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Introduction

The Human Rights Association in Syria (HRAS) held it's Inaugrual Conference on  2nd August 2001 in which the mandate of the organization was determined. The mandate states that HRAS will work to:

1. Educate the community about human rights principles and values, and the standards set out in International Human Rights Law;

2. Defend the human rights and fundamental freedoms of the individual;

3. Monitor and document any violations of human rights occuring within the Syrian Arab Republic;

4. Cooperate and coordinate with human rights institutions in the Arab world and wider international community to share in elevating the stature of the human being and her rights in all corners of the globe.

To contribute toward realizing these aims, HRAS has compiled the first Annual Report of the organization, surveying the year 2003. This report documents the situation of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the Syrian Arab Republic and records violations of international conventions protecting human rights as well as violations of the Syrian Constitution (1973). 

HRAS was born in a climate of change. The last few years in Syria have witnessed the beginnings of the creation of a civil society movement, which has come to be known as the ‘Damascus Spring'. The long awaited revival of civil society was due, in part, to a shift in conciousness within the authorities after the death of long time president Hafez Al-Assad. The new president, Bashar Al-Assad, contributed to this atmosphere of hope and optimism when in his inaugrual speech he indicated that more democratic freedoms would be given to the Syrian people. And indeed, within months of his coming to power somewhere in the region of 6oo political prisoners were released. 

However, this climate was to change and the 'Damascus Autumn' began when the media and the authorities began an attack on the newly born democratic movement and activists working to strengthen and promote civil society. Many civil society forums were closed and 10 key civil society leaders were detained in the Autumn of 2001. This was to have serious ramifications for the progress of human rights in Syria over the next 2 years.

Legal Developments in the Year 2003

The State of Emergency declared in Syria in 1963 remains in force, despite the fact that a number of officials have denounced it as inefficient and questioned its appropriateness and relevance to the contemporary social and political climate. The continuing application of Emergency Law in Syria provides occasion for security agencies to wield far reaching powers, allowing them to arrest and detain any individual on whatever pretext, usually because of the person’s real or supposed opposition to the regime. Emergency Law also gave the courts exceptional powers which have significantly impinged on the independence of the judiciary and have negatively impacted the defendant’s right to a fair trial. 

One such exceptional court, the Supreme State Security Court, was mandated by Decree no. 47 on 28th March 1968. The Supreme State Security Court falls far short of applying international legal standards for fair trail, is not an independent or impartial court and verdicts are not subject to appeal before a higher tribunal. The Military Courts have also been granted exceptional powers under Emergency Law including the capacity to hear civil cases under Decree no. 46 (1966). Trials at the Military Courts remain secret, defendants have no access to legal representation and cannot appeal verdicts. 

The year 2003 saw the creation of over fifty new laws in Syria, of which dismally few have actually enhanced or had a positive effect on the human rights of Syrian citizens. Among the cases pardoned under Decree no. 22 (which granted a general pardon to a number of prisoners convicted before January 2003) only a few related to those imprisoned as a result of the denial of human rights and fundamental freedoms. For example, a pardon was granted to HRAS director Mr. Haithem Al-Maleh as well as Mr. Farooq Al-Homsi, Mohammed Kheirbeck and Rasoob Al-Mala, all of whom stood trial before the Military Court charged with circulating publications without the required permission, belonging to a secret association and disseminating false news. In effect, the vast majority of people pardoned under Decree no. 22 were ordinary criminals and not victims of human rights violations. 

Law no. 80 (2003) positively amended the legislation concerning guardianship of children after divorce, although many women's rights activists believe the changes are not extensive enough. According to this law, a mother has the right to guardianship of her child until the age of 15 years for daughters and 13 years for sons (previously the ages were lower). In addition, Family Law no. 42 (2003) initiated the creation of a Syrian Committee for Family Affairs which aims to improve the situation of the nuclear family in Syria, as the natural and fundamental group unit in society, and to foster active participation in the community and in the development of society.

Personal Rights and Freedoms

Right to Life and Personal Safety

a. Torture, cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment

The majority of human rights conventions prohibit the practice of torture as a gross affront to the human person and her dignity. However, the thematically specific Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (1987) expands on the definition of torture, stating that it not only includes physical suffering but also encompasses mental suffering. Syria is considered among one of the worst violating states in regards to the systematic and systemic use of torture. The Syrian government is yet to ratify the 1987 Torture Convention. 

According to victims of torture released last year, methods of torture commonly used include the German Chair; beating (of  the victim) often with copper wire cables or sticks; Electric Shock Treatment; the Flying Carpet; burning the victim with cigarettes; Water Torture; verbal insults and binding and blindfolding the victim.
 HRAS also received reports of cases where the detainee’s daughter or wife was brought to the prison and threatened with sexual or physical assault in order to place psychological pressure on the detainee. 

In the Syrian Arab Republic, legal Article no.14 gives impunity from prosecution to those working in state security who commit the barbaric crime of torture. This article therefore means that victims of torture have no avenue of appeal or complaint open to them, in direct contravention of international human rights law. HRAS recorded twenty cases of torture in the year 2003, two of which resulted in the death of the victim. Some of these cases are referred to below:

· Hasan Abdulla Taleb, a student at Al-Shareeaa College in Aleppo, was infected with tuberculosis during his one-and-a-half-year period of detention in the Palestine Security Branch Detention Centre. He was refused medical treatment, whereupon he died in January 2003.

· Khalil Mohamad Mustafa (Kurdish), born in Aleppo 1969, was detained on 6th August 2003 in the Military Security Branch in Aleppo, due to a disagreement with a person related to the authorities. He died under torture on 10th August 2003. The signs of the torture he underwent could be seen all over his body - his legs and knuckles were broken, his right eye was ripped out, and his genitals were cut off.
· On 25th June 2003 seven Kurdish men who were participating in a demonstration lead by Kurdish children demanding, among other things, their right to a nationality, were arrested in front of the United Nations Childrens Fund (UNICEF), Damascus. At the first court hearing in the High Security Court, each claimed to have suffered horrific torture during the period of investigation by the Political Security Branch.
· Feras Horia, Amer Al-Akhras, Giath Al-Dali, and Wael Al-Yaseen were detained in Homs Prison, for being involved in falsifying accounts in trade with pharmaceuticals. On 9th October 2003 they were tortured by the Criminal Security Branch in Homs. Feras Horia’s legs were burnt with cigarettes. All the men were insulted, cursed and tortured using the method colloquially referred to as the “flying carpet” (where the victim’s limbs are totally extended with ropes pulling on legs and arms, and the victim is then beaten). The investigation took place without the control or regulation of the general lawyer in Homs. The above men have subsequently filed a case in court. HRAS has the names of their torturers, and is keeping them for judicial procedures. 

