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 Following its publication of an article deemed blasphemous and insulting to Islam, a magazine along 

with several civil society offices were shut down in Duma with employees expressing concern for 

their well-being. There are indications that the incident is being used as an excuse to target civil 

society activists and humanitarian actors, reflecting concerns that some armed opposition groups 

are increasingly imposing restrictive measures on civilians and using opposition-run law 

enforcement bodies and courts to implement them. 

 At least 500,000 civilians are currently at risk in and around the city of Menbij as various parties to 

the conflict struggle for control of the area in the lead-up to a likely offensive on Ar-Raqqa.  

 Recent footage analysed by OHCHR shows pro-Government forces launching ground-based strikes 

from locations in close proximity to civilian objects. This highlights the continued disregard of parties 

to the conflict to abide by the international humanitarian law obligation to take feasible measures 

to spare the civilian population from the effects of the armed conflict. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
   Monthly Human Rights Digest | Syria | March 2017 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This Monthly Human Rights Digest on Syria has been prepared by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights based on information collected by the Office along with contributions from other agencies. It is intended to 

serve as an overview of some current and possible future human rights concerns in Syria, as well as provide humanitarians 

with a brief outline of relevant international human rights and humanitarian law provisions relating to the alleged violations. 

The Digest does not seek to highlight all human rights violations and abuses committed in Syria during the last month, nor 

list all documented cases of a particular type. Rather, OHCHR focuses every month on a few key areas which are of particular 

concern as the situation develops, based on data which has been analysed and cross-checked. Only information which is 

deemed credible is included. Separately, OHCHR provides input on past developments for the monthly report of the 

Secretary-General to the Security Council. 

OHCHR would like to thank OCHA for its support with the graphics and map compilation for the Digest.
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FREEDOMS OF 
EXPRESSION AND 
ASSOCIATION 
 

On 8 March the “Attorney General” of the Jaish Al-

Islam-run Duma Court in Rural Damascus 

Governorate issued a decision declaring the content 

of a February 2017 article published in the 

opposition-run online magazine Tala’na Al-Horreya 

as blasphemous and insulting to Muslims. The 

decision ordered the closure of the local office of the 

magazine along with media and civil society groups 

with perceived links to the magazine, and summoned 

“all those responsible” to appear before the court on 

criminal charges. The institutions affected included a 

human rights monitoring group and an organisation 

providing psychosocial and educational services to 

children in Eastern Ghouta. 

 

Access to the building in Duma in which the 

magazine’s offices are located were reportedly 

sealed on 8 March, preventing several civil society 

organisations sharing the same building from 

operating. On 12 March, the Jaish Al-Islam-run Duma 

Court ordered that the seal be lifted and that the 

relevant civil society organisations - but not the 

magazine - be allowed to resume their activities. 

Nevertheless, most of the activists did not return to 

work in the building due to fears for their safety. 

Between 7 and 10 March, a series of protests were 

held during which several dozen persons protested 

publicly against the article, and the offices of the 

organisations were reportedly looted on 8 March. 

Additionally, leaflets were disseminated with 

photographs of several civil society activists working 

in the building alongside a message stating that they 

were the staff of the magazine which “openly spreads 

blasphemy in Syria.” Distributed by unknown 

persons, the pamphlets called for the population to 

“evict” them from the area. Activists working in the 

building were reportedly told by the local Jaish Al-

Islam-run police that it would be unable to protect 

them given the public outrage expressed at the case. 

 

In an apparent expression of support to the actions 

taken against the magazine, on 10 March the 

opposition-run “Horan House of Justice” court in 

southern Der’a Governorate, the “High Judicial 

Council” in Eastern Ghouta, and the ”High Judicial 

Council in Aleppo” issued a joint statement 

demanding that the office of the magazine remain 

closed and that those in charge of the publication be 

brought to court. 

 

Elsewhere on 10 March, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS, 

which includes the group formerly known as Jabhat 

al-Nusra) reportedly raided the office of the Idleb 

Gate Forum, a local NGO which also hosts the Alwan 

community radio station in Saraqib town southeast of 

Idleb city. The raid, which was accompanied by the 

confiscation of equipment including the radio 

station’s sound system, was reportedly in response to 

the NGO’s activity on 8 March in celebration of 

International Women's Day. It is understood that 

both men and women were present at this activity, in 

violation of the policy of sex segregation in public 

places. A coffee shop owned by members of the same 

NGO was also raided later that day. The initial 

incident was reported by the NGO to the local Shura 

Council, which reportedly confirmed that raids were 

due to the violation of the policy of sex segregation in 

public places. Following negotiations between HTS 
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and the Shura Council, the confiscated equipment 

was returned. The HTS leadership in Saraqib 

reportedly deny they were responsible for the raids. 

