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Anti-government – Detention – Torture 

3 February 2011 

1. Please provide information on Taher Ahmed el-Asaad, the party or group he 

represents, and the government's attitude to his associates.  

No information was located on Taher Ahmed el-Asaad or his political party.
1
 There is, 

however, extensive credible reporting on the Syrian government‟s harassment of opposition 

members more broadly. According to a wide range of sources – including international and 

Syrian human rights groups along with the US and UK governments – Syrian security forces 

routinely detain and torture political activists and opposition members.
2
 There is also 

considerable evidence that Syrian authorities harass and detain relatives of political activists, 

although these cases are not as frequent.
3
 

Over the past few years, dozens of cases have been reported of security forces detaining and 

torturing opposition members and people critical of the government.
4
 According to Amnesty 
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International, Syrian security forces detain individuals on “the slightest suspicion of 

opposition to the regime”.
5  

Cases were found of detention and torture in the province of 

Edlib (Idlib).
6
 The Syrian Human Rights Committee reported a 2006 case in Edlib where a 

person was arrested “because he criticised the practices of the Syrian intelligence”.
7
 The US 

State Department reported another case in 2006 of a teacher in Edlib being abducted, tortured 

and killed; no investigation was conducted into his death.
8
 

Government treatment of political opposition and activists 

President Bashar Assad‟s government does not allow political opposition to operate and has 

shown no indication that it will open up the political space.
9
 According to the UK Foreign 

and Commonwealth Office‟s Annual Report on Human Rights 2009, the Syrian government‟s 

poor human rights record worsened in 2009, with a “deterioration in the situation for 

opposition politicians and Syria‟s Kurdish population, and the restrictions of basic civil rights 

and freedom of the media”.
10

  

Syrian security forces closely monitor opposition groups and harass their members. 

According to Human Rights Watch, in recent years, the government has focused primarily on 

Kurdish activist and Islamist groups – both salafists and members of the Muslim 

Brotherhood.
11

 Historically, the government has targeted a broad range of opposition 

movements including Islamist groups, communist and leftist parties, Kurdish nationalist 

groups, Nasserite parties, Palestinian groups and the breakaway Ba‟ath party.
12
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Detention and torture of opposition members is common, although it is less frequent than 

under former President Hafez Assad.
13

 Political and human rights activists are often detained 

on vague charges and held for long periods – sometimes years – without trial.
14

 Freedom 

House estimates that there are about 2500 – 3000 political prisoners in Syrian gaols that have 

never been tried.
15

 Independent monitors are not allowed in Syria‟s prisons so the scale of the 

abuse by security forces is unknown.
16

 However, reports based on information from former 

prisoners, detainees, and local human rights groups indicate that the use of torture in Syria‟s 

prisons and detention centres is widespread, with security forces often using physical and 

psychological abuse to extract confessions from detainees.
17

 Political prisoners and criminal 

prisoners are both subject to torture; however, political prisoners are particularly likely to be 

abused.
18

  

The government‟s suppression of opposition is supported by a legal system that protects state 

use of torture and legalises arbitrary detention. Since the ruling Ba‟ath Party came to power 

in 1963, Syria has been in a continual state of emergency. The 1963 Emergency Law – which 

allows Syrian security forces to carry out “preventative arrests” without warrants or other 

constitutional protections – is used by the government to arrest and detain suspected political 

opponents.
19 

Syrian security forces also have legal immunity for acts of torture carried out in 

the line of duty, undermining constitutional protections.
20

 As a result, key perpetrators of 
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torture – such as General Intelligence, Political Security and the Military and Air Force 

Intelligence – are protected from prosecution.
21

 This is reflected in a 2008 report by Freedom 

House, which says: 

The state of emergency in force since 1963 gives the security agencies virtually 

unlimited authority to arrest suspects and hold them incommunicado for 

prolonged periods without charge. Many of the estimated 2,500 to 3,000 

remaining political prisoners in Syria have never been tried. The security agencies, 

which operate independently of the judiciary, routinely extract confessions by 

torturing suspects and detaining their family members.
22

 

Opposition members and political detainees are normally tried by the highly politicised 

Supreme State Security Court (SSSC). The SSSC operates outside the ordinary justice system 

and is not subject to the same procedural requirements as regular courts.
23

 SSSC verdicts are 

final and not subject to appeal.
24

 According to the Damascus Centre for Human Rights, the 

SSSC “conducts its session in total secrecy”, with the defendants denied access to a lawyer 

and their family.
25

 Reports indicate that the SSSC routinely ignores claims by defendants that 

their confessions have been obtained with torture.
26
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Treatment of individuals associated with opposition group members 

Syrian authorities also target family and associates of political activists.
27

 According to the 

Damascus Centre for Human rights, the relatives of suspects have been caught up in the 

successive waves of government arrests over the past decades – particularly in the 1980s and 

1990s.
28

  

Several cases were located of family members of activist or political detainees being 

arrested.
29

 In 2008, the wives of three accused Islamists were detained because of the 

activities of their husbands.
30

 In 2005, a 17 year old boy was sentenced to 6 years in prison 

because of his family‟s association with the Muslim Brotherhood. 
31

 A 2005 report by the UN 

Commission on Human Rights reported the detention of an 81 year old man based on his 

family‟s political activities.
 32

   

Human rights and US government reports indicate that relatives of suspects are detained in 

lieu of the relatives or to force their family member to surrender or confess to crimes.
33

 The 

Syrian Human Rights Committee reports that friends and family of suspected antigovernment 

activists are coerced into monitoring and reporting on them.
34

According to the US 

Department of State‟s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 2009 – Syria, there 

are “unconfirmed reports that security personnel forced prisoners to watch relatives being 

tortured to extract confessions”.
35
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