear the sound of shouting or screaming. I would have to cover my ears with my 
g`mcr+ rn sg`s H bntkc e`kk `rkddo£ 

®There was no light in the room, except for a small window, very high. There were a lot of flies in the cekk£ 

®H chcm­s adbnld bq`yx vghkd H v`r hm rnkhs`qx+ rhmbd H v`r sq`hmhmf lx aq`hm- H v`r sghmjhmf `ants vg`s H vntkc cn
when I was released£ I found a small screw on the floor, and I was writing the days on the wall. I would 
recognize that the days were passing because I usually received some kind of breakfast in the morning and 
chmmdq `s mhfgs£ 

®During my time in the solitary cell, I was never allowed a shower. I was only allowed to go to the toilet twice a 
day, for 2 minutes after breakfast and dinner.  

                                                                                                                                                       
98 For more information, please refer to Chapter 9 of this report and Human Rights Data Analysis Group, Technical memo for Amnesty 
International report on deaths in detention, August 2016, available at hrdag.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/HRDAG-AI-memo.pdf 
99 UN Human Right Committee Fifty-first session, Views: Communication No. 458/1991, 1994, available at 
www.refworld.org/docid/4ae9acc1d.html 
100 UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Mandela Rules), adopted by General Assembly Resolution 70/175 on 
17 December 2015, available at www.refworld.org/docid/5698a3a44.html 
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®Near the end of the time in the cell, I was very close to losing my mind. I remember saying: ¬Please, I need to be 
with someone.­ H b`kkdc nts sgqntfg sgd udms hm sgd cnnq£ Vgdm sgdx ehm`kkx aqntfgs ld nts+ H qdldladq rddhmf
the sky through the mesh coverhmf hm sgd bntqsx`qc ne sgd oqhrnm- H edks mtla+ khjd H g`c knrs lx dlnshnmr-¯101 

Said sqhdc sn bts ghr vqhrsr hm rnkhs`qx bnmehmdldms- ®Sgdx a`mc`fdc ld `mc ad`s ld- Sgdx r`hc9 ¬Xnt

b`m­s chd `s sgd shld sg`s xnt bgnnrd-­̄102  

Prolonged solitary confinement, as well as the reduced sensory stimulation which can result from this 

practice, amounts to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment and can constitute torture. The Mandela 

Rules prohibit both prolonged solitary confinement (more than 15 days) and the placement of a prisoner 

in a dark cell (Rule 43). 103   

 

7.2 OVERCROWDING 

© Amnesty International / Mohamad Hamdoun 

 

The majority of survivors interviewed for this report described being detained in vastly overcrowded cells, 

often underground with no access to sunlight or fresh air, while only being allowed to wear underwear. 

Many said they were held in such conditions for months and were only allowed to leave the cell for 

interrogation. They described not having adequate space to lie down at night, and organizing shift 

systems whereby some detainees would stand so that others had space to lie down, and other systems to 

oqdrdqud ro`bd+ rtbg `r rkddohmf ®like knives̄ vgdqddetainees slept on their sides and took turns 

changing the direction that their heads and feet were facing. All who experienced this situation 

                                                                                                                                                       
101 Interview with Amnesty International researchers on 9 December 2015. 
102 Interview with Amnesty International on 22 February 2016. 
103 UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Mandela Rules), adopted by UN General Assembly Resolution 70/175 
on 17 December 2015, available at www.refworld.org/docid/5698a3a44.html 