 

Looking Forward 

 

OHCHR remains concerned with regard to systems of 

law enforcement and the administration of justice 

put in place by some armed groups. Many judicial 

bodies do not enjoy independence, but are branches 

of the armed group in charge of the area, and are 

used to assert the armed groups’ control over the 

people living in the area.  

 

Such cases illustrate how civil society activists 

operating in opposition-controlled areas may face 

threats on behalf of de facto local authorities who 

exert judicial and police powers, and who may 

restrict the rights to freedom of expression and 

association.   

 

In several opposition-controlled areas of Syria, de 

facto local authorities have restricted the ability of 

independent civil society groups to operate, including 

newspapers and rights monitoring organisations, 

notably when armed opposition groups are 

documented committing violations of international 

humanitarian law or abuses of international human 

rights law. Restrictive norms based on a radical 

interpretation of Islam are also imposed on the 

population regardless of their religious conviction, 

severely constraining the freedoms of citizens and 

enjoyment of their fundamental human rights. Such 

norms can include prohibiting the consumption of 

alcohol and tobacco, imposing strict dress codes for 

women (and on occasion for men), segregation of the 

sexes, compulsory attendance at prayers and 

obligation to pay the Islamic zakat, and severe 

restrictions on the freedom of movement, 

particularly for women, and on the freedoms of 

thought, conscience and religion.  

 

The opposition-run courts similarly often severely 

impact the human rights of civilians such as those to 

receive a fair and public hearing by a competent, 

independent and impartial tribunal; to liberty and 

security of person; to life; to be free from cruel, 

inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; to 

not be subjected to torture; and to be free from 

discrimination. 

 

MENBIJ 
 

Civilians continue to be victims in the ongoing 

struggle between various groups to control strategic 

areas in the lead-up to possible military offensives 

aimed at capturing the self-declared ISIL capital of Ar-

Raqqa. As control of territory in eastern Aleppo 

Governorate shifts, the humanitarian needs and 

protection concerns of at least 500,000 civilians - 

including thousands of IDPs currently present in and 

around the city of Menbij - remains underreported 

and is of serious concern.  

 

In situations where non-state groups are the de 

facto authorities, the behaviour of armed groups 

should, at a minimum be measured against the 

basic tenets and principles of international 

human rights law. 
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From 2012, the city of Menbij, with a majority Arab 

population and a small number of Armenians, Kurds, 

Circassians and Turkmen, has been fought over and 

controlled by various parties to the conflict. In 2012, 

the Syrian Government lost control of the town to 

armed opposition groups fighting under the Free 

Syrian Army (FSA) banner. It fell to ISIL in 2014, and 

to Kurdish-led and US-backed Syrian Democratic 

Forces (SDF) forces in mid-2016. Currently the city 

and surrounding area is again under threat from a 

possible offensive by Turkish and FSA forces 

operating under the so-called “Operation Euphrates 

Shield.” The Turkish Government has on several 

occasions called on SDF forces to retreat east of the 

Euphrates River and indicated its intention to take 

over Menbij. In an apparent effort to block such a 

move, Syrian Government forces have reportedly 

taken control of a string of villages - including Al-

                                                
1 “Pro-Government forces,” unless otherwise specified, includes forces 

of the governments of the Syrian Arab Republic, the Russian Federation, 

Aremieh town - located between SDF positions and 

those of Turkish and FSA forces. The US Department 

of Defense has publicly confirmed the presence of 

Coalition forces on the ground in the Menbij area, 

while Russian forces have also been reported being 

present in the vicinity. 

 

Following recent fighting and threats of a possible 

offensive by Turkish and FSA forces, reports have 

been received of the return of a few families from 

Menbij to Al-Bab. There are still numerous 

unexploded ordinances (UXOs) and booby traps in 

the town left behind by ISIL fighters including inside 

civilian homes. At the same time, in advance of the 

previously ISIL-held towns of Al-Khafsa, Deir Hafir, 

and Maskana being taken over by pro-Government 

forces1 between 70,000 and 80,000 IDPs from these 

areas are attempting to reach the Menbij area due to 

fears of being detained and accused of being 

affiliated with ISIL. Reports indicate that SDF forces 

are only allowing IDPs to enter the city if one of its 

residents is able to offer sufficient guarantees that 

they are not affiliated to ISIL. Those not allowed in are 

understood to be stranded in rural areas and in need 

of urgent humanitarian assistance and protection 

from the effects of the armed conflict. As geographic 

areas shift control throughout the conflict, OHCHR 

remains concerned about the arbitrary detention and 

abduction of civilians by parties to the conflict. 

