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1  This text is based on the statement of Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro as chair of the Inde-

pendent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic (CoI on 
Syria), at the 22nd Session of the Human Rights Council Geneva, 11 March 2013, 
and on the Oral Update of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on 
the Syrian Arab Republic, Human Rights Council, A/HRC/22/CRP.1, 11 March 2013. 
Ms Karen AbuZayd, Ms Carla del Ponte and Professor Vitit Muntharbhorn are the 
other members of that Commission. We would like to take this opportunity to thank 
the outstanding team of investigators, experts and analysts that assist the CoI on 
Syria in the preparation of this report.  
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A Introduction 

Now entering its third year, the unrest in the Syrian Arab Republic has reached 
new heights of destruction. The harrowing violence continues unabated, with 
hostilities now consuming vast swathes of the country. Millions are refugees or 
internally displaced. Those still inside the country have found some comfort 
owing to the commendable solidarity of Syrian society, where families have of-
fered the first line of humanitarian relief to the millions who are seeking to escape 
the violence. The coping mechanisms of Syria’s society have been stretched to 
the limit by the sheer magnitude of the crisis. Many of those who remain in their 
homes face daily deprivations and threats to their existence.  

Over the past months of January and February 2013, there has been a dra-
matic erosion of areas inside Syria where civilians are able to live unaffected by 
the violence and destruction caused by the conflict. Fighting continues – and has 
intensified – in the cities of Aleppo and Homs. Damascus and Dara’a gover-
norates are fiercely contested. 

This article will give an overview of the humanitarian crisis in Syria, discuss 
the spreading violence and selected economic aspects of the war. It will then 
analyze civilian authority and the military situation in Syria before ending with a 
call for a political settlement to the conflict.  

B Humanitarian Crisis 
The growing insecurity in Syria has resulted in mass displacement. In 2013, the 
escalation of hostilities has resulted in a flood of Syrians seeking refuge in 
neighbouring countries. At the time of the release of the Commission of Inquiry’s 
fourth report on 18 February 2013, UN agencies estimated the number of refu-
gees at 821,000. On 3 March 2013, the estimate stood at 975,000. Approxi-
mately 16 % of the total number of Syrian refugees fled the country in a 12 day 
period. According to recent UNHCR figures, at least 2,5 million Syrians have 
been internally displaced. 

The scope of the humanitarian crisis in Syria remains of grave concern. The 
collapse of Syria’s economy continues to seriously impact Syrians’ access to 
their basic economic and social rights, notably the right to health. The education 
system in many areas is in tatters. Prices for basic necessities have increased 
exponentially. Shortages of fuel, electricity, water and medicine are the norm and 
have been compounded by sanctions. There has been significant damage to the 
country’s infrastructure. The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) estimates that at least four million people are currently in need of assis-
tance. 

Civilians fleeing violence find fewer areas in which to take refuge. As described 
below, indiscriminate shelling by government forces of areas predominantly 
populated by civilians continues apace. Communities perceived to be anti-
Government have been singled out for attack. Entire neighbourhoods have been 
destroyed. Hospitals and schools have been damaged beyond recognition. The 
pattern of mass razing of neighbourhoods documented in the last report remains 
under investigation as large scale demolitions continue. Such conduct raises the 
spectre of forcible displacement. As the civilian space within Syria disappears, 
people are fleeing to enclaves of stability. 
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1 Medical Care as a Tactic of War  
One of the most alarming features of the conflict has been the use of medical 
care as a tactic of war. Medical personnel and hospitals have been deliberately 
targeted and are treated by parties to the conflict as military objectives. Medical 
access has been denied on real or perceived political and sectarian grounds. 
Instances have been documented in which Sunni civilians faced coercion from 
security services while receiving medical treatment. Attacks on civilian objects, 
such as hospitals and clinics, further reduce the space required for the provision 
of basic assistance to the sick and wounded. Hospitals in Yarmouk camp were 
shelled in Damascus in December 2012.  

Medical personnel serving in Government hospitals have a well-founded fear 
of punishment if they provide treatment to members of anti-Government armed 
groups. Doctors and nurses have also described incidents in which they have 
been coerced by Government security forces to take the bodies of executed 
armed group fighters and register them as deceased patients. Medical staff in 
government hospitals also fear abduction by armed groups who perceive them 
as loyal to the state. Such acts instrumentalize the medical profession, drawing 
humanitarian professionals into the conflict. 

