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The Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR),founded 

in June 2011, is a non-governmental, independent 

group that is considered a primary source for the 

OHCHR on all death toll-related analyses in Syria.
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In October 2020, the Immigration Service of the Ministry of Immigration and Integration of the Dan-
ish government issued a report on the security, economic and social situation in the governorates 
of Damascus Suburbs and Damascus in Syria.

The report relies on several human rights sources1, most notably, in order of the number of quotes 
included:
Syrian Network for Human Rights (SNHR): 63
European Asylum Support Office (EASO): 42
Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED): 24
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA): 5

The report focuses on the security situation, freedom of movement, and the socio-economic situa-
tion in the governorates of Damascus and Damascus Suburbs in the recent period. The aim of the 
report is to collect updated information on recurring challenges that have been identified in cases 
related to Syrian asylum seekers. The report stresses the need to pay attention to the changeable 
and unstable situation in Syria and the fact that the information provided may quickly become out-
dated, and also stresses that the issues addressed in the report should be monitored periodically 
and the information be brought up to date accordingly.

The security situation in the governorates of Damascus and Damascus Suburbs:
The report notes that the security services’ control over former-opposition controlled areas in Da-
mascus and Rural Damascus is firm, and these areas are more secure than other areas in the 
south such as Daraa. The report also notes that targeted killings and assassinations of military and 
security service officers increased in these areas during 2020, as well as kidnappings for ransom. 
In addition, the Israeli airstrikes against the positions of the Syrian government and Iran-backed 
forces continued during the year.

In the period from January 1 to September 12, 2020, the report notes that 144 security incidents 
(battles, explosions/remote violence, and violence against civilians) were recorded, of which 79 
were against civilians. These were distributed according to the governorates as follows:

Damascus governorate: 14 incidents caused the deaths of 14 civilians.
Damascus Suburbs governorate: 65 incidents caused the deaths of 88 civilians.

The report states that most cases of violence against civilians (sexual assaults, physical assaults, 
kidnappings, arrests, and killings) were of detainees who were killed in prisons, many of them under 
torture. The report indicates that the number of IED incidents increased dramatically in February 
2020, when six explosions occurred in Damascus city and another two in Damascus Suburbs. In 
comparison, 17 IED incidents were reported in the capital and surrounding areas throughout the 
whole of 2019.

1  The report also relies on several media sources
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The report emphasizes that there are weekly reports of explosive remnants of war (ERW) and land-
mines detonating and causing civilian casualties, adding that the issue of unexploded ordnance 
and landmines is limited to areas where major military confrontations took place before summer 
2018 between government forces and armed opposition groups. The report also emphasizes that 
there are still concerns about ERW in al Yarmouk Camp, although some rubble has been removed 
from the main streets, as the families that have returned to the area risk being subjected to ERW 
and landmines explosions.

Freedom of movement:
The report notes that although movement has become easier between Damascus and Eastern Gh-
outa since mid-2019, the risk of arrest still exists when passing through checkpoints, especially for 
civilians listed on wanted lists, including men wanted for military service, people who were involved 
in political or anti-government activities, and individuals who have criminal charges against them. 
People who are not on any wanted lists may be at risk of being harassed, interrogated or arrested 
at checkpoints. This includes persons who are relatives to prominent armed or political activists and 
persons who are suspected of being activists. In addition, persons who have been in contact with 
their relatives, who are wanted for security issues, are also at risk of being arrested.

Access to severely affected areas such as al Yarmouk Camp, Daraya, Douma, Harasta, Shefouniya 
and Irbeen, remains highly restricted and civilians need permission to access these areas. Civilians 
also need to obtain security approval when moving from one area with the intention to settle in 
another area in Damascus and Damascus Suburbs.

