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internal disturbances and the emergence of a non-international armed conflict in February 
2012. The conduct of an ever-increasing number of actors is characterized by a complete 
lack of adherence to the norms of international law. Since the outset, civilians have borne 
the brunt of the suffering inflicted by the warring parties.

Since its establishment, the Commission of Inquiry has persistently drawn attention 
to the atrocities committed across the country. In the present report, the Commission charts 
the major trends and patterns of human rights and humanitarian law violations perpetrated 
from March 2011 to January 2015, and draws from more than 3,556 interviews with 
victims and eyewitnesses in and outside of the country, collected since September 2011.
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I. Introduction

1. The violence in the Syrian Arab Republic evolved from unrest in March 2011 into 
internal disturbances and the emergence of a non-international armed conflict in February 
2012. The conduct of an ever-increasing number of actors is characterized by a complete 
lack of adherence to the norms of international law.

2. Since the outset, civilians have borne the brunt of the suffering inflicted by the 
warring parties. Hundreds of thousands of Syrians have been killed. Half of the country’s 
population have fled their homes, becoming refugees or internally displaced persons. The 
current needs outstrip the existing humanitarian response. Many people are hard to reach, 
making basic and essential protection efforts virtually impossible.

3. Since its establishment, the Commission of Inquiry1 has persistently drawn attention 
to atrocities committed across the country. In the present report, the Commission charts the 
major trends and patterns of human rights and humanitarian law violations perpetrated from 
March 2011 to January 2015, and draws from more than 3,556 interviews with victims and 
eyewitnesses in and outside of the country, collected since September 2011. 

4. As access to the Syrian Arab Republic has been denied by the Government, the 
Commission relied primarily on first-hand witness accounts to corroborate its findings. 
Photographs, video recordings, satellite imagery, forensic and medical records formed the 
basis of the Commission’s conclusions. The correspondence between the Permanent 
Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic and the commission is annexed to the present report
(see annex I). 

5. The Commission presents its findings on violations of international law committed 
in the Syrian Arab Republic between 15 July 2014 and 15 January 2015 (see annex II). The 
legal and factual findings made are based on 380 interviews conducted in the region and 
from Geneva. They should be read in conjunction with the commission’s previous reports.2

The standard of proof used in previous reports remains applicable. 

II. Victim protection

A. From unrest to war

1. Government forces

6. The violations committed at the outset of the unrest in 2011 continue to be
perpetrated. This fact underlines the impunity with which the Government continues to 
operate. 

7. As protests erupted in Dara’a city in March 2011, government forces opened fire on 
demonstrators. As the protests spread across the country, they were met with a violent, 
often lethal response from the Government. The Government maintained that the protesters 
fired at their forces, and provided a list of security forces allegedly killed at the protests.

1 The commissioners are Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro (Chairperson), Karen Koning AbuZayd, Vitit 
Muntarbhorn and Carla del Ponte.

2 S-17/2/Add.1, A/HRC/19/69, A/HRC/21/50, A/HRC/22/59, A/HRC/23/58, A/HRC/24/46, 
A/HRC/25/65 and A/HRC/27/60.
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8. As the unrest evolved into armed violence in late 2011, the Government intensified 
its ground assaults on restive areas. The murder and torture of civilian residents and 
captured armed individuals formed part of the earliest ground attacks. By 2012, as the 
country moved towards civil war, government forces3 had committed a number of mass 
killings of civilians during ground assaults.

9. By late 2012, government forces had changed tactics and rarely engaged in ground 
attacks. This appeared motivated by the fact that ground attacks provided the infantry, 
which was majority Sunni, with opportunities to defect and by the increased capacity of 
armed groups to attack government units.

10. Nevertheless, the mainstays of government attacks on restive areas have remained 
static. They include (a) the encirclement of an area, including the setting up of checkpoints 
at all access points; (b) the imposition of a siege, including preventing the flow of food, 
medical supplies, and sometimes water and electricity, into the town or area; (c) the 
shelling and aerial bombardment of the besieged area; (d) the arrest, and often 
disappearance, of wounded persons attempting to leave the besieged area to seek medical 
treatment no longer available inside and of those attempting to break the siege, usually by 
smuggling in food and medical supplies. Victims have often described the Government’s 
strategy as that of “tansheef al bakhar”, or draining the sea to kill the fish. 

11. Over the past four years, the Government has implemented this strategy with relative 
consistency. The sieges imposed by the Government have become longer and, 
consequently, more harsh. The earliest siege, that of Dara’a city, which began in late April 
2011, lasted for under two months. The siege of Homs city began in mid 2011 and was only 
lifted when the city fell in May 2014. Residents of Yarmouk camp in Damascus city have 
been besieged since May 2013. Infants have died as a result the Government’s “surrender 
or starve” siege strategy.

12. In 2011 and 2012, widespread arrests were conducted in a number of different 
circumstances, including ground searches. By 2013, most were made at checkpoints. 
Arrests targeted males between the ages of 15 and 60 years, and were often arbitrary, 
accompanied by ill-treatment and torture. They also led to disappearances.4 By 2014, 
Syrians were going to extraordinary lengths to avoid checkpoints.

13. The Government’s use of indiscriminate shelling and aerial bombardment has been 
informed by its use of a variety of weaponry. The Government began hostilities by 
employing artillery shells, mortars and rockets against restive and sometimes besieged 
areas. By mid 2012, the use of cluster munitions, thermobaric bombs and missiles was 
documented, often used against civilian objectives, such as schools and hospitals. The 
Government has also used incendiary weapons.

14. The first reported use of barrel bombs was in August 2012 in Homs city. It was not,
however, until mid 2013 that government forces began an intense campaign of barrel
bombing of Aleppo city and governorate.5 Throughout 2013, 2014 and into 2015, the 
Government has made liberal use of barrel bombs. These makeshift explosive containers
have caused thousands of civilian casualties. Barrel bombs are regularly dropped on 
crowded areas, such as bakery lines, transportation hubs, apartment buildings and markets. 
Aid distributions have also been targeted. 

3 The term “government forces”, unless specified otherwise, includes the Syrian Armed Forces, 
intelligence forces and associated foreign and local militias, including Hezbollah, the shabbiha, 
popular committees and National Defence Forces.

4 A/HRC/25/65, annex IV.
5 Ibid., annex VI.
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15. In April 2014, the Government dropped barrel bombs containing chemical agents, 
likely chlorine, on locations in Idlib and Hama governorates. The first attributed finding of 
use of chemical weapons by a warring party was noted, but did not spur greater action to 
end the conflict. 

16. Throughout the duration of the violence in the Syrian Arab Republic, government 
forces have relied on paramilitary groups and militias; initially the shabbiha, and now the 
National Defence Force. It has benefited from the intervention of foreign fighters, including 
Hizbullah and Iraqi Shia militias.

2. Non-State armed groups

(a) Anti-government armed groups

17. After the armed confrontations in Jisr Ash-Shugur (Idlib) in June 2011, organized 
armed groups emerged in Homs, Idlib and Rif Damascus, made up of defectors and local 
fighters. 

18. Some defectors organized themselves into the Free Syrian Army (FSA). While 
increasingly organized armed groups identified themselves as FSA, it remained unclear
whether the FSA leadership, based in Turkey, had effective command and control over 
ground forces. After 2012, hundreds of groups of varying sizes emerged. The multiplicity 
of actors exacerbated the violence and further endangered civilian life. 