2 Threats and Communal Lines 
Civilians from communities who are likely to be perceived as supporters of the 
Government face particular threats from anti-government armed groups. The 
targeting of Shia and Alawite communities by armed groups has been recorded 
in interviews in Damascus, Homs and Dara’a. Members of the Christian commu-
nity in Homs also report being targeted, many of them fleeing towards Damascus 
and Beirut. The taking and holding of hostages along communal lines by armed 
groups has risen sharply in recent months. 

In their conduct of hostilities, the parties to the conflict have failed to protect 
civilians. They have failed to take the necessary precautions in attack to spare 
civilians and to avoid the incidental loss of life. Moreover, they have frequently 
failed to distinguish themselves from civilians in the areas in which they operate, 
unnecessarily subjecting civilians to the brutality of war. As a consequence, 
indiscriminate and widespread shelling, the regular bombardment of cities, mass 
killing and the deliberate firing on civilian targets have come to characterize the 
daily lives of civilians in Syria. 

C The Spreading Violence 

Active hostilities increasingly spread into remaining enclaves of stability, eroding 
civilian space. The situation across Syria’s restive areas is constantly fluctuating, 
with neither party to the conflict able to gain a definitive military advantage. While 
the war displays signs of a destructive stalemate, several notable trends have 
emerged. 

Government forces continue to focus their military operations on securing 
major towns and cities, intensifying shelling and airstrikes on anti-government 
armed groups’ strongholds. In Dara’a governorate, the towns of Tasil, Enkhel, 
Mhajjah, Al Jisr, Gharia and Musayfrah, Dara’a al Balad and Muarbeh have all 
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come under shelling and aerial bombardment in January and February 2013. In 
one incident on 19 February 2013, government forces fired rockets at an evacua-
tion convoy of 20 to 30 cars heading to Jordan. This amounts to an indiscrimi-
nate and unlawful attack. 

Homs city continues to be heavily shelled by Government forces, as well as 
the towns of Kafr Aya, Jobar, Tadmur, Rastan, Gornata village, Al Qusayr, Al 
Houleh and Al Qaratyn. Similar reports of aerial bombardment have also been 
documented in Idlib and Hama governorates. Government forces continue to 
target civilian gatherings such as bakery lines and funeral processions. Such 
attacks have the effect of spreading terror among the civilian population. 

Government forces have fired medium and long-range missiles, which have 
caused widespread damage to residential neighbourhoods in Aleppo. A missile 
strike in Aleppo city is reported to have killed over 200 people on 18 February 
2013. A later strike on 22 February left at least 50 people, including children, 
dead. Insider accounts detail Syrian Air Force commanders giving orders to shell 
entire areas of Aleppo city without discriminating between civilian and military 
objectives. According to the evidence collected, densely populated neighbour-
hoods were shelled almost daily, often resulting in their total destruction. Such 
conduct violates the principle of distinction and amounts to a violation of inter-
national humanitarian law. 

Armed groups, in conducting hostilities in densely populated civilian areas, often 
do so without complying with their obligations under international humanitarian 
law to protect civilians. Anti-government armed groups have improved their access 
to weapons, but their lack of expertise and training often results in their dispro-
portionate and indiscriminate use and fewer precautions taken to protect civilians 
during attack. Investigations continue into a Free Syrian Army (FSA) mortar 
attack on Mushrefah, an Alawite village in Homs, which appears to have directly 
targeted the civilian population. The FSA has also been responsible for mass 
evacuations of civilians from some urban conflict zones. Two explosions at 
Aleppo University killed scores of students and Internally Displaced Persons 
(IDPs) on 15 January 2013. Evidence indicates that the second explosion was 
the result of a rocket or missile attack.  

Detonating bombs in populated areas remains a particularly horrific phe-
nomenon of the conflict. Even when ostensibly targeted at military objectives, 
these explosions kill indiscriminately and result in scores of civilian deaths. Acts 
or threats of violence, the primary purpose of which is to spread terror among the 
civilian population, are prohibited under international law. 

Since 15 January 2013, there have been three incidents of bombings in Syria. 
On 21 January, a car bomb exploded in Al Salamiyeh, Hama governorate. The 
Al Nusra Front later claimed responsibility. Initial reports in the media claimed 
that the bomb had been set off near the headquarters of a ‘pro-government militia’, 
killing approximately 40 people.  