· In July 2003 a number of engineers from the Ministry of Irrigation were arrested. They were accused in the Economic Security Court of having accepted commissions from local and foreign companies when reclaiming property, thereby abusing their authority. They were confined in cells in the basement of the Political Security Branch, Al-Fayhaa. One of them gave HRAS the following statement upon his release, pending trial: 

“I was detained in a cell at the end of a cellar, about thirty metres away from fresh air. During the first week we were not allowed any medicine, even though one of us is suffering from a heart disease. We were tortured with the “flying carpet”; they tried to insert rods into our anuses. They swung us from our feet by thick cords, and from our hands by iron trammels. They used electric shocks together with the “flying carpet”, and they deprived us from sleep for the period of our initial detention until the middle of August. They even threatened to bring my wife! The torture went on every day from 9am to 2pm, with 15-20 minutes of interrogation, and again from 6pm to 4am.”

· Maher Arar, a Canadian citizen of Syrian origins was severley tortured during his investigation in the Palestine Branch Detention Center, Damascus, where he spent 10 months before he was removed to Saidnaya Prison. He was finally released on 5th October 2003 after having spent about one year in prison in Syria without charges being brought against him. Arar was originally detained by the US government, for having alleged links to Al-Qa’ida, whilst in transit to Canada and traveling on a Canadian passport. He was deported to Syria by the government of the USA without their seeking assurances that he would not be tortured and without the US government informing the Canadian Consulate, thus bypassing legal guarantees concerning the treatment of detainees. Maher Arar suffered terrible torture whilst in detention in Syria. When asked by HRAS to describe the physical and psychological torture he endured he replied:

"I can’t describe in words what I experienced. Only a person who has been tortured can understand what it means to feel so helpless and defenseless. My statement describes the torture more fully. I can tell you that during the first couple of days of the interrogation I was beaten with a thick cable all over my body especially on my palms, my back and my hips. They beat me with the cable three or four times and then asked a question if I hesitated to answer quickly they beat me again. This continued on and off for sometimes 18 hours. In between interrogation sessions I was placed in a waiting room where I could hear screams of other detainees who were being tortured. After three or four days they mostly used slapping, punching and hitting me on the back of my neck. They also threatened me with “the chair” and electric shocks.  At the end of everyday they told me the next day would be worse so I could not sleep. I was placed in an underground dark cell, one metre by two metres for ten months and ten days. The food was very dirty and of poor quality and as a result I always had diarrhea. I lost about 20 kilos before they transferred me to Sednaya prison."

· Arawd Mohammed Azet Al-Bushi (1958) was detained on 2nd July 2002. He was severely tortured in the Palestine Branch Detention Center and held for months in an underground cell. Al-Bushi has Canadian nationality. He left Syria 23 years ago and was living in Saudi Arabi. He returned in 2002 after assurances of his safety were promised him by the Syrian auhorities. He was arrested upon his arrival in Damascus airport. He was released after 50 days to attend the funeral of his father after intervention on his behalf by an official. However, 2 weeks later he was re-arrested and removed to Saidnaya Prison on 1st April 2003.

· Abdulla Malki was detained in May 2002. He underwent severe torture in the Palestine Branch Detention Center. He has Canadian nationality. Malki was detained on charges of “terrorism”. He was brought before the Supreme State Security Court after he was removed from the Palestine Branch to Saidnaya Prison.

HRAS was also informed that about 30 prisoners, arrested upon their return from exile in Iraq, were subjected to torture in Adra Prison. They are currently being held in solitary confinement, and are denied visits from family members or lawyers.

b. Conditions of Detention

Syrian citizens are often detained by security branches for long periods of time without a legal decision having been passed. The judiciary is unable to intervene in their cases until the security branch responsible for the detainee removes him/her to a court of law, often an exceptional court. The conditions of detention in all of the security forces’ detention centers and some of the prisons are very poor. 

Prisoners arrested by security branches are held in cells which are often 80cm x 200cm and sometimes 80cm x 80cm. Many cells are underground where natural light and air are absent. Some cells don't even have artificial light, cells are usually dirty and the little food available is of poor quality. No health standards are applied. Such conditions contributed to causing the death of prisoner Hassan Abdulla Taleb (see above). 

In Syria's prisons, halls exist in which large numbers of prisoners are grouped together. Sometimes between 175-210 detainees are held in a space no bigger than 42m x 42m in size. Many prisoners, especially political prisoners and prisoners of conscience are held incommunicado for long periods of time, placing great psychological pressure on the detainee. The seven Kurdish men arrested following the demonstaration in June 2003 still remain incommunicado. The eight prisoners detained in September 2001 (the prisoners of the ‘Damascus Spring’) are also being held incommunicado despite the fact all of them have completed the term of their sentence. They are Habeeb Issa, Kamal Al-Lubwani, Fawas Tello, Habeeb Saleh, Arif Dalila, Mahmoon Al-Homsi, Riad Seif, Walid Al-Buni.

In the detention centers of security branches, detainees are usually held incommunicado throughout the period of investigation, which may extend for months. For example, Maher Arar was held incommunicado for nine months in an underground cell 2m x 1m in the Palestine Branch Detention Centre. 

Right to Freedom and Personal Safety

a. Arbitrary Detention

Under Emergency Law, arbitrary detention (i.e. detention without charge and therefore outside of the law) is common place. During the year 2003 HRAS received reports amounting to 293 cases of arbritary detention instigated by different security branches. HRAS secured the release of more than half of those detained. The cases of arbitrary detention HRAS has knowledge of are:

1. 228 citizens who returned to Syria from exile, most of whom were arrested upon their return from Iraq after April 2003 and the American occupation of Iraq. More than 100 were released after differing periods of detention. Whilst HRAS knows some of these people remain in prison HRAS cannot confirm if others have been released due to lack of information regarding their names and place of detention.

2. 31 cases of people detained after participating in peaceful demonstrations. These include 24 young men from Dara area and 7 Kurds who participated in a demonstration on the International Day of the Child. 

3. 2 prisoners who were detained after being charged with belonging to a banned political party. They are Basem Said Younis, detained on 1st March and Osama Al-Ali, detained on 25th Febuary after distributing leaflets for an opposition party at the time of parliamentary elections. They were released on 16th July 2003.

4. 8 people were detained on charges of participating in activities and belonging to banned Kurdish parties. 

5. 4 men were detained upon their return from volunteering in Iraq. Mohammed Hassan Ramadan and Mohanned Hassan Ramadan from Al-Raqqa were released after a few months. Thair Hussan Al-Shiek Hassan (1981 Al-Raqqa) was detained in September 2003 and Mohammed Zaiheir Al-Deban was detained on the 30th April 2003. Both of these men remain in the Palestine Branch Detention Centre and have been refused visits.

6. 3 people were detained after openly critisizing the authorities.