19. While the Government focused on key urban centres and lines of communication, 
the armed opposition made gains in the countryside of restive governorates. Their presence 
in civilian areas and their initial attacks on isolated checkpoints and army convoys triggered 
ever more violent assaults by the Government.

20. Armed groups, then under the banner of the FSA, tortured and executed suspected 
government agents, members of the shabbiha, and collaborators. During the Government’s 
assault on Homs city in February 2012, armed groups killed captured soldiers. 

21. As the armed violence mutated into a civil war in February 2012, armed groups 
continued to attack government-held neighbourhoods and areas. The Damascus 
neighbourhoods of Jaramana and Bab Tuma have been the object of indiscriminate shelling 
by anti-government armed groups for more than two years. These unlawful attacks continue 
to date.

22. Armed groups continued to take hostages to force prisoner exchanges or for ransom. 
Some groups have held hostages for long periods of time, as in the ongoing case of women 
and children abducted from eastern Latakia in August 2013. Almost all of those held 
hostage have been civilians belonging to communities or living in areas supportive of the 
Government.

23. Anti-government armed groups have also besieged towns and villages. The sieges 
have generally been shorter lived and employed on far fewer localities than those of the 
Government. Since armed groups expanded their control over the northern countryside of 
Aleppo in July 2012, they have imposed a siege on two Shia enclaves, Nubul and Zahra.

24. The first foreign fighters, mostly Libyans, arrived in the Syrian Arab Republic in 
2011. The presence of more extreme elements was seen in the numerous suicide bombings 
that initially targeted State security services in 2011 and 2012.

25. The more extreme anti-government armed groups, notably Jabhat Al-Nusra, have 
flourished as the conflict continues. This is largely owing to their operational efficiency and 
stable financial capacity, which have attracted fighters from other groups. 
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26. In 2014, terrorist groups used suicide and car bombs in Homs and Hama 
governorates. Unlike the earlier bombings of 2011 and 2012, most of which were directed 
against military targets, the bombings in 2013 and 2014 targeted civilians. 

27. In late 2014, there was an increase in ground attacks on villages that were home to 
minority groups perceived to be supporting the Government. 

28. Anti-Government armed groups lost momentum when the Government, assisted by 
Hizbullah, began to regain control of Al Qusayr (Homs) in June 2013. Since then, the 
groups have continued to lose ground owing to a lack of regular and consistent support, 
inadequate unity and cohesion, and increased infighting, in particular after the emergence 
of the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Al-Sham (ISIS)6 in April 2013.

(i) Jabhat Al-Nusra

29. The emergence of Jabhat Al-Nusra as an offshoot of Al-Qaida in Iraq was 
announced in January 2012. Owing to its tactical efficiency and consistent logistic 
capabilities, the group rapidly gained prominence among the other anti-government armed 
groups, increasingly attracting both extremist backers and foreign fighters.

30. While Jabhat Al-Nusra has made extensive use of car bombs and suicide bombings 
against military targets, such as military and security forces, it has also detonated bombs in 
civilian areas, particularly in Homs city in 2014. Jabhat Al-Nusra has also launched ground 
attacks on civilian localities. Acting in concert with other armed groups, it participated in 
the massacres of civilians in Rif Damascus in December 2013, and in Hama on 24 
December 2013 and 9 February 2014. 

31. In April 2013, the leadership of Jabhat Al-Nusra rejected a merger with ISIS. After 
months of intense confrontations, Al-Nusra was driven out of its strongholds in Dayr az
Zawr in July 2014, losing significant oil resources and tribal support. 

32. Relations between Jabhat Al-Nusra and other armed groups remained largely 
collaborative. However, the Al-Qaida affiliate recently attacked a number of western-
backed armed factions in Idlib governorate, absorbing their equipment, fighters and
territory. 

(ii) Islamic State of Iraq and Al-Sham 

33. In April 2013, following the breakdown of its alliance with Jabhat Al-Nusra, ISIS
developed into a well-organized, dominant armed force in control of extensive territory in 
the Syrian Arab Republic and Iraq, posing a significant threat to peace and stability.

34. In 2014, the conflict was marked by the rapid rise and expansion of ISIS, which took 
over large parts of the north-east in the Syrian Arab Republic. It has recently made inroads 
in Hama and Homs governorates. In June 2014, ISIS proclaimed itself a “caliphate”.

35. This terrorist group has gained control over significant economic resources and, with 
them, a stable source of funding. By using tactics that instil terror among the civilian 
population, and providing basic services, it has fostered loyalties among local communities 
in the areas it controls.

36. ISIS operates a harsh, rigid administrative system that comprises the Al-Hisbah 
morality police, the general police force, courts and entities managing recruitment, tribal 
relations and education.7

6 Also referred to as “Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant” (ISIL).
7 See A/HRC/27/CRP.3, para. 16.
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37. ISIS inflicts severe penalties against those who transgress or refuse to accept their 
self-proclaimed rule. This includes hundreds of public executions, mainly of males, 
followed by the display of bodies in an effort to terrorize and force the submission of 
civilian communities living under their control. ISIS has also publicly amputated limbs as 
punishment for theft and lashed residents for smoking and trading during prayer times. 

38. ISIS has carried out executions of captured soldiers and fighters from other armed 
groups. It has also killed civilians during attacks, such as on the Al-Shaar gas fields (Homs) 
in July and on Al-Sheitat villages in Dayr az Zawr in August 2014. 

39. Where ISIS has occupied areas with diverse ethnic and religious communities, 
minorities have been forced to either assimilate or flee. It forcibly displaced Kurds from 
towns in Ar Raqqah as early as July 2013. As recently as November 2014, it evicted Kurds 
living in Al Bab (Aleppo). It has also destroyed Christian churches and Shia shrines in its 
areas of control. 

(iii) People’s Protection Units 

40. In mid-2012, as armed groups surged in the west and south of the Syrian Arab 
Republic, the Government withdrew from Kurdish majority areas in an effort to deploy its 
forces where they were most needed. In their place, the People’s Protection Units (YPG)
took control.

41. In January 2014, the YPG established an administration in the Kurdish regions of 
the northern part of the Syrian Arab Republic. They have engaged in hostilities with 
government forces, anti-government armed groups and ISIS to defend areas under its
control. Supported by international coalition airstrikes, the YPG recently regained control 
over Ayn al-Arab (Kobane). 

42. The YPG has recruited children – both boys and girls – for use in hostilities. In a 
letter dated 30 September 2013 addresed to the Commission, the YPG stated that its policy 
was not to use children under the age of 18. Underage fighters, however, were involved in 
YPG military operations against ISIS in Ayn al-Arab (Kobane) in September and October 
2014. 

(b) Unknown perpetrators

43. Throughout the conflict, there have been attacks for which no party has claimed 
responsibility and which had no clear strategic or military objective beyond the purpose of 
spreading terror among the civilian population. Among these are the chemical weapons 
attacks on Al-Ghouta (Rif Damascus) on 21 August 2013 and Khan Al-Assal (Aleppo) on 
19 March 2013.

