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Summary 
 
Since the beginning of anti-government protests in March 2011, Syrian security forces have 
killed more than 3,100 protesters and bystanders in their violent efforts to stop the 
protests. They have maimed and injured many more and arbitrarily arrested thousands 
across the country, subjecting many of them to torture in detention. Local activists have 
reported more than 105 deaths in custody. 
 
This report focuses on violations by Syrian security forces in the central governorate of 
Homs from mid-April to end of August 2011, where during that time security forces killed at 
least 587 civilians, the highest number of casualties for any single governorate, according 
to lists compiled by local activists. Most of these killings took place in Homs city, the 
capital of the governorate, and in the towns of Tal Kalakh, Rastan, and Talbiseh. At the 
time of writing, the crackdown on Homs had intensified with the killing of 207 civilians in 
the month of September alone, the bloodiest month to date. Human Rights Watch’s June 1 
report “We’ve Never Seen Such Horror” documented abuses by Syrian security forces in 
the Daraa governorate, where the protest movement first erupted.  
 
Obtaining accurate information about events in Syria is challenging as the authorities put 
enormous efforts into preventing the truth from getting out. This report is based on 
interviews conducted by Human Rights Watch staff with more than 114 residents of Homs 
as well as a review of 29 interviews videotaped by Syrian activists. The government has 
refused Human Rights Watch access to Syria, so we conducted interviews with residents 
who had escaped to neighboring countries and over the Internet with witnesses inside 
Syria. Human Rights Watch also reviewed dozens of videos, filmed by witnesses, which 
corroborate their accounts. Additional information was provided by Syrian activists who 
have documented the events. To ensure the reliability of the cases reported, this report 
only includes events corroborated by multiple sources. 
 
Human Rights Watch believes that the nature and scale of abuses committed by the Syrian 
security forces across the country indicate that crimes against humanity may have been 
committed. The similarities in the cases of apparent unlawful killings, including evidence 
of security forces shooting at protestors without warning in repeated instances, arbitrary 
detention, disappearances, and torture, indicate the existence of a widespread and 
systematic attack against the civilian population which has the backing of the state. 
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Despite the high death toll extracted by the Syrian crackdown, the international response 
to this human rights crisis has been gruelingly slow and ultimately inadequate. While the 
European Union and United States have taken a number of strong measures – imposing 
travel bans and asset freezes on Syrian officials and key businessmen close to the 
authorities, prohibiting the purchase of Syrian oil, freezing the assets of key state and 
private entities – and while Turkey and some Arab states have strongly condemned Syria’s 
crackdown, Russia and China have successfully shielded Syria from further criticism or 
action at the level of the UN Security Council. The expected Russian and Chinese reticence 
for action has found support in the three influential southern democracies currently 
members of the Security Council, India, Brazil and South Africa (commonly referred to as 
IBSA), which have preferred a policy of soft engagement with Syria in the hope that 
President al-Assad will implement necessary reforms.  
 
The problem with IBSA’s quiet engagement policy is that it has failed in stopping the 
violent crackdown. After seven months of repeated promises of reforms, security forces 
continue to shoot protesters, detain political activists, and deny access to independent 
human rights monitors and journalists. To continue to hope that somehow President al-
Assad will enact his reforms without any external pressure is to willfully ignore the record 
of the Syrian authorities so far. Worse, the inaction and failure of the international 
community to condemn in unison the violations in Syria is emboldening the Syrian 
authorities and ensuring impunity for perpetrators of serious human rights violations.  
 

Systematic Killings 
Since anti-government protests spread to Homs Governorate in mid-March, security forces 
and government-supported militias there (referred to locally as Shabeeha) have killed 
hundreds of people. While the exact number of killings is impossible to verify due to 
restrictions on access and reporting, local groups have maintained a list of those killed 
and have registered 793 killings in Homs Governorate as of the end of September. The 
actual number of killed is likely higher.  
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Number of Civilian Deaths in Homs Governorate, March-September 2011 
 

 
 
Many of the killings took place during attacks on protesters and funeral processions, such 
as killings in Homs city of protesters who had attempted to stage a sit-in at New Clock 
Tower Square on April 19 and the killing of 16 during a funeral near the Khaled Bin al-
Waleed mosque on July 29.  
 
While in some cases security forces appear to have initially used teargas or fired in the air 
to disperse the crowds, Human Rights Watch has documented several incidents when 
security forces opened fire directly at the protesters without giving advance warning or 
making any effort to disperse the protesters by non-lethal means. In several cases, 
witnesses told Human Rights Watch that security forces chased and continued to shoot at 
protesters as they were running away. 
 
Since May security forces have conducted several large-scale security operations in Homs 
Governorate which have resulted in large numbers of deaths and injuries. Security 
operations in the towns of Tal Kalakh and Rastan, which lasted for several days, killed 
dozens. In Homs city, security forces have carried out operations in various neighborhoods 
on a regular basis. Witnesses told Human Rights Watch that security forces entered 
neighborhoods with tanks and armored personnel carriers and fired on civilians, 
sometimes from weapons mounted on the vehicles. They cut off communications and 
established checkpoints restricting movement in and out of neighborhoods, including 
delivery of food and medicine.  
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Witnesses said that attackers included one or several of Syria’s security agencies often 
referred to by the umbrella term mukhabarat (intelligence), armed pro-government militias, 
and sometimes army and police. 
 
Based on witness accounts, it appears that most of the violence was perpetrated by 
mukhabarat forces or shabeeha militias. On several occasions, at least in the early stages 
of the protests, army units seemed reluctant to fire on protesters, according to the same 
accounts. In at least one case, mukhabarat forces appeared to shoot and kill an army 
officer for refusing to open fire on the protesters. 
 
Syrian authorities have repeatedly claimed that armed terrorist gangs, incited and 
sponsored from abroad, perpetrated the violence in Homs and elsewhere. Syria’s official 
news agency, SANA, has published the names of at least 53 persons it identified as 
members of Syria’s security forces (police, mukhabarat, and army) who died in Syria 
between May 18 and September 5, 2011. Syrian human rights groups provided Human 
Rights Watch with a list of 93 security forces members killed in Homs between March and 
September 30, 2011, but they claim that many were killed by other security forces for 
refusing to shoot on protesters.  
 
According to witnesses and local activists, some protesters and army defectors have used 
force, including lethal force, against Syrian security forces. For example, armed defectors 
from the army operating out of Homs and Rastan intervened in a few cases after security 
forces had attacked or opened fire on protestors. Many anti-government protesters who 
spoke to Human Rights Watch justified these attacks by arguing that they were in defense 
of protestors subject to unlawful attacks by the security forces. One local activist told 
Human Rights Watch that since July army defections had increased and that some 
neighborhoods in Homs had about 15-20 defectors who would sometimes intervene when 
they heard gunfire against protesters. 
 
In the majority of cases documented in this report by Human Rights Watch, however, 
witnesses insisted that those killed and wounded were unarmed, or in some cases were 
throwing stones, and posed no serious threat to security forces. Statements to Human 
Rights Watch from security force members who defected lend credibility to this claim. 
 
Alleged violence by protesters and army defectors requires further investigation, and those 
responsible for criminal acts may be held accountable and subject to lawful prosecution. 
However, these incidents by no means justify the massive and systematic use of lethal 
force against mainly peaceful demonstrators or the extensive military operations against 
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neighborhoods or towns that have seen large anti-government protests, operations that 
were clearly disproportionate to any threat presented by the overwhelmingly unarmed 
crowds. 
 
The decision of some protesters and defectors to arm themselves and fight back, shooting 
at security forces, shows that the strategy adopted by Syria’s authorities has dangerously 
provoked escalation in the level of violence, and highlights the need for an immediate 
cessation of lethal force against peaceful protests lest the country slip into bloodier 
conflict. As one protester who lost a cousin told Human Rights Watch: 
 

They [the security services] shot at us for months and we kept chanting 
“peaceful.” They killed our families and friends, detained us, tortured us, 
and we kept chanting. But things cannot remain this way. How many 
funerals can any one person go to before deciding to fight back?1 

 

Arbitrary Detention, Torture, and Enforced Disappearances 
As in the rest of Syria, security forces in Homs Governorate subjected thousands of people 
to arbitrary arrests and systematic torture in detention. Some of those arrested were 
subjected to enforced disappearance. 
 
Witnesses from Homs, Tal Kalakh, Talbiseh, and Rastan described to Human Rights Watch 
operations during which security forces detained dozens of people at a time, targeted 
arrests of activists and their family members, and arrests at checkpoints and by street 
patrols.  
 
Exact numbers are impossible to verify but information collected by Human Rights Watch 
indicates that security forces detained up to 1,500 individuals from Tal Kalakh alone. 
Activists interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that thousands of people were detained 
in Homs city from April to August, 2011. While most were released after several days or 
weeks, several hundred remain missing, their fate and whereabouts unknown to their 
families. When anyone is detained by or with the support of the state and their detention is 
either unacknowledged, or their fate or whereabouts is concealed so that they are denied 
the protection of the law, this constitutes an enforced disappearance, a crime under 
international law.  
 

                                                           
1 Human Rights Watch interview, Beirut, October 5, 2011. 
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Over 25 former detainees interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported seeing hundreds of 
others while in detention, and said detention facilities were unbearably overcrowded with 
guards packing dozens of detainees into cells intended for a few and holding detainees in 
corridors outside the cells. 
 
Almost without exception, all former detainees interviewed by Human Rights Watch 
reported that they themselves were subjected to various forms of humiliation, ill-treatment, 
and often torture while in detention, and witnessed the abuse of other detainees. 
Interrogators and guards beat detainees with batons and cables whilst they were being 
arrested, transported, and transferred from one facility to another, and routinely during 
interrogation. Witnesses also reported security forces’ use of heated metal rods to burn 
different parts of the body, use of electric shocks, use of stress positions for hours or even 
days at a time, and the use of improvised devices, such as car tires (locally known as the 
dulab), to force the bodies of detainees into positions that make it easier to beat them on 
sensitive parts of the body, like the soles of the feet and head.  
 

Deaths in Custody 
One of the most worrisome features of the intensifying crackdown against protesters in 
Syria has been the growing number of custodial deaths that have been reported in various 
parts of the country, including in Homs Governorate.  
 
Data collected by local activists indicates that more than 40 people detained from Homs 
Governorate had died in custody by the end of August. Human Rights Watch has 
independently collected information on 17 cases of deaths in detention in Homs 
Governorate since March 2011.  
 
In the vast majority of custodial deaths documented by Human Rights Watch, the 
detainees had been victims of enforced disappearances. Families of victims told Human 
Rights Watch that they had no information of their relatives’ fate or whereabouts after 
security forces detained them at a protest or checkpoint until the day they received a call, 
usually from a local public hospital, asking them to pick up the body of their relative. In 
some cases, the bodies were found dumped in the street.  
 
In all cases where such information was made available to Human Rights Watch, the 
bodies bore marks consistent with infliction of torture, including bruises, cuts, and burns. 
The authorities provided families with no information on the circumstances surrounding 
the deaths of their loved ones and, to Human Rights Watch’s knowledge, have launched no 
investigations. In many cases, families of those killed in custody had to sign documents 
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indicating that “armed gangs” had killed their relatives and promise not to hold a public 
funeral as a condition to receive the body. 
 

Recommendations 
Human Rights Watch called on the Syrian government immediately to halt the use of 
excessive and lethal force by security forces against unarmed demonstrators and activists; 
to release unconditionally all detainees held merely for participating in peaceful protests 
or for criticizing the authorities; to account for all those who have been detained and 
forcibly disappeared; and to provide immediate and unhindered access to human rights 
groups and journalists to the governorate of Homs, including hospitals, places of 
detention, and prisons.  
 
Human Rights Watch also called on all the members of the United Nations Security Council 
to take action, separately and jointly, to protect civilians by pushing for international 
civilian observers to deploy inside Syria, including in Homs Governorate in order to 
monitor human rights violations; to secure access to Syria for independent journalists, 
human rights monitors, and investigators; and to support investigations and prosecutions 
of those responsible for grave, widespread, and systematic human rights violations 
committed in Syria since mid-March 2011.  
 
In the absence of collective action by the Security Council, Human Rights Watch called on 
all UN member states to act through the General Assembly to initiate measures to protect 
the Syrian people and for those states and regional bodies which have not yet done so to 
adopt unilateral targeted financial and travel sanctions on those officials responsible for 
continuing human rights violations. 
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I. Background 
 

Countrywide Crackdown on Protesters 
Since March 2011 anti-government protests that started in the southern city of Daraa have 
spread across Syria. The government’s violent response has failed to quell the 
demonstrations, and in many parts of the country has had the opposite effect – the crowds 
grew bigger and new cities joined.2 
 
At the time of writing, protests are still taking place regularly in the governorates of Daraa, 
al-Hasaka, Idlib, Deir al-Zor, Homs, Hama, and in the suburbs of the capital, Damascus.  
 
Syrian security forces, primarily the notorious security services, referred to generically as 
mukhabarat, and pro-government armed groups, whom Syrians refer to as shabeeha, 
regularly used force, often lethal force, against largely peaceful demonstrators, and often 
prevented injured protesters from receiving medical assistance.3 As the protest movement 
endured, the government also deployed the army, usually in full military gear and in 
armored personnel vehicles, to quell protests.  
 
While witness testimonies leave little doubt regarding the extent and systematic nature of 
abuses, the exact number of people killed and injured by Syrian security forces is 
impossible to verify. Syria remains off-limits to international journalists and human rights 
groups, and communications are often interrupted in affected areas. However, an 
expanding network of activists grouping themselves in local coordination committees and 
making extensive use of the Internet and social groups have compiled a list of 3,121 
civilians dead, including 232children, as of November 2, 2011.4 On October 14, UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights Navi Pillay deplored the “devastatingly remorseless toll of 
human lives” in Syria and said the death toll had exceeded 3,000 people.5 
 

                                                           
2 For a more detailed overview of the launch of the protest movement and the government’s reaction, see Human Rights 
Watch, We’ve Never Seen Such Horror, June 1, 2011, Section I,http://www.hrw.org/reports/2011/06/01/we-ve-never-seen-
such-horror-0, 
3 “Syria: Security Forces Remove Wounded From Hospital,” Human Rights watch news release, September 8, 2011, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/09/08/syria-security-forces-remove-wounded-hospital; “Syria: Red Crescent Workers Under 
Attack,” Human Rights Watch news release, September 14, 2011, http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/09/14/syria-red-crescent-
workers-under-attack.  
4 The list of dead is maintained and updated daily on the following website: http://www.vdc-sy.org/ . The Syrian authorities 
have not published a list of people killed to date.  
5 “Pillay urges united international action to protect Syrians,” OHCHR press release, October 14, 2011, 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=11493&LangID=E (accessed October 18, 2011). 
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Syrian authorities repeatedly claimed that the violence was perpetrated by armed terrorist 
gangs, incited and sponsored from abroad. On October 7, Syria’s deputy foreign minister 
Faisal Mekdad told the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) that those responsible were 
“criminals who have killed more than 1,100 police and security officials with arms supplied 
by neighboring countries.”6 
 
Human Rights Watch has documented several incidents in which demonstrators, at times 
supported by military defectors, resorted to violence.7For example, demonstrators set 
security services buildings on fire in the towns of Daraa, Jisr al-Shughur, and Tal Kalakh, 
destroyed monuments to Hafez and Bashar al-Assad, and torched several vehicles 
belonging to the security forces.8 Witnesses described some of these episodes to Human 
Rights Watch; we also viewed them on amateur videos available online. Several witnesses 
told Human Rights Watch that protestors had killed members of security forces, usually 
after the security forces had opened fire on them.  
 
