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“HELLO, I AM STILL ALIVE!” – VOICES FROM YARMOUK 
 
YARMOUK RESIDENTS DESCRIBE THEIR EXPERIENCES TO AMNESTY 
INTERNATIONAL 

The neighbourhood of Yarmouk in 

southern Damascus suffered another 

tragedy on 1 April when fighters of the so-

called Islamic State (IS) invaded and took 

control of most of the area. Yarmouk had 

already been besieged by government 

forces for two years, causing desperate 

shortages of food and medical supplies. 

Some 18,000 Palestinian and Syrian 

civilians endured intensive clashes, mostly 

between IS and Aknaf Beit al-Maqdis, a 

Palestinian armed group, as well as the 

rockets, artillery shells and barrel bombs 

of the Syrian government’s armed forces. 

 

As fighting intensified, the trickle of 

desperately needed humanitarian aid 

dried up and residents continued to  
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starve. 

 

Since 1 April, at least 18 civilians are 

reported to have been killed as a result of 

barrel bombs and other apparently 

indiscriminate attacks from Syrian 

government forces, or from having been 

caught in cross-fire or shot by snipers. 

 

At least three Palestinian fighters 

captured by IS forces were beheaded. 

Residents told Amnesty International that 

dozens of IS fighters withdrew from 

Yarmouk but as of 21 April local activists 

estimated that IS still controlled two-thirds 

of the area. The siege and shelling by 

government forces continued as did 

intermittent clashes between IS and 

Aknaf Beit al-Maqdis. 

 

Several people described their 

experiences to Amnesty International’s 

Syria researcher, Neil Sammonds*. 

 

BARREL BOMBS AND SHELLS 

Hassan, Yarmouk resident: “Hello Neil, I 

am still alive! The regime bombed the 

camp with rockets and artillery. There 

were civilian deaths and injuries due to 

the bombing by the regime, which also 

targeted Palestine Hospital’s ambulance 

entrance causing injuries to several 

medics. The [main] danger is from barrel 

bombs and rockets. People are leaving 

due to severe bombing of residential 

areas. The barrel bombs cause extreme 

fear. It seems the regime wants the 

remaining residents to move. The barrel 

bombs fall at night on civilians. Residents 

are suffering from shock and many have 

been unable to sleep. Everyone remains 

awake and scared.” 

 

Waleed, peaceful activist: “Most of the 

destruction and injury has been due to 

government barrel bombing and shelling. 

A total of 25 barrel bombs [rising to at 

least 42 according to the Syrian 

Observatory for Human Rights on 20 

April 2015] have been dropped in the 

past weeks, mostly at night. The 

government has also been firing surface-

to-surface rockets. In the past week 

between 2,000 and 3,000 people have 

left Yarmouk [to the south, mostly 

controlled by non-state armed groups]. 

People are fleeing mostly due to fear of 

air strikes and barrel bombing.” 

 

LACK OF MEDICAL CARE 

Jalal, a medical volunteer: “There are no 

surgeons in the area. The few who 

remained have left due to fear of IS. The 

available water is all contaminated – it is 

underground water. There is a severe 

shortage of medical supplies. There have 

been three deaths due to the lack of a 

surgeon and our inability to evacuate 

patients from the camp. Palestine 

Hospital has been shelled and six of the 

nursing staff were injured. All the relief 

organizations have closed down their 

centres and left the camp. [Director of 

Palestine Hospital] Jamal Hammad has 

been arrested.  
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“We have one anaesthetist, a general 

practitioner and a urology surgeon.  

Most of our patients are being treated for 

injuries from snipers and rockets, or 

heart disease, diarrhoea and intestinal 

diseases. Also, chest inflammations, lack 

of nutrition, kidney diseases, Typhoid and 

Brucellosis [an infectious disease caused 

by the consumption of unpasteurized 

milk or other secretions of an infected 

animal]. 

 

“In particular we need serum, blood and 

antibiotics. There are no longer any 

spaces in Yarmouk’s cemetery, so we are 

burying the bodies in mass graves and in 

a children’s play area. We have buried 

eight people there so far. We will 

continue our work as long as even one 

civilian remains inside Yarmouk.” 

 

Waleed: “There are dozens of people with 

injuries here who can’t get proper 

medical treatment and aren’t allowed 

out.” 