44. In Al-Ghouta, significant quantities of sarin were used in a well-planned attack 
targeting civilian-inhabited areas, causing mass casualties. The evidence available 
concerning the nature, quality and quantity of the agents used indicated that the perpetrators 
likely had access to the chemical weapons stockpile of the Syrian military, as well as the 
expertise and equipment necessary to safely manipulate large amounts of chemical agents. 
The chemical agents used in Khan Al-Assal bore the same unique hallmarks as those used 
in Al-Ghouta. Other allegations of chemical weapons on a significantly smaller scale were 
also recorded. The Commission’s evidentiary threshold was not met with regard to the 
perpetrator for these incidents. 

45. There have been multiple cases where improvised explosive devices were set off in 
both government- and armed group-controlled areas and for which it was not possible to 
identify the party responsible. 
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46. There have been abductions and disappearances for which no ransom demands were 
issued and no claims of responsibility made. In December 2013, four human rights activists 
were kidnapped from their office in Dumah (Rif Damascus). Their fate and whereabouts 
remain unknown.

B. Consequences of the failure of the State to protect civilians

47. The human cost of the ongoing conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic is 
immeasurable. The Syrian State has manifestly failed to protect its citizens from mass 
atrocities. War crimes and crimes against humanity have been committed on a massive 
scale. Many Syrians have suffered multiple violations and abuses from different actors. The 
scale of human suffering has grown as the conflict has escalated. 

1. Civilians

48. Civilians and persons hors de combat, in particular fighting-age men, have been the 
primary victims of violence since the unrest began in the Syrian Arab Republic in March 
2011. Women and children have also been targeted. Men and women who sought to aid the 
wounded or those in need of humanitarian assistance have been arrested, detained, tortured 
and killed for “collaborating” with the armed opposition.

49. Government forces have directed attacks against the civilian population. The attacks 
have included widespread shelling and bombardment of civilian-inhabited localities and the 
targeting of civilians for arrest, detention and disappearance on the basis of their association 
or perceived opposition to the Government. The coordination and active participation of 
government institutions indicates that the attacks are conducted as a matter of State policy. 
As part of this widespread attack on the civilian population, government forces have 
perpetrated murder, torture, rape and acts of enforced disappearance.

50. Where frontlines have stalled, the Government has employed a strategy of 
controlling the population, combining long-lasting sieges with continuous air and ground 
bombardment. Civilians are targeted on the basis of their perceived opposition to the 
Government. Merely living in or originating from certain neighbourhoods leads to 
targeting. In a particularly brutal military campaign, the Government intensified its
widespread and systematic attack against the civilian population of Aleppo in October 2013 
to punish and terrorize civilians for supporting or hosting armed groups in an apparent 
strategy to erode popular support for those groups. Government forces are now employing a 
similar strategy in Ar Raqqah, with total disregard for the distinction between civilian and 
military targets. 

51. Anti-government armed groups have intentionally targeted civilian localities either 
in retaliation for government operations or owing to perceived support of those localities
for the Government. Minority groups considered to be harbouring government loyalties or 
perceived as benefiting from government support have also been attacked by non-State 
armed groups.

52. Since its emergence in April 2013, ISIS has committed acts of violence against the 
civilian population under its control in Ar Raqqah, Dayr az Zawr, Al Hasakah and north-
eastern Aleppo governorates. ISIS, a structured group, directs and organizes these acts of 
violence against civilians, evincing an organizational policy. As part of this attack, ISIS has 
carried out public executions to instil terror among the civilian population, ensuring 
submission to its authority. 

53. Arbitrary restrictions and obstacles to the delivery of aid continue to be imposed by 
all sides to the conflict, with devastating consequences for civilians in areas that are hard to 
reach. Humanitarian aid has been instrumentalized for military gain. The bureaucratic 
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hurdles imposed by the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic are a calculated 
obstruction of aid to civilians living in areas under non-State armed group control. The 
conditions imposed by armed groups on the delivery of humanitarian assistance use civilian 
suffering as a retaliatory measure. 

2. Fighting-age males

54. Since March 2011, males perceived to be of fighting age, including minors, have 
been targeted in military assaults, shelling and by sniper fire, for arrest and detention, and 
recruited for participation in hostilities. As the conflict has escalated, males of fighting age 
have emerged as the main targets of violence. According to the Statistical Analysis of 
Documentation of Killings in the Syrian Arab Republic commissioned by the Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, some 85.1 per cent of the victims 
documented were are male. 

55. Government forces have engaged in mass arrest campaigns leading to the enforced 
disappearance of fighting-age men in areas that have fallen under their control, and men 
residing in or travelling to government-held areas. Their families are often too afraid to 
approach the authorities to enquire about the whereabouts of their relatives.8 Those who 
enquired have faced a refusal to disclose information about the fate of the disappeared or 
were compelled to pay large bribes to learn of the whereabouts of relatives. Men who were 
detained were often subjected to sexual violence as a tactic to punish, humiliate and 
degrade.

56. Victims of ISIS public executions are usually men or boys accused of being 
affiliated with other armed groups or of violating ISIS edicts. Captured hors de combat 
government soldiers have been executed en masse. Young boys are also used as 
executioners, trained to carry out suicide bombing missions and deployed in active 
hostilities. 

57. Boys and men are at constant risk of being targeted or instrumentalized by the 
parties to the conflict. Government forces, ISIS, and the YPG have all pursued a concerted 
effort to conscript young men into their ranks. Minors have been recruited and used by all 
parties to the conflict, at times systematically. 

58. Men of fighting age are not granted any of the protections afforded to civilians by 
any of the parties. Whether subjected to violations by government forces or ISIS, the 
evidence collected indicates that Sunni Muslim men are disproportionately overrepresented 
among the victims in the Syrian conflict.

3. Women and girls

59. The lives of Syrian women have been radically altered by four years of conflict. 
With Syrian men killed, disappeared or unable to move for fear of arrest at checkpoints, 
there has been a drastic increase in female-headed households. Unaccompanied by men and 
vulnerable to physical assaults, women and girls have been put at risk of arrest or abduction 
by government forces and by anti-government armed groups. In Aleppo, Hama, Homs and 
Dara’a governorates, women cited a fear of sexual violence in their decisions to flee their 
homes. 

60. An increasing number of cases of sexual violence has been documented through 
targeted investigations and cooperation with broad social and medical networks. Women 
and girls were found to have been raped and sexually assaulted in government detention 

8 A/HRC/25/65, para. 48.
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facilities, in particular in the investigation branches of the Military Intelligence Directorate 
and prisons administered by the General Security Directorate in Damascus. State officials 
have perpetrated rape, a crime against humanity. 

61. Many victims of sexual and gender-based violence spoke out once they had been 
released from detention, while others took time to relay their experiences of violations 
perpetrated in secret or cloaked in silence or taboo. Underreporting and delayed reporting 
of sexual violence continues to be endemic. Contemporaneous medical documentation is 
rare, and is hampered by the denial of medical assistance to detainees in custodial contexts, 
where most sexual violence is committed. Many of the women interviewed had been 
displaced and sought shelter in neighbouring States. They are in desperate need of 
psychosocial support, which must be maximized to help victims of sexual violence.

