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Mr. President, 

Distinguished Members of the Security Council, 

Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We are witnessing the destruction of a nation, with hundreds dying each day as warring parties in Syria conduct hostilities with no regard to law or to conscience. 

The violence in Syria has bled over its borders. The danger of this regional conflagration, of which the Commission has long warned, illustrates the fallacy of a military solution. Recent events emphasise the urgency we face in finding a political settlement of this war. 

The spillover from the Syrian conflict has had dire consequences for the humanitarian situation and security of its neighbours. ISIS relied, in part, on its gains in northern and eastern Syria to ready itself for its recent attack into Iraq. A quarter of a million Iraqis have fled towards the Iraqi Kurdish areas, adding to the 220,000 Syrian refugees already present in camps and on the streets of its cities. The violence spreading outwards from Syria has also endangered Lebanon, where car bombs are now a regular occurrence. Syrian refugees now comprise over twenty-five percent of Lebanon’s population. There are nearly 800,000 refugees in Turkey and over 600,000 in Jordan. Thousands more leave Syria each day. Most are women and children.
There is little prospect of Syrian refugees resuming their lives inside Syria. The economic and social consequences for the host countries are enormous and may be unsustainable. Many refugees will be unable to return to fear of retribution. Not all manage to find refuge in neighbouring states. Palestinians have been turned away, forced to go back to Syria where they face detention and disappearance. They continue to be killed in the shelling of Palestinian refugee camps inside Syria, most recently in Dara’a city on 15 July.
The personal cost of this war is unimaginable to those of us who sit here today. In the last six months, the Commission has documented the bombardment of civilian neighbourhoods notably in Aleppo, disappearance of men at checkpoints, horrific torture in Government detention centres and public executions in squares in Al-Raqqah. Children as young as 10 have been photographed bearing weapons as members of armed groups, increasingly recruited to participate in hostilities and provide support. Children have also been killed as Government forces have bombarded schools. 
UNDP estimates that almost 3% of the Syrian population has been maimed, wounded or killed in this conflict. The breakdown of family and community networks, often due to the death or disappearance of men, has left women and girls vulnerable. This vulnerability persists even in their lives as refugees, with sexual violence and child marriage on the rise in some of the camps.
With the adoption of Resolution 2139, and more recently Resolution 2165, we had hoped for an improvement in the humanitarian situation of Syrians and in the commitment of the Syrian Government toward its people. Yet, we continue to gather firsthand accounts from victims of sieges who suffer as a result of the denial of humanitarian assistance. We urge this Council to continue exercising pressure toward a more robust implementation of the Resolution. 
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ISIS has increased its military capacity and prestige through its victories and the money and weapons it has seized in Iraq. This has allowed it to take new areas in Syria, most recently the oil and gas rich governorate of Dayr Az-Zawr. Last week, ISIS killed scores of people as it seized the Sha’ar gas field in eastern Homs. The group is currently besieging the Syrian Kurdish town of Ayn Al-Arab in northern Al-Raqqah.
ISIS is carving out an area of control by battling other armed groups rather than the Government. Compared to other areas, it suffers far less from Government bombardments. The human rights violations – of which there are many – that occur in ISIS-controlled areas of Syria are largely disconnected from the original conflict. 
In ISIS-controlled areas, Fridays are regularly marked by executions, amputations and lashings in public squares. Civilians, including children, are urged to watch. Bodies of those killed are placed on display for several days, terrorizing the local population. Women have been lashed for not abiding by ISIS’s dress code. ISIS is also seeking to increase public support – for example, by improving security and humanitarian support – signaling their intention to solidify and maintain their areas of control.
Other armed groups continue to commit violations. Homs city has been rocked by over a dozen car bombs since this April. Jabhat Al-Nusra has claimed responsibility for some of these attacks. The armed opposition continues to shell Government-controlled areas of Aleppo and Damascus, causing civilian deaths and injuries. Some mortars hit functioning schools in Damascus, with child interviewees describing the bodies of their schoolmates strewn about the playground.

The Government continues to commit violations with impunity, using the advance of ISIS to frame their unlawful conduct as being essential to the fight against “terrorism”. Their claims are specious. When so many of the casualties are civilian, claims of targeting “terrorists” become implausible.  Hundreds of men, women and children are killed every week by the Government’s indiscriminate firing of missiles and dropping of barrel bombs into civilian-inhabited areas. In some instances, there is clear evidence of targeting of civilian gatherings. Soldiers at checkpoints have prevented injured civilians from reaching hospitals, while hospitals in restive areas continue to be targeted. 

Where the Government has retaken areas following a truce, submitted to after months of siege and bombardments, civilians inside or those returning have suffered mass arrests. Following the truce in Homs city and the taking of Yabroud in Reef Damascus, the whereabouts of thousands of men arrested by the Government remain unknown. 

The Government’s use of torture continues to be systematic and widespread. We recently received and have begun to investigate thousands of photographs of bodies, many of them emaciated. Almost all bear marks of horrific abuse, including strangulation, mutilation, open wounds, burns and bruising. Such injuries are consistent with torture methods previously documented by the Commission. The Commission has confirmed that some of the photographs were taken at a military hospital in Damascus. This investigation is ongoing. 

Excellencies,
Influential states have turned away from the hard work that is required for a political solution. Some states continue to deliver mass shipments of arms, artillery and aircraft to the Syrian Government, or contribute with logistical and strategic assistance. Other states, organizations and individuals support armed groups with weapons and financial support. 

None of these states can claim ignorance of how their support will be used. The weapons they transfer to the warring parties in Syria are used in the perpetration of war crimes and violations of human rights. As we have stated repeatedly, states cannot claim to prioritize a political settlement, while their actions demonstrate that their priorities lie in military escalation. 

Warring parties have recommitted themselves to the dangerous illusion that military victory is within reach. This has led Syria down the path of more bloodshed, shattering a nation and leaving a legacy of violence that will scar generations of Syrians. The Commission urges support for the newly appointed UN Special Envoy De Mistura as he works to create the space a Syrian-led inclusive political solution that meets the democratic aspirations of the Syrian people.
Accountability must form an essential part of the resolution of the conflict. This Council’s failure to refer the situation in Syria to an international tribunal, such as the International Criminal Court, is a capitulation to the culture of impunity gripping Syria today. As this Council recognised in its Resolution 2139, victims of violations committed by any and all parties to the conflict deserve recognition and redress before a court of law. 
The Commission continues its investigations, speaking with victims, witnesses and others actors and collecting significant quantities of documentary material. In documenting the many violations of international law in our reports, updates and speeches, we aim to further motivate political and diplomatic action and to ensure that the pursuit of accountability remains at the fore.

The international community’s failure to dedicate itself fully and solely to a political solution and its failure to create a path towards accountability has been matched on the ground by an abandonment of even the pretense of an adherence to norms of international law. As we see today, this has grave implications for the entire region. But the reach is far wider: if there are no limits in Syria, there will be none elsewhere. 
War crimes are being committed daily by all sides.  It is still just possible to take the political action that may pull us back from the brink of a regional--if not a sectarian--war.  To act now is not merely a matter of conscience. This war, if left unchecked, will make victims of us all.
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