 

STARVATION 

Hassan: “The clashes [between IS and 

Aknaf Beit al-Maqdis] have mainly 

stopped, but conditions for civilians are 

getting worse. We have no water, food or 

medicine. I have not eaten fruit or 

vegetables for a very long time, except 

grass. Grass is plentiful and many 

depend on it for their meals. I have only 

eaten meat three times in two years. 

[Normally I eat only] one meal a day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I ate rice yesterday, and the day before 

we ate beans from our neighbour who 

managed to go to Yelda [a neighbouring 

suburb] and bring back some food.” 

Waleed: “The humanitarian situation is 

bad. It is a continuation of the more than 

650 days of [government] siege. No food, 

no water and because of the security 

situation over the past week, no NGO or 

aid organization has been able to 

distribute food.” 

 

Reem, whose family is in Yarmouk: “My 

brother gave a cup of rice to a poor man 

in in Yarmouk. That man cried for an 

hour, there on the pavement, holding the 

cup.” 

 

READ MORE 
Syria: Barrel bombs and sniper attacks 
compound misery of civilians besieged in 
Yarmouk, (Press release) 8 April 2015.  
 
Available at:  
www.amnesty.org/articles/news/2015/04/
syria-barrel-bombs-and-sniper-attacks-
compound-misery-of-civilians-besieged-
in-yarmouk/  
 
Squeezing the life out of Yarmouk: War 
crimes against besieged civilians (MDE 
24/008/2014) March 2014.  
 
Available at:  
www.amnestyusa.org/sites/default/files/m
de240082014en.pdf 
 
*Neil Sammonds regularly tweets about 
the situation on Syria, follow him @neilsai 
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 CASE FOCUS: ABDULLAH AL-KHALIL 
“A NIGHTMARE THAT DOESN’T END” – HUMAN RIGHTS LAWYER MISSING 

For information about campaigning on this case, 
please visit: 
 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/MDE24/030/2
012/en/ CA
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Human rights lawyer Abdullah al-Khalil was abducted in 

the Syrian city of al-Raqqa during the weekend of 18-19 

May 2013. He has not been seen since. His kidnappers 

have not been identified, but it is feared that they may 

be members of the armed group that calls itself Islamic 

State (IS). IS subsequently took over the area and has 

systematically targeted activists, as has been found by 

the UN-mandated Independent International 

Commission of Inquiry. 

 

Abdullah al-Khalil is a well-known human rights lawyer 

whose work was focused on defending political 

prisoners and prisoners of conscience and documenting 

human rights violations. In 2012, after being arrested by 

the Syrian authorities five times in connection with his 

human rights work, Abdullah al-Khalil fled with his 

family to Turkey. He had reportedly been tortured in 

detention following the fifth arrest, and his family had 

been threatened and their farm buildings burned. 

Shortly after safely installing his family in Turkey, 

Abdullah al-Khalil returned alone to al-Raqqa to  

 

 

 

 

continue his human rights work. 

 

Noor*, a family friend living outside of the Middle East 

region, told Amnesty International: “Abdullah is my 

friend, but I also know him as a husband and a father. 

He and his wife and children lived a life that was 

focused on family, and they had a wonderful family. But 

suddenly, everything changed – arrests, persecution; 

they were in danger. They had to flee their home like 

thieves, afraid of the wrath of the government and its 

supporters. Life was difficult for them in Turkey, they felt 

alienated and bitter about having been forced to leave 

their home. Then Abdullah decided to go back, alone, 

and his wife and children bravely faced the difficulties of 

living [without him] in Turkey.” 

 

Abdullah al-Khalil’s fate remains unknown. Noor told 

Amnesty International: “Abdullah’s abduction has left 

his family in a completely dark place. Every day they are 

living a nightmare that just doesn’t end. The smaller 

children, Safa and Marwa, are having difficulty 

remembering their father; they ask their mother: “How 

was Baba talking? How did he play with us? How did he 

sit with us?” It is sometimes difficult for their mother to 

answer them. We, Abdullah’s friends, have not heard 

anything about him since his abduction, we don’t know 

who took him, maybe it was IS. We just pray for his 

safety and his release. His wife fasts during the day and 

prays all night for God to protect and free him. For his 

family, time stopped on the day he decided to return to 

Syria. They just want him to return safely.”  

 

Amnesty International calls on those people who 

abducted Abdullah al-Khalil or are currently holding him 

to release him immediately and unconditionally and 

further appeals to anyone with information about his 

fate or whereabouts to disclose this so that his family 

may be informed. 

* Name has been changed. 
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For further information, please visit: 
 

http://free-syrian-voices.org/abd-al-akram-al-sakka// 


