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“EVERY FAMILY SUFFERED IN SYRIA – NOW HERE” 
AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL RESEARCHER NEIL SAMMONDS SPEAKS WITH 
REFUGEES FROM SYRIA IN TURKEY  

Musa has little more than the blanket he sleeps on in 

the yard of an old prison building. He moves the 

blanket across the dry earth every hour or so to try to 

keep it in the shade of thin trees.  

 

This yard, where Musa and his friend Ahmed now 

live, is in Akçakale, in south-eastern Turkey near the 

border with Syria. They have no shelter. “I have been 

here nearly a month. I have nothing,” Musa says. He 

describes how his wife and six children were killed 

when a missile hit their home several months ago 

near al-Raqqa, Syria. Musa was outside at the time.  

 

Musa entered Turkey irregularly via one of the 

smuggling routes that criss-cross the 800km border. 

Many of the up to 1.5 million Syrian refugees in 

Turkey made a similar journey. Having lost his 

passport, Musa said, there was no alternative.  

He says he tried unsuccessfully to register with the 

Turkish authorities. For many, registration means 

access to free medical treatment, but for everything 

else, refugees are left to fend for themselves.  
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Inside a prison building that is no longer in use and currently serves as a 
temporary accommodation for refugees from Syria. © Amnesty International 

 

Few now are able to seek shelter in one of the 

country’s 22 refugee camps, accommodating some 

220,000 people and which are mostly operating at 

full capacity. 

 

In late July, Amnesty International met with many 

refugees from Syria who live outside the camps. In 

the towns and cities across Turkey’s southern and 

south-eastern provinces of Hatay, Gaziantep, 

Şanlıurfa and Mardin, we saw how housing 

conditions vary. Some relatively well-off families are 

able to rent good accommodation in middle-income 

neighbourhoods. Others have made their homes in 

empty buildings without a kitchen, bathroom or 

heating, or survive in buildings which aren’t even 

weatherproof.  

 

A few kilometres along the road from the old prison 

lies the Akçakale refugee camp. Some 20,000 

people live in tents inside the camp while several 

hundred more live in abysmal conditions just 

outside, mostly in basic ‘shelters’ flanking the 

highway.  

 

Outside the camp, several families and groups of 

people live in unfinished, single-storey buildings. A 

solid floor, three walls and a ceiling but nothing 

else. A group of young men from Idleb sat outside 

one of these concrete shells, having spent the 

night, they said, on the hard ground beside the 

road. Three of them had been beaten by Turkish 

border guards trying to enter the country irregularly, 

a complaint we heard regularly from those who had 

been caught using unofficial border crossings.  

 

Unfinished buildings housing several families of refugees from Syria.  
© Amnesty International 

 

One man, Husam from Aleppo, gathers children to 

show us the skin infections that almost all seem to 

suffer with. One girl is his eight-year-old niece. Her 

parents were killed in a missile strike. She appears 

traumatized, does not speak and wears a 

hauntingly constant, emotionless smile.   

 

“All of the kids have fever and diarrhoea,” says 

Husam. “Each and every family suffered so much 

[in Syria] and now again here.” 

 

We walk along the busy road towards a line of 

flimsy shelters. Traffic rushes by just 10 metres 

away. One boy tells me his eight-year-old cousin 

was knocked over by a car here two days ago, sent 

flying 25 metres along the road. It’s a common 

accident; this is clearly not a safe place for families 

to live. Last year in Akçakale we met a teenage 

refugee boy being treated for a broken leg after 

being hit by a car on the same road.  

 

These shelters consist of just a few sheets tied to a 

fence to create two sides and a partial cover from 

the sun. It’s about 40°C and people say this is cool 

for the time of year. 

 

Mahmoud, his wife Fatima and seven children welcome 
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These shelters consist of just a few sheets tied to a 

fence to create two sides and a partial cover from 

the sun. It’s about 40°C and people say this is cool 

for the time of year. 

 

Basic shelters for refugees from Syria just outside Akçakale refugee camp. 

© Amnesty International 

 

Mahmoud, his wife Fatima and seven children 

welcome me to sit with them on their mat under a 

thin flapping sheet. “We have been here for 45 

days. To eat, the average family receives two eggs, 

two potatoes, two cucumbers and three pieces of 

bread a day,” explains Mahmoud. Others tell us the 

same: yes, per family not per person. It’s thanks to 

the Syrian refugees inside the camp that they have 

even this, which those in the camp collect among 

themselves to distribute to those less fortunate 

outside.  