However, these incidents of violence by protesters remain exceptional. Testimony and 
other documentation gathered by Human Rights Watch from throughout the country since 
the start of the protests indicate that the majority of protests to date have been largely 
peaceful. But there is a risk that bigger segments of the protest movement will arm 
themselves in response to attacks by security forces or shabeeha. According to some 
reports, since August there has been an increasing trend towards armed resistance on the 
part of the opposition.9 
 
In addition to shooting at protesters, security forces launched a massive campaign of 
arrests, arbitrarily detaining hundreds of protesters across the country, routinely failing to 
acknowledge their detention or provide information on their whereabouts, and subjecting 
them to torture and ill-treatment. The security and intelligence services have also arrested 
lawyers, activists, and journalists who endorsed or promoted the protests.  
 

                                                           
6 “Syria lashes out at critics in UN Human Rights Council review of rights record,” Washington Post, October 7, 2011, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle-east/syria-lashes-out-at-critics-in-un-human-rights-council-review-of-rights-
record/2011/10/07/gIQAKh7DSL_story.html (accessed October 7, 2011).  
7 Human Rights Watch, “We’ve Never Seen Such Horror”, June 1, 2011, http://www.hrw.org/reports/2011/06/01/we-ve-never-
seen-such-horror-0, p. 27 
8 Ibid. 
9 See for example, Nir Rosen, “Syria: The revolution will be weaponised,” Al Jazeera English, September 23, 2011, 
http://english.aljazeera.net/indepth/features/2011/09/2011923115735281764.html (accessed October 7, 2011), Nir Rosen, 
“Armed defenders of Syria’s revolution,” Al Jazeera English, September 27, 2011, 
http://english.aljazeera.net/indepth/features/2011/09/2011927113258426922.html (accessed October 7, 2011), Anthony 
Shadid, “Key Syrian City Takes on the Tone of a Civil War,” The New York Times, October 1, 2011 (accessed October 8, 2011).  
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Human Rights Watch documented large-scale arbitrary detentions, including the detention 
of children, in Daraa, Damascus and its suburbs, Banyas and surrounding villages, Latakia, 
Deir al-Zor, Tal Kalakh, Hama, Homs, Zabadani, Jisr al-Shughur, and Maaret al-Nu`man.10 
The majority of the arrests seemed entirely arbitrary, with no formal charges ever brought 
against the detainees. Most detainees were released several days or weeks later, but 
others have not reappeared. Most of those cases constitute enforced disappearances as 
their families have had no information on their fate or whereabouts for a prolonged period 
of time.11 In addition, the security forces have launched a nationwide campaign of arbitrary 
arrests and intimidation against political and human rights activists, holding them 
incommunicado, forcing them to sign undertakings to stop protesting, and in some cases 
torturing them.12 
 
Released detainees, some of them children, said that they, as well as hundreds of others 
they saw in detention, were subjected to torture and degrading treatment. All of the former 
detainees interviewed by Human Rights Watch described appalling detention conditions, 
with grossly overcrowded cells, where at times detainees could only sleep in turns, and 
lack of food.13 
 
In several cities, including Daraa, Tal Kalakh, Rastan, Banyas, Deir al-Zor, Hama, and parts 
of Homs, Syrian security forces moved into neighborhoods in military vehicles, including 
tanks and armored personnel carriers, under the cover of heavy gunfire. They imposed 
checkpoints, placed snipers on roofs of buildings, and restricted movement of residents in 
the streets. In some places, like Daraa, the security forces imposed a full-out siege that 

                                                           
10 See for example, “Syria: Mass Arrest Campaign Intensifies,” Human Rights Watch news release, July 20, 2011, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/07/20/syria-mass-arrest-campaign-intensifies; “Syria: Shootings, Arrests Follow Hama 
Protest,” Human Rights Watch news release, July 6, 2011, http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/07/06/syria-shootings-arrests-
follow-hama-protest.  
11 The International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (Doc. A/61/488. 
C.N.737.2008.TREATIES-12 of October 2, 2008)defines an enforced disappearance as: “the arrest, detention, abduction or 
any other form of deprivation of liberty by agents of the State or by persons or groups of persons acting with the 
authorization, support or acquiescence of the State, followed by a refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of liberty or by 
concealment of the fate or whereabouts of the disappeared person, which place such a person outside the protection of the 
law” (Article 2). Article 1 of the Convention provides: No exceptional circumstances whatsoever, whether a state of war or a 
threat of war, internal political instability or any other public emergency, may be invoked as a justification for enforced 
disappearance. For the purposes of a crime against humanity under the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court 
(A/CONF. 183/9),  Article 7(2)(i) defines enforced disappearance as “the arrest, detention or abduction of persons by, or with 
the authorization, support or acquiescence of, a State or a political organization, followed by a refusal to acknowledge that 
deprivation of freedom or to give information on the fate or whereabouts of those persons, with the intention of removing 
them from the protection of the law for a prolonged period of time.” 
12 See for example, “Syria: Targeted Arrests of Activists Across Country,” Human Rights Watch news release, May 15, 2011, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/05/15/syria-targeted-arrests-activists-across-country.  
13 Human Rights Watch, We’ve Never Seen Such Horror, p. 34 ;“Syria: Rampant Torture of Protesters,” Human Rights Watch 
news release, April 15, 2011, http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/04/15/syria-rampant-torture-protesters. 
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lasted for several weeks, cutting off all means of communication and subjecting residents 
to acute shortages of food, water, medicine, and other essential supplies.14 
 

Homs: A Restive Governorate 
The governorate of Homs is geographically the largest in Syria, stretching from the border 
with Lebanon in the west to Iraq in the east. Its capital, Homs, with a population of more 
than one million, is Syria’s third largest city and is located in central western Syria, along 
the banks of the Orontes River. Its population reflects Syria’s general religious diversity, 
composed mostly of Sunni Muslims but with significant Alawite and Christian minorities. 
Other main urban centers in the governorate are al-Qusair, Rastan, and Tal Kalakh near the 
Lebanese border.  
 
Protests in Homs city erupted soon after the beginning of the Syrian uprising in solidarity 
with the anti-government protests that started in the southern governorate of Daraa.15 On 
March 18, protesters gathered in front of the Khaled bin al-Waleed Mosque in the 
Khalidiyya neighborhood of Homs city, but security forces quickly dispersed them.16 
Protests spread to other parts of the governorate, erupting in Tal Kalakh in late March 2011 
and in Rastan and Talbiseh in April.17 At this writing, the anti-government movement in 
Homs remained strong, with almost daily protests, leading many inside Syria to call Homs 
the “capital of the revolution.” 
 
On April 17, security forces killed shot 14 people in Homs city and fired tear gas and live 
ammunition on a separate funeral procession in Talbiseh, killing two and leaving at least 
15 wounded.18 (For more details on attacks on protesters see section II below.) 
 
The crackdown increased sectarian tensions between Sunni Muslims, many of whom 
support the protest movement, and Alawites, who have in large part remained loyal to the 

                                                           
14 Ibid.,p. 44. 
15 International Crisis Group notes that Homs’ early support for the protests “came as a surprise given the city’s privileged 
status in recent years. Both Bashar and his brother Maher married into families originally from Homs (the Akhras and the 
Jadaan), and the president’s choice as governor was a highly energetic personal friend, Iyad Ghazzal.”International Crisis 
Group, “The Syrian People’s Slow Motion Revolution,” Middle East/North Africa Report No. 108, July 6, 2011, p. 18. 
16 Human Rights Watch interview with Homs resident, October 5, 2011. See also “In Syria, Crackdown After Protests,” The 
New York Times, March 18, 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/19/world/middleeast/19syria.html?scp=1&sq=homs&st=nyt (accessed September 2, 
2011). For more information about the protests in Daraa, see Human Rights Watch, We’ve never seen such Horror, p. 8. 
17 See Amnesty International, “Crackdown in Syria: Terror In Tell Kalakh,” AI Index: MDE 029/29/2011, July 2011, p.5. 
18 Liam Stack, “In Sometimes Deadly Clashes, Defiant Syrians protest,” The New York Times, April 17, 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/18/world/middleeast/18syria.html?scp=13&sq=homs&st=nyt (accessed September 2, 
2011).  
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Syrian government.19 Many Sunni residents of the governorate told Human Rights Watch 
that some Alawites were actively taking part in the crackdown by for example enlisting in 
pro-government gangs referred to as shabeeha.20 For their part, Alawite residents in Homs 
reported to Human Rights Watch that anti-government protesters have shouted sectarian 
chants against them during the protests and killed and mutilated Alawite officers and 
other citizens.21 
 
Tension has been most palpable in adjoining neighborhoods of Homs city and in areas 
around Tal Kalakh, a majority Sunni town surrounded by mostly Alawite villages. Sectarian 
tensions in Homs city erupted on July 16 after the dismembered bodies of three Alawites, 
reportedly government supporters, were found on Hadara Street. In retaliation Alawite 
residents set fire to some Sunni-owned shops on the street.22 Homs residents who 
escaped to neighboring Lebanon consistently told Human Rights Watch that they no longer 
ventured into neighborhoods or towns inhabited by groups from the other community for 
fear of kidnappings and harm.23 
 
The security forces’ violent crackdown and increasing sectarian mistrust have led residents 
of some neighborhoods in the city of Homs, notably Bab Sba`, to organize themselves in 
local defense committees that are often armed, mostly with firearms but in some cases 
with rocket propelled grenades (RPGs).24 A local resident in Bab Sba` explained to Human 
Rights Watch that “these committees that are formed by neighborhood youths are here to 

                                                           
19 For a brief discussion of Alawites’ support for the Assad family see Nir Rosen, “Assad’s Alawites: The guardians of the 
throne,” October 10, 2011 http://english.aljazeera.net/indepth/features/2011/10/20111010122434671982.html (accessed 
October 11, 2011). 
20 Shabeehais a term that started being used in the 1980s to describe gangs of young thugs involved in smuggling activities 
and working for members of the extended al-Assad family, particularly Mundher and Jameel al-Assad. The shabeeha had no 
official capacity but used the connections of al-Assad family members to circumvent state laws. The Syrian authorities 
actually fought them in the 1990s and for a while the Shabeehawere reined in. The term Shabeeha has been used in the 
current uprising to refer to individuals who are not officially members of the security forces but who are assisting the 
authorities in cracking down on protests by beating or shooting protesters.See also Tony Badran, “Who Are the 
Shabbiha?”Weekly Standard, April 12, 2011, http://www.weeklystandard.com/blogs/who-are-shabbiha_557329.html 
(accessed September 8, 2011).  
21 Human Rights Watch phone interview with local Alawite leader, name withheld, August 20, 2011; Human Rights Watch 
interview with five Homs residents met in neighboring countries on separate dates in August, 2011.  
22 Human rights Watch interview with Homs resident, Beirut, August 22, 2011. For some newspaper reporting on sectarian 
tensions in Homs, see “Sectarian Clashes Deepen Tensions in Syria,” Wall Street Journal, July 20, 2011, 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052702304567604576455900757775550.html (accessed September 8, 2011); 
“Deaths in Syria Tied to Rift Between Sects,” The New York Times, July 18, 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/19/world/middleeast/19syria.html (accessed September 8, 2011), Agence France-Presse, 
“Activists claim 30 killed in Syrian clashes,” July 17, 2011.  
23 Human Rights Watch interview with resident from Wa`er neighborhood in Homs [Yusef], October 5, 2011; Human Rights 
Watch interview with resident from Bab Sba` neighborhood in Homs [Muneer], September 9, 2011; Human Rights Watch 
interview with Tal Kalakh resident, August 4, 2011.  
24 Human Rights Watch interview with multiple local residents who fled to Lebanon, August and September 2011. 
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protect us from the shabeeha shooting randomly at us; to ensure that security forces do 
not kill us while we protest.”25 
 
In parallel to these efforts, a number of soldiers – the exact number remains unknown – 
defected and gathered in Homs, particularly in the town of Rastan, where many of them 
originally hail from. Many have joined the Khaled bin al-Walid Brigade, a unit of defectors 
based in Homs and named after a famous historical military leader who played a key role 
in the early conquests of Islam in Arabia.26 

                                                           
25 Human Rights Watch interview with resident from Bab Sba` neighborhood in Homs [Muneer], September 9, 2011. 
26 The brigade maintains a Facebook page where they post information on their military activities: 
https://www.facebook.com/Army.KalidBinWalid. 
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II. Systematic Killings of Protestors and Bystanders 
 
Because of the restrictions on access to information in Syria, the exact number of killings 
is impossible to verify. Information from local activists and organizations indicates that 
hundreds of people have been killed in Homs Governorate since protests began there in 
mid-March. Many of the killings took place during attacks on large gatherings of protesters 
and funeral processions, such as the killing of at least 13 people at the New Clock Tower 
Square on April 19 and the killing of 16 during a funeral near the Khaled Bin al-Waleed 
Mosque in the Khalidiyya neighborhood on July 19 (described in detail below). Other 
killings also took place during arrest operations, and there were incidents when security 
forces and militias opened fire at people in the street in drive-by shootings.  
 
The “Violation Documentation Center” (VDC), a website created by a group of local 
activists, had registered 793 killings of civilians in Homs Governorate as of September 30, 
2011.27 Case details, such as names, dates, locations, and ages, which in a number of 
instances have been independently verified by Human Rights Watch, lend credibility to the 
number. Human Rights Watch has also documented killings not included in the list, which 
suggests that the list is not exhaustive. 
 
According to the VDC, the highest number of killed were recorded in Homs city (149), 
Rastan (108), Tal Kalakh (45) and Talbiseh (25). In Homs city, neighborhoods hardest hit 
were Khalidiyya (36), Bab `Amro (27), Bab Sba’ (17), Bayyada (14) and Bab al-Dreib (12). 
These areas, predominantly populated by Sunnis, have been focal points for anti-
government demonstrations.  
 
Use of force by state security forces acting in a law-enforcement capacity must comply with 
standards set out in international law. Syria is a party to the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights and has specific treaty obligations to respect the rights to life and 
security, and to peaceful assembly. In most cases documented by Human Rights Watch, 
the use of force by security and law-enforcement officials appears to have been excessive 
and a violation of Syria’s international obligations.  
 