On 21 February 2013, a car bomb targeting the Ba’ath headquarters in cen-
tral Damascus was detonated killing 53 people. Prima facie, the Ba’ath head-
quarters would not be a military target. Its use at the time of the bombing is yet to 
be confirmed. On the same day, three car bombs exploded in the northern Barzeh 
neighbourhood of Damascus. Syria’s national security headquarters are housed 
there, but it has not been possible to verify the exact location of the bombings in 
the neighbourhood. The bombs reportedly killed 22 people and wounded hun-



The Imperative of a Political Settlement in Syria 

23 

dreds. With no claims of responsibility, the perpetrators of the 21 February 
bombings remain unknown. 

The UN Secretary-General, denouncing the recent bombings in Damascus, 
reiterated his firm conviction that the resort to violence and military means can 
lead only to more violence, suffering and destruction. The commission lends the 
weight of its evidence to the statement of the Secretary-General. The evidence 
collected over the last two years demonstrates that the proliferation of weapons 
and increased militarization has led to increased violence and disregard for human 
life. 

1 Violence at Checkpoints 
The proliferation of checkpoints, erected by government forces, affiliated militias 
and anti-government armed groups in areas under their control, has had a nega-
tive impact on the daily lives of ordinary citizens. In addition to undermining free-
dom of movement, checkpoints are themselves contested strategic objectives on 
the front line and are often flashpoints for violence. 

Extra-judicial killings, beatings, enforced disappearances and arbitrary arrests 
occur at checkpoints manned by government forces and affiliated militias. Sev-
eral reports were received of civilians shot and killed at checkpoints in Dara’a 
governorate. In mid-January 2013, in a stark example of abuse of innocent civil-
ians, between 25 and 60 women were removed from buses while travelling to 
work or to school and detained by government forces. The sole purpose of the 
detention was to coerce the women’s family members, some of whom were 
ostensibly fighting with anti-government armed groups, to surrender. Multiple 
accounts alleged that the detained women were sexually abused. At the time, 
anti-government groups in the area attacked a security office and were holding 
its officers captive. Other interviewees who detailed their torture in detention 
centres in Damascus were initially arrested at government checkpoints in various 
parts of the country, particular Damascus, Dara’a and Homs. 

The arrest of individuals by government forces, and to a lesser extent by anti-
government armed groups, during house searches, military operations or at 
checkpoints, is frequently without legal basis or formal charges. In Al Bara, Idlib 
governorate, a man was arrested by a member of an anti-government armed 
group as his ability to pass through government checkpoints caused suspicion. 
While detained, he stated that he was beaten and given electric shocks. Another 
interviewee, speaking about events in Al Hasakah governorate, recalled anti-
Government armed groups creating checkpoints and demanding that those 
passing through make “contributions to the revolution”. Civilians believed to be 
government supporters have also been beaten by members of anti-government 
armed groups at checkpoints. 

2 Child Recruitment 
Young boys remain at risk for recruitment, particularly by anti-government armed 
groups. In Al Qusayr, a contested town between Homs and the Lebanese border, 
local armed groups recruited children by appealing to their desire to defend their 
families, or by coercions and inducements. Boys as young as 13 were recruited, 
and those as young as 14 were given weapons training and operational roles. 
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Young fighters told the commission that children were trained and housed with 
adult members of anti-government armed groups. It is clear, however, that not all 
armed groups allow such recruitment. Boys from Dar’a and Homs, aged around 
16 or 17, stated that their attempts to join anti-government armed groups had 
been rejected on grounds of their being too young. 

From the age of about 12, Syrian boys in conflict-affected areas face the 
scrutiny of government forces during raids and at checkpoints. This scrutiny may 
push young boys towards a sense of responsibility for the physical safety of 
family members, a premature sense of adult masculinity that sets the stage for 
participation in conflict. The army’s strict rules against the recruitment of under-18s 
may be coming under pressure as the bureaucratic systems needed to deter-
mine age prior to conscription fray. Government affiliated militias appear to oper-
ate with fewer safeguards against child recruitment.  

