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The Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR), founded in 
June 2011, is a non-governmental, independent group that 
is considered a primary source for the OHCHR on all death 
toll-related analyses in Syria.
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I. Introduction
Tens of thousands of Syrians have fallen prey to the Syrian regime’s apparatus of systematic 
arrests, which targets not only activists or others who were involved in the popular uprising 
against the Assad family’s dynastic rule, but also targets many individuals merely on the 
basis of suspicions or kinship. Syrian authorities usually deny having made these arrests, 
forcing worried family members to go to great lengths just to know the whereabouts of their 
loved ones. As a result of the regime’s culture of secrecy, most of these arrests – over 85 
percent – are classified as forced disappearances. These practices are part of a calculat-
ing and deliberate central policy of the Syrian regime, as we’ve explained in many previous 
reports. A dedicated team at SNHR has been documenting arrests and the resultant cases 
of forced disappearance, as well as releases, since 2011.  

SNHR records new incidences of arbitrary arrest almost every day, with the Syrian regime 
being the first of the parties to the conflict to carry out these practices in a systematic 
fashion against the various segments of Syrian society. The Syrian regime has adopted 
mafia-like methods, as most arrests are made without any warrant or judicial memorandum 
while the victims are passing through a checkpoint or during raids. From the very first mo-
ment of arrest, the detainee is subjected to torture and denied any chance to contact his or 
her family or attorney. In addition, authorities routinely deny even having made any arrest; 
as a result, most detainees are categorized as forcibly disappeared persons.
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According to the database of cases catalogued to date, at least 95,056 individuals are still 
forcibly disappeared at the hands of the parties to the conflict in Syria between March 2011 
and August 2018.
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II. Outline of the Most Notable Cases of Arbitrary Arrest and Enforced 
Disappearance in Syria according to the SNHR Database

Adnan Zera’i
Playwright and theater actor, from the Baba Amr neighbor-
hood of Homs city
Adnan was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Sunday, Feb-
ruary 26, 2012, from the Rukn al Din neighborhood of Damas-
cus city. His fate remains unknown.

Tal al Mallouhi
Blogger and university student, from Homs city, born in 1991… 
Tal was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Sunday, Decem-
ber 27, 2009, in Homs city. A court order for her release was 
issued on Thursday, October 24, 2013, but wasn’t implement-
ed. Her fate remains unknown at the time of this writing. 

Anas Ali al Shaghri
University student at the Tishreen University’s Faculty of Eco-
nomics, and a popular uprising activist. He was born in 1988… 
Anas is from al Bayda village near Banyas city in Tartus gover-
norate. He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Saturday, 
May 14, 2011, in al Bayda village. His fate remains unknown. 
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Mohammad Bashir Arab
Medical laboratory specialist, from Aleppo city, born in 1980…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces in his hometown 
of Aleppo on Wednesday, November 2, 2011. Two months 
later, on Thursday, January 12, 2012, he was transferred to 
al Mujtahed Hospital in Damascus city as a result of medical 
problems after suffering severe torture in custody. Since then, 
no new information has been revealed about his fate.

Rama Yasser al Asas
Student at Damascus University’s Faculty of Literature, and 
an activist in the popular uprising, as well as in the field of hu-
manitarian relief. Born in 1986, she is from Damascus city…
She was arrested by Syrian regime forces in al Baramka neigh-
borhood of Damascus city on Monday, August 27, 2012. Her 
fate remains unknown at the time of this writing.

Hussein Mustafa Harmoush
Defected Lieutenant Colonel, from Ebleen village in the north-
ern suburbs of Idlib governorate, born in 1972…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Monday, August 
29, 2011, in an operation whose details have yet to be re-
vealed. His fate remains unknown.
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Jihad Asaad Mohammad 
Journalist, from the Dummar neighborhood of Damascus city, 
born in 1988…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Saturday, August 
10, 2013, in the Thawra Street of Damascus city. His fate re-
mains unknown.

Loay Khattab
Otologist, from Taybet al Imam city in the northern suburbs of 
Hama governorate… 
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Sunday, March 4, 
2012, at Tishreen Military Hospital in Damascus city. His fate 
remains unknown at the time of this writing.

Ismail al Hamed
General surgeon and political activist, from Fateira village in the 
southern suburbs of Idlib governorate. He was born in 1964… 
He was arrested by gunmen from ISIS on Saturday, November 
2, 2013 in al Raqqa city. His fate remains unknown.
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Salah Mahmoud Amasha
General Surgeon and political activist from Baq’atha village in 
the northern suburbs of Quneitra governorate.
Salah was arrested in an ambush by Syrian regime forces on 
Wednesday, February 20, 2013 in al Thiabiya town in Damas-
cus suburbs governorate. His fate remains unknown at the 
time of this writing.