62. Lack of access to medical care has affected the prenatal and postnatal health of 
women and their children. Women in labour have not been allowed through government 
checkpoints and have often been forced to give birth under dangerous circumstances. In 
areas under siege, women have given birth in unsterile conditions and without pain 
medication. 

63. Armed groups, including Ahrar Al-Sham and Jabhat Al-Nusra, have targeted women 
and children on the basis of their gender, to be taken as hostages for use in prisoner 
exchanges. Yazidi women, abducted from Iraq, have been brought into the Syrian Arab 
Republic and sold (and re-sold) in markets or distributed to ISIS fighters as war booty. Kept 
as slaves, they are subject to horrific and repeated sexual violence. Girls and women in 
ISIS-controlled areas live in fear of forced marriage to the fighters.

64. The imposition by ISIS of a strict interpretation of sharia law previously unseen in 
the Syrian Arab Republic – setting out edicts on all aspects of life, from dress to movement, 
employment and religious observance – has restricted basic freedoms, particularly for 
women. Women and girls over the age of 10 must be fully covered when venturing 
outdoors. Women and girls are not permitted to be in the company of men outside of their 
immediate family. Failure to abide by these rules is punishable by lashing. Punishments 
may be carried out by the Al-Hisbah morality police, but increasingly they are the 
responsibility of the all-female brigade Al-Khans’aa. ISIS has executed women, as well as 
men, on charges of adultery. Instances of women being stoned to death have been 
documented. Such public displays of brutality are utilized to instil fear among women for 
disobeying ISIS edicts.

4. Children

65. The Commission has witnessed the deterioration of children’s rights in the Syrian 
Arab Republic. Children have been killed, injured and maimed, suffering the direct 
consequences of the indiscriminate violence of government forces. They have also been 
affected by displacement, loss of relatives and the trauma of witnessing acts of violence.

66. Intelligence and security agencies have detained young children since 2011. Held in 
the same cells as adults, children are exposed to sexual violence and subjected to the same 
ill-treatment and torture as adult detainees. In detention, children have also witnessed 
violent torture and death.

67. As the unrest developed into an armed conflict, government forces began to use 
children as part of coordinated military operations to locate armed group fighters prior to 
attack or act as informants, exposing them to retaliation and punishment. 

68. With approximately 5,000 schools destroyed in the Syrian Arab Republic, the 
resulting sharp decline in children’s education continues to be articulated as one of the 
greatest concerns among those interviewed. Government forces attack schools in the 
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context of their military operations. According to the United Nations Children’s Fund, 160 
children were killed in attacks on schools in 2014. Regular armed forces have also used 
schools for military purposes, depriving children of education and exposing educational 
facilities to attack. 

69. Some children who have been displaced or sought refuge in neighbouring States 
have been out of school for two to three years, increasing the risk of radicalization among 
adolescent youth. Armed groups have taken advantage of children who are displaced and 
detached from their communities. Children have been recruited, trained and used in active 
combat roles. Doctors working in field hospitals regularly treat minors injured in combat. 
The use of schools by armed groups for military purposes has endangered children and led 
to their injury and death. Anti-government armed groups have systematically targeted 
schools and schoolyards, killing, injuring and maiming children. 

70. ISIS has instrumentalized and abused children on a scale not seen before in the 
Syrian conflict. It has established “cubs camps” across areas under its control, where
children are taught how to use weapons and trained to be deployed as suicide bombers. In 
September and October 2014, minors were part of ISIS forces during its assault on Ayn al-
Arab (Kobane). Children have been deliberately targeted for indoctrination and 
instrumentalized by ISIS. ISIS has also used schools for military purposes, endangering 
children and preventing their access to education. 

71. The YPG has abducted children and accepted children into their ranks. Despite an 
international commitment to the contrary, they have deployed children in active hostilities.

72. More than half of Syrian school-age children, up to 2.4 million, are out of school as 
a consequence of the occupation, destruction and insecurity of schools. With increasing 
numbers of children being recruited to fight, the vulnerability and lack of protection of 
children in the Syrian Arab Republic today will have long-lasting consequences.

5. Detainees

73. The Commission has collected numerous accounts of torture and deaths in custody 
in government prisons across the Syrian Arab Republic occurring between March 2011 and 
January 2015, supporting its finding of the crime against humanity of torture and murder. 
The widespread and systematic use of torture was documented in multiple facilities in 
Damascus, including Military Security branches 215, 235 (also known as Palestine branch)
and 227; the Damascus Political Security Branch; the Air Force Intelligence branches at 
Harasta and at Mezzeh military airport; the Harasta Military Hospital and Sednaya prison. 
The documented physical injuries of victims were consistent with their accounts of severe 
torture inflicted as a method of interrogation, or to degrade and humiliate. Torture also 
included rape and sexual violence. Conditions of detention were characterized by a lack of 
food, water, space, sleep, hygiene and medical care, and the denial of life-saving medicine. 
Detainees were often stripped on arrival and held for long periods in their underwear. The 
collected information indicates the existence of a State policy implemented across 
governorates. 

74. There were multiple reports of deaths in custody at the Air Force Intelligence branch 
at Mezzeh military airport, Military Security branches 215 and 235 and Sednaya prison. 
Families of detainees were frequently directed to the Al-Qaboun Military Police to obtain
information on detained relatives and then to Tishreen Military Hospital. In most cases, 
however, bodies were not returned. State authorities issued fabricated death certificates 
with the apparent intent to disguise the cause and location of death and to prevent any 
official record of the use of torture. By misrepresenting the circumstances of death in an 
effort to conceal detainee abuse, government authorities have bolstered a system of 
widespread and systematic torture and unlawful killing. 
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75. ISIS inflicts severe physical or mental pain or suffering on civilian populations in 
areas under its control, in particular through its public lashing and amputations, as part of a 
widespread and systematic attack on the civilian population. There has been a rise in torture 
and the cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment of the civilian population in Ar Raqqah, 
Dayr az Zawr and Aleppo governorates. Torture has also been committed systematically 
against captured FSA and YPG fighters. ISIS fighters beat and killed those held in its 
detention centres in Ar Raqqah and Aleppo governorates during interrogations. Beatings 
included whipping detainees with cables. Former detainees in ISIS detention facilities in Ar
Raqqah governorate reported being held in overcrowded, insect-infested cells. Detainees 
received inadequate food and were not permitted to communicate with anyone outside the 
facility. 

6. Sick and wounded persons

76. The deliberate deprivation of care for those viewed as adversaries has aggravated the 
scale of human suffering in the Syrian Arab Republic. Since the first days of unrest, 
protesters wounded in demonstrations have been prevented their access to hospitals. As the 
conflict escalated, many civilians injured in indiscriminate and disproportionate attacks 
died, unable to reach medical care. Security forces have arrested and detained wounded 
persons seeking treatment, claiming that bullet or shrapnel wounds were evidence of 
participation in opposition activities. Doctors and nurses have been forced to withhold 
treatment under violent threat. The sick and wounded have been targeted with sniper fire 
and during military assaults on medical facilities. Health care has become militarized to the 
extent that many in need elect not to seek medical assistance in hospitals for fear of arrest, 
detention, torture or death.