7. 17 were detained for unknown or different reasons including: 1) Abdul Rahman Al-Shagouri charged with sending 'false' information over the internet. 2) Adnan Al-Saf from Allepo, detained in June 2003. He is a former political prisoner who spent 12 years in detention and who was re-arrested upon visiting the Security Branch to apply for a passport. He is in bad health. 3) Ahmed Maher Barakat from Hama was detained on 7th May 2003 by the Military Security Branch. He is a doctor and Imam of Al-Rahman Mosque in Hama. He was not involved in any political activities. When sources in security assured him that his brother, who was a prisoner, had died in detention, Barakat filed his name with the death registry. However, he later discovered his brother was alive and upon requesting permission to visit him, was arrested. Sources say he is now in Saidnaya Prison. 4) Ahmed Hassoun (1969 Idlib) returned to Syria in 2002 after a period abroad and was arrested in May 2003. He is now standing trial at the Supreme State Security Court charged with belonging to a secret organization. 5) Hana Shlater from Lebanon was detained in April 2003. He was detained previously in 1994 after the killing of Lebanese member of Parliament, Tony Franjer. However, he was found to have no connection with this murder and was released. 6) Riad Habal (Homs) was detained in May 2003 along with his colleague and a sign board writer after placing a sign with religious connotations in his work place. They were released after a few days. 7) Khalil Mustafa (Ain Al-Arab 1969) detained by the Military Security Branch, died from torture in detention. 8) Hassan Aied Al-Moui (Dier Al-Zour 1966) and Mahmoud Adnan Al-Asmar (1974) were detained on 9th August 2003 by the Military Security Branch in Deir Al-Zour. They were charged with taking Benzin to Iraq without a licence. This is a civil not military crime.

8. Taio Freedman, an Arabic Language student from Germany, was detained on the 15th July 2003 because he had taken photos in Al-Mezza area. He was released after 2 days following intervention by foreign institutes and embassies.

9. Khaled Marbrouk Al-Mahadi (Tunisian 1985) was detained on 17th August 2003, when the authorities arrested a large number of people living in Syria from Algerian and Tunisian origins. 

10. 4 people were arbitrarily detained after being victims of enforced disappearance. Their case is referred to below.

Nevertheless, HRAS has welcomed the release of a number of prisoners in the year 2003. In February, 12 Islamic prisoners, most of whom had spent more than 20 years in prison, were freed. We know they include Walid Diab, Ahmed Al-Omary, Wahid Al-Sam, Mustafa Al-Shati, Najee Al-Rwowi, Ahmed Abas, Zakaria Al-Shehadi, Mohammed Al-Qala, Qutaati, Al-Yousef, Al-Nqeeb, Al-Matnaji. 

In the middle of 2003, 24 prisoners charged with belonging to the Islamic group, Takfeer wa Hijra, were also released. They were detained in January 2000. They are Mohammed Al-Khteeb, Samir Al-Azma, Ihsan Al-Asma, Ahmed Qanan, Abd Al-Salaam Al-Dalati, Ahmed Abdulla, Basil Al-Habalati, Hassan Al-Gha, Khaled Fawaz, Mohammed Kheir Khareeta, Abd Al-Latief Al-Muel, Abd Al-Raoof Al-Muel, Abd Al-Azeez Al-Muel, Mohammed Ali Al-Dalati, Abd Al-Aziz Al-Dalati, Qasem Mohammed Al-Dalati, Abd Al-Rahem Al-Dalati, Husam Sheikh Deeb Hassan, Resham Harani, Jameel Abu Hammed, Ali Tenoui, Mohammed Ali Raid Tenoui, Husam Tenoui.

In August 2003, four teenagers were released. They are Waseem Sulyman (14 years old), Amjad Rajab (16 years old), Iead Abaseen (16 years old), Ahmed Rouas (under 18). Khaled Al- Rouaz who was undertaking military service and Rabia Al- Rouaz a 22 year old who suffers from psychological problems, were detained in August 2002 and sentenced by a Military Court. They were falsely charged with throwing acid on girls. They were released after 3 months. In Al-Qutiafa area the journalist Ibrahem Hamedi and two sisters also working as journalists, Aziza and Shareen Spainy, were released. Maher Arar was also freed in 2003. 

b. Enforced Disappearances

Enforced disappearance often occurs simultaneously with arbitrary detention. The citizen is detained without charge and without anyone knowing his place of detention or being allowed access to him. The citizen may be 'disappeared' for a long period of time, often until the time of his/her release. It is therefore very difficult to determine precise figures regarding the number of victims of enforced disappearance. No official records exist and few families initiate a legal appeal with regards to these cases or inform a human rights association about their family members’ disappearance. 
 

HRAS has been notified about a number of cases of enforced disappearance. They are: 1) Mohammed Fiaeq Mustafa (born 1963) who left Syria in the late 1970s and had been living in exile in Bulgaria since 1981. He returned to Syria one year ago after obtaining travel documents from the Syrian Embassey in Bulgaria. Upon his arrival at Damascus airport he was detained by the security police and since that time no news has been received about his whereabouts or situation. HRAS sources report that he was seen in Saidnaya Prison, yet he has not stood trial and no charges have been filed against him.

2) Nayef Mahmood Hussain was detained in May 2003 by the Palestine Security Branch and no news has been heard about him since. He was arrested after participating in demonstrations in Damascus in support of the Palestinian Intifada.

3) Beder Al-Deen Yassin Al-Abas (born 1980) was not engaged in any political activities. During the Anglo-American aggression in Iraq, he told his family that he wished to go and fight in Iraq but they prevented him from doing so. On 5th May 2003 he left his home and told his family he was traveling to another city for his work, he works as a tailor. There has been no news about him since that date; his family originally presumed he had traveled to Iraq. After four months, one of the security branches approached his family to question them about whether he had any affiliations with Islamic political groups. As a result of this, his family began to assume that maybe he had been detained and after persistent questioning they discovered that he was indeed detained by the Military Security Branch in Deir Al Zour, although he was later transferred to Damascus. HRAS sources say that he may now be held in Palestine Security Branch.

4) Aiman Yaseen Al-Safardy (born 1954), married with two children, was detained in November 1981. Nothing has been heard about him since that time.

5) Ghassan Al-Khteeb, detained in August 2003, was an Imam at a mosque in Al-Tal area. Nobody knows where he is being held nor the reasons or circumstances of his detention. 6) Amir Hamad, age 42, a Palestinian, was detained in Febuary 2003 and nothing has been heard about him since that time. Sources have informed HRAS that he may have been detained as a result of a journalistic report he wrote. 

HRAS received further details of a number of cases of enforced disappearance occuring in the last three years. They include Baher Mustafa Gughul (born 1976) who worked as a vegetable seller. He travelled to Pakistan at the end of 1977 with his sister and her four daughters, and his wife who had two children there. On 3rd May 2002 he was deported from Pakistan to Syria for unknown reasons and was subsequently detained upon arrival. Nothing has been heard from him since. Sources in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs told his family, after they had made extensive searches for him, that he is now being held at the Palestine Security Branch (Damascus). However, his family could gain no more information about him from that Branch. 

Quteba Al-Hamood (1984) was detained on 20th February 2002 by the Military Security Branch, nothing has been heard about him since his initial detention. Mohammed Qaseem (1945 Aleppo) was detained on 13th April 2002 by the Political Security Branch after purchasing a banned Shi’a Islam book from a shop. His son Ahmed Qasem (1972) was also detained on 28th September 2002 by the same Branch after his return to Syria from Russia. No news has been heard regarding the two men since their initial detention. 