                                                           
27 The VDC list is available athttp://www.vdc-sy.org/ (accessed October 12, 2011). 
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The UN Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials states that “law enforcement 
officials may use force only when strictly necessary and to the extent required for the 
performance of their duty.”28  
 
The UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms provides that law enforcement 
officials “shall, as far as possible, apply non-violent means before resorting to the use of 
force” and may use force “only if other means remain ineffective.”29 When the use of force 
is necessary, law enforcement officials must “exercise restraint in such use and act in 
proportion to the seriousness of the offense.”30  
 
Article 10 of the Basic Principles requires that law enforcement officials “give clear warning 
of their intent to use firearms.”31 Article 9 states that “intentional lethal use of firearms 
may only be made when strictly unavoidable in order to protect life.”32 
 
The Basic Principles make clear that there can be no departure from these provisions on 
the basis of “exceptional circumstances such as internal political stability or any other 
public emergency,” i.e., these are non-derogable standards.33 
 

Attacks on Protests and Funeral Processions 
Human Rights Watch has documented dozens of incidents in which security forces and 
government-supported militias used violence to attack and disperse overwhelmingly 
peaceful protests.  
 
Some of the most deadly attacks documented by Human Rights Watch include: 
 

• Killing of an unknown number during protest at New Clock Tower Square, Homs city, 
April 19. 

                                                           
28 United Nations Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials, adopted December 17, 1979, G.A. res. 34/169, annex, 34 
U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 46) at 186, U.N. Doc. A/34/46 (1979), art. 3. 
29 Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials, adopted by the Eighth United Nations 
Congress on the Prevention of Crime and the Treatment of Offenders, Havana, 27 August to 7 September 1990, U.N. Doc. 
A/CONF.144/28/Rev.1 at 112 (1990), principle 4. 
30 Ibid., principle 5(a). Principle 9 of the Basic Principles states: “Law enforcement officials shall not use firearms against 
persons except in self-defense or defense of others against the imminent threat of death or serious injury, to prevent the 
perpetration of a particularly serious crime involving grave threat to life, to arrest a person presenting such a danger and 
resisting their authority, or to prevent his or her escape, and only when less extreme means are insufficient to achieve these 
objectives. In any event, intentional lethal use of firearms may only be made when strictly unavoidable in order to protect life.” 
31 Ibid., principle 10. 
32 Ibid., principle 9. 
33 Ibid., principle 8. 
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• Killing of 27 during protests in Homs city, April 22. 
• Killing of 30 during protests in Rastan, April 29. 
• Killing of 7 during protests in Homs city, June 17. 
• Killing of 5 during protests in Homs city, June 21. 
• Killing of 8 during protests in Homs city and suburbs, June 24.  
• Killing of 5 during protests in the Wa`er, Khalidiyya, and Bab `Amro neighborhoods, 

Homs city, July 15.  
• Killing of 16 during funeral at Khaled Bin Al-Waleed Mosque in Homs city, July 19. 
• Killing of 3 during protest outside the Omar Ibn al-Khattab mosque, Homs city, 

August 1 
• Killing of 3 during protest near Khaled bin al-Waleed Mosque, Homs city, August 5. 
•  Killing of 4 during UN humanitarian assessment mission, Homs city, August 21. 

 
Witnesses told Human Rights Watch that security forces often resorted to lethal force even 
when protesters did not pose any threat to them. In several cases, security forces initially 
used teargas or fired in the air to disperse the crowds, but then opened fire with live 
ammunition directly at protesters who had not run away, the witnesses reported.  
 
A typical example is the August 1 attack on protesters gathered outside the Omar Ibn al-
Khattab mosque in the Mal`ab neighborhood of Homs city, during which three people were 
killed.34 Amjad (not his real name) witnessed the attack and told Human Rights Watch: 
 

Two buses with about 50 security forces wearing green showed up after 
people emerged from the mosque. The buses went by me, so I was basically 
between the security forces and the protesters. They [security forces] had 
electric batons and immediately threw three tear gas canisters and sound 
bombs as soon as they got out of the buses. Most of the protesters ran 
away, but around 200 stayed. At this point, the security forces attacked 
them. They used live bullets. Protesters were hiding in the alleyways off the 
main street. One man was shot with one bullet in his thigh and another in 
his testicles. We know about him because we treated him and took him to 
the hospital, but there were so many more.35 

 
Louai (not his real name), whose brother was among the three people killed on August 1, 
told Human Rights Watch in a video testimony: 

                                                           
34 The three men killed were Ahmad al-Fakhouri, 17, Adnan Abdul Dayem, 27, and Osama al-Ghafary (age unknown). 
35 Human Rights Watch Skype interview, name withheld, August 2, 2011. 
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Suddenly a BTR [armored vehicle] comes out from Bottoul Street, next to a 
mall called Smart Mart. It had automatic weapons on the roof. Only ten of 
us were left trying to help the injured people and the ones who passed out 
from the tear gas. The BTR started firing at us as we were running away 
towards Hamra or Ghoutta Streets. When we reached Ghoutta Street, with 
bullets passing between our legs, a doctor and I hid in the first building that 
had its door open. Two meters away a man gets shot and falls between two 
cars. Then my brother gets killed while trying to move to another street to 
help his friend who was shot in the leg.36 
 

Both witnesses told Human Rights Watch that none of the protesters had any 
weapons on them. Human Rights Watch has been unable to determine in this case 
whether protesters had thrown rocks at the security forces.  
 
In other cases, witnesses told Human Rights Watch that security forces fired directly at 
protesters – or mourners at funeral processions – without giving advance warning or 
making any effort to disperse protesters by nonviolent means. Mohammed (not his real 
name), whose 21-year-old cousin was among 16 killed when security forces and pro-
government militias attacked people who had gathered for a funeral near the Khaled Bin 
al-Waleed mosque in Homs on July 19, told Human Rights Watch: 
 

As we were burying the dead, I suddenly heard gunshots. Four pick-up 
vehicles with people in uniforms, helmets, and body armor drove up, 
shooting at the people with their automatic guns and guns mounted on the 
vehicles. 
 
We started running away. The mother and brother of one of the dead were 
killed next to his coffin. My cousin tried to drag the mother’s body away. He 
suddenly fell, but I didn’t know at that time that he had been hit. As I was 
running away I saw an armored personnel carrier also shooting. I don’t 
know whether they were shooting in the air or at the crowd.37 

 
Muhammad told human Rights Watch that he did not see any protesters attack the security 
forces. Muhammad’s version of the incident was corroborated by two other witnesses.38 A 

                                                           
36 Video testimony provided to Human Rights Watch, name withheld.  
37 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 25, 2011.  
38 Human Rights Watch interviews, name and place withheld, July 19, 2011; video testimony provided to Human Rights Watch.  
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paramedic who arrived to the Khalidiyya neighborhood after the incident told Human 
Rights Watch that he treated a number of men who had been shot in the abdomen and 
chest. “There were too many injuries to treat them all,” he said.39 Human Rights Watch also 
reviewed video of the incident and of a convoy of pick-ups, ambulances, and what appear 
to be armored vehicles, which support the allegation that security forces were involved. 
 
In a similar incident, security forces attacked protesters without warning in the Khalidiyya 
neighborhood in Homs on August 5, 2011. Maher (not his real name), a protester, 
recounted the incident to Human Rights Watch: 

 
We walked through the street after Friday prayers, passing the checkpoint 
run by Air Force intelligence and military forces. They made note of us. After 
we passed, they started shooting along the street. Some old people had 
stayed in the mosque, but when they tried to leave the forces fired even on 
them, on everyone passing in the street. They shot one man in his leg. 
Another man, an old man, tried to help him, but they shot him in the hand.40 

 
According to Maher, the protesters were not armed and represented no threat to 
the security forces.  
 
In another example, two unmarked cars and armored vehicles from the army opened fire 
on a peaceful evening demonstration in the neighborhood of Bab Dreib on August 15. A 
woman who participated with her three-year-old told Human Rights Watch: 

 
We went out in a peaceful protest with the whole family in Bab Dreib at 
about 10:30 or 11:00 p.m. last night. It was calm, so everything seemed ok. 
Then two cars showed up suddenly and opened fire, targeting people even 
as they were ducking and lying on the ground. They were white Kia Cerato 
cars with tinted windows, like those used by Air Force intelligence. The 
guns were machine guns. My husband leaned over our son to protect him, 
but the bullet entered our boy’s stomach. The doctors were able to remove 
the bullet, but it left a lot of damage.  
 
People tried to run out and help the approximately 20 injured lying there, 
but then a tank [probably referring to an armored vehicle] came from the 

                                                           
39 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 19, 2011. 
40 Human Rights Watch Skype interview, name withheld, August 11, 2011. 
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other end of the street, trapping us between the cars and the tank. The tank 
opened fire using large bullets, the kind that can bring down walls. It fired 
on walls and houses, since by then everyone had run inside.  
 
Three hours later, more tanks and cars showed up and again started firing 
randomly. In all, I saw four people killed, all by machine guns from those 
two cars. I don’t know their names, but one was pregnant, one was about a 
year-and-a-half old, one was 30 years old, and one was 25 years old.41 

 
Another witness interviewed separately by Human Rights Watch described the attack in 
similar terms.42 Human Rights Watch has not been able to obtain the names of those killed 
on August 15.  
 
Security forces also opened fire on protesters who had gathered near the New Clock Tower 
Square on August 21 to attract the attention of a UN humanitarian assessment mission. 
Witnesses told Human Rights Watch that security forces killed four protesters.43 Human 
Rights Watch reviewed two video clips taken in the area around the New Clock Tower 
Square that day, which show protesters being wounded by gunfire.44 It is not clear from the 
videos who shot at the protesters, but in one of the videos security forces are seen nearby. 
None of the protesters in the footage were carrying any weapons. In one of the videos, 
some protesters can be seen throwing rocks at the security forces, but there was no 
evidence that they presented any lethal or serious threat to the security forces. 
 
One journalist later reported that an opposition leader who was present told him that a 
group of defectors from the Syrian army intervened to defend the protesters and shot back 
at the security forces, killing two.45 Human Rights Watch has been unable to independently 
verify an armed attack by the protesters in this instance.  
 
In other instances, security forces continued to shoot at protesters as they were running 
away, indicating that lethal force was clearly not necessary because the protesters posed 

                                                           
41 Human Rights Watch Skype interview, name withheld, August 16, 2011. 
42 Human Rights Watch Skype interview, name withheld, August 16, 2011. 
43 Human Rights Watch phone interviews, names withheld, August 21, 2011,. 
44 YouTube footage available 
athttp://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_KBXZZiRmbQ,http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j9ZSU1A9l7o (accessed October 12, 
2011). 
45 Nir Rosen, Al Jazeera English, “The Tides of Mosques,” October 2, 2011, 
http://english.aljazeera.net/indepth/features/2011/10/2011101143646274931.html (accessed October 7, 2011). 
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no threat to the forces while running away. Abu Wasim (not his real name), who was 
filming a protest in the Khalidiyya neighborhood on July 15, told Human Rights Watch: 
 

Suddenly, they fired three shots in the air and then opened fire on us. Six 
protesters fell in front of me. We started running. Suddenly, we saw two red 
police cars, both Kia Rio station wagons, and a small white bus full of 
security services. The vehicles intercepted us and the security officers got 
out of the vehicles and started shooting without any warning. Nine people 
were wounded. Four were in critical condition and we took them to 
makeshift hospitals. Security officers took another three. I don’t know what 
happened to the other two.46 

 
Syrian activists provided Human Rights Watch with the names of five protesters killed that 
day in Homs.47 
 
Based on the accounts witnesses gave to Human Rights Watch in the various attacks the 
perpetrators included one or several of Syria’s security agencies (mukhabarat), armed pro-
government militias often referred to as shabeeha, and sometimes army and police. 
According to the witness accounts, most of the violence was perpetrated by mukhabarat 
forces or shabeeha militias. In at least one case, in Tal Kalakh on May 14, a witness said 
that mukhabarat forces shot to death an army officer for refusing to open fire on 
protesters.48 
 

Use of force by protestors 
Syrian authorities have repeatedly claimed that the violence in Homs was perpetrated by 
armed terrorist gangs, incited and sponsored from abroad. Syria’s official news agency, 
SANA, has published the names of 53 members of Syria’s security forces (police, 
mukhabarat, and army) who died in Homs between May 18 and September 5. According to 
SANA, they were killed by “armed gangs” or “terrorists.”49 
 

                                                           
46 Human Rights Watch Skype interview, July 16, 2011, name withheld. 
47 Nur al-Deen Maher al-Kaheel, Jamal Rajoob, `Amer YassinHusa (originally from Latakia), Adnan al-Zeer, and Khaled Hallak, 16. 
48 According to Aslan (not his real name), who said he was standing about 100 meters away, a mukhabarat officer shot the 
army officer when he turned around, seemingly refusing an order to fire on the protestors. A common friend later told Aslan 
that the officer killed was Capt. Ahmed Harba. Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 30, 2011. 
49 See, for example: http://www.sana.sy/eng/337/2011/08/25/366014.htm; 
http://www.sana.sy/eng/337/2011/09/29/372440.htm; http://www.sana.sy/eng/33/2011/05/10/345673.htm. 
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In almost all cases documented by Human Rights Watch, witnesses insisted that those 
killed and injured were unarmed and posed no threat to security forces. Statements from 
several security force members who defected lend credibility to this claim.50For example, a 
mukhabarat officer who defected told Human Rights Watch that a high-ranking 
mukhabarat officer ordered the soldiers to fire on the protesters holding a sit-in in the New 
Clock Tower Square in Homs on April 19, even though they knew that the protesters were 
unarmed. The soldiers complied, he said. He told Human Rights Watch: 
 

The protesters had sat down in the square. We were told to disperse them 
with violence if needed. We were there with Air Force security, army, and 
shabeeha. At around 3:30 a.m., we got an order from Colonel Abdel Hamid 
Ibrahim from Air Force security to shoot at the protesters. We were shooting 
for more than half an hour. There were dozens and dozens of people killed 
and wounded. Thirty minutes later, earth diggers and fire trucks arrived. The 
diggers lifted the bodies and put them in a truck. I don’t know where they 
took them. The wounded ended up at the military hospital in Homs. And 
then the fire trucks started cleaning the square.51 

 
Two witnesses corroborated the mukhabarat officer’s version of the events.52 One witness 
who was at the square told Human Rights Watch:  
 

At around midnight, a sheikh approached the speaker’s platform 
underneath the clock tower and announced that he had received a call from 
an officer in the Presidential Palace threatening that all protesters must 
disperse or face the consequences. The sheikh urged protesters to leave. 
Many did leave, but a group of around 3,000 remained. At around 2:15 a.m., 
we suddenly heard heavy gunfire. At the beginning, it looked like the 
security forces were shooting in the air. People started running away. As I 
was running, I heard people shouting that someone had been shot. A few of 
us tried to go get him but others then shouted that he had died. For 20 
minutes, all we could hear was non-stop gunfire. I sheltered in a 
neighboring building on Dablan Street until the morning. At 7:30a.m., I left 

                                                           
50 “Syria: Defectors Describe Orders to Shoot Unarmed Protesters,” Human Rights Watch news release, July 9, 2011, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/07/09/syria-defectors-describe-orders-shoot-unarmed-protesters. 
51 Human Rights Watch interview, name withheld, Tripoli, June 16, 2011. 
52 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 30, 2011; Human Rights Watch interview, name and place 
withheld, October 5, 2011. 
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the building and could see some blood stains on the ground. There were 
crews cleaning the street, as if nothing had happened.53 
 

To date, the exact number of dead from the night of April 19 remains unknown. According 
to the witnesses, many protesters who were in the square when the security forces opened 
fire were from villages and areas near Homs, which makes it harder for activists to collect 
the names of the dead. The VDC published the names of at least 7 people killed in Homs 
on April 19.54Activists showed Human Rights Watch footage of five gravely wounded 
persons being treated at Al-Bar Hospital. After the incident local activists reported that 150 
people from the sit-in had gone missing. While many of those turned out to be detained, 
local activists reported that the whereabouts of at least 30 people remained unknown at 
the end of July. According to an October 14 email to Human Rights Watch from a 
spokesperson of the Local Coordination Committees, a coalition of anti-government 
activists who organize and publicize protests,35 bodies were found in a garbage dump 
near al-Nasr Cemetery the day after the attack and 45 funerals were held in the following 
days.55 Human Rights Watch has not been able to independently confirm this information.  
 