 

Looking Forward 

 

In addition to facing risks of airstrikes and ground-

based strikes and being caught in the crossfire, 

and Iran, as well as Hezbollah and other foreign and domestic allied 
militias fighting in support of the Government. 
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civilians are reportedly fearful of detention or 

abduction by parties to the conflict for their 

perceived affiliation with an opposing party. OHCHR 

received unconfirmed reports that upon the 7 March 

takeover of Al-Khafsa district south of Menbij, pro-

Government forces arrested between 10 and 15 men 

following reports from residents accusing them of 

being affiliated with ISIL. The men were reportedly 

taken to the Jibreen screening centre in Aleppo 

Governorate, where those who left eastern Aleppo 

were also first taken for screening in December 2016. 

 

Menbij has become a centrepiece in the struggle over 

northern Syria with international and local forces 

competing for its control. Trapped in the middle are 

nearly 500,000 civilians who are vulnerable to 

indiscriminate attacks, UXOs and booby traps, the 

destruction of infrastructure and items essential for 

their survival such as water and electricity, the 

reliance on (hard to obtain) humanitarian assistance, 

and the threat of detention or abduction for 

perceived links to another party to the conflict. 

 

PRECAUTIONS FROM THE 
EFFECTS OF ATTACK 
On 16 February, RT television broadcast a video of a 

mobile rocket launcher firing a rocket from Dar’a city. 

OHCHR’s analysis of the footage indicates that the 

rocket was launched in the residential 

neighbourhood of Sahari, and in close proximity of a 

functioning hospital, mosque and two schools which 

are currently understood not to be functioning. 

 

Similarly, OHCHR documented the 28 February 

launching of a missile in close proximity to the 

Tishreen Military Hospital in Government-held 

Damascus. Subsequently, pro-Government media 

sources reported on 4 March that two people were 

killed and nine others wounded by ground-based 

strikes launched from opposition-controlled areas 

and which impacted near the hospital. The following 

day, pro-Government media sources reported that a 

woman and her child were killed and others injured 

by ground-based strikes from opposition-controlled 

areas which landed near the hospital. On 6 March, 

opposition-linked media sources reported that 

ground-based strikes from opposition-held areas 

struck the Tishreen Military Hospital compound.  

 

International humanitarian law requires that parties 

to an armed conflict spare the civilian population as 
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much as possible. Part of this requirement is the 

customary international law principle of precautions 

against the effects of attack, which requires that 

parties to the conflict take all feasible precautions to 

protect the civilian population under their control 

against the effects of attacks, in particular by avoiding 

to locate military objectives within or near densely 

populated areas and by removing civilians and civilian 

objects from the vicinity of military objectives. 

 

The requirement is not an absolute obligation as 

international humanitarian law recognises that in 

cases such as in densely populated areas, it may be 

impossible to not locate military objectives near 

civilian objects. In this case however, satellite 

imagery clearly reveals a large rural area in close 

proximity to the location of the launch site and within 

Government-held territory. It can be presumed with 

some certainty that the party had the option of 

locating the rocket launcher in the nearby rural area, 

therefore reducing the likelihood of civilian casualties 

from any eventual targeting of the device. 

 

OHCHR has documented both pro-Government 

forces and armed opposition groups locating military 

objectives in close proximity to civilian objects, and in 

doing so placing civilians in such areas at increased 

risk. If feasibly avoidable, such actions are violations 

of international humanitarian law and if done with 

the intent of deterring attack, may also be a violation 

of the prohibition on the use of human shields and 

may constitute the war crime of hostage taking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information on the topics raised or for any 

further information concerning the human rights situation 

in Syria, please contact Matthias Behnke, OHCHR Syria 

Coordinator, at mbehnke@ohchr.org. 

 

Satellite imagery of the launch site showing nearby rural area. 
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Parties to the conflict must take all feasible 

precautions to protect the civilian population and 

civilian objects under their control against the 

effects of attack. This includes to the extent 

feasible, not locating of military objectives within 

or near densely populated areas. 

 