3 Massacres 
The brutality of the civil war in Syria has been amplified by the perpetration of 
massacres defined, by the Commission of Inquiry on Syria, as an intentional 
mass killing of civilians not directly participating in hostilities, or hors de combat 
fighters, by organized armed forces or groups in a single incident, in violation of 
international human rights or humanitarian law.2 

Government forces executed between 52 and 90 prisoners, detained due to 
their affiliation to the opposition, in a makeshift prison in a former cultural centre 
in Maarat Al Numan, Idlib, in October 2012. The mass killing of detainees took 
place in the context of an assault by Free Syrian Army fighters on Maarat Al 
Numan. As FSA fighters approached the checkpoint next to the cultural centre, 
they heard heavy gunfire. After taking over the checkpoint and entering the 
makeshift prison, they discovered multiple bodies of detainees who had been 
shot at close range. Survivors of the murder relayed that Government soldiers 
killed the detainees in anticipation of the attack by the FSA to prevent their release. 

Multiple accounts were collected of an alleged massacre in the village of Al 
Bouweida in Damascus governorate on 15 November 2012. Following a FSA 
operation against the nearby base of Division 24, Aerial Defense Brigade 58, 
seven members of a single family, including four children and one woman, were 
summarily executed inside their house in the village. Investigations into this 
incident are on-going. 

On 15 January 2013, there was an attack on Al Haswiyah, a village on the 
Northwestern outskirts of Homs city, which reportedly resulted in the killing of 
scores of people. Kafr Aya, formerly considered a safe haven for IDPs, was 
attacked on 19 and 20 January 2013, by both a ground and air assault. The 
town, also located in Homs governorate, was subjected to heavy aerial bom-
bardment from fighter jets and helicopters followed by a clash between govern-
ment forces and anti-government armed groups. It is alleged that the bodies of 
                                 
2  Massacres include multiple instances of the war crime of murder, the war crime of 

attacking civilians, and the war crime of sentencing or execution without due process. 
When murder is committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed 
against a civilian population, perpetrated pursuant to, or in furtherance of, a State or 
organizational policy, the commission of massacres may amount to the crime 
against humanity of murder. 
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people, not directly participating in hostilities, discovered after the incident bore 
knife injuries. Investigations continue into this incident. 

There is a discernible common thread among the mass killing of civilians or 
hors de combat fighters in Deir Baalbeh on 31 December 2012, Al Haswiyah on 
15 January 2013 and Kafr Aya on 19 January 2013. These three towns, while in 
the vicinity of active hostilities in Homs governorate, are located in residential 
areas that were used as a refuge by IDPs. With fighting escalating in Homs due 
to a major government assault on the armed group-held core of the city, the 
attacks on villages in the outskirts suggest an effort to secure the perimeter of 
the city.  

On 29 January 2013, around 80 dead bodies were discovered in the Qweiq 
Waterway between Souq Al Hail and Bustan Al Zahra neighbourhoods in Aleppo. 
These areas are controlled by the FSA. According to reports, most of the deceased 
had been shot in the head at close range and many had their hands tied behind 
their backs. They were fully clothed, including with belts and shoelaces, suggest-
ing they were killed shortly after capture. The perpetrator of the killings has not 
been established and the incident remains under investigation. In all these cases 
the Commission’s investigation has suffered from a lack of access to the area. 

The bodies of those killed or executed are often found burned, making identi-
fication difficult. There has been a recent increase in incidents in which the bod-
ies of those killed in massacres have been dumped in rivers and waterways. The 
desecration of bodies demonstrates a degree of wanton violence and breaches 
international customary law. 

4 Enforced Disappearances3 
One of the most insidious aspects of the Syrian conflict is the disappearance of 
thousands of people from their homes, at checkpoints and from the street, as 
they go about their daily lives.  

While the Syrian Arab Republic is not a party to the International Convention 
for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance, it is a party to the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the Arab Charter on 
Human Rights, provisions of which are infringed by enforced disappearance. 
Enforced disappearance places its victims outside the law, violating their right to 
recognition as a person before the law, to liberty and security and freedom from 
arbitrary detention. It is often a gateway to the commission of further crimes, 
such as torture.  

The investigation of enforced disappearance is often particularly difficult be-
cause families – living in hope that their relatives will be safely returned to them – 
do not wish to provide names and other details of disappeared persons. Lack of 
access to the Syrian Arab Republic hindered further investigations. 

