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Glossary
Free Syrian Army: The Free Syrian Army began in 2011 as an umbrella structure linking
largely non-ideological opposition factions. The term has more recently been used to refer
to various, loosely organized anti-government armed groups backed by Turkey, which
reorganized in late 2019 to become the Syrian National Army.
Harakat Nour al-Din al-Zinki: Once one of the strongest factions loosely identifying with
the Free Syrian Army and active in western Aleppo, it joined Hay’et Tahrir al-Sham in 2017
before splitting from it in 2018.
Hay’et Tahrir al-Sham (HTS or Levant Liberation Committee): Formed in 2017, Hay’et
Tahrir al-Sham is a coalition of Islamist Sunni armed groups and the main anti-government
armed group in Syria, controlling territory in the northwest. HTS is the latest incarnation of
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, in turn an outgrowth of Jabhat al-Nusra (Nusra Front). The United
Nations, the United States, and Turkey in 2018 designated HTS as a foreign terrorist
organization affiliated with al-Qaeda. The HTS has denied the affiliation. Jabhat al-Nusra
declared that it had severed ties with al-Qaeda in 2016, when it renamed itself Jabhat
Fateh al-Sham.
Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Syria (COI): The COI was set up by
the UN Human Rights Council in August 2011 to investigate human rights violations during
the Syrian conflict, establish the facts and circumstances that may amount to violations
and crimes, and, where possible, identify those responsible who should be held
accountable.
International, Impartial and Independent Mechanism (IIIM): The UN General Assembly
established the IIIM in December 2016 to collect, consolidate, preserve, and analyze
evidence of the most serious crimes under international law committed in Syria since
March 2011, and to prepare files to facilitate the prosecution of those most responsible
in national, regional, or international courts or tribunals that have or may in the future have
jurisdiction over these crimes.
Jabhat al-Nusra: Previously al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria, Jabhat at-Nusra formally
separated from the armed group in 2016 when al-Nusra rebranded as Jabhat Fateh alSham. The groups further severed ties in 2017, when Jabhat al-Nusra launched HTS, which
al-Qaeda’s leadership opposed. Following this break, some former Jabhat al-Nusra figures
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still loyal to al-Qaeda split from HTS and formed a separate group, Hurras al-Deen. Jabhat
al-Nusra is on UN Security Council sanctions lists.
National Liberation Front: A coalition of anti-government armed groups, including factions
of the former Free Syrian Army. It was formed in northwestern Syria in May 2018 and is now
part of the Turkish-backed Syrian National Army.
Sentry Syria: A network of observers monitoring aircraft movement in Syria that distributes
messages, including over a Telegram channel, on the presence of aircraft and artillery.
Syrian Civil Defense (also known as the White Helmets or SCD): Formed in 2014, the SCD
is a volunteer organization that operates in parts of nongovernment-controlled Syria and in
Turkey. Most of the volunteers' activities in Syria consist of medical evacuation, urban
search and rescue in response to bombing, evacuation of civilians from danger areas, and
essential service delivery.
Syrian Interim Government: An opposition body established in 2013 controlling some
parts of Syria, with its seat in Azaz in Aleppo governorate. HTS has removed the Interim
Government from areas that have come under its control.
Syrian National Army: A Turkish-backed coalition of anti-government armed groups that
was formed in late 2019 and includes factions of the Free Syrian Army and the National
Liberation Front.
Syrian Network for Human Rights: An independent monitoring group, founded in 2011,
that documents casualties and briefs various United Nations agencies.
Syrian Salvation government: The civilian government affiliated with HTS, active in parts
of northwestern Syria.
Violet: A nongovernmental organization providing health care and other services in some
nongovernment-controlled parts of Syria.
White Helmets: See Syrian Civil Defense above.
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Summary
In April 2019, the Syrian government and its ally, Russia, launched a major military
offensive to retake Idlib governorate and surrounding areas in northwest Syria— one of the
last areas controlled by anti-government armed groups. Over the next 11 months, the
Syrian-Russian alliance showed callous disregard for the lives of the roughly 3 million
civilians in the area, many of them people displaced by the fighting in other parts of
the country.
The alliance launched dozens of air and ground attacks on civilian objects and
infrastructure in violation of the laws of war, striking homes, schools, healthcare facilities,
and markets – the places where people live, work, and study. They used cluster munitions,
incendiary weapons, and improvised “barrel bombs” in populated areas to deadly effect.
The attacks killed at least 1,600 civilians, destroyed and damaged civilian infrastructure,
and forced the displacement of an estimated 1.4 million people.
A ceasefire negotiated by Russia and Turkey halted the fighting in March 2020. By that
time, the Syrian government had regained control of nearly half the territory in and around
Idlib, including hundreds of towns and villages that were largely depopulated because
their residents had fled during the offensive. Since then, some people have returned to
areas still controlled by anti-government armed groups, where they face a decimated
infrastructure and limited access to food, water, shelter, health care, and education. The
chance of renewed fighting, and the dangers to civilians, loom large.