There are a number of Lebanese citizens who were detained in Syria at the time of the Lebanese Civil War. Their families previously had visiting access to these detainees in Syria, yet it has been a long time since any news was received about them and  visiting has ceased.
 The Syrian authorities have further denied that there are Lebanese citizens in Syrian Prisons. However, a number of Lebanese organizations have files which suggest the opposite. 

c. The Right to Fair Trial

Exceptional Courts, which fall far short of meeting international standards regarding the right to fair trial, continue to oversee the cases of prisoners of conscience and political prisoners. These prisoners may stand trial in the Supreme State Security Court or the Military Court (see above). During the year 2003, one hundred and eleven prisoners were removed to the Supreme State Security Court. Of the 111 who stood trial, 63 were members of the Islamic Party Al-Tahreer and were charged with belonging to a secret party. They received sentences of between 3 and 12 years.

Abdul Rahman Al-Shaghori also stood trial before the Supreme State Security Court charged with publishing false news and Ahmed Al-Qasem, a Kurd, was charged with belonging to a secret party. Both men were in the process of standing trial at the time of writing this report. Eleven prisoners from Al-Dara area were removed to a secret military tribunal which sentenced them to between 3-4 years in prison. During 2003 fourteen activists from Aleppo were removed to the Military Court, charged with belonging to a secret group and publishing false news.
 Kurdish activist Khaleel Sulyman also stood trial at the Military Court, he was detained on 3rd August 2003.
 

d. The right of detainees to receive visits

Most of the victims of arbitrary detention mentioned above were prevented from receiving visits from their family. The detention centres of security branches prohibit visits to detainees as a matter of policy. However, once the detainee is removed to prison and after the completion of the detainee’s trial, if indeed he received a trial, permission to receive visits is granted according to the whim of the security branch responsible for the initial arrest.  

Some prisoners detained for a long period of time in Saidnaya prison have been denied the right to receive visits for more than a year and 8 months. One of these prisoners is Amad Sheha who has spent 29 years in prison. Numerous other prisoners who have been in detention for lengthy periods are allowed to receive visits on a once yearly basis only.

Lawyers are usually prevented from having any contact with their clients if they are prisoners of conscience or political prisoners. In those cases where lawyers are granted permission to visit clients, it will be in the presence of members of the security service. This severely restricts and inhibits detainees’ rights to effective legal representation. The conditions of visiting are generally very poor, with a large space between the visitor and the prisoner and the subjugation of the visitor to extensive and intrusive searches upon entering the prison. The long waiting periods between visits also place much psychological pressure on the detainee and his relatives. The visiting period in the best of cases never exceeds 30 minutes. 

e. Summons’ to Security Branches issued to Syrian citizens
A number of activists have been summoned to various Security Branches over the past year. Many ordinary citizens also received similar orders to present themselves at Branches on the basis of ‘anonymous’ reports forwarded to Branches and bodies of authority that purported to indict the citizens involved. These summons’ often entail prolonged questioning and investigation, threats and the application of pressure. Moreover, former prisoners must regularly report back to security branches. Some former prisoners are further obliged to continue their visits to Security Branches many years after their release.

Right to Equality and Non-Discrimination

Currently, Syrian authorities do not admit to violations of the right to equality and to non-discrimination within the State. Indeed, the Syrian Constitution (1973) seems to legitimise and enshrine discrimination by giving extensive and disproportionate privileges to members of Al-Baath Party, the ruling party. Article 8 allows members of Al-Baath alone to hold the right to leadership in Syria declaring; "The leading party in the society and the state is the Socialist Arab Baath Party". This denies other Syrian citizens their right to effectively participate in political affairs and run for leadership and precludes them from many employment opportunities in State administrative roles. Members of the Advanced National Front - a coalition of parties under the authority of Al-Baath party - were prevented from participating in a number of political activities. More recently however, some political concessions have been ceded to them.

Discrimination is similarly endemic in Syrian universities. For example, students who are members of Al-Baath party or those who conduct special military training on behalf of Al-Baath receive higher grades not necessarily based on merit. Higher grades subsequently allow entrance into the more sought-after colleges of the university.
Right to Freedom of Movement

Syrian security branches have prevented a number of citizens from exercising their right to leave the country or to obtain a passport and appropriae travel documentation. These travel prohibitions apply to the majority of former prisoners of conscience and political prisoners, as well as a number of activists and ordinary citizens.

Last year the lawyer and director of HRAS, Mr. Haythem Al-Maleh was prevented from leaving the country. This decision was revoked and he was permitted to travel in December 2003. Yet, the decision to prevent him from travelling was reinstated at the beginning of the year 2004. HRAS lawyer Anwar Al-Buni was also prevented from leaving the country at the end of 2003 by the State Security Branch, along with another HRAS lawyer Razan Zaitooneh who has been prevented from travelling by the same branch since the end of 2002. 

HRAS has filed a number of judicial cases in the Administrative Court to revoke some of these decisions. Verdicts were favourable in two instances, however the remaining verdicts upheld decisions to prevent certain citizens from leaving Syria. The myriad failures of the Syrian judicial system are evident in the discrepancy in judgements in cases relating to the same subject and with identical precendents. Moreover, in a system frought with idiosyncracies, the two favourable verdicts which revoked the decisions to prevent certain citizens from travelling have not even been applied.

On a more positive note however, the government passed a decision last year allowing Syrian citizens to leave the county without obtaining the previously required official stamp from the Office of Passports and Immigration. This decision does not, however, apply to government employees and those conducting military service who must still report to the relevant officials if they wish to travel outside Syria.

Right of Return

Thousands of Syrian citizens remain in exile and are prevented from exercising their right to return to the country of their birth. Many do not even hold a Syrian passport and others are still wanted by Syrian Security Branches and may be subject to arrest if they set foot on Syrian soil. HRAS has reported that 228 people were arrested last year upon their return from exile. 223 of these came from Iraq after the American led invasion and occupation. They include 1) Mohamed Faiq Mustafa who was detained in January 2003 upon his return from Bulgaria 2) Abdul Razak Shelar (Homs 1922) who lived in exile for 23 years and was detained in Syria in June 2003. He was released on 29th July 2003 3) Sousan Al-Kibani left Syria in 1980, she was arrested on her return in the middle of the year 2003 and was subsequently released on 28th October 2003 4) Anas Abdul Razak Bicro (Hama 1996) who was working as a judge in the United Arab Emirates was detained in August 2003 upon his return to Syria. He has been released recently 5) Mustafa Al-Dareem left Syria in 1982. He was detained on 14th July 2003 upon his return from Sweden. He was released on 22nd July 2003. 

An attachment at the end of this report includes a list of names of those who were arrested upon their return from Iraq.

Religious and Political Civil Rights

Right to Freedom of Religion

Syria is a religiously diverse country and one in which several different religious groups peaceully coexist. This is reflected in Article 35 of the Syrian Constitution (1973) which guarantees freedom of religion for all. The exercise of this right is, however, subject to limitations, such as if it “disturb[s] the public order”. Yet despite the relatively free practice of religion, the security branches do exert control over certain religious sites and prevent the Imams of the mosques from exercising free speech at Friday prayers. It is also worth mentioning that political Islamists are particularly susceptible to percecution by the regime.