                                 
3  See Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian 

Arab Republic, Human Rights Council, Twenty-second session Agenda item 4, 
A/HRC/22/59, 5 February 2013, paras. 77-79. 
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5 Spreading Acts of Terror 
There has been an increase in attacks in which no parties claim responsibility 
and which do not appear to have any military or strategic objective, beyond the 
primary purpose of spreading terror among the civilian population. Of particular 
concern are attacks that may foment sectarian tensions. Such attacks are not 
motivated by any military or strategic gain, but rather by a general disregard for 
human life. It has become increasingly evident that the proliferation of foreign 
fighters and extremist groups has altered the character of the conflict. More than 
ten incidents were documented in which improvised explosive devices, whether 
body- or vehicle-borne, were set off in minority neighbourhoods or in the vicinity 
of religious sites. 

Owing to the proliferation of armed factions in the Syrian conflict, there has 
been an increase in acts of unrestrained violence, which are clearly intended to 
spread terror among the civilian population. The perpetrators of such acts cannot 
always be determined. Such conduct is in violation of the rules and customs of 
international humanitarian law and may heighten sectarian tensions. This trend 
risks becoming a malignant feature of the conflict. While these may be crimes in 
domestic law, they may also amount to war crimes where the perpetrators are 
parties to the conflict. 

D The Marketplace of War 

The onset of civil war has marked the suspension of the rule of law. Those in 
positions of authority – which during the conduct of hostilities means, in practice, 
those carrying weapons – have used the on-going conflict to enrich themselves 
at the expense of the powerless. While the battle for the future of Syria contin-
ues, the conflict is providing the context for opportunistic and criminal conduct, 
including bribery, theft and extortion. 

For those detained, and often tortured, inside government intelligence agen-
cies and prisons, the securing of their freedom is often a result of their or their 
families’ handing over bribes to well-placed officials. There have also been con-
sistent reports throughout the conflict of government affiliated forces stealing 
from civilian houses while conducting ground searches. In investigations con-
ducted in February 2013, fresh accounts were recorded in Dara’a city and 
Musayfrah of soldiers and Shabbiha looting houses, taking items such as money 
and jewellery. There have been corroborated reports of soldiers and Shabbiha 
erecting checkpoints in Dara’a governorate and relieving those seeking to pass 
through of their property. In three separate incidents, still under investigation, 
communities in Damascus governorate in December 2012 and in Dara’a gover-
norate in February 2013 are said to have received demands for payment from 
nearby army positions in exchange for a cessation of the shelling. 

The context of war has also been used by anti-government armed groups to 
extort money from civilians. There has been a sharp rise in the number of inter-
viewees detailing civilians taken hostage by such groups and held for ransom. In 
2013, in Al Bara in Idlib governorate and in Aleppo city, people who had worked 
for the government or who were perceived as supportive of the Government 
were taken hostage by anti-government armed groups. One interviewee, speak-
ing about events in Jdeida, Damascus governorate, said that kidnappings by 



The Imperative of a Political Settlement in Syria 

27 

armed groups had become “common” and had focussed on “the Christian com-
munity”, as they were known as goldsmiths and were able to pay the ransoms. 

E Exercising of Civilian Authority 

Anti-government armed groups have wrested control of some areas of the 
county from the government. As they take control over territory, some groups 
begin exercise aspects of civilian governance. They have assumed some of the 
roles and functions akin to a de facto state authority, as evidenced by the estab-
lishment of quasi-judicial mechanisms and law enforcement structures. While 
attempting to fill the vacuum left by disintegrating Government institutions, armed 
groups remain uncoordinated. As a result, there now exist a number of courts in 
governorates such as Aleppo, Homs, Idlib and Dayr az-Zawr which operate 
independently on uncertain principles and with no or little apparent judicial over-
sight. In one court in Salqeen, Idlib, people were fined ostensibly for “being 
Shabbiha [members of often criminal gangs supporting the government]”, but 
evidence suggests this was actually a means to extract money from a wealthy 
family. 

Lacking in technical capacity, the quasi-judicial mechanisms set up by anti-
government armed groups fall short of international standards of due process. 
Captured soldiers and government-affiliated militia members are regularly exe-
cuted, following a hasty and often partial review of their conduct, with little ap-
parent regard given to the right of defence. Anti-government armed groups have 
also established detention centres in Homs and Aleppo, which hold captured 
soldiers, perceived collaborators, informants and those suspected of other crimi-
nal acts. Insider accounts indicate that there are over 500 detainees in FSA-
administered prisons in Aleppo. 