While protesters appear to have been unarmed in most incidents, armed defectors 
intervened on some occasions after protesters came under fire from security forces. One 
local activist explained to Human Rights Watch that since June, army defections had 
increased and that many neighborhoods had about 15-20 defectors who would sometimes 
intervene when they heard gunfire. The activist recounted one incident he witnessed in 
Homs city on July 8: 
 

There was a huge protest. Thousands of protesters marching from three 
mosques eventually joined at a roundabout near Brazil Street. Security 
forces first fired teargas. Then they opened fire with blanks, before they 
started using live fire. About seven protesters were injured. At that point, 
several defectors showed up on motorcycles and killed 14 or 15 members of 
the security forces using Kalashnikovs and pump-action shotguns. By the 
time the security forces returned with reinforcements, the protesters had 
dispersed.56 

 

                                                           
53 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, October 5, 2011. 
54 VDC website, http://www.vdc-sy.org/. 
55 Email to Human Rights Watch, October 14, 2011. 
56 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 26, 2011.  
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The activist claimed, however, that there were no armed defectors during the initial weeks 
of the protests or at the July 29 funeral, where he was present, during which 16 people 
were killed.57 
 
A resident of Bab Dreib told Human Rights Watch that around 20 armed men, some 
soldiers who defected, and other local residents began protecting the neighborhood after 
security forces launched a large attack on Hama in early August: 
 

[The defectors and residents] would not usually initiate any attack or carry 
their weapons openly. But if protesters would come under fire, then these 
men would try to shoot the security forces. Many of them were in Bab Dreib 
because they can hide in the neighboring groves.58 

 
Violence by protesters or defectors deserves further investigation and anyone responsible 
for criminal activity may be held accountable and liable to lawful prosecution for crimes 
committed. However, these incidents by no means justify the disproportionate and 
systematic use of lethal force against demonstrators, which clearly exceeded any 
justifiable response to any threat presented by the overwhelmingly unarmed crowds.  
 

Killings during Sweeping Military Operations and Mass Arrests 
Since May, security forces have conducted large-scale operations in several towns in Homs 
Governorate, some of which resulted in many deaths and injuries.  
 
Typically, security forces used heavy machine guns, including anti-aircraft guns mounted 
on armored vehicles, to fire into neighborhoods to scare people before entering with 
armored personnel carriers and other military vehicles. They cut off communications and 
established checkpoints restricting movement in and out of neighborhoods and delivery of 
food and medicine. These operations also involved large-scale arrest campaigns (see 
chapter on arbitrary detention below). 
 
The killings occurred as a result of heavy machine gun fire from military vehicles, which 
sometimes penetrated people’s homes or hit them randomly; shootings by security 
personnel manning checkpoints or by snipers when residents tried to travel in or out of 
cordoned-off neighborhoods; or during arrests. 
 

                                                           
57 Ibid. 
58 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, October 5, 2011. 



 

“WE LIVE AS IN WAR” 26 

International law permits law-enforcement officials to use lethal force only to the extent 
absolutely necessary to prevent harm to themselves or others. The indiscriminate use of 
heavy machine guns in populated urban neighborhoods in the absence of sustained 
armed resistance violates those norms and places at risk the rights of residents to life, 
bodily integrity, and security.  
 
Tal Kalakh, May 14 – 19 
On May 14, security forces launched a large-scale operation in Tal Kalakh, a town of around 
80,000 near the Lebanese border on the western edge of Homs Governorate. According to 
locally elected officials in Lebanese border towns, 3,500 Tal Kalakh residents had sought 
shelter in Lebanon by May 20.59 Human Rights Watch interviewed 18 of those residents in 
May and June. According to those interviewed, a large peaceful protest took place in Tal 
Kalakh the previous day.60 A 35-year old woman, Umm Omar (not her real name), who 
watched the protest from her home, located about 200 meters away from the Omar Ibn al-
Khattab Mosque, told Human Rights Watch: 
 

After the Friday midday prayer, people exited the mosque and marched 
through town to express their support for the people of Baniyas and call for 
freedom. I did not take part because my family had received a phone call 
from the security services two weeks earlier warning that if any of us 
protested, they would harm our relative who is detained at the Air Force 
branch of the security forces. I did not see any of the protesters with guns.61 
 

Umm Omar reported that shortly after the demonstration began, a police car drove through 
town warning residents by loudspeaker that there were “terrorist snipers” in town. Shortly 
thereafter, snipers did appear on roofs throughout the city and opened fire on the 
protesters, she said, and the protesters dispersed.62 
 
At around 4 a.m. on May 14, tanks and armored personnel vehicles surrounded Tal Kalakh, 
four witnesses from the town told Human Rights Watch.63At around 6:15 a.m., residents 

                                                           
59 Human Rights Watch interviews with two Lebanese mukhtars, locally elected officials, May 16-19, 2011.  
60 Human Rights Watch interviews, names withheld, Wadi Khaled, Lebanon, May 16-19, 2011. Protesters posted footage of 
the May 13 protest on youtube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CDYPDKq6q3c (footage confirmed by local residents).  
61  Human Rights Watch interview, name withheld, Wadi Khaled, Lebanon, May 16, 2011.  
62 Ibid. 
63 Human Rights Watch interviews with four women, May 16, 2011; interview with woman, May 16, 2011; interview with 
woman, May 17, 2011; interview with woman, May 17, 2011; interview with married couple, May 17, 2011, Human Rights Watch 
interview with elderly man, June 16, 2011. All interviews were conducted in Wadi Khaled, Lebanon.  
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started hearing heavy gunfire as well as shelling. A family from the Burj neighborhood 
reported that water and electricity were cut off at about 8 a.m.64 
 
The heavy gunfire prompted hundreds of people to attempt to escape to neighboring 
Lebanon. Six of those who made it to Lebanon and spoke to Human Rights Watch reported 
coming under fire as they escaped. A resident who crossed to Lebanon on foot with a 
neighbor reported coming under sniper fire and machine gun fire from men wearing 
camouflage, which led to his neighbor’s death.65 
 
Another man, who fled midday on May 14 in a taxi with a driver and five women, said their 
car was fired upon from the direction of a Meshta Mahleh, an Alawite village located about 
halfway between Tal Kalakh and the Lebanese border. He reported seeing about ten men 
with automatic weapons in the hills near the village. A 25-year-old woman in the car was 
hit by a bullet in her leg.66 
 
A witness from Lebanon reported seeing a group of families attempting to run across the 
bridge at the main border crossing in `Arida, but receiving fire from the surrounding hills. 
“The bullets came like rain,” he said. When the firing started, Lebanese soldiers at first 
dropped to the ground, but then helped the families across the border. The witness said he 
saw bullets hitting Lebanese military vehicles. He took a woman who was bleeding 
profusely to the hospital in Lebanon, he said.67 
 
That evening, a group of Tal Kalakh residents organized a truck to transport civilians to 
Lebanon, two women who rode in the truck told Human Rights Watch. Both women 
reported that the truck was guarded by a team of young men armed with guns on 
motorcycles on its first trip, which passed without incident. The truck returned to Tal 
Kalakh to pick up more women and children, but came under heavy fire the second time, 
they said, when the truck was protected by less people than it had been earlier.68 
 
A woman who was in the truck on its second journey when it came under fire told Human 
Rights Watch:  
 

                                                           
64 Human Rights Watch interview with married couple, Dababbiyeh, Lebanon, May 17, 2011. 
65 Human Rights Watch interview, name withheld, Wadi Khaled, Lebanon, May 16, 2011. 
66 Human Rights Watch interview, name withheld, Wadi Khaled, Lebanon, May 16, 2011. 
67 Human Rights Watch interview, name withheld, Wadi Khaled, Lebanon, May 16 and 17, 2011. 
68 Human Rights Watch interview, name withheld, Wadi Khaled, Lebanon, May 16 and 17, 2011. 
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When the truck arrived, there were so many people piled on top of each 
other. The truck came under fire halfway through the 15-minute trip, as it 
was passing the village of Mashteh Mahleh, hitting the truck’s tires and 
forcing us to ride the rest of the way on the rims. Once we got to the border, 
men wearing black and with red armbands opened fire on us. I saw two 
men, Maiz Haloum and Muhammad Haloum, killed as they helped people 
across the river that separates Syria from Lebanon.69 

 
Residents who remained in Tal Kalakh reported hearing heavy gun fire all day on May 15 
and on the morning of May 16. All witnesses interviewed by Human Rights Watch were 
hiding inside their homes and did not have any details on casualties. One family from the 
Burj neighborhood benefitted from a lull in the shooting on May 16 to escape. The mother 
told Human Rights Watch:  
 

At 4:00 a.m. on Monday [May 16], there was a lull in the fighting and we left 
on foot with our children. We saw tanks throughout the city. There were 
some corpses in the streets but I don’t know how many as it was still quite 
dark. By sunrise, we reached another village near the Lebanese border, 
where we rested briefly and drank water. We heard gunfire start again and 
proceeded another three kilometers to cross the river into Lebanon. We 
were 13 in the group that tried crossing. The Syrian army was up in the hills, 
100 to 500meters away from the river. They opened fire on us and yelled 
orders for us to return. We ran so quickly we couldn’t see who made it and 
who didn’t.70 

 
A man who left Tal Kalakh in the early hours of May 17said that he counted more than 74 
tanks and armored personnel vehicles around the town.71 
 
Many residents told Human Rights Watch that they were hiding and did not know if security 
forces encountered any armed resistance. One resident told Human Rights Watch that he 
saw eight tanks and armored personnel carriers (APCs) damaged as he was leaving town. 
He later heard from some residents that it was men from Tal Kalakh who had shot at the 
tanks and APCs with machine guns and rocket-propelled grenades.72 

                                                           
69 Human Rights Watch interview, name withheld, Wadi Khaled, Lebanon, May 16, 2011. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Human Rights Watch interview, June 16, 2011, Wadi Khaled, Lebanon. 
72 Human Rights Watch interview, June 16, 2011, Wadi Khaled, Lebanon. 
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On May 17 and 18, security forces carried out house-to-house searches in Tal Kalakh, 
detaining a large number of men and boys, regardless of age. A 66-year-old man who had 
stayed in Tal Kalakh told Human Rights Watch about his arrest on May 17: 
 

My family escaped in the early hours of May 17. But I decided to stay in my 
house. At my age, I had no desire to walk across hills and rivers. At 9:30 
a.m., around 20 men from the army and the security forces stormed my 
house and took me in my pajamas to the hospital, which they had turned 
into a detention facility. I saw three children detained with us. They were 
around 13-years-old. They put us in cramped cells and beat us multiple 
times a day. My age shielded me somewhat, but they still beat me on my 
face and back and electrocuted me twice with an electric baton. I was 
released seven days later. 73 

 
At least 34 people were killed during the security operation in Tal Kalakh between May 15 
and 18, according to the Violations Documentation Center.74 
 
Rastan, May 29 – June 3 
On May 29, security forces entered Rastan, a city of an estimated 50,000 residents 20 
kilometers north of Homs, cutting off water, communication, and electricity supply to the 
city. The operation followed a demonstration on May 27, the largest one in Rastan up until 
then. Security forces also entered the nearby towns of Talbiseh, Teir Ma`aleh, and Deir 
Ba`albeh, forming a belt around northern Homs.75 
 
According to phone interviews with five residents in Rastan as well as 10 videotaped 
testimonies of witnesses that local residents and activists provided to Human Rights 
Watch, security forces shelled mosques, a cemetery, the town’s main bakery, and a 
number of homes, and opened fire on people in the streets in the course of the five-day 
long security operation.76 At least 75 people were killed during the operation, according to 
the Violations Documentation Center.77 
 

                                                           
73 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, June 16, 2011.  
74 VDC List, http://www.vdc-sy.org/.  
75 LCC email on May 29, 2011;“Syrian troops encircle Rastan town, kill 2-witness,” Reuters, May 29, 2011 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/05/29/syria-town-attack-idUSLDE74S03S20110529 (accessed October 8, 2011)  
76 Human Rights Watch interviews were conducted between June 28 and August 4. The video testimonies were delivered in 
three batches: July 20, September 2, and September 29.  
77 VDC list, http://www.vdc-sy.org/ 
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Several of those killed had multiple gun wounds. One example was 14-year old Abdallah 
Abdel Razzak Jeha from Bagha, a neighboring village. According to a relative, who provided 
Human Rights Watch with a video testimony, Abdallah left the village on May 29 to bring 
food to Rastan, but never came back. After a couple of days, a security official told the 
family to collect the body from the National Hospital in Homs. The relative said in the video 
testimony:  
 

We went to pick up the corpse from the hospital where we were ordered to 
perform a normal funeral procession without any protests. When we 
brought his corpse back home we saw five bullet shots; one in his head, 
one on the left side of his chest, two in his stomach, and one in his leg.78 

 
Human Rights Watch reviewed footage of Abdallah’s body that matches the description by 
the relative.  
 
Another witness, whose son had been killed during the operation, told Human Rights 
Watch:  
 

The military was shooting randomly. My son went out of the house [on May 
29] heading towards the industrial area and never came back. In the 
meantime, shooting intensified. We started looking for him. Every day or 
two we received news from people saying either that he was injured, shot, 
or he’s in the custody of one of the security branches. We searched in 
hospitals but didn’t find him. On June 28, we received a call saying that an 
unidentified body from Rastan is at the morgue of the National Hospital. It 
turned out to be his body. We brought the body to Rastan. While washing 
his body for burial we saw two gunshot marks that looked like a bullet 
entered his ear and exited from his head. Another gunshot wound was 
visible on his stomach, right hand, and shoulder.79 

 
A video of the corpse reviewed by Human Rights Watch shows a bullet entry hole in the 
victim’s stomach and ear and bruises on his face. 
 