77. The demise of impartiality has been one of the defining characteristics of this 
conflict. Across the Syrian Arab Republic, government forces have refused to allow 
deliveries of essential medicines and surgical supplies. As an immediate consequence, field 
hospitals lack basic necessities and can offer only rudimentary medical treatment. In 
continuing a policy of denying medical care on the grounds that it may be used to treat 
injured combatants, government authorities act in direct breach of binding international 
humanitarian law obligations to ensure that wounded and sick persons are collected and 
cared for, and to ensure the rapid and unimpeded passage of humanitarian relief.

7. Persons with disabilities

78. There is a rising number of persons with disabilities due to the use of explosives, 
particularly in densely populated urban areas. The increased use of landmines and 
improvised explosive devices by all parties to the conflict has led to the injury and maiming 
of a large number of victims. The weapons used by government forces, in particular barrel 
bombs, cause severe injuries, including the loss of limbs and deep cuts from shrapnel. Many 
of the victims who survive barrel bombings are maimed.

79. Many of the witnesses interviewed suffered from injury, impairment or chronic 
disease. For the vast majority, their disabilities had resulted directly from the conflict. 
Persons with disabilities face specific hardships. They have suffered from a drastic 
curtailment in access to adequate services as a result of the conflict. Instances of persons 
with mental and physical disabilities unable to flee or being killed in hostilities in Ayn al-
Arab (Kobane) in September 2014 have been documented.

8. Medical personnel and humanitarian aid workers

80. The collapse of the Syrian public health system over the past four years has been 
accelerated by the loss of medical personnel. Ambulance drivers, nurses, doctors and 
medical volunteers have been attacked, arrested, unlawfully detained and disappeared. 



A/HRC/28/69

13

Anti-terrorism laws issued on 2 July 2012 effectively criminalized medical aid to the 
opposition. Laws 19, 20 and 21 contravene the customary international humanitarian law 
rule that “under no circumstances shall any person be punished for carrying out medical 
activities compatible with medical ethics, regardless of the person benefiting therefrom”.9

As a result, the health-care system has been severely affected in the course of military 
operations carried out by government forces, as well as through a deliberate and systematic 
campaign to persecute medical staff treating anyone perceived to be opposing the 
Government. 

81. Hospitals and medical facilities have been systematically targeted, leading to the 
death and wounding of medical personnel. Across the country, between July 2014 and 
January 2015, at least 10 hospitals were attacked by government airstrikes, some 
repeatedly, often killing doctors and nurses working inside. 

82. ISIS and anti-government armed groups have detained medical personnel, violating 
customary humanitarian law prohibiting the punishment of persons for carrying out medical 
activities. The abduction of humanitarian and medical personnel has prompted medical staff 
to flee for fear of arrest. Doctors and nurses have also fled owing to the restrictions imposed 
on their professional activities by ISIS. 

83. Violence targeting humanitarian workers and facilities continues to obstruct the 
efforts of humanitarian agencies to deliver aid to those Syrians most in need. Humanitarian 
workers have been deliberately targeted, preventing them from delivering aid and curtailing 
the activities of humanitarian agencies. 

9. Internally displaced persons and refugees

84. Since the start of the crisis in the Syrian Arab Republic, more than 10 million 
Syrians have fled their homes. This amounts to almost half of the country’s population, 
now deprived of their basic rights to shelter and adequate housing, security and human 
dignity. Many are victims of human rights violations and abuses and are in urgent need of 
protective measures and support.

85. More than 3 million people, most of them women and children, have fled the Syrian 
Arab Republic. Neighbouring countries, in particular Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey and Iraq, 
have borne the primary responsibility of hosting one of the largest exoduses in recent 
history. A further 6.5 million people are believed to be internally displaced. An estimated 
10.8 million are in need of humanitarian assistance inside the Syrian Arab Republic, with 
4.6 million living under siege or in hard-to-access areas. 

86. Palestinians in the Syrian Arab Republic have emerged as a particularly vulnerable 
group. Targeted by government forces in Yarmouk and Khan Al-Sheeh camps in 
Damascus, in Handarat camp in Aleppo and in Dara’a camp, Palestinians often have 
nowhere to seek refuge. Neighbouring States have restricted entry to some Palestinians and 
imposed discriminatory measures, in violation of their asylum and non-refoulement 
obligations. 

C. Civilian protection measures

87. There has been a total failure of civilian protection in the Syrian Arab Republic. 
Civilians are systematically targeted by all parties to the conflict, resulting in egregious 

9 Additional Protocols I (art. 16 (1)) and II (art. 10 (1)) to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949.
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atrocities. As a direct consequence of the conduct of warring parties, humanitarian space 
continues to shrink markedly, amplifying the human cost of the conflict.

88. Persons deprived of their freedom, particularly those detained in connection with the 
unrest and armed conflict, are rarely informed of the charges against them, have no access 
to fair and impartial tribunals, to effective remedy or to due process protections overall. 
Impartial humanitarian actors are not granted access to the vast majority of detention 
facilities operated by the Government or non-State armed groups.

89. Civilians and others who are not, or who are no longer, taking part in a conflict or 
other situations of violence, in particular persons or groups exposed to specific risks, such 
as children, women, the elderly, persons with disabilities, and the displaced, similarly have 
few protections in the Syrian Arab Republic.

90. With access to many parts of the country severely restricted, international 
humanitarian agencies are unable to carry out protection visits to detention facilities or 
conduct needs assessments in areas hosting large numbers of internally displaced persons. 

91. The government authorities, who are implicated in the commission of gross 
violations and continue to perpetrate crimes pursuant to State policy, have demonstrated 
their resolve in refusing to engage with impartial humanitarian actors. Legislation adopted 
since the start of the crisis in the Syrian Arab Republic has criminalized essential 
humanitarian activities, including the impartial provision of medical care. Attacks on 
humanitarian aid workers and the detention of human rights defenders has drastically 
hampered efforts by actors seeking to alleviate the suffering of victims of the conflict and 
those working to protect civilians. Siege warfare and denial of humanitarian access has 
made basic protection efforts in many areas virtually impossible. 

92. None of the armed actors has made any apparent effort to review its targeting 
practices in order to reduce or prevent civilian casualties. The parties continue to conduct 
hostilities in an indiscriminate, often disproportionate and unlawful manner. They take few 
precautions and do not appear to take remedial action to reduce civilian casualties, 
including independent investigations into incidents resulting in civilian casualties. 

93. Non-State armed groups have fragmented, making sustained coordination and 
advocacy on civilian protection measures difficult. Without known and trusted 
interlocutors, humanitarian actors have not been able to maintain adequate channels to carry 
out meaningful dialogue on civilian protection measures. As a result, persons deprived of 
their liberty and persons in need of medical care, humanitarian and food assistance have 
few protections. The spread of ISIS and the escalation of hostilities have resulted in the 
cessation of all humanitarian aid deliveries to areas under their control. 

94. The body of evidence collected by the Commission unequivocally demonstrates the 
belligerent parties’ disregard for human life and protections accorded to civilians. Increased 
civilian protection must be a central pillar of any political, humanitarian or diplomatic 
dialogue with the warring parties, aiming to increase the humanitarian space within the 
Syrian Arab Republic. Beyond the borders of the Syrian Arab Republic, concerted 
international action is urgently needed to address the humanitarian protection needs of the 
refugee population in the region.