F Military Situation 

Improved military capabilities have enabled anti-government armed groups to 
expand their control to new areas, increasingly challenging government forces 
during ground operations and causing considerable damage to government 
military facilities. However, as noted above, the groups remain fragmented and 
unable to operate under a unified command and control structure despite im-
provements in their coordination and collaboration. 

Across the Northern and Eastern governorates and more recently in Dara’a 
and Damascus governorates in the South, anti-government armed groups have 
bolstered their military gains, largely due to their increased access to weaponry. 
Armed groups have attacked military bases, seizing equipment including tanks, 
mortars, artillery guns, surface-to-air missiles and man-portable air-defence 
systems (MANPADS). In addition, they have also acquired weaponry from exter-
nal sources, including anti-tank rocket and grenade launchers. 

Government forces continued to focus on holding major towns, mainly gover-
norate capitals, by establishing several security layers around the city centres 
with a particular focus on Damascus, Hama and Homs. Unable to ensure the 
same level of force deployment in all restive localities and countryside areas due 
to shortage of reliable units, Government forces have continued a campaign of 
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heavy artillery and air shelling. This campaign has caused widespread damage 
and mass displacement. 

In terms of capabilities, government forces have continued their extensive 
and indiscriminate use of all available fire power assets including artillery, air force 
assets and most recently, surface-to-surface ballistic missiles against insurgent 
held areas. The Syrian regime continued to rely on its elite and most reliable 
army units including the 4th Army division, Republican Guard and Special Forces 
regiments. Government-affiliated militias and paramilitary forces including the 
Shabbiha militia and the local Popular Committees, which initially operated as 
self-defence groups in pro-government communities, regularly reinforce govern-
ment forces. Recently, the regime has begun to integrate the Popular Commit-
tees along with other sympathising groups in a new paramilitary force called “the 
National Defence Forces”, institutionalizing the existing militias and organizing 
them into an operational structure. 

In Kurdish areas, the Popular Protection Units mostly formed by armed ele-
ments of the Kurdish Democratic Union Party (affiliated with the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK)) have been in control of most Kurdish towns and neighbourhoods in 
Aleppo and Al Hassakah since the withdrawal of government forces. Recently, 
tensions between this militia and anti-Government armed groups have increased, 
leading to clashes in ethnically mixed localities. 

G The Imperative of a Political Settlement 

As recent incidents on Syria’s borders with Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq and Israel 
portend, the destabilizing effects of the conflict are increasingly felt throughout 
the region. Although countries of asylum have generously kept their borders 
open, their capacity to do so is under severe pressure, as they face a refugee 
crisis of immense proportions. The humanitarian response mechanisms are 
struggling to cope. As the High Commissioner for Refugees, António Guterres, 
noted: “what is happening in Syria today risks escalating very quickly into a disaster 
that could overwhelm the international response capacity – political, security 
related and humanitarian.” 

There is an urgent need for a sustained, consistent and comprehensive dip-
lomatic initiative to put an end to the violence and the suffering of the Syrian 
population. So far, efforts to reach a negotiated political settlement have failed. 
The war displays all the signs of a destructive stalemate. Neither party seems 
able to prevail over the other militarily. The result has been an escalation in the 
use of force in the fallacious belief that victory is within reach.  

The only solution to the Syrian conflict is a political one, complying with the 
principles of international law. While political efforts falter, all parties to the conflict 
must abide by the humanitarian imperative to protect civilians in their conduct of 
hostilities. Equally, all states parties to the Geneva Conventions are obliged to 
do everything in their power to ensure that the laws of armed conflict and their 
underlying humanitarian principles are applied universally. 

The increased militarization of the conflict has had devastating consequences 
for civilians, causing immense suffering. There is a human cost to the increased 
availability of weapons. As states look for solutions to the conflict, they must bear 
in mind that transfers of conventional arms and ammunition should not occur 
when there is a clear risk that the arms will be used to commit serious violations 
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of international humanitarian law. Under the Geneva Conventions, states that 
engage with the parties to the conflict have their own obligation to ensure respect 
for the laws of armed conflict.  