                                                           
78 Video testimony, delivered to Human Rights Watch on July 20, 2011.  
79 Video testimony, delivered to Human Rights Watch on July 20, 2011. 
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A lawyer from Rastan told Human Rights Watch that during the first day of the military 
operation on May 29 security forces killed around 20 protesters and injured 40. One of 
those killed was his 25-year-old nephew, Muhammad Amin Abdel Hassib al-Ashtar.80 
 
According to media reports, local activists documented the killing of another five people in 
Rastan on May 31, the same day that President al-Assad issued a general amnesty covering 
members of “all political movements.”81One of the victims was four-year-old Marwa 
Hassan Shakhdu.82 
 
The following day, June 1, SANA quoted a military source saying army and security forces 
seized weapons and ammunition in Rastan and killed or injured “a number of armed 
terrorists.”83Three soldiers were killed in the operation and seven injured, according to 
SANA. In an email to the media on May 31, LCC activists contested government accounts of 
protester violence and vandalism, claiming security forces had set the police station alight 
to destroy their own files.84 
 
The shelling continued until June 2. A Rastan resident, a lawyer, who was wounded on June 
2 stated in a testimony videotaped by a local activist:  
 

On June 2, Rastan was still besieged by security forces. I was crossing the 
main road near my house by the Rastan bridge when I was shot by military 
forces stationed next to the Rastan National Hospital. Subsequently, the 
military forces repeatedly called out loudly for me to walk towards them. I 
got to my knees and raised my hands, covered with blood, to show them 
that I am injured and incapable of walking. They insisted that I walk 
towards them or else they will shoot at me again. I pulled my strength 
together, stood up and started walking slowly along the bridge.  
 
As soon as I approached them, they grabbed me like the beast that jumps 
on its prey and forced me to lie on the floor while they encircled me and 
started taking pictures, cursing, and searching me for possession of a 

                                                           
80 Human Rights Watch Skype interview with lawyer, June 28, 2011. 
81 “Syria’s Assad grants amnesty as 5 killed in crackdown,” Reuters, May 31, 2011, 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/05/31/us-syria-idUSLDE73N02P20110531 (accessed October 8, 2011).  
82 VDC List, http://www.vdc-sy.org/. 
83 “Army and Security Forces Arrest Members of Armed Terrorist Groups in al-Rastan, Seize Massive Amounts of Weapons 
and Ammunition,” June 1, 2011, http://sana.sy/eng/337/2011/06/01/349922.htm (accessed October 12, 2011). 
84 LCC email, May 31. 
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weapon. I later found out that they stole my mobile and around 7,000 
Syrian pounds [around $140], they only left my ID. When the military forces 
found out that I am a lawyer they started calling me “leader of the Islamic 
Kingdom” and accusing me of plotting the terrorist attacks in the country. In 
the meantime, the ambulance arrived and drove me with the military forces 
to the National Hospital in Hama.85 

 

Sniper fire stationed on rooftops continued into June 3, killing another six people, 
according to VDC tallies. Local activists told Human Rights Watch that they were sure the 
snipers were security forces.86LCC activists reported in an email update on June 3 that 
security and military forces firing machine guns stormed houses in Rastan to conduct 
arrests. They also reportedly bombed the home of Fatima Umm Akram Alwan.87 
 

Homs 
In Homs city, security forces conducted operations on a regular basis, targeting different 
neighborhoods. Operations varied in scope and intensity; several led to injuries and deaths.  
 

Between July 21 and 25, for example, security forces cordoned-off several neighborhoods, 
including Bab Sba`, Khalidiyya, and Bayyada. Movement was restricted, and residents 
from neighboring areas attempted to organize delivery of food and medical supplies to the 
cordoned-off areas. Witnesses told Human Rights Watch that the injured were afraid to 
seek treatment in public hospitals and that the blockade had made it much more difficult 
to get injured to hospitals deemed to be safe. Many of the injured were being treated in 
private houses.  
 

Abu Adam (not his real name) told Human Rights Watch: 
 

Security forces blocked off Bab Sba` completely [on July 21]. Cars trying to 
get through were shot at from heavy military vehicles and pedestrians and 
bicycles were shot at by snipers. When we tried to bring food and medicine 
into the area on the morning on July 21, security forces opened fire. They 
killed one person, injured a second, and arrested the third.88 
 

                                                           
85 Video testimony, delivered to Human Rights Watch on July 20, 2011. 
86 Human Rights Watch phone interview with Rastan activist, August 18, 2011. 
87 LCC email, June 3, 2011.  
88 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 27, 2011.  
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On at least one occasion in the following days, security forces and men in civilian clothes 
driving through the neighborhoods opened fire on residents who happened to be out in 
the streets. Abu Ahmad (not his real name), a resident of Bayyada neighborhood, told 
Human Rights Watch that he saw one person killed and about 20 injured in drive-by 
shootings on July 25. According to Abu Ahmad, who was sitting outside his house on al-Zir 
Street, people in civilian clothes and body armor driving a pick-up truck and a taxi opened 
fire on people in the street around 7 a.m., killing Khaled al-Awayshi, a neighbor. Abu 
Ahmad told Human Rights Watch that he watched as the pick-up drove to the Air Force 
intelligence base, around 600 meters away. Shortly thereafter, three armored military 
vehicles arrived, also opening fire. According to Abu Ahmad, most of the injured were shot 
from the military vehicles.89 
 

In another example, local activists told Human Rights Watch that 12 people were killed in 
an operation that started on August 10.90 One Homs resident told Human Rights Watch: 
 

The attack started yesterday [August 10] at about 4 a.m. and continued until 
today [August 11]. The sounds were enormous. There were constant 
explosions and .50 BMG [refers to large bullets used in machine guns] fire 
coming from Bab `Amro and Insha’at next to the bakery. This gunfire has a 
very particular sound. There was a break around iftar time yesterday [6:00 
p.m.], then it started up again, but not as heavy.  
 
I tried to go to those areas by car, but the police had blocked off Brazil 
Street, close to Bab `Amro. Then after the taraweeh prayer [special prayers 
performed every night during the month of Ramadan] I was in al-Mal`ab and 
there were no police, which is very unusual for al-Mal`ab.  Normally, 
security forces are there every day shooting in the air, since this is a 
popular, important area. Around 11 p.m., when I was back home in 
Khalidiyya, the shooting intensified again and didn’t let up until 6 a.m. this 
morning, sometimes with great intensity and sometimes with small guns. 
This morning I was at Dablan Street and heard sounds from Bab `Amro. The 
police forces and some soldiers were surrounding the neighborhood. There 

                                                           
89 When about 500 people gathered at the Tal al-Nasr cemetery around noon the same day to bury the man killed in the 
drive-by shooting, four armored military vehicles drove into the cemetery and opened fire without warning. According to 
AbuAhmad, nobody was injured, but everybody ran away, leaving the cemetery guard to finish the burial. Human Rights 
Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 27, 2011.  
90 FarhanShamdin; Maher al-Khaled; Abdulbasit al-Khaled; Ghasan al-Doush; Mahmoud al-Ghantawi; Sha’af al-’Alwin; 
Khaled al-Susli; Khaled al-Farij; daughter of FarhanShamdin; Khaled al-Sa’ud; Marhaf Judit al-Sayyid; and Tamer al-Shamuri. 
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were no communications inside – no phone, no mobile, no internet. 
 
The security forces were searching for a list of wanted men. We live as in 
war. We didn’t sleep all night last night. The shooting and fire came from 
everywhere, from yesterday until today.91 

                                                           
91 Human Rights Watch Skype interview, August 11, 2011, name withheld. Iftar refers to the evening meal when Muslims 
break their fast during the Islamic month of Ramadan.  
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III. Arbitrary Detention, Torture, and Enforced 
Disappearances 

 
As in much of the rest of Syria, security forces in Homs Governorate subjected thousands 
of people to arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, and systematic torture in 
detention.  
 
Witnesses from Homs city, Tal Kalakh, and Rastan described to Human Rights Watch large-
scale operations during which security forces detained dozens of people at a time, 
targeted activists and their family members for arrest, picked up people at checkpoints 
and by street patrols.  
 
Exact numbers are impossible to verify, but information collected by Human Rights Watch 
suggests that the security forces detained more than 1,000 individuals from Tal Kalakh 
alone. Activists interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that thousands of people were 
detained from April to August in Homs city. While most were released after several days or 
weeks in detention, at this writing several hundred remain missing, apparently subjected 
to enforced disappearances, their fate and whereabouts unknown to the families.92 
 
All the former detainees from Homs Governorate interviewed by Human Rights Watch 
reported seeing hundreds of others while in detention, saying that the detention facilitates 
were unbearably overcrowded with guards packing dozens of detainees into cells intended 
for a few and holding detainees in the corridors outside of the cells. For example, one 
witness told Human Rights Watch that in the State Security detention facility in Homs, just 
in the immediate vicinity of his small cell that held eight detainees, there were 14 other 
small cells, each holding approximately the same number of persons, and one large cell 
with many more inside. In addition, he said, he could see other detainees in the corridor 
between the cells.93 
 
Most detainees were young men in their 20s or 30s, but security forces also detained 
children and elderly people. Several witnesses reported the detention of their parents or 
grandparents – individuals in their 60s and 70s. Human Rights Watch documented the 
detention and beating of two 13-year-old boys in Tal Kalakh; other released detainees also 
reported seeing many teenagers in detention.  

                                                           
92 Human Rights Watch interviews, names and place withheld, July 27-29, 2011.  
93 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 26, 2011. 
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Witnesses from Homs city and neighboring towns described to Human Rights Watch sweep 
operations that security forces conducted in their neighborhoods following the protests. 
They said that joint groups of military personnel, mukhabarat, and shabeeha militias 
moved through the neighborhoods grabbing people in the streets and breaking into houses. 
At times, they had lists of individuals they were looking for, and on several occasions, when 
the people they wanted were not at their homes, they detained their relatives. On other 
occasions, they randomly detained people from the street or from their homes. 
 
Witnesses from Tal Kalakh told Human Rights Watch that following massive protests there 
on May 14-15, security forces moved into the town and arrested hundreds of people in 
different neighborhoods. A majority of witnesses from Tal Kalakh had been either arrested 
themselves, or had family members or neighbors who were detained.  
 
One of the witnesses, Ali (not his real name), said that following the protests in Tal Kalakh 
on May 14-15,he spent several days in hiding, moving from house to house. He said: 
 

I was hiding in water ditches, and saw security forces arresting people from 
every house on the street. The detainees were too many to count. Security 
forces pushed them to the ground and walked on them. Sometimes, they 
made them chant praises to Bashar al-Assad before putting plastic 
handcuffs on them and leading them away.94 

 
Another witness, Mahmud (not his real name), said that he fled from the house when the 
security forces came to his neighborhood on May 15, but they took away his 51-year-old 
father. He said:  
 

I was hiding in a house across the street and saw that they broke into our 
house and dragged my father out. They pushed him on the ground and 
started beating him, demanding that he praise Bashar al-Assad. He had to 
do it. They were about 10-15 men, some in military uniforms, with special 
forces badges, and some in black uniforms and white sneakers; I believe 
these were from mukhabarat. They blindfolded him and took him away in a 
taxi. For 24 days we had no information about his whereabouts, and then 
my uncle found him in the central jail in Homs, and managed to get him 

                                                           
94 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 30, 2011.  
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released on bail. When he was released his front teeth were broken and his 
face and eyes were swollen.95 

 
A witness told Human Rights Watch that on June 24 he saw plainclothes security personnel 
emerge from a taxi with the license plate number 747191 to detain a young man walking in 
front of Abdulhamed al-Zehrawy High School in the Homs neighborhood of Insha’at. Seven 
police officers on motorcycles joined them in beating the man, then put him a security bus, 
the witness said.96 
 
Three protesters described to Human Rights Watch events in the Mal`ab neighborhood on 
July 8, when about 200 security forces dispersed a protest of about 1,000 people and 
detained 10 protesters. The three witnesses said that five protesters tried to escape and 
hid in a nearby house, but were spotted by security men, who came after them, broke the 
door of the house, and arrested all five, along with the doorman, who was not involved.97 
 
A resident of Khalidiyya, Abu Ahmad (not his real name), told Human Rights Watch that 
around a hundred people from his street were detained during June and July and that the 
whereabouts of many remain unknown. He described a security raid that he witnessed in 
his neighborhood on July 26:  
 

Around 4 p.m. yesterday, more than a dozen pick-up trucks and two army 
buses entered the al-Sharakes street in the Khalidiyya neighborhood. They 
just arrested everybody they saw in the street right outside my shop. They 
stayed there for several hours. By the time they left they had arrested more 
than 40 people. I have no idea where they took them.98 

 
In Homs and neighboring towns security forces also conducted targeted arrests of wanted 
activists, people suspected of collecting and disseminating information about the protests, 
and doctors and nurses who assisted wounded protesters.  
 
On May 12, 2011, Muhammad Najati Tayyara, a human rights activist from Homs who had 
spoken with the international media about the government’s crackdown, was detained on 
a street in Homs, a friend of his told Human Rights Watch. According to Tayyara’s lawyer, 

                                                           
95 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 30, 2011.  
96 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, June 25, 2011. 
97 “Syria: Mass Arrest Campaign Intensifies,” Human Rights Watch news release, July 20, 2011, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/07/20/syria-mass-arrest-campaign-intensifies. 
98 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 27, 2011.  
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he has been held in a basement storage room in Homs’ central prison, along with others 
arrested during protests. Tayyara has been able to see his family and lawyer once a week 
for 15 and 30 minutes, respectively. His lawyer said that a court in Damascus is examining 
possible charges of “spreading false or exaggerated information that weakens national 
sentiment while Syria is at war or is expecting a war” or “spreading lies harmful to the 
prestige of the nation.”99 
 
In Homs city, security agents arrested two doctors, Eyad Rifa`i, an orthopedic surgeon, and 
Jalal Hasoun al-Najar, a neurologist, on July 7 and July 9 respectively. Authorities accused 
both men of providing medical assistance to wounded protesters and information to 
international reporters about the crackdown, friends told Human Rights Watch. Rifa`i drove 
himself to the Air Force branch of security after receiving an order by phone to come in, 
said a friend. Agents from the military security branch arrested al-Najar at his clinic in 
Homs, and the next day went to his house and took his laptop and mobile phone.100 
 
Activists told Human Rights Watch that on July 13, both a city official and the medical 
association in Homs petitioned the military security branch for al-Najjar’s release, saying 
that treating the wounded is not a crime. According to one activist, security authorities 
replied to the city official that al-Najjar had been arrested not for his medical activities, but 
for alleged political activities.Both men were released on August 19.101 
 
In addition to sweeps and targeted arrests during and following protests, security forces 
also detained people at checkpoints and during patrols. In one case documented by 
Human Rights Watch, on May 18, 2011, two 13-year-old children were detained in Tal 
Kalakh on their way to school. One of them told Human Rights Watch: 
 

We were passing near Abu Arab square, and there was a big checkpoint 
there, with several tanks and concrete slabs. The military stopped us and 
asked where we were going. We said we were going to our school, but when 
they heard it was a religious school, they got very angry, and started yelling, 
calling us “pigs who want freedom.” We tried to explain that we had 
nothing to do with the protests, but they beat us, and then blindfolded us 
and put us in car. They took us to some room with a horrible smell where we 
spent the next two hours. Every now and then somebody came and beat us 
with fists and wooden clubs. Then they released us – just dropped us on 

                                                           
99 Human Rights Watch phone interview with lawyer, May 26, 2011. 
100 Human Rights Watch Skype interview with friends of al-Najar and Rifa`i, July 10 and 17, 2011. 
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the side of the street, saying somebody would pick us up and bring back to 
town.102 

 

Torture in detention 
The pattern of systematic and rampant torture in detention that Human Rights Watch 
documented in Daraa and other parts of the country has repeated itself in Homs 
Governorate as well. Almost all of the 25 former detainees interviewed by Human Rights 
Watch reported being subjected to various forms of torture while in detention, and 
witnessing the abuse of fellow detainees.  
 