Adel al Brazi
Student at Damascus University’s Faculty of Tourism, 
from the Dummar al Balad neighborhood of Damascus 
governorate. He was born in 1980…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Saturday, 
August 11, 2012 in the Dummar al Balad neighborhood 
of Damascus city. His fate remains unknown.

Mohammad Samih Bahra
University student, studying medicine, from Damascus city. 
He was born in 1989…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Tuesday, May 28, 
2013, from al Sheikh Saed neighborhood in Damascus city. 
His fate remains unknown at the time of this writing.
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Rania al Abbasi
Dentist, won a number of Syrian and Arab chess champion-
ships, from Damascus city. she was born in 1970…
She was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Monday, March 
11, 2013 in the Dummar neighborhood of Damascus along 
with her husband Abdul Rahman Yasin and their six children 
(Dima 14, Intisar 11, Najah 9, Walaa 8, Ahmad 4, and Layan 
1.5). Their fate remains unknown.

Samer Idris
Lawyer, from Damascus city. He was born in 1970…
Samer was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Monday, June 
11, 2012, as he was leaving the Justice Palace in Damascus 
city. His fate remains unknown at the time of this writing.
 

Hayyan Mohammad Mahmoud
Cardiac surgeon, from Salamiya city in Hama governorate 
suburbs. He was born in 1986…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Monday, July 
16, 2012 in al Mujtahed Hospital in Damascus city. His fate 
remains unknown at the time of this writing.
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Ahmad Arabi Baqdounes
Human rights activist from Damascus city He was born in 
1983…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Friday, May 19, 
2012, in Damascus city. His fate remains unknown at the time 
of this writing. 

Basel Ahmad Tabbakh 
Student at Damascus University’s Faculty of Fine Arts, from 
Aleppo city, born in 1985….
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Tuesday, March 
12, 2013 in Jaramana city in southeastern Damascus sub-
urbs governorate. His fate remains unknown. 

Zaher Ahmad Tabbakh
He worked as a mixing technician at a production company, 
from Aleppo city. He was born in 1988… 
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Tuesday, March 
12, 2013 in Jaramana city in southeastern Damascus sub-
urbs governorate. His fate remains unknown.
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Maher Theib
Journalist, former employee at the General Organization of 
Radio and TV, graduated from the Damascus University’s 
Faculty of Literature…
Maher, originally from Tarnaja village in the northeastern sub-
urbs of Quneitra governorate, was arrested by Syrian regime 
forces on Wednesday, March 13, 2013 at a checkpoint in 
Sa’sa’ town in southwestern Damascus suburbs governorate. 
His fate remains unknown.
 

Anas Badea al Azma 
Journalist, from Damascus city, a graduate in Economics from 
Damascus University. He was born in 1979…
Anas was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Wednesday, 
November 7, 2012 in Damascus city. His fate remains un-
known. 

Jihad Jamal
Jihad Jamal, an activist in the popular uprising, born in 1972, 
graduated from Aleppo University with a degree in law, from 
Aleppo city, born in 1972… 
Jihad was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Wednesday, 
March 7, 2012 at the Ninar Café in the Bab Sharqi neighbor-
hood of Damascus city. He was taken to the Palestine security 
branch. His fate remains unknown.
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Eyas Ayyash
Member of the Executive Office of the National Coordination 
Committee for Democratic Change Forces, from Damascus city
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Thursday, Septem-
ber 20, 2012, at a checkpoint on the Damascus International 
Airport highway. His fate remains unknown.

Maher Tahhan
Member of the Executive Office of the National Coordination 
Committee for Democratic Change Forces, from Damascus city
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Thursday, Septem-
ber 20, 2012, at a checkpoint on the Damascus International 
Airport highway. His fate remains unknown.

Rami Hannawi
Political activist and member of the National Coordination Com-
mittee for Democratic Change Forces, from Suwayda city…
Rami was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Sunday, Au-
gust 5, 2012 at a checkpoint in Sehnaya town in southwestern 
Damascus suburbs governorate. SNHR received information 
confirming his death due to torture in a Syrian regime detention 
center on Monday, December 27, 2017
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Lama Nawaf al Basha
University student, studying Project Management. Volunteer with 
the civilian group Methaq Swrya. She is from al Tal city, northern 
Damascus suburbs governorate. She was born in 1992…
Lama was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Sunday, Novem-
ber 16, 2014 in an ambush in al Tal city. She was taken to Adra 
Central Prison. She was tried by al Midan Military Court. In 2015, 
she was transferred by a police unit from Adra Central Prison to 
an unknown destination. She was last visited by her family on 
Sunday, March 29, 2015. 
On Tuesday, July 31, 2018, SNHR received information that Lama 
had been registered as dead in the civil registry, and probably 
died due to torture in a Syrian regime detention center.

