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Questions 

1. Country Advice SYR39739 of 20 January 2012, states that that the Syrian government 

had recalled reservists in the wake of the Syrian uprising. However, this 2011 recall 

reportedly had mixed success with ‘credible evidence’ suggesting that the regime was 

‘unable to call back more than 60 per cent of its reserves’, according to a December 

2011 report by Michael Weiss titled Safe Area for Syria: An Assessment of Legality, 

Logistics and Hazards.
1
 What were the reasons behind the government’s inability to call 

back 60 per cent of its reserves? For example, were the reservists inaccessible or had 

they intentionally evaded the recall? 

Available information suggests that reservists have been intentionally inaccessible in order to 

evade recall. The most frequently reported reason given for deserting or defecting from the 

Syrian army is a refusal to perpetrate violence against the civilian population.
2
 Sectarian divisions 

in Syria are also a key reason why reservists have evaded recall – Syria is a Sunni majority 

country and STRATFOR reports that Sunni conscripts, faced with fighting against their 

‗coreligionists‘, have been deserting or defecting to the Free Syrian Army‘.
3
 

2. Is there any information to suggest that reservists have faced punishment or ill-

treatment for failing to respond to the government’s recall of its reservists? 

Although no specific reports were found where reservists faced punishment or ill-treatment for 

failing to respond to the government‘s recall, Weiss states that an ‗unpleasant‘ jail sentence faces 
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any soldier who is ‗absent without leave‘.
4
 Human Rights Watch reports that ‗the consequences 

for disobeying orders (in the army)…have been severe‘, with defectors claiming that they 

witnessed officers or intelligence agents killing military personnel who refused to follow orders 

and were themselves detained and tortured for disobedience.
5
 The Syrian government has also 

reportedly sought to keep soldiers‘ families in Syria and threatened to ‗punish‘ such family 

members should soldiers defect.
6
 Yet despite the threat of such punishments, on 9 February 2012, 

Weiss reported that an estimated two-thirds of army reservists had failed to report for call-up 

duty.
7
 Of note, Sarah Leah Whitson, Director of the Human Rights Watch Middle East team, 

reported the following to The Washington Post: 

―What we hear from soldiers is fear, fear of retribution,‖ she said, citing an incident in 

Jabal Zawiya in Idlib province on Dec. 20 in which more than 100 soldiers were 

reportedly killed after attempting to defect. 

―I hear — not just from soldiers, but also from diplomats — that we‘re not seeing 

defections because the Assad regime has made sure that their family members always 

remain in the country,‖ and people fear their families will be harmed if they desert their 

posts, Whitson said.
8
  

A January 2012 Reuters interview with General Mostafa Ahmad al-Sheikh, ‗the most senior 

commander to abandon the Syrian military‘, provides some information on the possible 

whereabouts of reservists who have failed to report for the recall.
9
 According to Sheikh, ‗most 

deserting soldiers have not taken up arms against pro-Assad forces‘ because ‗their primary 

concern has been to evade capture by secret police units in charge of stifling dissent within the 

military‘.
10

 No further information could be found to validate this claim.  
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