According to former detainees, the majority of those detained in Homs city and nearby 
towns were held in the Homs Military Intelligence base, Balooni military prison – often used 
as a holding facility for detainees to be transferred to other cities or to other intelligence 
agencies – and branches of Political Security, State Security, and Air Force Security.  
 
Detainees provided consistent accounts of appalling conditions in detention, including 
overcrowded cells with no ventilation, lack of food and water, and limitations on the use of 
toilet.  
 
One witness, Abu Adam, who was detained in early July along with 11 other protesters from 
the Khalidiyya neighborhood in Homs, described to Human Rights Watch the conditions in 
a State Security detention facility in Homs:  
 

The conditions were horrible. The cell measured 1.7 by 2 meters. There were 
eight of us there. There was a tiny window high up on the wall, but it 
provided no light or air. We had to take turns sleeping on each other’s 
shoulders. There was no place to lie down. I was dripping with sweat from 
head to toe. They gave us two loafs to share twice a day and a bottle of 
water. Twice a day they gave us 10 seconds to use the toilet.103 

 
Another former detainee, Omar (not his real name), who was held first at the Balooni 
Prison in Homs and then at the Military Intelligence base in Homs along with his father and 
five brothers, told Human Rights Watch: 
 

                                                           
102 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 30, 2011.  
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On the 23rdday of detention, they moved us to the Military Intelligence base 
where they squeezed 50 of us into a tiny room. We could only stand; we 
were pushed so close together that it was hard to breathe. We stayed there 
for 10 hours. My 73-year-old father almost died – they took him out after 40 
minutes.104 
 

Another former detainee held by Military Security in their detention facility in Homs, told 
Human Rights Watch that security forces placed him with two other detainees in a small 
cell measuring 0.90 by 2 meters, and that they had to take turns sleeping. He told Human 
Rights Watch that there were 20 individual cells similar to his, all occupied by three 
individuals.105 
 
Interrogators and guards routinely subjected detainees to beatings with batons and cables 
during arrest, transportation, and during interrogations. Witnesses also reported other 
forms of torture, including burning of different parts of bodies with heated metal rods, use 
of electric shocks, drilling or cutting holes in bodies, use of various stress positions for 
hours or even days, and the use of improvised devices, such as car tires, to immobilize the 
bodies of detainees and ease their beating on sensitive areas like the soles of their feet, 
their head, and backs. Witnesses provided Human Rights Watch with video and photo 
materials that show marks left by these forms of torture on the bodies of the released 
detainees as well as the bodies of detainees who had died in detention (see below). 
 
One witness, Wael (not his real name), described the torture he and other detainees 
experienced at the Military Intelligence base in Homs: 
 

They brought me into what felt like a big room with lots of people inside. I 
was blindfolded but could hear people around me screaming and begging 
for water. I could hear the sound of electric tasers and interrogators 
ordering to hang people by their hands. Once they got to me, they started 
mocking me, saying, “We welcome you, leader of the revolution,” and 
asked me what was going on in Tal Kalakh. I said I didn’t know, and then 
the torture began.  
 
They beat with cables and then hanged me by my hands from a pipe under 
the ceiling so that my feet weren’t touching the floor. I was hanging there 

                                                           
104 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 30, 2011. 
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for about six hours, although it was hard to tell the time. They were beating 
me, and pouring water on me, and then using electric tasers.  
 
For the night, they put me into a cell, about three-by-three meters, along 
with some 25 other detainees. We were all squeezed together. Next 
morning, they brought me in for another interrogation. This time, they 
“folded” me, pushed my legs and head into a tire, flipped me on my back, 
and started flogging the soles of my feet.106 

 
Another witness, Basel (not his real name), gave similar accounts of torture he experienced 
at the Military Intelligence detention facility in Homs: 
 

When I did not answer all their questions during interrogation, they took me 
to a torture room. My eyes were blindfolded, but I recall going five steps 
down. They used handcuffs to tie one of my arms to a pipe under the ceiling 
and left me hanging there, with my feet barely touching the ground. They 
left me there for two or three hours. They did this over eight days. There 
were usually five or six detainees tortured that way at any given moment. I 
could not see them but I could hear their screams. Sometimes, they would 
also beat me while hanging. My wrist, arm, and shoulder would hurt so 
much, that I tried at one point to break my arm so that they would have to 
take me down.107 
 

Basel said that after three days of torture, he could no longer bend his legs and his feet 
were worryingly swollen. The security forces called for a doctor to give him an anti-
inflammatory injection. Basel said that he met two detainees who had had nails pulled out 
and many who had been electrocuted with electric batons.  
 
Another witness, Omar (not his real name), told Human Rights Watch that some detainees 
were subjected to particularly brutal treatment:  
 

Four days after we were brought to the Military Intelligence base in Homs, 
the guards took one the detainees, Abdul Halim [name changed] for 
interrogation. When they returned him to the cell two hours later, he was 
half-dead. No matter where you touched his body, he screamed in pain. He 

                                                           
106 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 28, 2011.  
107 Human Rights Watch interview, Beirut, October 12, 2011. 



 

“WE LIVE AS IN WAR” 42 

had black-and-red marks from electric shocks on his hands, legs, and back. 
They pulled out nails on his hands. The interrogators also used an electric 
drill on him – hehad holes from the drill on his hands, hips, knees, and feet. 
He was bleeding profusely. We asked the guard to give him medical 
assistance, but they refused.  
 
I was moved to another facility shortly thereafter, and I don’t know whether 
he survived.108 

 
Interrogators did not spare those detainees who were wounded during the arrest and thus 
particularly vulnerable. One former detainee, Wassim (not his real name), sustained a 
bayonet wound on his back during arrest. He said that he and other wounded detainees 
had been subjected to various forms of torture in the military hospital in Homs:  
 

After the nurses stitched my wound without applying any anesthesia, the 
guards took me into a detention facility in the hospital, threw me on the 
ground, and started beating me. I told them I was injured and cried, asking 
them not to beat me, but they didn’t stop. They put me on a bed, and when 
they removed my blindfold, I saw five other detainees, all with gunshot 
wounds, on the beds around me.  
 
Two hours later one of the guards came in, and beat me again. Then I saw 
him heating up a metal rod on a gas heater. I was terrified that he would 
use it on me, but instead he walked up to another man – hewas naked, and 
his hands were cuffed. The guard put the red-hot metal rod to his testicles. 
The man screamed, saying he was innocent. The guard then beat him with 
the same rod, and then heated it up again, this time burning his feet.109 

 
Detainees arrested in Tal Kalakh said that before delivering them to the detention facility, 
security forces brought them to a nearby Alawite village where they encouraged residents 
to beat and humiliate the detainees. Wael told Human Rights Watch: 
 

I was in a bus with about 50 other detainees. The security forces drove into 
an Alawite village not far from Tal Kalakh. People in the village were ready – 
there were about 150 of them, waiting for us. Shabeeha, who were guarding 
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us on the bus, told them, “Come and beat these traitors, and if any of these 
pigs dies, just throw them away.” The villagers then started beating us with 
their fists and feet, and shovel handles, saying, “You want freedom – here 
is your freedom!”110 

 
Another detainee from Tal Kalakh, Omar, described similar experience to Human 
Rights Watch, saying that when the guards brought them to an Alawite village, the 
residents first tried to topple the bus with the detainees, and then, when the guard 
opened the back door, started throwing rocks into the bus, spitting and swearing at 
the detainees.111 
 
The procedure for releasing the detainees appeared to be just as arbitrary as the detention 
process. All of the former detainees interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that at 
various points during their detention the interrogators pushed their thumbs onto some 
papers to get fingerprints. The detainees were blindfolded at the time and could not see 
what the papers were. Most of the former detainees said they were never brought before a 
judge. Some reported being released after their relatives paid bribes to the heads of the 
detention facility. Others said that after weeks in detention they were brought into a 
courthouse but, instead of being brought before a judge, were simply let go.  
 
Witnesses interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported widespread detentions in Homs 
by security forces. Just like in other parts of Syria, most were arrested during protests or in 
their homes and spent from several days to several weeks in mukhabarat detention 
facilities. A lawyer who has worked on many detention cases told Human Rights Watch that 
he has not seen a single released detainee without torture marks.112 
 
Abu Adam told Human Rights Watch said that in early July he participated in protests near 
the Omari Mosque when security forces opened fire at the protesters. He ran but was 
captured, together with 11 other protesters. He said that he was taken to the State Security 
facility nearby: 
 

Three members of the security forces took me to a room and started beating 
me. They beat me with their fists, batons, and cables. The beating lasted for 
three or four hours. I don’t know exactly. I was very disoriented. There was 
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not a single part of my body that was not beaten. An interrogator came and 
started asking me where I was from, what the protesters had been saying, 
what type of weapons we had and where we got them from – even though 
we had no weapons at all. I was lucky that I did not have any video or 
photos of the protests on my phone. Those who did were beaten much 
worse. I feared for my life so I eventually started agreeing to everything they 
said. I would have confessed to owning a tank if they had asked me.113 

 
According to Abu Adam, there were fourteen small cells in the immediate vicinity of his cell, 
each packed with about eight detainees, and one big cell, which held many more.114 
 
Abu Adam said that he was released after six days in detention only because his family 
paid a $3,000 bribe to the head of the detention facility.115 

 

                                                           
113 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 26, 2011.  
114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid. 
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IV. Deaths in Custody 
 
One of the most worrisome features of the intensifying crackdown against protesters in 
Syria has been the growing number of custodial deaths that have been reported in various 
parts of the country, including Homs Governorate.  
 
Data collected by local activists and Amnesty International suggests that more than 40 
people detained in Homs Governorate have died in custody.116 
 
Human Rights Watch has independently collected information on 17 cases of deaths in 
detention in Homs Governorate since March 2011.  
 
In almost all cases, witnesses told Human Rights Watch that they had no information 
concerning their relatives’ fate or whereabouts after security forces detained them at a 
protest or checkpoint until the day they received a call, usually from a local public hospital, 
asking them to pick up the body of their relative. In some cases, the bodies were found 
dumped in the street and then identified by the families.  
 
In at least 12 cases where Human Rights Watch reviewed photos or video footage of the 
bodies, these bore unmistakable marks consistent with torture, including bruises, cuts, 
and burns.  
 
Syria has an obligation to investigate and account for all deaths that occur in custody: this 
stems from its obligations both to protect the right to life, and to provide an effective 
remedy in the event of an alleged violation. The UN Principles on the Effective Prevention 
and Investigation of Extra-legal, Arbitrary and Summary Executions state that “there shall 
be thorough, prompt and impartial investigation of all suspected cases of extra-legal, 
arbitrary and summary executions” which includes all cases of deaths in custody.117 
 
However, authorities provided families with no information on the circumstances 
surrounding the deaths of loved ones and, to Human Rights Watch’s knowledge, initiated 
no investigations, making it impossible to determine the exact cause of death.118 In some 

                                                           
116 See VDC List, http://www.vdc-sy.org/; “Deadly Detention: Deaths in Custody amid Popular Protest in Syria,” Amnesty 
International, August 31, 2011, http://www.amnesty.org/en/news-and-updates/report/syria%E2%80%99s-surge-deaths-
detention-revealed-2011-08-30 (accessed October 30, 2011). 
117 E.S.C. res. 1989/65, annex, 1989 U.N. ESCOR Supp. (No. 1) at 52, U.N. Doc. E/1989/89 (1989), principle 9. 
118 Syria’s authorities launched an investigation into the death in custody of Hamza al-Khatib, a 13-year old who died in 
Daraa in April, after the case triggered domestic and international outrage. 
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cases, families of dead detainees had to sign documents claiming that “armed gangs” had 
killed their relatives and promise not to hold a public funeral as a condition to receive the 
body. 
 
The cases of deaths in detention documented by Human Rights Watch are concentrated in 
Homs city and Tal Kalakh and include individuals detained by Military Security, Air Force 
Security, and State Security. 
 
A resident of Bab Sba` neighborhood in Homs told Human Rights Watch that he attended 
the funeral of Tarek Ziad Abdul Qader,23, whose body was returned to his family on June 
16 after he apparently died in detention. He said: 
 

[Tarek] was shot in the leg and detained along with his friend from the 
Abbara family. Then he died in detention. They were both 23-years-old. 
About a day after he was taken, his parents started to ask about him in the 
hospitals, but there was no answer. The National Hospital called his 
parents on June 16 to tell them to come collect his body. When they asked 
who delivered the body, the hospital workers said they didn’t know.  

 
They later inferred that he had died after being detained for about 10 days. 
They inferred this from the length of his beard – he had gone to his barber 
cousin that Friday, May 6, for a shave before going to the mosque. When his 
body was delivered his beard had grown in a way that would have taken 
about 10 days.119 

 
In the end of May and beginning of June, the bodies of eight people detained during 
security operations in Tal Kalakh on May 17 were returned to their families.120 Human 
Rights Watch documented the details of the eight cases, including the circumstances of 
their detention. A witness told Human Rights Watch that he had seen the eight individuals 
in government custody.121 Human Rights Watch also received information about the death 
in custody of Ahmad Hamsho. These cases are also Qusair detail in Amnesty 
International’s July 2011 report “Crackdown in Syria: Terror in Tell Kalakh.”122 
                                                           
119 Human Rights Watch Skype interview, June 20, 2011, name withheld. 
120 The names of the eight people detained on May 17 are Majd and So’dat al-Kurdy, Abd al-Rahman, Ahmed Abu Libdeh, 
Mohamed Abdel Halloum, KifahHaidar, Oqba al-Sha’ar, and Mohamed al-Rajab.  
121 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 28.  
122 “Crackdown in Syria: Terror in Tell Kalakh,” Amnesty International, July 2011, 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/MDE24/029/2011/en/71ac0ffa-8415-49c6-b3a9-
ff939ff5720b/mde240292011en.pdf (accessed September 2, 2011). 
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On June 17, Military Security detained Obeida A`id Akram, a 23-year old resident of the 
Bayyada neighborhood in Homs, while he was at a protest in the Khalidiyya neighborhood, 
according to relatives and local activists.123 One protester told his family that Akram was 
unable to run away from the security forces because he was incapacitated by tear gas.124 
His family received no information about his whereabouts until they received a call on June 
27 from the National Hospital in Homs asking them to collect his body. A video of the 
corpse reviewed by Human Rights Watch shows a bullet entry point under his ear and 
severe bruises on his face.125 
 
Fadi (not his real name) from the town of al-Qusair outside of Homs told Human Rights 
Watch about the death of a family friend, 35-year-old Ahmadal-Masri. He said that al-Masri 
was mentally disabled and in late May/early June security forces arrested him as he 
walked around the streets, randomly repeating anti-government slogans he heard at the 
protests. Fadi said:  
 

A week after he was detained, his body was returned to his parents. I saw 
the body when it was brought in. It was covered in bruises and oval red and 
blue marks that seemed to be from electric shocks, mostly on his back. His 
ribs were broken – some of the ribs were sticking out of his body.  
 