This report examines the 11-month Syrian-Russian offensive and unlawful attacks that
caused harm to civilians and civilian infrastructure, which can be defined as the basic
structures and facilities, such as hospitals, schools, and markets, that society needs to
function. The report documents 46 ground and air attacks that directly struck or indirectly
damaged civilian objects and infrastructure in Idlib in violation of international
humanitarian law, or the laws of war. It builds on a May 2020 report by Amnesty
International that documented 18 unlawful air and ground attacks on schools and
hospitals during this period in northwest Syria, covering 5 of the same attacks, plus 41
additional ones.
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These attacks represent only a fraction of the total attacks during that time in Idlib and
surrounding areas. They reveal repeated violations of the laws of war that were apparent
war crimes, and may amount to crimes against humanity. The attacks also seriously
impaired the rights of the population to health, education, and an adequate standard of
living, including food, water, and housing.
For these grave violations, no one in Syria or Russia has been held to account.
Compounding the abuse, both countries have actively worked to hinder humanitarian aid
from reaching civilians in need.
The report names 10 senior Syrian and Russian civilian and military officials who may be
implicated in these violations as a matter of command responsibility: they knew or should
have known about the abuses and took no effective steps to stop them or punish those
directly responsible.
To document the 46 incidents, Human Rights Watch interviewed 113 victims and witnesses
of the attacks, as well as healthcare and rescue workers, teachers, local authorities, and
experts on the Syrian and Russian militaries. Human Rights Watch examined dozens of
satellite images and over 550 photographs and videos taken at the attack sites, as well as
logs of observers who monitored Syrian and Russian aircraft in the area.
In each of the 46 incidents, Human Rights Watch found no evidence of opposition military
weapons, equipment, or personnel in the vicinity at the time of attack. Most of the attacks
occurred in populated areas, and no residents said that the Syrian-Russian alliance ever
provided any advance warning. The overwhelming majority of attacks documented took
place far from active fighting between Syrian government forces and anti-government
armed groups.
Syria and Russia have said that the offensive in Idlib was a response to repeated attacks
on their forces by anti-government armed groups and an effort to counter “terrorism.”
Senior Syrian and Russian officials have denied that their operations violated the laws of
war, despite repeated allegations of unlawful attacks on schools, hospitals, and other
civilian objects during at least 21 United Nations Security Council meetings and at least
two sessions of the UN Human Rights Council.
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Human Rights Watch provided a summary of its findings and a list of questions with the
Syrian and Russian governments on August 17, 2020 but had not received a response at
time of writing.

Attacks on Civilian Objects, Infrastructure
Most of the air and ground attacks that Human Rights Watch documented were in and
around four main population centers: Ariha, Idlib city, Jisr al-Shughour, and Maarat alNu`man. Two attacks were in Maarat Misreen, 10 kilometers north of Idlib city, and four
attacks were in four camps for displaced people near the towns of Dana, Hass, and
Sarmada. In total, the 46 strikes killed at least 224 civilians and wounded 561 others,
according to reports from witnesses, family members of victims, residents, local
authorities, and healthcare and rescue workers. Victims typically suffered injuries from
munitions’ fragments and building debris.
The documented strikes damaged 12 healthcare facilities and 10 schools, forcing these
institutions to shut down, in some cases permanently. At least five markets, four displaced
persons camps, four residential neighborhoods, two commercial areas, and a prison,
church, stadium, and nongovernmental organization office were also damaged in
the attacks.
Human Rights Watch received credible reports about dozens of other attacks that
damaged civilian structures, which international law protects from deliberate attack unless
they are being used for military purposes. The UN Office of the High Commissioner for
Human Rights (OHCHR) estimates that at least 1,600 civilians were killed in areas
controlled by anti-government armed groups in northwest Syria during the period covered
in this report. In 2019, the Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition, made up of
international nongovernmental organizations, reported 147 separate incidents of violence
against or obstruction of health care in Syria, with over half occurring in Idlib governorate.
The Syrian Network for Human Rights reported in May 2020 on at least 882 attacks in and
around Idlib on civilian infrastructure since April 2019, including 220 places of worship,
218 educational facilities, 93 healthcare facilities, 86 Syrian Civil Defense (SDC) centers,
and 52 markets.
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One of the deadliest attacks documented by Human Rights Watch occurred on July 22,
2019 in Maarat al-Nu`man. The first munition, probably from an airstrike, hit a four-story
apartment building and nearby shops and damaged a small market. Shortly thereafter, a
second munition hit, collapsing two three-story buildings. An SCD worker at the scene was
killed and another was wounded.