As hostilities spread across Syria, civilians fleeing the violence struggle to find 
safe havens. As a result, a tidal wave of displacement has been set in motion. 
Women and children bear a heavy burden, with millions caught in the midst of 
the crisis, traumatized and in need of psychological support. Equally, an esti-
mated 100,000 Syrians have been wounded in the conflict. A quarter of them are 
permanently disabled.  

The security situation in Syria has hindered and in many cases prevented 
humanitarian organizations from fulfilling their missions. We have documented 
countless incidents in which medical care has been used as a tactic of war. Hos-
pitals and medical clinics are being targeted, destroyed and medical personnel 
captured. Health care is viewed in terms of military gain by the parties to the 
conflict. Civilians are left to languish in dire need of treatment. Under Common 
Article 3 to the Geneva Conventions, which binds all parties to the conflict, the 
wounded and sick must be collected and cared for, in all circumstances. Hospi-
tals, medical units and medical personnel must be protected and not targeted.  

All stakeholders in the Syrian crisis should redouble their efforts to facilitate a 
negotiated settlement bearing in mind the legitimate aspirations of all segments 
of Syrian society, including ethnic and religious minorities. The latest initiative by 
the UN and Arab League Joint Special Representative for Syria suggesting that 
the UN is willing to facilitate negotiations between the parties represents a step 
in the right direction and deserves to be supported. 

All parties to the conflict have to comply with international humanitarian law in 
their conduct of hostilities. Government forces and anti-government armed 
groups must refrain from attacking civilians and must provide unhindered access 
for aid to reach all people in need inside Syria. Those responsible for grave viola-
tions must be held responsible, with referral to justice. There can be no enduring 
peace without justice. 

If the national, regional, and international actors fail to find a solution to the 
conflict and stop the agony of millions of civilians, the alternative will be the po-
litical, economic and social destruction of Syria and its society, with devastating 
implications for the region and the world.  

The longer the Syrian conflict continues, the greater the risk that the desperate 
human suffering that has resulted will be obscured by statistics. For the millions 
who have been forced out of their homes, each has a compelling story of loss – 
from an elderly woman hit by sniper fire and unable to get to a functioning hospi-
tal to children whose schools are now military bases. International agencies 
struggle, amidst limited funding, to bring humanitarian aid to growing numbers of 
refugees and the internally displaced. For those still inside Syria, most have little 
choice but to rely on each other for the basic necessities needed to survive. 

Government forces and, to a lesser extent, anti-government armed groups 
have arbitrarily arrested and unlawfully detained individuals. All parties are urged 
to stop apprehending persons without legal basis or formal charges and to abide 
by international humanitarian law in their treatment of detainees. 

Justice for the Syrian people should not be deferred. The growing culture of 
impunity must be addressed through referral to justice at the national and inter-
national levels. It is hoped that the confidential list of individuals and units believed 
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to be responsible for war crimes, crimes against humanity, breaches of interna-
tional humanitarian law and gross human rights violations – submitted to the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights – will aid the search for 
accountability. The role of truth and justice in a post-war Syria cannot be ignored.  

The growing militarization of the crisis has had devastating consequences for 
civilians. There is a human cost to the increased availability of weapons. As states 
look for solutions to the conflict, it must be borne in mind that transfers of con-
ventional arms and ammunition ought not to occur when there is a clear risk that 
the arms will be used to commit serious violations of international humanitarian 
law. 

All stakeholders in the Syrian crisis should redouble their efforts to facilitate a 
negotiated settlement bearing in mind the legitimate aspirations of all segments 
of Syrian society, including ethnic and religious minorities. The latest initiative by 
the UN and Arab League Joint Special Representative for Syria suggesting that 
the UN is willing to facilitate negotiations between the parties represents a step 
in the right direction and deserves to be supported. 

The urgent need for a political solution cannot be overstated. As Pierre 
Krühenbühl, the director of operations of the ICRC, reminded the international 
community: “Fundamentally, the reality of the Syrian conflict is that only political 
action will help resolve it and spare the lives of further hundreds of thousands at 
risk.”4 

A failure to resolve this increasingly violent conflict will condemn Syria, the 
region and the millions of civilians caught in the crossfire to an unimaginably 
bleak future. 

                                 
4  Pierre Krähenbühl, “There no ‘good’ or ‘bad’ civilians in Syria – we must help all who 

need aid”, The Guardian, 3 March 2013. 