Social and economic situation:
The report further notes that Syria is in a deep economic crisis, which is reflected in the collapse of 
the Syrian pound and a sharp increase in food prices during 2020. Although the report emphasizes 
that there is access to water, electricity, basic healthcare and schools in most areas of Damascus 
and Damascus Suburbs governorates, it adds that these services are under pressure and there are 
daily power and water cuts, as in many other places in Syria. While there is no shortage of food, 
food prices are high. Although basic food items are provided at subsidized prices, the amount of 
food provided at subsidized prices is barely adequate to cover the people’s needs.

The report notes that no area in Damascus Suburbs is completely empty of residents as the finan-
cial conditions have forced some residents to return and live in their destroyed homes, despite the 
absence of any actual reconstruction process in the two governorates. The report indicates the 
provision of basic services, i.e. water, electricity and sanitation, in all inhabited areas of Damascus 
and Damascus Suburbs governorates, although the level of services varies from area to area. The 
report also notes that medical service centers and hospitals have reopened in most areas in Da-
mascus and Damascus Suburbs and each area has its own healthcare clinic providing most basic 
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services. However, it adds, the quality of healthcare services and the medicine provided is poor in 
both governorates, particularly in Damascus Suburbs. The report adds that damaged medical facil-
ities, crowded and poorly equipped clinics and hospitals, a shortage of medical staff, rarely availa-
ble specialized public medical treatment for children, women and those with chronic diseases, lack 
of medicine and poor quality of available medicine, are among the problems, which the healthcare 
sector is currently suffering from. The report emphasizes that the conditions in Damascus and Da-
mascus Suburbs are of concern with regard to the spread of COVID-19.

The report further notes that although children have access to schools and primary education in 
almost all areas of Damascus and Damascus Suburbs, schools are overcrowded and suffer from 
shortages of teachers, while in remote areas, children have to travel long distances to go to school. 
In addition, many school buildings were damaged during the conflict.

To read the full report by the Danish Immigration Service, please visit this link:

The following are the most notable items of information that the SNHR shared with the Danish 
Immigration Service of the Ministry of Immigration and Integration regarding this report:

Concerning the security situation in Damascus and Damascus Suburbs governorates:

SNHR confirmed that arbitrary arrests continued in 2020, with SNHR’s team documenting at least 
327 arrests in Damascus Suburbs governorate and Damascus city between January and Septem-
ber 2020; these arrests were concentrated mainly in the cities and towns of Douma, Irbeen and 
Harasta in Damascus Suburbs governorate, with 250 detainees having been forcibly disappeared.

SNHR has documented 56 arrests of individuals, including 13 women and four children, while they 
were traveling between the villages and towns of Damascus and Damascus Suburbs governorates.

SNHR noted that Damascus International Airport’s road is not secure due to security checkpoints 
being spread out along it, with the personnel at these checkpoints conducting checks on civilians 
while they are passing through; since the area is under the control of Syrian Regime forces and 
there is no presence of any non-regime factions or other armed group, the main goal of the check-
points is to detain civilians exclusively and expose them to arrest for various reasons. At least 19 
of the above-mentioned 327 arrests documented by SNHR are individuals arrested at Damascus 
Airport or at checkpoints located on the Airport road. Civilians fear using the road because of the 
risk of being arrested at checkpoints. 

Concerning freedom of movement in the two governorates:

SNHR noted that the checkpoints are mainly located at the entrances to Damascus Suburbs gov-
ernorate and to towns there and on roads leading to the International Road (Damascus Highway- 
al Mutahaleq). The checkpoint personnel check if those passing through possess cards showing 
their settlement status and documents for their national service and conscription status (such as 
the military service book, any military service-deferral documents, vacations and other relevant 

https://fln.dk/-/media/FLN/Materiale/Baggrundsmateriale/2020/10/08/10/18/syri1348.pdf
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documentation). In general, there is a high level of scrutiny of all individuals wishing to enter or leave 
Damascus Suburbs governorate.