His father said that he had been called into the central facility of the 
Military Intelligence in Homs and made to sign a statement saying that 
Ahmad had been killed by “extremists.” He said the security forces 
threatened to otherwise not only keep the body but also “go after his 
daughters.” So he had no choice but to sign it.126 

 
Fadi provided Human Rights Watch with video footage of al-Masri’s body which appeared 
to be consistent with his account.  
 
On August 1, members of State Security detained Khaled Mrad, 35, and Jamal al-Fatwa, 29, 
as they were driving near the Ghouta roundabout in Homs, according to relatives and local 
activists familiar with the case.127 The two had been active in mobilizing protesters and 

                                                           
123 Human Rights Watch Skype interviews, June 29 & 30, 2011. 
124 Human Rights Watch Skype interview, June 30, 2011. 
125 Video footage received by Human Rights Watch on August 26, 2011.  
126 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, July 29, 2011.  
127 Human Rights Watch interviews, name and place withheld, August 24, 2011; Human Rights Watch Skype interview, name 
withheld, August 16, 2011 
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were apparently caught with megaphones and cameras in their cars. Someone detained 
with Mrad informed a relative that Mrad suffered from shortness of breath during his 
detention after he had been severely beaten and was placed in a three-by-eight meter 
prison cell with 70 other detainees.128 On August 9, Mrad’s body was returned to his family. 
The body of Jamal al-Fatwa was returned to his family on August 12. A witness who saw al-
Fatwa’s body before burial described large contusions on various parts of the body.129 
Video footage of the body shows marks consistent with beatings on his back, arms, and 
legs, as well as wounds on his feet.130 The exact cause of death in both cases is unknown 
as no forensic doctor examined the bodies.  
 
Human Rights Watch also received information regarding the death in detention in Homs of 
Muhammad Mumtaz Halo, 28, Husam al-Sayyid Ali, and Murhaf al-Sayyid, but was unable 
to interview any family member or direct witness to the death.  
 
Residents of Homs interviewed by Human Rights Watch repeated allegations that 
mutilated bodies of people who had previously been detained were dumped in public 
gardens and other areas in the city. One of the witnesses, a resident of the Bayyada 
neighborhood in Homs, described one such case to Human Rights Watch: 
 

I kept hearing about the bodies being found in the city but until today [July 
27] had not seen any. This morning we found the body of our neighbor, 35-
year-old Ali, in a garden not far from his house. 
 
He had been detained during a massive protest on Masaken al-Mu`alimeen 
Street about two-and-a-half months ago. His family has been looking for 
him everywhere, but every security agency just kept sending them to 
another one, so they couldn’t find any information about his whereabouts. 
The body did not have any bullet wounds – it looked like he had been 
beaten to death. There was no postmortem but it seemed like he died 
shortly before being dumped in the neighborhood. He had bruises and cuts 
all over his body.131 

 

                                                           
128 Human Rights Watch interview, name and place withheld, August 24, 2011. 
129 Ibid. 
130 Video available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KrOlXoSV0Ys&NR=1 (accessed October 22, 2011). 
131 The witness did not want to provide Human Rights Watch with the real name of the killed person out of concern for the 
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V. International Response 
 
Given the huge toll in human life extracted by the Syrian crackdown, the global response to 
this human rights crisis has been gruelingly slow and ultimately inadequate, despite 
strong actions by some states and the European Union. The governments of Australia, 
Canada, the EU and its member states, Turkey, and the United States have all issued 
condemnations of the violence against civilians, and have been willing to follow those 
words with actions aimed at pushing the Assad government to change course. 
 
Most notably, the European Union imposed a ban on the import of Syrian crude oil and oil 
products and prohibited new investment in the oil industry in Syria in September.132Around 
95 percent of Syria’s oil exports of approximately 150,000 barrels per day go to Europe, 
primarily to Italy, the Netherlands, France, and Germany. Later the same month, the EU 
banned certain investment in Syria’s oil industry and imposed a new ban on the provision 
of Syrian banknotes and coins.133 While some of the provisions of these sanctions have 
only just taken effect, there are reports that the measures are having an impact on Syria’s 
public finances.134 Similarly, Canada, Switzerland, and the United States all imposed bans 
relating to the import of Syrian oil. In addition, the EU, Australia, Canada, and the United 
States imposed targeted sanctions such as asset freezes and travel bans on designated 
lists of officials and entities in or closely linked to the Syrian government, including in 
some cases the Commercial Bank of Syria. 
 
A number of Arab states joined in condemning Syria’s crackdown. In August, Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain, Kuwait, and Tunisia withdrew their ambassadors from Damascus for 
consultations.135In August, the Arab League voted to condemn the crackdown and call for 

                                                           
132 See EU Council Decision 2011/522/CFSP (amending Decision 2011/273/CFSP concerning restrictive measures against 
Syria),September 2, 2011, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:228:0016:0018:EN:PDF 
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133 See EU Council Regulation No 950/2011 (amending Regulation (EU) No 442/2011 concerning restrictive measures in view 
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lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:247:0003:0007:EN:PDF (accessed October 21, 2011). 

134 See for example, Javier Blas “Ban forces Syria to cut oil production,” Financial Times, September 26, 2011, 
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an end to the violence, and on October 16, following an initiative by Gulf Cooperation 
Council states, it called for a dialogue between the government and the opposition to be 
held within 15 days at the Arab League headquarters in Egypt.136 Turkey, until recently a 
close ally and major trade partner, repeatedly condemned the Syrian crackdown and 
stopped at least two weapons shipments to Syria. Its leaders have threatened Syria with 
sanctions if the violent crackdown does not stop and the country has hosted a number of 
meetings for Syria’s opposition. 
 
After months of inaction in the face of Syrian abuses, the UN Security Council agreed on a 
Presidential Statement on August 3.The statement condemned “the widespread violations 
of human rights and the use of force against civilians by the Syrian authorities”, and called 
for the Syrian authorities to fully respect human rights and to comply with their obligations 
under international law.137 Unfortunately, that action proved to be the high-water mark in 
the Council’s response to the crisis. 
 
Throughout the crisis, Russia has been very reluctant to subject its close ally to criticism, 
and has been unwilling to take even minimal steps to respond to the violence, such as 
halting its own supply of arms to the country. Russia’s intransigence has been echoed by 
China, which traditionally opposes Security Council action on “internal matters” such as 
the substantial human rights violations in Syria. 
 
Significantly, however, the expected Russian and Chinese reticence for action has found 
support in the three influential southern countries currently members of the Security 
Council: India, Brazil, and South Africa. Those three countries have continually provided 
cover for Russia and China by withholding support for action by the Security Council in 
response to the Syrian crisis. They have also given undue credence to Syrian government 
claims of restraint, promises to reform, and allegations that the opposition protests are in 
part fueled by “armed terrorist gangs” or “foreign interferences and the misleading media 
campaigns.” They justified this weak response by claiming that they wanted to prevent a 
repeat of Libya, where in their view NATO had gone beyond the Security Council mandate 
of protecting civilians. Yet they also failed to support alternative approaches, such as 
sanctions and an arms embargo, that could help end the violence. 
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Instead, the IBSA countries sent a delegation to Syria soon after the Security Council 
statement. The delegation met with President al-Assad and his foreign minister on August 
10, but did not travel outside of Damascus, did not meet with opposition figures, and 
stayed in the country less than 48 hours. Following its meetings, the IBSA delegation 
indicated that it had stopped short of calling on the Syrian government to cooperate with 
the fact-finding mission but instead urged it to consider the HRC resolution 16/1 
“positively”.138 
 
The dismal Security Council response to the crisis came to a head on October 4, when 
China and Russia both vetoed a European-sponsored resolution condemning the violence 
and all three IBSA countries abstained.139 The resolution was supported by a majority of 
Security Council members, including Nigeria, which held the Presidency of the Council that 
month. The draft resolution had strongly condemned “the continued grave and systematic 
human rights violations and the use of force against civilians by the Syrian authorities” 
and called for an immediate end to the human rights abuses. 
 
The defeat of a resolution that did little more than codify the Presidential Statement 
unanimously agreed to by the Council two months earlier was deeply disturbing. The 
vetoes by Russia and China were seen as legitimizing Syria’s continuing abuses, and 
opening the door for further repression. The silence of India, Brazil, and South Africa was 
also extremely troubling. Ignoring the facts on the ground as documented by the Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)and human rights groups, the IBSA 
countries continued to raise objections to Security Council action, yet failed to offer a 
credible alternative path to end the bloodshed. Inaction and silence by the Security 
Council emboldens the Syrian government, and also compromises accountability efforts 
for serious human rights violations, recognized as crimes under international law. 
 

Action by the UN Human Rights Council 
At the end of April, the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) held a special session on Syria, 
culminating in the adoption of resolution that called for the OHCHR to send a mission to 
Syria to investigate all alleged violations of international human rights law “with a view to 
avoiding impunity and ensuring full accountability”.140The resolution called on the Syrian 
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government to cooperate fully with the mission, and grant it access, but the government 
refused all cooperation. A majority of the HRC’s members supported the resolution (26 
votes in favor), and only 9 of the 47 members voted against the initiative, but those 
opposed included Russia and China. In its preliminary report, presented to the HRC on 
June 15, the OHCHR called the human rights situation dire, with alleged abuses on such a 
broad scale that a thorough investigation and full accountability were needed. It 
emphasized the need for the Syrian government to grant access to the mission.141 
 
On August 18, the OHCHR published its final report, which included some of the abuses in 
the Homs Governorate.142 Referring to the situation overall, the mission “found a pattern of 
human rights violations that constitutes widespread or systematic attacks against the 
civilian population, which may amount to crimes against humanity as provided for in 
article 7 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court.”143The report calls on the 
HRC to “urge the Security Council … to consider referring the situation in Syria to the 
International Criminal Court.”144On August 18, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
Navi Pillay also addressed the Security Council on the matter, urging it to refer the 
situation in Syria to the International Criminal Court(ICC). 
 
On August 23, the HRC, in its second special session on Syria, expressed deep regret over 
the lack of cooperation from the Syrian government with the fact-finding mission, and 
profound concern about its findings. It also decided that an independent commission of 
inquiry should be dispatched to “investigate all alleged violations of international human 
rights law since March 2011 in the Syrian Arab Republic, to establish facts and 
circumstances that may amount to such violations and of the crimes perpetrated and, 
where possible, to identify those responsible with a view of ensuring that perpetrators of 
violations, including those that may constitute crimes against humanity, are held 
accountable.”145In this case, the resolution was adopted by an overwhelming vote, with 33 
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members in favor and only China, Cuba, Ecuador, and Russia opposed. The Commission of 
Inquiry, which has received no co-operation from Syria so far, is required to publish its 
report by the end of November 2011. 
 

Next Steps 
There are a number of concrete measures that the international community can take to 
protect civilians in Syria short of military intervention. These measures include: 
 
• Unhindered Access to Independent Observers: As reporting on Syria gets more 

difficult and countries interpret events on the ground very differently, there is a need to 
have independent observers on the ground who can document and publicize what is 
happening. States with influence in Syria should work actively to push the Syrian 
government to allow the Commission of Inquiry appointed by the Human Rights 
Council to have access to the country, and full cooperation from Syrian authorities in 
conducting its investigations. 

• Deployment of Monitors: Another step that could make a difference on the ground 
immediately is the deployment of human rights monitors in Syria. An independent 
monitoring presence could help clarify the situation on the ground, ensure rapid 
responses to violations reports, and provide reliable reporting concerning ongoing 
violations, as well as addressing such issues as the extent of use of force by protesters. 
In addition, a monitoring presence in hotspots within Syria could lead the security 
forces to use greater restraint, and reduce the level of violations itself. The deployment 
of human rights monitors in Nepal in April 2005 is a good example of where a small 
number of independent monitors were able to help stabilize a conflict situation and 
deter abuses.  

• Implementation of Reforms: President Assad’s reforms are not credible as long as 
security forces are shooting at protesters and detaining activists. The international 
community needs to set a timetable for reforms and hold the Syrian authorities 
accountable for respecting the timetable. Some reforms should be immediate such as 
the release of all detainees held merely for peaceful protest or political activity, or an 
accounting for all those detained and being held incommunicado.  

 
Various international actors can contribute to these measures. As this report goes to print, 
Syria has responded to the League of Arab States’ proposal of a summit meeting in Cairo 
by agreeing to allow a delegation of Arab foreign ministers to visit Damascus. The Arab 
League should make it its priority to push for access for the COI. The Arab League should 
also support the idea of on-the-ground monitors that would be deployed in sensitive areas, 
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and should offer its support to any such UN-led mission. Finally, it is essential that the 
Arab League step in to guarantee implementation of certain reforms. As a symbolic gesture, 
they should insist on the release of all political detainees.  
 
The IBSA countries have a particular stake in ensuring that Syria grants access to the UN 
Commission of Inquiry to conduct a thorough investigation of abuses by all parties since 
the crisis began in March, as they have placed more credence than many human rights 
organizations in Syrian accounts of armed groups that are responsible for a significant 
share of the violence. 
 
Russia and China, having resisted efforts to criticize Syria at the Security Council, have a 
particular responsibility to protect civilians inside Syria. If their interest is truly the stability 
of Syria, then they should support the deployment of human rights monitors whose 
presence would reduce violence. 
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VI. Crimes against Humanity 
 
Human Rights Watch believes that the nature and scale of abuses committed by the Syrian 
security forces across the country, and in Homs Governorate, indicate that crimes 
including murder, torture, unlawful imprisonment, and enforced disappearances, 
amounting to crimes against humanity, have been committed.146The similarities in the 
apparent unlawful killings, including evidence of security forces shooting at protesters 
without any warning in repeated instances, arbitrary detention, enforced disappearances, 
and torture, indicate the existence of a widespread or systematic attack against the civilian 
population, which has the backing of the state.147 
 
Unlike war crimes, crimes against humanity can also be committed during times of peace, 
if they are part of a widespread or systematic attack against a civilian population.148 
 
For individuals to be found culpable of crimes against humanity, they must have had 
knowledge of the crime.149 That is, perpetrators must have been aware that their actions 
formed part of the widespread or systematic attack against the civilian population.150 While 