Yahya Sharbaji
A peaceful political activist, from Darayya city, western Da-
mascus suburbs governorate, born in 1979, studied Business 
Administration at Damascus University… 
Yahya founded the ‘Darayya Youth Group’ in 2003. He was 
arrested by Syrian regime forces on Tuesday, September 6, 
2011, in Sehnaya town in Damascus suburbs governorate.
On Monday, July 23, 2018, his family learned while obtaining 
documents from civil registry offices that Yahya was regis-
tered as dead on January 15, 2013. SNHR suspects that he 
died due to torture in a Syrian regime detention center.
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Niraz Saeed
Photographer, Syrian-Palestinian, winner of the UNRWA pho-
to competition in 2014, from al Yarmouk Camp for Palestinian 
refugees in the south of Damascus city. 
Niraz was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Friday, Oc-
tober 2, 2015 in Damascus city. On Monday, July 16, 2018, 
SNHR received information concluding that Niraz had been 
registered as dead in civil registry. We suspect that he died 
due to torture in a Syrian regime forces detention center.

Islam Kheiro al Dabbas
An activist in the popular uprising, student of architecture, 
from Darayya city, western Damascus suburbs governorate, 
born in 1989.
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Friday, July 22, 
2011. On Monday, July 16, 2018, SNHR received information 
concluding that Islam was registered as dead in the civil reg-
istry on December 15, 2013. We suspect that he died due to 
torture in the Saydnaya Military Prison in Damascus suburbs.

Majd al Din Abdul Fattah Khoulani
Student of law, from Darayya city in southwestern Damascus 
suburbs governorate…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Monday, August 
8, 2011, in Darayya city. On Monday, July 24, 2018, SNHR re-
ceived information concluding that Majd al Din was registered 
as dead in civil registry on January 15, 2013. We suspect that 
he died due to torture in the Saydnaya Military Prison in Da-
mascus suburbs.
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Faten Rajab
Has a PhD in nuclear physics, from Douma city, Damascus 
suburbs… 
She was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Saturday, Novem-
ber 17, 2011, and detained at the Air Force Intelligence’s inter-
rogation branch for 10 months, before being transferred to the 
Special Forces Branch 215 of the Military Intelligence agency.
She was last seen in mid-September 2013, at Military Securi-
ty’s Branch 215. She was arrested on the orders of the Military 
Security Branch 291, and reportedly suffered from continuous 
bleeding due to being injected by Syrian regime forces with an 
unknown substance.
Subsequently, SNHR received information that Faten was de-
tained in the State Security Branch where her health deteriorat-
ed before being transferred to the Deposition Section in Adra 
Central Prison on Friday, February 21, 2014. At the time of writ-
ing, her fate remains unknown.

Abdul Aziz al Kheir
Doctor, member of the National Coordination Committee for 
Democratic Change Forces, from Latakia city, born in 1951…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Thursday, Sep-
tember 20, 2012, at a checkpoint on the Damascus Interna-
tional Airport highway. His fate remains unknown.
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Razan Zaitouna
Lawyer and human rights activist, director of the Violations 
Documentation Center in Syria. Born in 1977, she is from 
Douma city, eastern Damascus suburbs governorate. 
SNHR documented that she was abducted on Monday, De-
cember 9, 2013, by unknown gunmen, Razan was abducted 
along with her husband Wael Hamada, and two of her col-
leagues who work in the same field. the two colleagues are 
activists Samira Khalil and lawyer Nazem Hamdi. The four of 
them were abducted from the office of the Violations Docu-
mentation Center in Syria, in Douma city, which was under the 
control of armed opposition factions at the time, most notably 
the Islam Army. the fate of the four human rights activists re-
mains unknown. 

Zaki Kordillo
Teacher at the Higher Institute for Dramatic Arts, from Izaz 
city in Aleppo governorate northern suburbs… 
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Saturday, August 
11, 2012 in Dummar neighborhood in the west of Damascus 
city. His fate remains unknown
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Father Paolo Dall’Oglio
A Jesuit Italian priest, born in 1954, he was arrested by ISIS 
gunmen on Monday, July 29, 2013, in Raqqa city. His fate 
remains unknown.