Right to Freedom of Speech and Expression

HRAS received reports about three citizens who were arbritarily detained last year on charges of slander. These charges include criticising the authorities or members of the government in private when talking with ordinary citizens. The citizens were arrested when an ‘anonymous’ report was received by security agencies detailing the individuals’ private conversations. These three people are Taj Al-Deen Nowaf Al-Ahmed (Aleppo 1945) who was detained by Military Security Branch in June 2003 charged with slandering the President. He was released after a short time 2) Ahmed Arward from the Golan region was detained at the beginning of 2003 and is currently being held in Saidnaya Prison 3) Nasar Mohammed Ali Kdeer (1972) was detained on 9th June 2003 by Military Security Branch. 

Right to Freedom of Information

Access to the Internet and World Wide Web in Syria is subject to strict regulation and control by the authorities. Abdel Rahman Al-Shagouri was detained on 23rd of February 2003 after sending some articles via e-mail regarding the internal political situation in Syria. His fax machine and computer were also confiscated and at the time of writing he is standing trial before the Supreme State Security Court. Many international, regional and local information websites are blocked. Some examples include 1) Levant News www.thisissyria.net 2) Committee for the Defence of Democracy, Freedoms and Human Rights in Syria www.cdfsyr.de, 3) Syrian Committee for Human Rights www.shrc.org  4) Arabic Committee for Human Rights 5) Damascus Center for Human Rights 6) Arab East Center www.alsharqalarabi.org 7) Arabic Al-Quds newsletter www. alquds.co.uk 8) Elaph website www. elaph.com. Hotmail and Yahoo e-mail providers are also subject to restrictions in addition to numerous other websites.

Freedom of the Press

The most recent law regarding the press was issued in 2001. It placed many restrictions on the freedom of the press and other forms of media. The law stipulates that any journalist who fails to follow the procedures set out will be sentenced to a minimum of three years in prison. The law also allows the administrative authorities complete power over the granting or withholding of permission regarding the establishment and publication of newspapers or other forms of print media. Any individual, organisation or corporation who wishes to establish a form of press must apply for permission from the relevent authorities. If permission is refused, there are no rights of appeal. This law has drawn many critics who believe its application has moved Syria backward in terms of press freedoms. 

In the year 2003 the first independent Syrian paper, Al-Domari, a satirical newspaper, had its permission to publish revoked. The last issue of Al-Domari was published bearing a title declaring 'Believe in Reform' on the cover. A decision was invoked banning its distribution and a few days later the newspaper was closed down.

On 1st September 2003, the journalist Basel Khalid Al-Refal was evicted from his state-owned house in Al-Hasaka after he had published an article criticizing the administration and services in the area. According to sources, the police entered his house and forced him to leave without obtaining a warrant. The last article he wrote commented on the issue of corruption in seed exchange offices. 

In May 2003, journalist Ibraheem Al-Hamidi, a correspondent for the London based newspaper Al-Hayat, was released after spending approximately six months in prison. After his release he stood trial before the Supreme State Security Court charged with publishing false news. His trial continues.

Also in May 2003, two sisters working as journalists - Aziza and Shareen Spainy - were released after spending one year in prison. They were sentenced by the Supreme State Security Court charged with releasing confidential information. 

A number of regional newspapers are banned in Syria. Among these are the Lebanese newspaper Al-Nahar and the London based Al-Quds Al-Arabi. Even those newspapers which are officially allowed to enter Syria are subject to strict censorship. Thus, if a newspaper publishes an article criticizing the internal political situation in Syria or portraying authorities and conditions in an unavourable light, that paper will not be available in Syrian outlets on that day. 

Right of Association and Assembly

a. Right to join and form associations

With the declaration of the State of Emergency in 1963 the ‘association law’ issued in 1959 became obsolete. Since then, all those wishing to form an association are obliged to apply for permission from the relavant auhorities. Again, permission is granted or withheld without recourse to any legal statute.

Indeed, the authorities refused permission for various civil society gatherings held throughout 2001, gatherings which came to be known as the ‘Damscus Spring Forums’. One of the forums for which permission was withheld was entitled ‘National Dialogue Forum’, another, the ‘Democratic Dialogue Forum’ was similarly blocked. 

In 2003, the authorities refused to grant permission to Al-Qawakib Forum in Aleppo. The police also closed the office of the Committee for the Revival of Civil Society where the Committee’s weekly meetings were held. This closure was affected despite the fact no judicial decision or warrant was obtained.

Professional unions in Syria are also subject to strict security restrictions. The National Committee for Al-Baath Party controls professional unions, maintaining its control through the laws relating to Professional Associations created in 1981. Before this date, independent professional associations played an active role in civil life. However, during the 1980s, in response to multiple crises effecting Syrian politics, a law was passed with the expressed aim of bringing such associations under the control of Al-Baath party. Today, professional unions have beeen rendered obsolete by impenetrable bueauracracy and lengthy and complicated procedural requirements. Further, the unions’ inactivity and lack of independence means they are no longer able to protect the interests of their members. Indeed, some unions have even become the means through which authorities can repress individual members. The Bar Association in Damascus and Aleppo is but one example.

The Bar Association in Damascus passed two separate decisions banning HRAS Director Haiythem Al-Maleh from practicing as a lawyer. The Central Office of the Bar Association cancelled one of these decisions, however, the other remains in effect. Five decisions were also passed to prevent HRAS lawyer Anwar Al-Buni from practicing for around four years. The Bar Association in Aleppo passed a decision to banning another lawyer Mohammed Abd Al-Majeed Manjouner from his practice for one year. All of the above lawyers were banned from practicing law as a result of their undertaking the defence of political prisoners and prisoners of conscience in 2002. Appeals against the decisions preventing Al-Buni and Manjouner from practicing their profession remain in the Central Office. 

On 22nd August, 21 people were detained on their way to attend a cancelled lecture in Aleppo. They are Rajaa Al-Naser, Amar Qurabi, Wissama Al-Ashour. Faez Asfari, Mohsin Hossam, Najeeb Dadam, Fateh Jamous, Rashid Shaban, Sufwan Acash, Samir Nashar, Fouad Buaduqji, Zaradish Mohammed, Abd Al-Reni Bikri, Mohammed Adeeb Qur, Abd Al-Joward Saleh, Hashem Hashem, Mohammed Hazim Agag Akri, Razi Musafa, Yassar Fadour, Jamela Sadeq. A canteen worker in the building where the lecture should have been held was also arrested. His name is Aiman Farho. Six of those listed above were released after a few hours. 14 were released the following day and ordered to stand trial before a military judge charged with belonging to a secret association.
 

b. Freedom of peaceful protest
During 2003, HRAS reported the arrest and detention of some 49 individuals who had participated in a peaceful demonstration. They include twenty four people from Al-Daria area who were detained after participating in a demonstration demanding - amongst other things - an end to corruption and greater protection of the natural environment. They were detained on 30th April 2003. They are Mohammed Wisama Nussar, Suleyman Shaada, Osama Al-Shirbagee, Mohammed Ali-Qulaani, Akram Qulaani, Amer Daco, Abd Al-Raheem Al-Shourbagee, Yousef Al-Mneged, Saria Al-Shourbagee, Osama Shmashani, Mohammed Kratem. They were released in July 2003. However, Tariq Al-Shourbagee, Ahmed Kratem, Haiythem Al-Hamui, Hassan Al-Kurdi, Bashar Madoumani, Mortez Mourad, Mohammed Shehada, Mohammed Hafeth, Mustafa Abu-Zeit, Abd Al-Akram Al-Serqa, Yehia Al-Shourbagee were transferred to a secret military court which sentenced them to between three and four years in prison.