III. Accountability

95. The armed conflict has been characterized by massive, recurrent violations of human 
rights and international humanitarian law that demand urgent international and national 
action. This was recognized by the Security Council in its resolution 2139 (2014), in which 
the Council stressed the need to end impunity and reaffirmed the need to bring perpetrators 
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to justice. Despite the consensus reached in that resolution, no concrete measures are yet in 
place to ensure accountability.

96. The Commission has repeatedly called upon the Security Council to refer the 
situation to the International Criminal Court or to an ad hoc international tribunal. It has 
also endeavoured, wherever possible, to use its information to identify those responsible for 
crimes and other violations and to help to ensure perpetrators are held accountable.10

97. More than 3,500 victim and eyewitness accounts have been collected, documenting 
war crimes and crimes against humanity, as well as other violations of human rights and 
international humanitarian law. These interviews have been preserved for future sharing 
and referral to justice mechanisms, whether international or national. In all cases, 
interviewees were asked to provide their explicit consent for the Commission to use the 
information provided in its reports and/or to share pertinent details with current and future 
accountability mechanisms. 

A. Identification of alleged perpetrators

98. At the end of each mandate, the Commission compiles a confidential list of alleged 
perpetrators. Alleged perpetrators have been identified based on verified accounts of 
witnesses and victims.

99. All information relating to the identity of potential perpetrators, either individuals or 
entities, is recorded, including name, affiliation, rank, source and exact circumstances of the 
alleged incident or incidents in which the individual or group was allegedly involved. A 
review is conducted to determine whether information linking identified perpetrators to 
crimes or violations has been corroborated to the Commission’s standard of proof.

100. An individual or entity is placed on the final list when there are “reasonable grounds 
to believe” that a crime or violation has occurred and the individual or unit listed was 
involved in the manner described. A number of unit commanders and armed group leaders 
have been listed on the basis of their command responsibility.

B. Categories of alleged perpetrators

101. In March 2015, the Commission will deliver a fifth list of alleged perpetrators to the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Previous documents have included 
commanders of army and security units, including heads of detention facilities and other 
individuals operating under the command of the Government or in its support, and 
commanders of non-State armed groups, including the so-called “emirs” of radical groups, 
once their responsibility for crimes and violations has been established in accordance with
the Commission’s standard of proof. 

C. The search for justice 

102. As the situation in the Syrian Arab Republic has yet to be referred to the 
International Criminal Court , the Commission acknowledges that other options to pursue 
criminal justice must be explored. Given that the Court would focus on persons allegedly 
most responsible, the majority of additional cases would have to be taken up by other 
international or national mechanisms. As the use of foreign fighters by extremist groups has 

10 See A/HRC/22/59, annex XIV.
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proliferated, many States have shown a willingness to investigate and prosecute their own 
citizens suspected of committing crimes in the Syrian conflict.

103. After monitoring national proceedings for more than three years, the Commission 
has determined that Syrian national courts are not, at this time, an effective mechanism 
through which to pursue justice. The Commission has yet to identify evidence that Syrian 
courts have either the will or capacity to fulfil international obligations to prosecute 
perpetrators of serious international crimes. 

104. The Counter-terrorism Court, regular criminal courts, ad hoc military field courts 
and various local religious courts in areas controlled by the Government appear to operate 
in an arbitrary manner without fair trial guarantees. Similarly, religious courts operating in 
areas under the control of non-State armed groups, including ISIS and Jabhat Al-Nusra, fail 
to operate in a manner consistent with international standards, resulting in miscarriages of 
justice. 

105. The Counter-terrorism Court and field military courts seem to rely almost 
exclusively on forced confessions and information acquired through torture to obtain
convictions. As a result, the Commission is concerned that the Syrian criminal justice 
system currently violates international rights to due process and fair trial, exacerbating and 
compounding the suffering of victims of the armed conflict. 

D. Assistance to national prosecutions

106. To further promote accountability, the Commission has shared information – where 
the consent of the interviewee was obtained – with the justice systems of States willing to 
exercise their national jurisdiction over crimes committed in the Syrian Arab Republic. As 
foreign fighters return home from battlefields in the country, there has been an increase in 
requests from these States over the past six months.

107. Some States have also indicated a willingness to assert universal jurisdiction to 
pursue criminal investigations against suspected perpetrators, including foreign nationals, in 
the armed conflict. In the event that a State were to gain custody over such perpetrators and 
their national courts were to meet international fair trial standards, the Commission would 
be willing to share its information upon request.

E. Additional measures in the search for justice

108. In its resolution 2178 (2014), the Security Council emphasized the need for States to 
address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism. The Commission supports the 
call made by the Council in that resolution for States to consider a full range of measures to 
combat the root causes of extremism through education, public policy and engagement with 
communities at risk of recruitment.

IV. Shared responsibility

A. Failure to reach a political solution 

109. Although a number of initiatives have been introduced to put an end to the four-year 
old conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic, to date they have fallen short of achieving a 
political solution. Notable among those was the six-point peace plan presented by the Joint 
Special Envoy of the United Nations and the League of Arab States on the Syrian Crisis, 
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Kofi Annan, on 27 March 2012. The plan principally called upon the Government of the 
Syrian Arab Republic to engage in an encompassing political process, to cease military 
hostilities and to allow humanitarian aid to areas affected by the fighting. Shortly 
afterwards, in April 2012, the United Nations Supervision Mission in the Syrian Arab 
Republic was appointed with the aim of monitoring the declared ceasefire to which the 
Government and armed opposition had initially committed. On 16 June, the mission was 
suspended when hostilities resumed. 

110. The final communiqué of the Action Group for Syria (Geneva communiqué), issued 
in June 2012,11 remains one of the most serious attempts to resolve the conflict politically. 
It provides a road map for a peaceful transfer of power through the establishment of a 
transitional governing body with executive powers. After his appointment in August 2012, 
the Joint Special Representative of the United Nations and the League of Arab States, 
Lakhdar Brahimi, immediately called for the implementation of the terms of the Geneva 
communiqué. After months of negotiations and a persistent diplomatic push by the United 
States of America and the Russian Federation with the parties to the conflict, a conference 
(“Geneva II”) was held in Montreux, Switzerland, on 23 January 2014. Negotiations broke 
down after two rounds of talks between the Government and the opposition, mostly 
represented by the Syrian National Coalition (SNC). The main issue of contention centred 
on priorities on the negotiation agenda, given that the Government insisted on addressing 
terrorism before engaging on issues pertaining to the transitional government, which the 
SNC rejected.

111. The prospects for a political solution have been further complicated by the 
multiplication of armed actors on the ground. The drastic territorial expansion of ISIS 
coupled with the continued fragmentation of FSA-affiliated groups has made it impossible 
to achieve a comprehensive ceasefire or broader political agreement. It has further 
weakened the stance of the SNC as its leverage over these groups progressively declined. 
Recent efforts have been geared towards “harmonizing” the relations of SNC with 
influential armed groups on the ground, while also engaging with the internal political 
opposition. The latest meeting in Cairo, held on 22 January 2015 between the SNC and 
members of the internal opposition, was specifically aimed at creating a common platform. 
A final 10-point document was endorsed by a majority of participating members. It called 
for a peaceful transition to a democratic and civil system, while stressing that the Geneva 
communiqué remained the basis for negotiations with the Government.