Mohannad Mohammad Omar
Journalist, Syrian-Palestinian, from al Yarmouk Camp for Pal-
estinian refugees in the south of Damascus city. He was born 
in 1985… 
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Wednesday, 
February 29, 2012 from al Alam Channel’s office in Damascus 
city, his fate remains unknown.

Basel Khartabil
A computer engineer and information expert. His specialty 
is developing open source software, Syrian-Palestinian, from 
Damascus city, born in 1981…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Thursday, March 
15, 2012, in al Mazza neighborhood, west of Damascus city. 
He spent the period of his detention in Saydnaya Military Pris-
on and Adra Central Prison in Damascus suburbs governo-
rate. On Tuesday, August 1, 2017, SNHR received information 
concluding that Syrian regime forces executed Basel after he 
was sentenced to death by al Midan Military Court in Damas-
cus on Monday, October 5, 2015.
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Khalil Mar’ei Ma’touq
Lawyer, and executive director of the Syrian Center for Stud-
ies and Legal Researches, from al Mshairfa village in Homs 
governorate, born in 1959.
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Tuesday, Octo-
ber 2, 2012, at a checkpoint in Sehnaya town in southwestern 
Damascus suburbs governorate. His fate remains unknown

Amr Khalaf
Pharmacist, peaceful political activist, from Damascus city, 
aged 32 at the time of his arrest…
He was arrested by Syrian regime forces on Monday, March 
12, 2012, from his workplace in the Abo Rimmana neighbor-
hood of Damascus city, SNHR has received information con-
firming that he is being held at the central prison in Suwayda 
governorate.

III. Torture and Most Notable Methods of Torture Used at Syrian 
Regime Detention Centers
The Syrian regime has resorted to the use of torture at detention centers since the first days 
of the popular uprising, with torture deployed as a standard, calculated and premeditated 
policy throughout its detention centers in Syria. By speaking to hundreds of survivors, we’ve 
come to recognize a pattern of similarities in terms of torture processes and methods. 
In most cases, the torture processes end with disfigurement and often in death. However, 
it should also be noted that most torture processes are exacerbated by severe medical ne-
glect, which causes unimaginable pain to the detainee that routinely results in their deaths. 
As such, it is clear that the crimes perpetrated against detainees are part of a sustained 
series of crimes, of which brutal torture is the most severe; this is particularly the case when 
these crimes are committed in order to inflict serious physical damage or cause severe pain 
for numerous purposes, whether to extract information, for retaliation, or to spread panic 
among detainees. 
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The fact that this apparatus of systematic torture operates in secrecy allows the Syrian re-
gime to deny that any incidences of torture or deaths by torture take place in its detention 
centers, even though it has issued hundreds of death certificates for forcibly disappeared 
former detainees in these prisons. These death certificates invariably state that the cause 
of death was either a myocardial infraction (heart attack) or an abrupt cessation of breath-
ing without providing the deceased prisoners’ families with any additional information on 
the circumstances of the death of their forcibly disappeared family members. The families 
receive no medical report and are usually denied even the chance to see their loved ones’ 
bodies or to obtain any information about their resting place. 

Many families are fearful of asking more than once about their missing loved ones for fear 
of being threatened or persecuted by security services themselves. The families are also 
denied even the opportunity to arrange a funeral service or to hold any mourning rituals for 
their deceased loved ones for the very same reasons.

In many cases, courts trying the detainees automatically approve the confessions made by 
detainees under torture; these include military courts, al Midan courts (field military courts), 
and other courts qualified to rule on terrorism cases, which also issue the most severe pen-
alties such as life imprisonment or the death penalty. These courts are considered to be 
regime apparatuses affiliated with state security branches.

The Syrian regime has violated its own Syrian Constitution of 2012, which explicitly states 
in Article 53, Paragraph 2, “No one may be tortured or treated in a humiliating manner, 
and the law shall define the punishment for those who do so; A statute of limitation 
does not apply to this criminal act.” Meanwhile Article 391 of the Syrian Criminal Code 
prohibits torture and order the punishment of perpetrators according to the following par-
agraphs: (1) Anyone who beats a person with a degree of severity is not permitted by law, 
in order to extract a confession to, or information about, an offence, shall be subject to a 
penalty of from three months to three years in prison. (2) If the assault results in illness or 
injury, the minimum penalty shall be a minimum of one year’s imprisonment.