                                                           
146 Article 7 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court defines crimes against humanity as certain serious crimes, 
including murder, torture, and other inhumane acts, committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack against a 
civilian population.  
147The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court defines an “attack against a civilian population” as “a course of 
conduct involving the multiple commission of [acts such as murder or other possible crimes against humanity] against any 
civilian population, pursuant to or in furtherance of a State or organizational policy to commit such attack”, Rome Statute, 
Article 7 (2) (a). 
148 The attacks underlying the commission of crimes against humanity must be widespread or systematic. It need not be 
both, See Prosecutor v. DuskoTadic, ICTY, Case No. IT-94-1-T, Opinion and Judgment (Trial Chamber), May 7, 1997, para. 646 
(“it is now well established that…the acts…can…occur on either a widespread basis or in a systematic manner. Either one of 
these is sufficient to exclude isolated or random acts.”). “Widespread” refers to the scale of the acts or number of victims. 
Akayesu defined widespread as “massive, frequent, large scale action, carried out collectively with considerable seriousness 
and directed against a multiplicity of victims,” Prosecutor v. Akayesu, ICTR, Case No. ICTR-96-4-T, Judgement (Trial Chamber 
I), September 2, 1998, para. 579; see also Prosecutor v. Kordic and Cerkez, ICTY, Case No. IT-92-14/2, Judgement (Trial 
Chamber III), February 26, 2001, para.179; Prosecutor v. Kayishema and Ruzindana, ICTR, Case No.ICTR-95-1-T, Judgement 
(Trial Chamber II), May 21, 1999, para. 123. A “systematic” attack indicates “a pattern or methodical plan.” Prosecutor v. 
DuskoTadic, ICTY, Case No. IT-94-1-T, Opinion and Judgment (Trial Chamber), May 7, 1997, para. 648. In Prosecutor v. Kunarac, 
Kovac and Vokovic the Appeals Chamber stated that “patterns of crimes—that is the non-accidental repetition of similar 
criminal conduct on a regular basis—are a common expression of [a] systematic occurrence.”Prosecutor v. Kunarac, Kovac 
and Vokovic, ICTY, Case No. IT-96-23 and IT-96-23-1A, Judgement (Appeals Chamber), June 12, 2002, para. 94. 
149 See Prosecutor v. Kupreskic et al., ICTY, Case No. IT-95-16, Judgement (Trial Chamber), January 14, 2000, para. 556. 
150 See Prosecutor v. Kupreskic et al., ICTY, Case No. IT-95-16, Judgement (Trial Chamber), January 14, 2000, para. 556: “[T]he 
requisite mensrea for crimes against humanity appears to be comprised by (1) the intent to commit the underlying offence, 
combined with (2) knowledge of the broader context in which that offence occurs.” See also Prosecutor v. DuskoTadic, ICTY, 
Case No. IT-94-1, Judgement (Appeals Chamber), July 15, 1999, para.271; Prosecutor v. Kayishema and Ruzindana, ICTR, Case 
No. ICTR-95-1-T, Judgement (Trial Chamber II), May 21, 1999, paras. 133-134. 
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perpetrators need not be identified with a policy or plan underlying crimes against 
humanity, they must at least have knowingly participated in the policy or plan.151 
 
Individuals accused of crimes against humanity cannot avail themselves of the defense of 
following superior orders.152 At the same time those in a position of military or other 
command can be held criminal responsible for failing to prevent crimes against humanity 
by those under their command, or to submit the matter for prosecution when they knew or 
should have known about the crimes.153 Because crimes against humanity are considered 
crimes of universal jurisdiction, all states are responsible for bringing to justice those 
responsible. International jurisprudence and standards establish that persons responsible 
for crimes against humanity, as well as other serious violations of human rights, should 
not be granted amnesty for those crimes. 
 
Syria has signed, although not ratified, the Rome Statute and so is obliged to refrain from 
acts that would ‘defeat the object and purpose of [the] treaty’.154In light of its findings that 
serious human rights violations amounting to crimes against humanity have occurred in 
Homs and in other parts of Syria, and the lack of accountability for such crimes in Syria, 
Human Rights Watch supports the call by the High Commission for Human Rights for a 
referral to the International Criminal Court (ICC).Human Rights Watch believes that in the 
current situation the ICC is the forum most capable of effectively investigating and 
prosecuting those bearing most responsibility for any crimes committed and offering 
accountability to the Syrian people. In the absence of the government of Syria ratifying the 
Rome statute, or referring the situation itself to the ICC, the Court requires a referral by the 
Security Council to be seized of the matter. However in the event of continued stalemate at 
the Security Council, Human Rights Watch recalls that crimes against humanity may also 
be subject to universal jurisdiction, and urges other countries to consider the exercise of 
universal jurisdiction for crimes committed in Syria. 

                                                           
151 See Prosecutor v. Blaskic, ICTY, Case No. IT-95-14-T, Judgement (Trial Chamber), March 3, 2000, para. 257. Blaskic (paras. 
258-259) listed factors from which could be inferred knowledge of the context: (a) the historical and political circumstances 
in which the acts of violence occurred; (b) the functions of the accused when the crimes were committed; (c) his 
responsibilities within the political or military hierarchy; (d) the direct and indirect relationship between the political and 
military hierarchy; (e) the scope and gravity of the acts perpetrated; and (f) the nature of the crimes committed and the 
degree to which they are common knowledge. 
152 Rome Statute, Article 33. 
153 Rome Statute, Article 28. 
154 See Article 18 of the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, 1969, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 1155, p. 331, 
acceded to by Syria in 1970. Syria signed the Rome Statute on November 29, 2000. 
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VII. Recommendations 
 

To the Syrian Government 
• Immediately halt the use of excessive and lethal force against demonstrators and other 

persons by security forces; 
• Publish a list of all detainees and immediately investigate the whereabouts of those 

unaccounted for and who may be victims of enforced disappearances;  
• Carry out independent and transparent investigations into the excessive use of force 

and shooting of protesters by the security services. In accordance with the gravity of 
the offence and degree of responsibility, discipline or prosecute those responsible, 
regardless of rank, before courts that meet international fair trial standards; 

• Investigate allegations of enforced disappearances, ill-treatment, and torture and 
abuse against detainees and prosecute those responsible before courts that meet 
international fair trial standards; 

• Release unconditionally all detainees against whom there is no credible evidence of 
genuine acts of criminal violence. These include those held merely for participating in 
peaceful protests, for criticizing Syrian authorities, or carrying out legitimate human 
rights activities; 

• End repressive actions against, and intimidation of, members and supporters of the 
political opposition, civil society activists, journalists, and human rights lawyers by 
police and other state agents; 

• Provide immediate and unhindered access to the Commission of Inquiry established 
by the UN Human Rights Council on August 23, 2011, as well as international 
organizations, UN special mechanisms, and members of the diplomatic community in 
Syria to hospitals and places of detention; 

• Grant access to Syria to international media and independent observers to freely 
monitor and report on developments and human rights abuses in the country; 

• Facilitate, under international supervision, the exhumation, identification, and return 
to family members of the bodies disposed of by the security forces in the area of Homs. 

 

To the UN Security Council 
• Urge the Syrian authorities to uphold their responsibility to protect and immediately 

cease systematic killing, use of torture, and unlawful detention of civilians;  
• Call on Syria to cooperate fully with the Commission of Inquiry formed by the UN 

Human Rights Council. and provide it with immediate and unfettered access, especially 
to places of detention;  
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• Demand access for humanitarian missions, foreign journalists, and independent 
human rights organizations;  

• Refer the situation in Syria to the International Criminal Court; 
• Require states to suspend all military sales and assistance to the Syrian government as 

there is a clear risk that they will be used in the commission of serious human rights 
violations; 

• Request that the UN Secretary-General report regularly on the situation in Syria, and on 
the compliance of the Syrian authorities with any statement or resolution the Council 
might adopt; 

• Call on the Syrian government to cooperate with the OHCHR in establishing a human 
rights monitoring presence in Syria, and work actively to ensure quick deployment of 
such a mission; and 

• Individual members who have not yet done so should adopt targeted sanctions on 
officials responsible for the ongoing grave, widespread, and systematic violations of 
international human rights law in Syria since mid-March 2011. 

 

To UN General Assembly 
• All member states, acting individually or jointly through regional mechanisms where 

appropriate, should adopt targeted sanctions against Syrian officials responsible for 
the ongoing grave, widespread, and systematic violations of international human 
rights law in Syria since mid-March 2011; 

• Adopt a resolution calling for an end to the ongoing violence and violations in Syria; 
demanding full cooperation with the Commission of Inquiry and access for international 
media and independent observers to freely monitor and report on developments and 
human rights abuses in the country; requesting that the Secretary-General refer the 
report of the Commission of Inquiry, due in November, to the Security Council; and 
requesting that the Secretary-General appoint a special envoy for Syria; and 

• Call on the Syrian government to cooperate with the OHCHR in establishing a human 
rights monitoring presence in Syria, and work actively to ensure quick deployment of 
such a mission. 

 

To the UN Human Rights Council and its Members 
• Remain seized of the situation as long as the repression of peaceful protests and 

critics continues, including through regular briefings from OHCHR; 
• Ensure followup to the recommendations arising from the investigation mandated by 

the Human Rights Council on April 29, 2011, and other UN mechanisms reacting to the 
situation; 
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• Respond urgently to any credible reports of reprisals by Syrian authorities against 
those who cooperate and provide information to the investigation and other UN human 
rights mechanisms;  

• Demand and work actively to ensure cooperation by Syrian authorities with the HRC-
mandated Commission of Inquiry; 

• Call on the Syrian government to cooperate with the OHCHR in establishing a human 
rights monitoring presence in Syria, and work actively to ensure quick deployment of 
such a mission; and 

• Urge the Security Council to refer the situation in Syria to the International Criminal 
Court. 

 

 To United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
• Immediately appoint a special envoy for Syria and demand that s/he be allowed 

unimpeded access throughout the country;  
• Report to the Security Council on the situation in Syria at regular intervals or whenever 

serious developments occur on the ground, and if necessary, urge the council to take 
appropriate action; 

• Continue to speak out against human rights violations in Syria and to use your access 
to Syrian authorities to urge them to bring an end to the violence and cooperate with 
your envoy and OHCHR investigators; and 

• Call on the Syrian government to cooperate with the OHCHR in establishing a human 
rights monitoring presence in Syria, and work actively to ensure quick deployment of 
such a mission. 

 

To the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
• Deploy a human rights monitoring presence in Syria, including in areas that witnessed 

widespread human rights violations, such as Homs city, Rastan, and Tal Kalakh.  
 

To the Arab League 
• Strongly and publicly demand an end to human rights violations by the government of 

Syria, including the use of excessive force and unnecessary lethal force against all 
persons; impunity for security forces abuse; arbitrary arrests of activists and protesters; 
the use of torture and other mistreatment; and the general climate of repression faced 
by Syria’s citizens. Urge that all those responsible for such violations be brought to 
justice; 

• Call on Syria to release all political prisoners and compensate victims of the 
government’s crackdown; 
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• Call on Syria to grant unhindered access to UN investigators, human rights monitors, 
and journalists; 

• Call on the Syrian government to cooperate with the OHCHR in establishing a human 
rights monitoring presence in Syria, and work actively to ensure quick deployment of 
such a mission. 

• Individual members should adopt targeted sanctions on officials responsible for the 
ongoing grave, widespread, and systematic violations of international human rights 
law in Syria since mid-March 2011; and 

• Suspend Syria from the Arab League if the Syrian government continues to carry out 
attacks against civilians  

 

To Turkey 
• Continue to voice support for a strong Security Council resolution condemning in the 

strongest terms the Syrian authorities’ systematic violations of human rights; 
demanding access for humanitarian missions, foreign journalists, and independent 
human rights organizations; clearly stating that those individuals that have committed 
serious crimes must be held accountable; and requiring states to prevent the delivery 
of weapons to Syria. 

• Take a leading role within the General Assembly for collective action by UN member 
states to protect the Syrian people from widespread and systematic violations of their 
human rights and fundamental freedoms; 

• Call on the Syrian government to act in good faith and to grant access to the UN 
Commission of Inquiry, independent monitors, and the international media, so that 
reliable accounts of what is happening in Syria can be documented and made 
available for assessment; 

• Provide meaningful and public support for the work of the Human Rights Council, its 
Commission of Inquiry, and the OHCHR in Syria, and undertake to follow up on reports 
and recommendations emanating from the UN human rights organs; 

• Based on the facts collected by OHCHR and the Commission of Inquiry ensure a robust 
response to the tactics of the Syrian government against its own people, and make 
clear to the government that if crimes against humanity have been committed that they 
must be fully prosecuted; 

• Call on the Syrian government to cooperate with the OHCHR in establishing a human 
rights monitoring presence in Syria, and work actively to ensure quick deployment of 
such a mission; and 

• Adopt targeted sanctions on officials responsible for the ongoing grave, widespread, 
and systematic violations of international human rights law in Syria since mid-March 
2011. 
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To India, Brazil, and South Africa 
• In the absence of an agreed position on collective action by the Security Council 

engage separately and jointly with the Syrian government to categorically demand an 
immediate end to all lethal and excessive force against protestors, arbitrary detentions 
and enforced disappearances, and torture; 

• Call on the Syrian government to act in good faith and to grant access to the UN 
Commission of Inquiry, independent monitors, and the international media, so that 
reliable accounts of what is happening in Syria can be documented and made 
available for assessment; 

• Provide meaningful and public support for the work of the Human Rights Council, its 
Commission of Inquiry, and the OHCHR in Syria, and undertake to follow up on reports 
and recommendations emanating from the UN human rights organs; 

• Based on the facts collected by OHCHR and the Commission of Inquiry ensure a robust 
response to the tactics of the Syrian government against its own people, and make 
clear to the government that if crimes against humanity have been committed that they 
must be fully prosecuted; 

• Call on the Syrian government to cooperate with the OHCHR in establishing a human 
rights monitoring presence in Syria, and work actively to ensure quick deployment of 
such a mission; and 

• Show leadership within the General Assembly for collective action by UN member 
states to protect the Syrian people from widespread and systematic violations of their 
human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

 

To Russia and China 
• Support a strong Security Council resolution on Syria condemning in the strongest 

terms the Syrian authorities’ systematic violations of human rights; demanding access 
for humanitarian missions, foreign journalists, and independent human rights 
organizations; clearly stating that those individuals that have committed serious 
crimes must be held accountable; and requiring states to prevent the delivery of 
weapons to Syria. 

• Engage separately and jointly with the Syrian government to categorically demand an 
immediate end to all lethal and excessive force against protestors, arbitrary detentions 
and enforced disappearances, and torture. 

• Call on the Syrian government to act in good faith and to grant access to the UN 
Commission of Inquiry, independent monitors, and the international media, so that 
reliable accounts of what is happening in Syria can be documented and made 
available for assessment. 
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• Provide meaningful and public support for the work of the Human Rights Council, its 
Commission of Inquiry, and the OHCHR in Syria, and undertake to follow up on reports 
and recommendations emanating from the UN human rights organs; 

• Based on the facts collected by OHCHR and the Commission of Inquiry ensure a robust 
response to the tactics of the Syrian government against its own people, and make 
clear to the government that if crimes against humanity have been committed that they 
must be fully prosecuted; 

• Call on the Syrian government to cooperate with the OHCHR in establishing a human 
rights monitoring presence in Syria, and work actively to ensure quick deployment of 
such a mission;  

• Suspend all military sales and assistance to the Syrian government as there is a clear 
risk that they will be used in the commission of serious human rights violations; and 

• Support a General Assembly resolution to protect the Syrian people from widespread 
and systematic violations of their human rights and fundamental freedoms. 
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“We Live as in War”
Crackdown on Protesters in the Governorate of Homs 

The governorate of Homs has emerged as the center of the anti-government movement in Syria. As in other parts
of the country, security services responded violently to anti-government protests, killing at least 587 individuals
in Homs from mid-April to the end of August 2011 – the highest number of casualties for any single governorate. 

Based on 114 interviews with Homs residents, this report documents attacks on protesters, arbitrary detentions,
torture of detainees, and deaths in custody, and scrutinizes the human rights cost of the sweeping military
operations in Tal Kalakh, Homs City, and Rastan. It also examines the government’s claims of use of force by
protesters. The report analyses the weak response of the international community and recommends the
deployment of civilian monitors to inhibit the use of force by security forces