 

Every night or two, they tell us, they are evicted 

from their shelters by Turkish military police, but 

then filter back again after the police have gone. 

Those in the unfinished buildings also have no 

security; the owner of the structures told us that he 

would need to ask the temporary occupants to 

move out in the coming days.  

 

Many of the people we speak to accept that they 

may have to live as refugees in Turkey for some 

time to come. Yet all say it is their hope to return to 

Syria. In a small apartment in the city of Urfa we  

meet an extended family from Eastern Ghouta, near 

Damascus.  

 

Neil Sammonds, researcher on Syria for Amnesty 

International, was part of a delegation investigating 

conditions for refugees from Syria in Turkey in July 

Omar answers our questions politely but with little 

feeling, and says it is hard to find daily work. His 

mother tells us: “On our farm in Syria we used to 

employ people, and now we struggle to be 

employed by others.” Omar’s face lights up and he 

sighs, as if to himself, remembering his country 

with a broad smile: “Ah, Syria.” 

 

Basic shelters for refugees from Syria just outside Akçakale refugee camp. 

© Amnesty International 

 

Neil Sammonds, researcher on Syria for Amnesty 

International, was part of a delegation investigating 

conditions for refugees from Syria in Turkey in July 

2014. A report based on Amnesty International’s 

findings is scheduled for publication in November 

2014. 

 

Many children living in basic conditions are suffering from skin diseases.  

© Amnesty International 
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 CASE FOCUS – FATEN RAJAB FAWAZ  

“LET US ALL RAISE OUR VOICES TO DEMAND FREEDOM FOR FATEN RAJAB 
FAWAZ!” 

 

© Private 
 

Physicist Faten Rajab Fawaz has been detained since 24 

December 2011, seemingly as a result of her peaceful 

activism.  

 

When mass pro-reform protests swept through Syria in 

2011, Faten Rajab Fawaz frequently participated in 

peaceful demonstrations in Damascus to demand 

changes to the political system.  

 

According to her lawyer, renowned Syrian human rights 

lawyer Anwar al-Bunni, she was arrested by members of 

Syrian Air Force Intelligence and held for the first month 

in solitary confinement at the headquarters of the Air 

Force Intelligence in Damascus, where she was 

interrogated. Over the next year and a half, she was 

transferred across a number of different branches and 

spent at least three further months in solitary 

confinement. Since August 2013 she has been held in 

several locations, including a Military Intelligence facility 

and ‘Adra Prison. Her current whereabouts are 

unknown. 

 

Although the charges against her are unclear, her case 

was recently transferred from a Criminal Court judge, to 

whom her case was referred initially, to a Military Field 

Court. These courts are presided over by military judges 

and their proceedings are grossly unfair. Defendants 

have no right to legal representation and proceedings are 

conducted in secret. Verdicts handed down by the court 

are not subject to appeal and these courts can impose 

harsh sentences, including the death penalty. 

  

Faten Rajab’s lawyer told Amnesty International:  

 

“Faten Rajab Fawaz had a prestigious job with many 

privileges in Damascus but she sacrificed all this to 

participate in the peaceful movement that demanded 

freedom, dignity and equality. She never tried to cover 

her face during the demonstrations [to avoid 

identification], as she was so convinced about the 

rightfulness of her demands. She had faith in freedom 

and the peaceful movement, she wanted a decent life for 

all Syrians, for everyone to be able to enjoy the privileges 

that she had experienced.  

 

“Then she was arrested by the authorities, harassed and 

tortured, prevented from contacting her family. For about 

two years, her family was unable to find out any official 

news about her. All the news we received about her 

came from released detainees, who described her 

deteriorating health and the ill-treatment she suffered in 

detention.  

 

“Now she is awaiting trial before a Military Field Court, 

where she cannot defend herself. She is already 

condemned before the trial has even started or the 

verdict has been announced. Let us all raise our voices 

demanding freedom for Faten Rajab Fawaz and all other 

arbitrarily detained peaceful activists in Syria!” 

 

Amnesty International considers Faten Rajab Fawaz a 

prisoner of conscience detained solely for exercising her 

right to freedom of expression and other human rights 

and is calling for the immediate and unconditional 

release. 

 
To campaign for the release of all detainees held 
for the peaceful exercise of their human rights, 
please visit: 
https://campaigns.amnesty.org/campaigns/conflict
-in-syria CA
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For more information on the case, please visit:  
http://free-syrian-voices.org/faten-abdel-rahim-
mohammad-rajab-fawaz/ 