“There were bodies everywhere – women, bits of children,” said the injured SCD worker,
who received fragmentation wounds to his hand and back. SCD volunteers worked for 24
hours pulling people from the rubble and identified 39 of the 43 people killed. Another 75
were wounded. “I remember one boy who had been carrying vegetables in his hands when
he was killed,” another SCD worker said. “His severed hands were still gripping them.”
Three attacks on Idlib city’s commercial area and a nearby market in January and February
2020 killed 4 civilians, wounded 110 others, and damaged countless shops, which
provided livelihoods for thousands of residents and their families. “We are terrified,” said
Ayman Assad, who runs a car repair shop in the neighborhood. “Schools, markets, homes,
hospitals, everything is a target. They are targeting life in Idlib.”
On January 5, 2020, an attack struck al-Naqib neighborhood in Ariha town, killing 13
civilians and wounding another 25. One munition hit a four-story building housing a
preschool, and two others hit residential buildings next to two schools. One school
employee described evacuating students out of the building minutes before the attack
because local observers had reported aircraft overhead. “I looked at them and there was
nothing I could do other than calm them, tell them not to be afraid, tell them to pray, tell
them that it would soon be over,” she said. After the school was evacuated, a munition
landed in the schoolyard, shattering windows and damaging doors, but no students
were harmed.
Three weeks later, three munitions hit the three-story Ariha Surgical Hospital (also known
as al-Shami hospital), the town’s only hospital. The attack destroyed the hospital, killed at
least 14 civilians, and wounded at least 66 others. An Ariha resident, who lived a kilometer
away, described people’s deadly predicament:
Panic and fear is the best way to [describe] the situation. We don’t know
where to take our children. If we go west, we get hit by bomb fragments. If
“TARGETING LIFE IN IDLIB”
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we go east, it’s the same. We have no windows or doors left. People have
stopped going into the basements to seek shelter; they go into the streets
or onto the rooftops, so that it’s easier for rescue workers to find their
bodies. … We knew we were going to die, and we went out into the street so
we would not end up under the rubble.
Continuing attacks on Ariha forced people to flee for safety, and by late February
2020, the town was nearly empty.
One result of the Idlib offensive was mass displacement. According to the UN, nearly 1.4
million people across Idlib fled their homes during the period covered in this report, out of
an estimated population of 3 million people. Many said they fled because of repeated
attacks in populated areas, or feared ill-treatment if Syrian forces were to retake the area.
The repeated Syrian-Russian alliance attacks on civilian infrastructure in populated areas
in which there was no apparent military objective suggests that these unlawful attacks
were deliberate. The intent may been have been to deprive local residents of the means to
sustain themselves, to force the civilian population to flee and make it easier for Syrian
ground forces to take territory, or simply to instill terror in the civilian population as a way
to achieve victory. The Syrian-Russian alliance apparently intended to fulfill these aims
with little regard for international law.
While international humanitarian law, or the laws of war, recognizes that civilian harm may
result from lawful attacks, it requires that all warring parties direct attacks on military
objectives, distinguish between civilians and combatants, and take all feasible
precautions to avoid harming civilians or civilian objects, and that attacks not cause
disproportionate civilian harm. Populations also remain protected by international human
rights law, notably the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

Use of Explosive Weapons in Populated Areas
Most of the 46 attacks documented by Human Rights Watch appeared to involve the use of
explosive weapons with wide-area effects in populated areas. The bombing and shelling of
populated areas kill and wound large numbers of civilians, and damage and destroy
civilian objects and infrastructure. They also have reverberating effects: disrupting
5
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essential services, such as health care and education, and access to food and shelter.
Long-term impacts include serious psychological harm to the affected population.
Explosive weapons used in Idlib included bombs, rockets, and artillery. Three of the
attacks Human Rights Watch documented on or near schools involved cluster munitions,
which have widespread indiscriminate effects and pose a long-term danger to civilians.
Cluster munitions typically release or disperse dozens or even hundreds of small
submunitions in the air over an area the size of a football field. Many submunitions may
fail to explode on initial impact, leaving remnants that act like landmines. The widely
accepted Convention on Cluster Munitions bans cluster munitions; it has been joined by
121 states, although not Syria or Russia.
The Syrian Network for Human Rights identified the use of various explosive weapons by
the Syrian-Russian alliance since April 2019, including 30 cluster munitions, at least 21
incendiary weapons, 9 missiles, and nearly 5,000 “barrel bombs” throughout the
Idlib region.

Humanitarian Impact
The attacks by the Syrian-Russian military alliance on civilian objects and infrastructure
have caused massive displacement and loss of life and harmed residents’ ability to access
food, housing, health care, and education. This has resulted in a dire humanitarian
situation in northwest Syria, with the almost complete decimation of the region’s
healthcare infrastructure, severe overcrowding in areas sheltering displaced civilians, and
heightened fears of restricted humanitarian access. As of May 2020, almost 2.8 million
people in the northwest were in need of aid to meet their basic needs.