Citizens’ ability to move freely and travel between areas fluctuates according to the whims of 
checkpoint personnel. Some people can move and travel freely, while others are prevented or 
arrested for many reasons, either because they are among those who settled their situation or be-
cause they belong to specific families or for other reasons.
SNHR also noted that there is no complete prevention of return of people to the areas of Damascus 
Suburbs governorate. The prevention is limited only to a specific group of people and to specific 
areas, such as areas where neighbourhoods and homes were completely destroyed. Examples of 
such areas are the towns of Douma, Harasta, Shefouniya and Irbeen, with return to these areas 
only partially allowed and limited to those who were able to return after obtaining security permis-
sion and repair their houses at their own expense. In areas where homes were destroyed and/or 
confiscated by Syrian Regime forces, security permission is required for entry; many of the homes 
in these areas were confiscated, with their owners forbidden from returning to them. Sometimes, 
checkpoints personnel prevent the return of civilians in order to blackmail them and obtain sums of 
money in exchange for their entry.

SNHR further noted that there are areas in Damascus city to which access is restricted by the 
authorities, such as Jobar, al Qaboun, al Yarmouk Camp, al Hajar al Aswad, and al Qadam. SNHR 
indicated that access to the neighbourhoods of Jobar and al Yarmouk is banned due to massive 
destruction there, with personnel at the checkpoints only allowing vehicles belonging to regime-af-
filiated militia leaders to return for looting and theft operations.

SNHR revealed that the regime will reorganize the destroyed area and rebuild it in accordance with 
new organizational plans. According to the new organizational plans, only residents who stayed in 
areas under regime control and who are able to prove their ownership will be able to obtain new 
homes there in future. However, this matter will take many years.
SNHR explained that there are military checkpoints at all entrances to Damascus city and roads 
leading to it.

These checks are carried out on all buses and cars carrying civilians, with checkpoint personnel 
asking drivers and passengers for their identification cards. The check is more thorough if the 
individual is from an area where settlement agreements are imposed or if he or she is from an an-
ti-Syrian regime family or has family members known to be popular uprising activists or members 
of factions of the armed opposition. SNHR further noted that checks of women at checkpoints are 
carried out in the same way as men and sometimes under high-level orders to put pressure on their 
relatives who are wanted by the security branches.
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Concerning socio-economic conditions in Damascus and Damascus Suburbs:

SNHR referred to the absence of any actual reconstruction process, as state resources are being 
used for military operations, hunting down those calling for political change, and suppressing any 
criticism of the regime. SNHR stressed that what is happening is part of the regime’s efforts to 
seize control of land and property by imposing arbitrary laws that violate the International Cove-
nant on Civil and Political Rights, and the phase of forced reorganization in al Yarmouk Camp and 
the neighbourhoods of al Qadam, al Hajar al Aswad and Jobar in Damascus city is still going on. 
In Damascus Suburbs governorate, the Syrian regime has not yet specified the areas it wants to 
remodel rather than reconstruct.
Most areas of Damascus Suburbs that were outside the control of the Syrian regime forces were 
affected by the destruction to varying degrees, with the level of destruction depending on the mag-
nitude of the military operations that they were subjected to until the Syrian regime seized control 
of them. Cities and towns such as Daraya, al Mlaiha, Douma, Harasta Irbeen, Madyara, Ein Tarma, 
Zamalka and Hamouriya are among the worst affected areas while areas such as al Qalamoun are-
as and the villages of Wadi Barada, Madaya, Zabadani and Baqqin are the least affected compared 
to the aforementioned ones.
SNHR noted that Daraya city and its environs are almost completely lacking essential amenities 
required to maintain life (electricity, water, sanitation networks, hospitals, schools, etc.), as the Syr-
ian regime has not yet undertaken any rehabilitation operations and not provided the necessary 
services to make the areas habitable after seizing control of them. Meanwhile, millions of dollars are 
spent on the expenses and salaries of the security services which practice arbitrary arrest, enforced 
disappearance and torture, and millions more dollars on the costs of the continuous military build-
up surrounding the Idlib region.