Seven Syrian Kurds were detained after participating in a demonstration on International Day of the Child, 25th June 2003, outside UNICEF offices in Damascus. They are Khaled Ahmed Ali, Amir Mourad, Mohammed Shareef Ramadan, Mohammed Mustafa, Salah Saleh, Housan Mohammed Amin and Houssain Ramadan. They stood trial infront of the Supreme State Security Court charged with belonging to a secret association and trying to divide Syrian territory to create a new state. They remain in detention.

Despite the heavy restrictions on the right to peaceful protest, the year 2003 saw a wave of independent demonstrations taking place in response to the Anglo-American aggression in Iraq. These demonstrations were held in cities throughout Syria. Whilst the demonstrations in Damascus passed without incident, similar demonstrations in other cities provoked a negative reaction from the authorities. On 10th December 2003, fifteen organizations and parties participated in a demonstration for the occassion of International Human Rights Day. Members of these groups tried to deliver a letter to the Prime Minister regarding the human rights situation in Syria but he refused to meet with them. Seven participants were arrested and are currently awaiting trial before the Supreme Sate Security Court. 

Minority Rights

In 1962 an exceptional census was carried out in the predominantly Kurdish province of Al-Hasakeh. This census has had a profoundly negative impact on the Kurdish population which is the largest minority in Syria numbering approximately one and a half million. The Syrian government claimed that the aim of the census was to determine how many people had illegally crossed into Syria from Turkish Kurdistan in order to remove their names from the governorate’s registers. According to all accounts however, the census was carried out in an arbitrary, imprecise fashion. The census resulted in 70,000 Syrian-born Kurds loosing their Syrian citizenship. They became classified as either ‘foreigners’ or Maktoom (‘unregistered’). Given that citizenship status is passed from parent to child, today Kurds without Syrian nationality number around 250,000. The denial of the Kurdish right to nationality has affected every aspect of their lives including their rights to health care and education.

Kurds faced further discrimination when an ‘Arab belt’ was created along the Syrian and Turkish borders. The primary aim of this programme was to displace Kurds from their land in these areas and replace them with Arabs loyal to the current regime. Additionally, many villages had their names changed from Kurdish to Arabic, and Kurds were prohibited from giving their children Kurdish names. 

Other minorities in Syria are usually allowed the right to use their own language, preserve their traditions and form cultural associations. Some private schools exist for these minorities such as the Armenian schools found in many Syrian cities. However, this is not the case for Syrian Kurds. They are prevented from practicing any of their cultural rights including the right to use their own language and to celebrate Kurdish festivals. The political activities of Kurdish parties are also greatly suppressed. 

A demonstration organized by Kurds in 2002 in front of the Syrian Parliament was suppressed, as was the Kurdish demonstration held on International Day of the Child. A significant number of Kurdish activists have also been arbitrarily detained. Farhat Ali, a member of the Kurdish Worker’s Party (PKK) was detained at the beginning of 2003. He is currently standing trial before the Supreme State Security Court charged with belonging to a secret association and conspiring to separate part of Syrian territory, a charge that carries a life sentence. The majority of Kurdish citizens detained by the authorities bear the same or similar charges despite their differences in political opinion and despite the further fact that many Kurds who were arrested were apolitical.

Anwar Ibraheem, Mohammed Kuku, Mohammed Ato, Ahmed Mohammed Ali and Serhaad Houssain were detained on 22nd March 2003 by Political Security Branch in Allepo and charged with belonging to a Kurdish nationalist group. Khalil Sulyman (1958) was detained on 30th August 2003 after he organized a party to celebrate the graduation of a group of students, at which Kurdish songs were sang. He was arrested while at his workplace in Aleppo, then released after 19 days and removed to the Military Court charged with inciting racial hatred.
 

Masoud Hamed was detained on 24th July 2003 after taking photos of the demonstration held in Damascus on International Day of the Child. He was arrested by Political Security Branch while doing his exam at the University. He is currently standing trial in front of the Supreme State Security Court charged with belonging to a secret association and conspiring to separate part of Syrian territory. 

Numerous religious minorities exist in the Syrian Arab Republic and there is no apparent discrimination between them, with the exception of a clause in the Syrian Constitution (1973) that declares the President of the State must be Muslim.  

The Rights of Women and Children

Women’s Rights

At the end of 2002, the Syrian Government ratified the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (1979) albeit with numerous reservations. The reticence with which the Convention was greeted by the Syrian government, along with many Arab states, has dissappointed Syrian women particularly insofar as the Convention relates to their legal status. The Convention stipulates that state signitories have obligations to condemn discrimination against women, to take steps toward correcting current injustices, and to incorporate the principles of equality. States have positive obligations under the terms of the Convention to instigate real legal and criminal procedures to realize these aims, aspects which are the spirit of the Convention. The standoff between specific articles and principles of the Convention and the position of the Syrian government severely weaken the laudable aims of the Convention and its application in Syria.

Particular points of dispute relating to the convention include articles dealing with personal affairs and those focusing on enhancing  the civil, social and legal rights of women, especially:

·  The Nationality Law that confers nationality from mother to child;

·  Punishment Laws including laws about appropriate punishment for the crimes of adultery and fornication which are gender biased. 

In Syria, to bring a case of alleged adultery against a man requires either a written account or a personal confession; but to indict a woman requires only one witness. Similarly unjust laws apply to men in their role as guardian, whereby a man may kill his wife, sister, daughter or mother for alleged adultery with impunity (so-called honour killings), while if a woman kills a male relative, the punishment is inevitably severe.   

Some civil womens’ groups continue to try to garner permission to establish an association for women's cases, though without success to date. In Damascus, the Forum for Women's Education took place on 2nd and 3rd February 2003, in conjunction with the celebration of Arabic Womens' Day. It achieved good media coverage but concluded without any real or substantial outcomes.

In 2003, the participation and representation of women in the Syrian Parliament increased to 12 per cent, compared with 10.4 per cent at the time of the last election (a figure that represents one of the highest ratios of women in parliament internationally). However, this higher representation is more a result of governmental policy than a reflection of improved social attitudes toward women, especially when we note the existence of pre-determined lists detailing the number of  representatives and Members to be elected from dominant parties. Notably, ninety per cent of female members of Parliament are from the Baath Party. These Members are not elected freely, their success is pre-determined. Furthermore, female members of parliament rarely exercise effective or real influence – a testimony to their nominal, 'token' role within the system.