112. The initiative taken by the Russian Federation in January 2015 was aimed at bringing
together members of the opposition and the Government. The main external opposition 
bloc, the SNC, declined the invitation, while members from various internal opposition 
groups agree to attend. Consensus was reached on the need to preserve the sovereignty and 
unity of the Syrian Arab Republic; the rejection of foreign interference; fighting terrorism 
as a priority; and ending the civil war through peaceful means.

113. The expansion of extremist groups has also hardened the negotiating position of the 
Government and its willingness to make concessions. The Government has consistently set
the end of external military support to armed groups and the so-called “fight against 
terrorism” as preconditions for any political or transitional process. It has also refused to 
recognise the SNC as a unified entity and has instead focused its efforts on engaging with 
the internally tolerated opposition.

114. The current step-by-step approach adopted by Special Envoy of the Secretary-
General Staffan de Mistura aims to address the fragmentation of the conflict by focusing on 

11 A/66/865–S/2012/522, annex..
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a localized freeze of hostilities in Aleppo city. It emphasizes a bottom-up approach to 
resolving the conflict through the reinforcement of localized agreements that can be 
replicated on a larger scale, facilitating a gradual transition towards a wider political 
solution. No specific plan has been presented to date, but success of the Aleppo freeze will 
be a litmus test for the success of this model in other areas. 

115. While a gradual transition with solid confidence-building measures could reduce 
hostilities locally and improve humanitarian conditions, it will ultimately need to address a 
longer-term perspective. Although the Geneva communiqué provided an framework for a 
political settlement, contentious issues remain, including the scope and nature of the 
opposition’s representation in any transitional arrangement. President Assad’s role in the 
transitional phase remains a deeply contentious issue among the parties. These aspects must 
be addressed before a lasting agreement can be seriously contemplated.

B. Involvement of external actors

116. Beyond the internal escalation, triggered in March 2011 by the Government’s 
excessive use of force against largely unarmed protests, several external actors have 
contributed to the militarization process that transformed the unrest into a brutal civil war. 

1. Involvement of influential States on both sides of the conflict

117. Since the uprising began, some States have endeavoured to influence the conduct of 
various parties according to their geopolitical interests. Their support extended to the 
financial and military realms, giving the warring parties, though unequally, the required 
capabilities to escalate or at least maintain their engagement. In particular, countries in the 
region are competing for influence over the belligerents, gradually transforming the Syrian 
crisis into a regional contest. 

118. Critical financial and military assistance injected by different States into the conflict 
has fuelled the warring parties’ unwillingness to compromise as they continued to believe 
that they could prevail militarily. The limited efforts of the international community to 
restore peace and stability in the region have been jeopardized by some States’ continuous 
support for the parties, to the advantage of hard-liners on all sides.

119. The consistent support provided to the Government by its international backers, in 
terms of military equipment, advice and training, encouraged it to persist in its military and 
security approach based on the excessive use of force. Such support enabled it to adjust the 
posture, capabilities and structure of its forces to asymmetric fighting against the escalating 
armed violence.

120. States supporting the opposition have also provided various groups and coalitions 
with lethal and non-lethal military equipment. Owing to self-imposed restrictions, the scale 
and policy of this support never gave these groups the required capabilities to seriously 
challenge government forces in the medium and long terms. Despite all the precautions 
allegedly taken by the States steering the process, the support given to the so-called 
“moderates” has ultimately consolidated the dominance of extremist groups such as ISIS 
and Jabhat Al-Nusra, which managed to overrun the positions of moderates and to gain 
loyalties among their ranks. 

2. Involvement of non-State actors from neighbouring States 

121. Several non-State actors from States in the region have participated in the war either 
through the direct deployment of their forces or by the provision of logistical and financial 
support to one side or the other. Their entry has been facilitated by the porosity of large 
parts of the Syrian borders.
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122. The increasing engagement of these players has led to a spillover of violence into 
their countries of origin. The military intervention of Hizbullah and Iraqi Shia militia on the 
side of the Government and the involvement of thousands of extremist militants in support 
of the rebels have heightened the pre-existing risks of instability in neighbouring States. 
The continuous armed confrontations in northern Lebanon and the rise of ISIS and its 
subsequent offensive in Iraq are indicators of the increased regionalization of the crisis.

123. Owing to their background and the narrative they use to justify their presence and 
operations in the Syrian Arab Republic, non-State actors have accentuated violence along 
sectarian lines, further aggravating religious and ethnic divisions. 

124. Non-State players have also fuelled the radicalization of the belligerents, in 
particular of armed groups. In supporting the anti-government armed groups, charity 
organizations and private donors interested in the spread of extreme ideologies have 
privileged groups willing to endorse their beliefs. 

3. Flow of foreign fighters resulting in the rise of extremism and terrorism

125. Predominantly driven by hardline religious ideology, foreign fighters who joined 
non-State armed groups initially gained prominence among their counterparts owing to 
their efficient involvement in both operational and governance activities. The respect they 
secured or the fear they enforced among local communities in areas held by armed groups
has enabled them to influence the landscape in the direction of extremism. 

126. The engagement of foreign fighters has benefited the extremist groups, such as ISIS 
and Jabhat Al-Nusra. These groups, designated as terrorist groups under Security Council 
resolution 2170 (2014), have used their fighting skills and, more importantly, their ability to 
use their ideology to effectively mobilize and recruit fighters. This has accentuated the 
supremacy that these groups have gained over the mainstream armed groups throughout the 
war, particularly in 2014.

127. These fighters have driven the radicalization process in areas held by armed groups. 
Besides their military engagement, they have also played a prominent role in religious, 
educational and judiciary “systems” established in these areas. Control of these 
fundamental aspects of civilian life will further radicalize communities under their 
authority. 

C. Responsibility of the United Nations system

128. After more than two years of inaction on the crisis in the Syrian Arab Republic, the 
Security Council adopted resolution 2118 in September 2013, in which it required the 
verification and destruction of chemical weapons stockpiles, calling for the convening of 
the Geneva II peace talks and endorsing the establishment of a transitional governing body 
with full executive powers. 

129. As the crisis worsened, the Security Council adopted resolution 2139 in February 
2014. In the resolution, the Council requested that all parties, in particular the Government, 
allow humanitarian access across conflict lines, in besieged areas and across borders. The 
scope of resolution 2139 (2014) was broadened with the adoption of resolution 2165
(2014), in which the Council authorized cross-border and cross-line access for the United 
Nations and its partners to deliver humanitarian aid without State consent. In its resolution 
2191, adopted in December 2014, the Council renewed its authorization to use routes across 
conflict lines as well as specified border crossings. It also renewed the monitoring 
mechanism created by that resolution.
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130. In monthly briefings to the Security Council to follow up on the implementation of 
resolutions 2139 (2014) and 2165 (2014), the Under-Secretary-General and Emergency 
Relief Coordinator reported on the severe constraints and challenges still obstructing 
humanitarian access and highlighted issues relating to civilian protection. On 15 December 
2014, she appealed to the Council to ensure that the parties to the conflict complied with 
resolution 2139 (2014) in its entirety. Although not specifically adopted in the context of 
the Syrian Arab Republic, resolution 2175 (2014) decried the increasingly common 
incidences of violence against participants in humanitarian operations, as well as the attacks 
on humanitarian convoys and destruction and looting of their assets.