Even though those laws, which prohibit torture and order the punishment of perpetrators, 
have been unequivocally enacted, the continuing implementation of Article 16 of Law 14 of 
1969 grants security authorities and affiliated bodies impunity for crimes they perpetrate, 
stating that those responsible can’t be prosecuted without the permission of their com-
manding officer. Thanks to this impunity, no guilty verdict has ever been returned against 
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any individuals affiliated with regime security authorities for perpetrating torture in the his-
tory of the Syrian judiciary. This Article constitutes a blatant violation of all the international 
and national instruments, as well as the Convention against Torture to which the Syrian 
government has acceded. 

As a result of all these factors, SNHR stresses that any constitutional committee, elections, 
or reconstruction efforts will be rendered meaningless as long as such brutal security ap-
paratuses exist.

Most notable methods of torture used at Syrian regime detention centers
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IV. Conclusions and Recommendations
Legal conclusions
SNHR believes that the Syrian regime has demonstrated a lack of commitment to the inter-
national agreements and treaties it has ratified, in particular the International Covenant on 
Political and Civil Rights. In addition, the Syrian regime has violated the Syrian constitution 
itself as hundreds of thousands of detainees have been detained for many years with no 
arrest warrants or any charges. The Syrian regime also denied those detainees the right to 
an attorney and barred their families from visiting them. Eighty-five percent of all detainees 
have been documented as cases of enforced disappearance since the Syrian regime has 
never informed their families of their whereabouts. In the event of families attempting to 
inquire about the whereabout of their loved ones - inquiries that may put the families them-
selves at risk in many cases -  regime security branches and authorities automatically deny 
having detained them in the first place.
Enforced disappearance is a strategy used by the Syrian regime to target anyone connect-
ed to the popular uprising that rose against the Assad family’s dynastic rule.  Analysis of 
the available data shows that this phenomenon is prevalent in areas that were well-known 
for joining the uprising, which suggests that this strategy is based on a consistent and 
deliberate policy, including the regime’s recent revelations concerning the fate of some of 
the forcibly disappeared individuals, which was also done in a deliberate manner. The im-
plications of the coordination between state institutions in a way that serves these criminal 
actions are clear in light of the arrests specifically targeting figures who supported the pop-
ular uprising, with their subsequent forced disappearances being followed by the issuing 
of death certificates containing no information about the place or cause of their deaths. 
This also suggests that broad segments of the regime’s employees, including leadership 
officials and lower-ranking personnel, were aware of this particular regime policy, as well as 
of the true cause of death and the brutal acts of torture. Some of these individuals clearly 
even had knowledge of the location of the dead bodies and mass graves, particularly given 
the appallingly large number of forcibly disappeared persons and the number of cases of 
death due to torture that we have documented, which is estimated at nearly 14,000 in total.

Enforced disappearance is prohibited by the customary international humanitarian law doc-
umented by the International Committee of the Red Cross, as stipulated in Rule 98, which 
prohibits enforced disappearance in international and non-international armed conflicts.
Rule 117 of the same law states, “Each party to the conflict must take all feasible measures 
to account for persons reported missing as a result of armed conflict and must provide their 
family members with any information it has on their fate.”
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Furthermore, international criminal law also prohibits enforced disappearance. According 
to the International Criminal Court’s Rome Statute, practicing enforced disappearance in a 
systematic manner constitutes a crime against humanity (Article 7-1-i), which applies to the 
acts of the Syrian regime.

Recommendations
Security Council and United Nations
• Hold an emergency meeting to discuss this critical matter that threatens the fates of nearly 
82,000 individuals and terrorizes the whole of Syrian society.
• Find methods and mechanisms to prevent the Syrian regime from tampering with the living 
and the dead, as this poses a major threat to the security and stability of the Syrian state.
• The Security Council should act to stop torture and deaths due to torture inside Syrian 
regime detention centers, and to save the surviving detainees as quickly as possible.
• Take action under Chapter VII of the Charter of the United Nations to protect the detainees 
from certain death inside detention centers.

OHCHR
• Issue a statement to condemn and address this blatant violation of the most basic stand-
ards of human dignity.
• Release an extensive report on this barbaric phenomenon and clearly condemn it, and 
call on the Security Council to take urgent action to find a solution that preserves the rights 
of the families, reveals the fate of the dead bodies, and holds the criminals accountable.

Commission of Inquiry (COI)
• Start investigating this critical issue. We are willing to provide all additional information 
and data

International, Impartial and Intendent Mechanism (IIIM)
• Add this critical issue to the main investigation agenda.

Syrian regime
• Stop treating the Syrian state as a private family property
• Stop terrorizing the Syrian people through enforced disappearance, torture, and death 
due to torture.
• Stop tampering with and exploiting civil records in service of the goals of the ruling family.
• Take responsibility for all legal and material consequences of its actions and compensate 
the victims and their families from the resources of the Syrian state.
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