The marginal role of women in Parliament becomes especially clear when the few favourable or progressive amendments to Syrian legislation regarding women achieved in the past year are considered. Indeed, female Members of Parliament affected only minor changes to guardianship laws relating to increases in the age until which children remain under the care of their mothers. Disappointingly, Members of Parliament were unable to change the most important points regarding this issue. Namely, that mothers have the same rights as fathers, that a mother would not lose her rights to custody and guardianship if she remarried, and that she would retain her right to remain in the family home.

The proportion of women representatives on the Executive Board remained static despite the Ministerial changes that took place in 2003: a ratio of two women to thirty one male ministers. Moreover, neither of these women held dominant positions or portfolios. The percentage of women elected to positions within Internal Administrative Councils has not exceeded 3 percent since 1976. This percentage is a state policy, and again, is not determined by free election. Effectively, we may conclude that 2003 brought no new or improved changes to the situation of women and women’s rights and legal status in Syria.

Children’s Rights

The 2002 Census by the Central Office of Census' states that the population of Syria is 18,866,000, 42 percent of which are under 15 years of age (about 7,584,000).

a. Children in the Workforce
Research conducted by the Central Office of Census' in cooperation with the University of Damascus, the Norwegian Fafau Institute and the UNICEF Branch in Damascus found that the number of children working in Syria between 10 and 17 years is approximately 621,000 – a total of 17.8 percent of children from this age bracket. 
 Excluding children 'employed' in family businesses and agriculture, this figure stands at 10 percent. 46.9 percent of children represented in the former figure receive monetary remuneration for their labour, however 44.1 percent work without pay. The research noted that the percentage of children who work while undertaking study is around three per cent of the total number of Syrian children enrolled in a course of study.

Syrian labour legislation prohibits the employment of children under 15 years in any context. Children between 15–18 years may undertake paid work, but legislation prevents employment in select occupations deemed 'dangerous' or hazardous to a child’s health or well being. However, these laws do permit children between 13-15 years to work in specific occupations where there is no perceived threat to health or normal growth. Employers in blue collar and trade contexts often prefer to employ children insofar as they are relatively easy to control and provide a cheap source of labour.

b. Sexual Violence
Reports of sexual violence perpetrated against children in Syria are rare - perhaps because actual instances are few, or because a culture of shame makes families and communities reluctant to speak out about cases of sexual violence. The latter is more likely. A survey canvassing 1,100 women conducted by a civil womens' committee found that 18.8 percent of women surveyed had been the victim of some form of sexual abuse as a child, and that in 5.2 percent of these cases the perpetrator was an immediate or close family member.

c. Juvenile Offenders
Article 3(3) of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) to which Syria is a state signatory, states that ‘institutions, services and facilities responsible for the care or protection of children shall conform with the standards established by competent authorities, particularly in the areas of safety, health, the number and suitability of their staff, as well as competent supervision.’ In contrast, media reports and documents reviewing the state of juvenile detention centres and prisons in Syria found them to be anarchic places where juvenile detainees were 'free' to practice all kinds of violence, and where officers had little or no appropriate experience and training in social welfare or juvenile rehabilitation. In some cases, children have been detained with adult offenders. Al-Fidaa' newspaper reported that 4 children between 10 and 11 years of age were arrested and detained for more than 24 hours under charges of possessing and using fireworks.
 These children were detained in the local police station with a number of adult criminals, one of whom was inebriated. Despite Law no. 42, instated in 2003, that created a Syrian Committee for Family Affairs, more rigorous legislative and administrative measures to protect the inherent rights of children specifically, and the family unit generally, are imperative.  

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
The development and progress of social and economic rights in Syria are hindered by complex and multi-faceted social crises in the State, of which corruption is a significant part. The Internaional Covenant on Economic, Social and Culural Rights (1966) recognises that the ideal of freedom from fear and want can only be achieved ‘if conditions are created whereby everyone may enjoy [their] economic, social and cultural rights, as well as [their] civil and political rights’. Primary issues hindering the full realisation of the economic and social rights of Syrian citizens include the following:

Real value return on Syrian income

In 2001, the average annual income of Syrian citizens from local produce was approximately 55,000SP (US$1,119) according to the Central Accounting Office. Even given this average, the last fours decades have seen only slight fluctuation  around the $1,000 mark. Indeed, the real value (buying value) of income has declined as a result of inflation, while any real increase in income has been made obsolete by a concurrent rise in inflation. Furthermore, people in lower income brackets have been affected severely insofar as their income depressed most significantly compared to the economy, exacerbating the existent inequality. Currently, the minimum monthly wage is between 3,175SP (less than US$60) and 5,685SP (US$104) for those with a tertiary qualification. This pushes those in lower income brackets to work longer days and even, in extreme circumstances, to make their children work. Inequalities also extend to worker retirement laws where members of the Social Insurance Organisation and the Salaries and Insurance Organisation are subject to differential treatment. The 1985 law limiting the sum payable upon retirement similarly contributed to this state of inequality, where those who retired before the application of the new law received less than those who retired after its instatement.
Unemployment

The number of unemployed people in Syria at the end of 2002 reached 1,200,000 citizens, the equivalent of 22 per cent of the entire work force. The number of unemployed citizens registered with the Employment Office, within the Directorate of Social and Employment Affairs in the Governorate of Outer Damascus, in 2003 was approximately 75,000. Of this number, only 7,000 were elected to work in specialised or local sites which had requested candidates for employment. 
 Clearly, however, the records of this office allow only a limited insight into the real situation. Indeed, many people remain unregistered and look instead for special and other work opportunities outside the government sector – for numerous reasons.

According to statements by the President of the Institute Against Unemployment (a government body), the unemployment problem in Syria is largely due to structural inequality within the domestic economic system, which is service-dominated and marked by weak production. These problems are further exacerbated by currents within worldwide long term economic cycles. Moreover, the increasing number of people working in marginal occupations (the shadow economy) should be considered among the nominally unemployed. This number reached 400,000 in 2002.

 The instances involving Najaat Marine Company provide some tragic examples of this aggravated unemployment problem and the worsening situation of the unemployed, which is pushing thousands of desperate job seekers into employment contexts that are unsafe or offered on misleading pretexts. Indeed, there are many recent accounts of  employees finding themselves decieved and misled by corrupt companies.
Retirement and Social Insurance

Currently, the potential of being forced to retire is a threat to workers future in specialised and local fields as, at best, the workers income may be reduced upon retirement to 3/4 of its former rate. Further, the worker forfeits all his remaining rights to compensation and reparation, as well as losing the potential income won through  overtime or increased pay as a product of specialisation or physical labour. These means inevitably supplement the average income, potentially up to double. This injustice is further compounded by the fact that retirement payments are fixed and remain static, so that workers who retired in previous years draw less than those who retire under current policies. It must be noted also that retirement salaries from whatever period do not accurately reflect and provide for the ongoing increase in standard living costs.

Right to Education

The local government budget assigns only 15 per cent to the education and learning field, a very low level of funding when we consider the primary importance of this sector. Rates of illiteracy for those aged between 25-39 years is approximately 14.5 per cent, for those between 40-49 years it is 29.9 per cent, for 50-59 years it is 43 per cent, and for 60+ years 61 per cent. The low level of funding particularly effects literacy programs for mature-aged citizens, with the result that there will be no improvement in literacy rates among the older population. We must also consider the serious statistics suggesting a high number of children leaving school before the requisite mininum age to join the workforce.