131. In resolution 2170 (2014), the Security Council expressed its gravest concern that 
territory in parts of Iraq and the Syrian Arab Republic was under the control of ISIS and Al-
Nusra, placed six individuals affiliated with the groups on its Al-Qaida sanctions list, and 
threatened measures against those who financed, recruited or supplied weapons to them. It
affirmed the need for accountability for perpetrators of violations in Iraq and the Syrian 
Arab Republic. In its resolution 2178 (2014), the Council expanded the counter-terrorism 
framework by imposing obligations on Member States to respond to the threat of foreign 
fighters.

132. The failure of the Security Council to reach consensus on accountability, however,
has allowed perpetrators to continue to operate with impunity. In May 2014, the Council 
failed to adopt a draft resolution calling for the referral of the situation in the Syrian Arab 
Republic to the International Criminal Court.

133. In the light of the manifest failure of the Government to protect its population from 
gross human rights abuses, the international community, through the United Nations, bears 
the responsibility of protecting the Syrian population from such crimes. The Commission 
looks forward to specific action by the United Nations to urgently adopt and implement a 
common “human rights up front” strategy to ensure that all engagement with the Syrian 
Arab Republic effectively takes into account and addresses the grave human rights 
situation.

V. Conclusions and recommendations

A. Conclusions

134. In the report, the Commission has taken stock of seminal developments in the 
Syrian Arab Republic over the past four years, highlighting key trends that have 
characterized the conflict. The situation has degenerated from legitimate popular 
aspirations into a conflagration of an unparalleled scale and magnitude. 

135. Missed humanitarian opportunities have been aggravated by the exponential 
rise in the perpetration of war crimes, crimes against humanity and human rights 
violations. The civilian population continues to bear the brunt of the pain and 
suffering, while the perpetrators are shielded from accountability. The responsibility 
for this unrelenting tragedy is shared by a variety of national, regional and 
international actors.

136. From the angle of humanitarian access and protection of civilians, the challenge 
is to adopt more assertive measures to ensure compliance by integrating human rights 
into the totality of the United Nations system to protect victims more effectively, with 
due regard for gender sensibility and the specific needs of children. 

137. The current military stalemate is presaged by the Commission’s reminder that 
there is no military solution to the conflict. An all-inclusive political process towards 
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peace remains imperative. Any further delay or inaction will only contribute to the 
spread of extremism, the surge in foreign fighters, terrorism and the destabilization of 
the region.

138. That perpetrators have, for more than four years, committed crimes that shock 
the conscience of humanity raises questions about the inadequacy of the response of 
the international community. The Syrian authorities have demonstrated their 
unwillingness to bring perpetrators to justice. Extremism and terrorism proliferate 
daily, with groups such as ISIS and Al-Nusra carrying out unspeakable atrocities. 

139. Considering the gravity of the findings of the Commission, it is crucial for the 
international community to adopt a common and effective strategy to address the 
impunity gap in the Syrian Arab Republic. The referral of the situation in the Syrian 
Arab Republic to the International Criminal Court through the Security Council 
remains a key option; however, the current lack of consensus among the permanent 
members of the Council invites the urgent consideration of establishing an 
international ad hoc tribunal. 

140. The long-standing position of the Commission has been that its investigation 
methodology does not meet the normal requirements of due process, and 
consequently, alleged perpetrators of war crimes and crimes against humanity should 
not be named. After four years of intensive monitoring and the submission of four 
confidential lists of perpetrators, however, not to publish names at this juncture of the 
investigation would be to reinforce the impunity that the Commission was mandated 
to combat. 

141. The Commission deems that it should interpret its mandate in a way that is 
most conducive to the protection of the victims of the conflict and their right to the 
truth. It is the Commission’s hope that putting alleged perpetrators on notice will 
serve to maximize the potential deterrent effect of the findings of the Commission and 
help to protect people at risk of abuse. 

B. Recommendations 

142. The Commission of Inquiry reiterates the recommendations made in its 
previous reports, and makes those below.

143. The Commission recommends that all parties:

(a) Comply effectively with human rights, international humanitarian law 
and relevant Security Council resolutions, and use their influence to ensure that the 
individuals and groups supported by them also comply therewith;

(b) Combat the spread of violations, extremism and terrorism by bringing 
perpetrators to justice, while tackling root causes and promoting social inclusion and 
peaceful alternatives to violent narratives; 

(c) Offer effective protection and assistance to civilians, including refugees 
and internally displaced persons, such as by providing safe spaces and access to basic 
necessities;

(d) Demand that all parties take effective measures to end all forms of 
unlawful recruitment of children or their use in hostilities;

(e) Respect the principle of non-refoulement and share the burden through 
a variety of measures, including resettlement of refugees, support for affected local 
populations and adequate response;
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(f) Strengthen measures to help specific groups, such as women, children, 
persons with disabilities and minorities, including more programmes to provide 
sociopsychological support for rehabilitation/social reintegration, with due regard for 
the effective participation of beneficiaries;

(g) Provide adequate funding and other resources to respond to the 
humanitarian situation.

144. The Commission recommends that the Government of the Syrian Arab 
Republic:

(a) Halt immediately the use of illegal and indiscriminate weapons, 
including barrel bombs;

(b) End arbitrary detention, enforced disappearance, torture and other such 
violations;

(c) Permit full and unhindered access of humanitarian actors, in compliance 
with Security Council resolutions;

(d) Allow the Commission into the country and cooperate with it.

145. The Commission recommends that the international community:

(a) Use the principle of universal jurisdiction in accordance with national 
law to investigate and prosecute persons and groups implicated in egregious 
violations;

(b) Adopt targeted measures on the afore-mentioned persons and groups;

(c) Ensure that States and individuals desist from financing terrorism and 
extremism, in compliance with relevant Security Council resolutions;

(d) Call upon all parties to ensure that peace or reconciliation discussions 
systematically incorporate child and gender protection concerns;

(e) Respond adequately to the growing needs of refugees, internally 
displaced persons and their host communities, including by honouring existing 
pledges to United Nations appeals.

146. The Commission recommends that the Security Council:

(a) Support the work of the Commission and its access to the Syrian Arab 
Republic, list the situation as part of its formal agenda for discussion, and invite the 
Commission to give periodic briefings accordingly;

(b) Refer the situation to justice, through the International Criminal Court 
or an ad hoc international tribunal, bearing in mind the need to counter the systemic 
miscarriages of justice at the Syrian national level and the need to fundamentally 
reform the Syrian national justice sector;

(c) Adopt targeted measures against persons and groups credibly implicated 
in egregious violations;

(d) Impose more assertive measures to strengthen implementation of and 
follow-up on Security Council resolutions on the Syrian Arab Republic.

147. The Commission recommends that the General Assembly:

(a) Adopt a resolution in which it requests the Security Council to refer the 
situation to justice;
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(b) Support the work of the Commission, including by submitting its report 
to the Security Council, and invite the Commission to give periodic briefings 
accordingly.

148. The Commission recommends that the Human Rights Council:

(a) Support the recommendations of the Commission and ensure continued 
monitoring and reporting on the situation in the Syrian Arab Republic.
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Annex III

Map of the Syrian Arab Republic