SNHR stressed that the services in Syria are largely neglected by the Syrian regime. The areas in 
Damascus Suburbs that were subjected to indiscriminate bombing operations by Syrian Regime 
forces before the regime tightened control over them in the summer of 2018 are the worst affected. 
SNHR has documented dozens of attacks on infrastructure, such as water tanks and water net-
works during the military operation in these areas before the regime forces took control over them. 
In general, the real service situation in all areas of Damascus Suburbs is the same with regard to 
services of electricity, water and sanitation. While no area is completely deprived of these services, 
they are subject to severe rationing of electricity provided by the public network, and some areas 
depend on electrical transformers. In regard to water, although it is available, some areas are de-
prived of the public water network and dependent on water wells. SNHR has not witnessed any 
infrastructure rehabilitation since the Syrian regime took control of these areas.

SNHR revealed that although there is no area in Damascus Suburbs that does not receive food, the 
food is provided at high prices that exceed the vast majority of citizens’ purchasing power, so citi-
zens resort to securing their basic needs only such as bread, legumes and vegetables. Meanwhile, 
some of the population depend on agriculture and on raising domestic livestock on their lands to 
secure their supplies despite the high cost of this.
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SNHR stressed that most areas lack healthcare facilities as a result of the military campaigns car-
ried out by Syrian regime forces and their allies, which resulted in massive damage to medical fa-
cilities, along with emigration of medical personnel. There are some centres providing treatment for 
only slight and moderate cases, and citizens must travel to Damascus city to secure treatment for 
serious cases. People with chronic diseases suffer from high medicine prices and sometimes from 
difficulty in securing medicine. In its military campaigns, the Syrian regime has deliberately targeted 
vital facilities, in particular medical facilities, in order to spread terror among civilians and force them 
to surrender. When the regime tightens its control over these areas, these facilities, like others, do 
not receive the attention required to rehabilitate them.

SNHR noted that the government still, very rarely, subsidizes some medicines, tests and medical 
services at low prices, but even in these cases there is discrimination with members of the regime 
security forces and army and their families receiving preferential treatment in obtaining these servic-
es, with priority given to injured army and security personnel over injured and sick ordinary citizens.
In the context of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, people are afraid to go to hospitals for 
fear of being quarantined in unsanitary conditions, with a lack of healthcare, and instead depend 
on securing treatment outside hospitals.

SNHR added that although most of the areas in Damascus Suburbs, which were free of the control 
of Syrian regime forces, are still suffering from the impact of regime military operations on educa-
tional facilities, most of them have not interrupted the educational process. People from areas that 
lack schools providing all stages of education resort to finding schools in neighbouring areas. Most 
of the school buildings were bombed by the Syrian regime, with the regime having prior knowledge 
of their locations, but its barbaric campaigns against those areas, particularly the last ones, were 
aimed at spreading terror among civilians and forcing them to accept settlement agreements that 
would displace them to other areas. The Syrian regime is not interested in conducting any school 
restoration and providing adequate teaching staff or educational services.
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The Syrian Network for Human Rights stresses its willingness to contribute to all international re-
ports on the human rights situation in Syria, and places its database and the extensive information 
it contains, compiled over the past nine years at the service of all who wish to show the true extent 
of human rights violations perpetrated against the Syrian citizens and state, in the hope that this 
will provide a service in documenting the history and chronicling what has happened in Syria ob-
jectively, helping to thwart the vigorous attempts by the perpetrators of violations, the foremost of 
which are the Syrian regime, Russia and Iran, from establishing affiliated organizations which aim to 
change the narrative of events, and to deny or justify heinous violations. We also stress that we will 
make the greatest possible effort to document violations and incidents objectively and credibly to 
achieve the goal of protecting civilians in Syria, holding all perpetrators accountable, and helping to 
start the country along the path of positive change towards democracy, with our motto being: “No 
Justice without Accountability”.

 www.snhr.org - info@sn4hr.org