Decree no. 4081 (June 2003) ordered a separation between the Arab Socialist Baath Party and state establishments. A decision was also recently made to change school uniforms from military colours to neutral blue and grey tones, and to remove military education classes and programs from the school curriculum. In spite of these improvements however, the Baath Pioneers Organisation continues to oversee the first three levels of primary education (6-12 years) while the Young Peoples Revolutionary Union (for youth aged between 12-18 years) oversees the final three levels of secondary education, both of which follow the dictates of the Arab Socialist Baath Party. All students must submit to participation in camps (15 days duration) during the first and second levels of secondary school. Socialist nationalist education subjects continue to be taught in all stages, despite their ideological mores which serve to indoctrinate the youth culture. Nevertheless, on a more positive note, some of the changes initiated under the Decree have allowed the establishment of 30 new schools and specialised universisities. However, injustice remains within state universisities at the time of intake and acceptance, where active members of the Young Peoples Revolutionary Union are favoured.

Human Rights Association in Syria (HRAS) Activities in 2003

HRAS published the first issue of its magazine Tayaraat (Currens) in 2002. Subsequently however, the Association was forced to stop publishing due to security pressures, including the detention of Syrian citizen, Ghassoub Al-Malla, for a period of 5 months under charges of transporting issues of the publication from Lebanon. Syrian authorities also referred the Director of HRAS, lawyer Haythem Al-Maleh, to the military court along with another three Syrian citizens, under allegations of publishing and disseminating false news and bringing publications into the country without permission. Their case remained in the Court of Hearing until the allegations were removed under the Pardon Law (10 June 2003). However, security pressures continue to hinder the work of the Association. Its  Director and Members work in extenuating circumstances under myriad pressures. These exigencies include surveillance, demands to appear before Security Branches and restrictions on travel outside Syria.

HRAS publications from 2003 include approximately 30 press releases relating to the internaional situation and human rights violations within Syria. A number of in-depth, issue specific reports were also published. They include reports about the conditions within Saidnaya Prison, Enforced Disappearances and the denial of nationality to Syrian-born Kurds. At the beginning of 2004, the Association also published a report detailing the displacement of people from Tarheen village and the destruction of their houses; a report on the extent and practice of torture in Syria; in addition to compiling and publishing a primary list of the names of political prisoners and prisoners of conscience in Syrian prisons. 

HRAS publishes an electronic newletter, totalling 11 issues this year. HRAS has also provided free legal representaion to victims of human rights abuse. In 2003 HRAS filed cases in the Administrative Court representing citizens who have been denied permission to leave Syria. Further, the Association was among the fifteen civil society organisations which participated in the demonstration that took place on 10 December 2003 to commemorate the International Human Rights Day. HRAS also participated in various human rights conferences, held throughout the year in a number of Arab and foreign countries.

Conclusion

To improve the human rights situation in Syria, HRAS asks the following:

1. That the government of the Syrian Arab Republic, co-operating with civil associations, forms independent committees with a mandate to study pertinant issues such as arbitary detention; enorced disappearance; and Kurds without Syrian citizenship. The members of these committees should be appointed  on the basis of their impartiality, competence and expertise in the field. The committees should be given unrestriced access to original documents and files concerning these issues.

2. Independent committees and civil society organizations should work to create an official mandate concerning the wide spread practice of torture. This mandate should include a ban on the practice of torture in prisons and security branch detention centers. Legal Decree no.16 which grants impunity to security personel who engage in the practice of torture should be cancelled immediately and officers must be held accountable for any acts of torture or violation against prisoner’s rights that they may perpetrate. Government bodies should investigate allegations of torture, provide compensation to victims of torture and work to improve conditions in prisons.

3. The Syrian Government should work on releasing all prisoners held for security reasons without trial, or after trial in the exceptional courts, or work towards transferring such prisoners to an independent and impartial court that applies international standards for fair trial.

4. The Syrian Government should work towards finding a fair solution granting citizenship to Syrian Kurds in accordance with international laws regarding the right to nationality and reduction of statelessness.

5. An oficial decision should be passed at the highest level granting reparation to Syrian citizens currently exiled from the State. These exiles should be allowed to return to the country of their birth without conditions and without being subject to security investigations upon their return.

6. The Syrian Government should ratify those critical human rights conventions that it has so far failed to ratify, and civil society organizations should place pressure upon the authorities to do so. This refers especially to the Convention Against Torture and the 2 Protocols of the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights. The authorities are required upon ratification to incorporate international conventions into domestic law and therefore apply, enforce and uphold these conventions. Further, local laws that are contrary to the stipulations of international conventions should be revoked. 

7. The government should change criminal, civil and personal status laws that conflict with the guarentee of equality between citizens. Specifically through addressing the legal rights of women and their role in society. Laws applying to the family unit should also be adequately addressed with a focus placed on the rights of children.

8. The Syrian govenrment should respect the internationally guarenteed right of all to association and assembly and review laws applying to political parties and associations to bring them into line with the exercise of these rights. Changes need to be implemented in laws regarding the press to ensure that Syrian  citizens can enjoy their rights to freedom of speech, expression and information. Laws regarding local and parlimentary elections need to be changed in order to enhance the democratic process. Security decisions which currently prevent citizens from traveling should be revoked.

9. The government should actively promote human rights education in schools and universities and perpetuate and encourage an understanding of human rights within society.

10. The authorities should consent to the existence of human rights associations in Syria and allow them to work on defending the human rights of citizens and publish materials which educate the community in the field of human rights.

11. Any positive steps to improve the situation of human rights in Syria must begin with the abolishment of the current State of Emergency and exceptional courts. The unlimited power of security agencies also needs to be curtailed as they operate outside of the law, normal courts and indeed, justice.
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� The Economical Security Court, also an exceptional court, was cancelled by Decree no.16 (14th Feb. 2004) 


� For a more in depth account of methods of torture commonly used in Syria's prisons and detention centers see HRAS report Torture in Syria, January 2004 


� He was released on bail on 9th March 2004


� This is due in part to a lack of faith among the Syrian population in the judicial system and its independence, and also to a lack of knowledge amongst the populace about civil society organizations working in the field


� In February 2004 some of these prisoners, those which were sentenced for 3 years, were released. They were detained in 1999 yet did not stand trial until the year 2003


�  On 1st May 2004 one of the activists was sentenced for 1 year and the remainder for 3 months


�  He was found innocent on 18th January 2004


� As mentioned above thirteen were sentenced for 3 months and one for 1 year on the 1st April 2004


� On 1st April 2004 seven of the above men were released. The three who remain in detention are Haiythem Al-Hamui, Mortez Mourad, Mohammed Shehada.


�  The court found him innocent on 18th January 2004


�  Al-Hayat, 8th June 2003, London


�  Hama, Issue no. 1226, 28th October 2003 p.3


� Yaqoub Al-Qaadi, the Manager of the Directorate of Social and Employment Affairs, in Al-Thowra, 14th January 2004


� All of these reports are available from HRAS upon request





PAGE  
3