The humanitarian response is heavily reliant on UN agencies, which in 2014 were
authorized by the UN Security Council to use border crossings from Turkey into the
northwest to provide supplies and coordinate the response. The cross-border operation is
the sole means for the UN to bring assistance into northwest Syria. In December 2019,
Russia vetoed the renewal of the full cross-border authorization, but the Security Council
was able to renegotiate a weaker resolution in January 2020, reauthorizing the two border
crossings into northwest Syria for six months but removing the authorization from the two
other border crossings into northeast and southern Syria. In July 2020, Russia and China
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vetoed two draft resolutions that would have renewed the mechanism and ultimately
succeeded in deauthorizing one more border crossing. As a result, the only authorized
crossing is at Bab al-Hawa on the Turkish border.

Responsibility for Unlawful Attacks
Civilian officials and military commanders can be held criminally liable as a matter of
command responsibility if they knew or should have known about violations committed by
forces under their control and failed to prevent them or punish those directly responsible.
To identify the range of Syrian and Russian officials who may bear criminal responsibility
for the attacks documented in this report, Human Rights Watch reviewed public
statements from Russian government and military officials; public reporting from the office
of the Russian president and the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Defense Ministry;
and Russian media accounts. Human Rights Watch also interviewed seven experts on the
Russian and Syrian armed forces.
Russia’s military intervention in Syria since 2015 has involved the deployment of attack
and transport aircraft, surveillance drones, and armed forces personnel, including military
advisors, forward air controllers to help coordinate and direct airstrikes, special forces,
and military police. These Russian forces have supported the Syrian armed forces through
airstrikes; close air support for Syrian units during ground operations; co-location with
Syrian units on the front lines; and development, training, and advising on tactics and the
planning of operations. In at least one case, a Russian military officer temporarily
commanded an entire corps of the Syrian army. The coordination of this support has
involved the highest levels of the Russian military, Defense Ministry, and the president.
Human Rights Watch is not aware of any efforts by the Syrian or Russian governments to
credibly investigate or stop the attacks on civilians and civilian objects or infrastructure. In
only one case of which Human Rights Watch is aware, Russian officials followed up on
reports of civilian casualties after the attack on a market in Maarat al-Nu`man on June 29,
2019. However, the officials denied responsibility after having identified the wrong
location. Instead of investigating the alleged violations, the Syrian-Russian alliance
continued, and in some cases intensified, their attacks, despite regular briefings about the
impact of unlawful attacks during UN Security Council and Human Rights Council meetings
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that senior Russian and Syrian officials attended. In February 2020, President Vladimir
Putin reportedly conferred on the Russian commander who headed operations in Syria
from April through September 2019, the Hero of Russia award, the nation’s highest
honorary title. In late July 2020, the same title was reportedly awarded to the next Russian
commander who headed operations in Syria at least through September 2020.
Given the lack of accountability in Syria and Russia, as well as the deadlock in the UN
Security Council that has prevented the situation in Syria from being referred to the
International Criminal Court, concerned governments should consider unilateral targeted
sanctions against those senior officials and commanders credibly implicated in abuses.
They should also support judicial officials in their efforts to pursue criminal cases under
the principle of universal jurisdiction, where possible and in line with national laws.
As detailed in the report, the Syrian and Russian civilian and military commanders who
may bear command responsibility for violations during the 2019-2020 Idlib offensive
include Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad and Russia’s President Vladimir Putin, who
are the commanders-in-chief of their respective armed forces; Syria’s defense minister and
second-in-command of Syria’s armed forces, Lt. Gen. Ali Abdullah Ayoub; Syria’s air force
commander, Maj. Gen. Ahmed Balloul; Russia’s defense minister and second-incommand of the Russian armed forces, General of the Army Sergei Shoigu; Russia’s first
deputy defense minister and chief of the general staff of the armed forces, General of the
Army Valery Gerasimov; Russia’s first deputy chief of the general staff of the armed forces
and head of the main operations directorate of the general staff of the armed forces, Col.Gen. Sergei Rudskoy; commander of Russian forces in Syria from at least some time in
March 2019 until April 10, 2019, Col.-Gen. Sergei Vladimirovich Surovikin; commander of
Russian forces in Syria from April 10, 2019 until September 2019, Col.-Gen. Andrei
Nikolaevich Serdyukov; and commander of Russian forces in Syria from September 2019
until at least September 2020, Lt.-Gen. Alexander Yuryevich Chaiko.

Perilous Ceasefire
A March 2020 ceasefire agreement negotiated between Russia and Turkey has largely held
as of early September, prompting some displaced people to return to areas still under the
control of anti-government armed groups. They have returned to areas decimated by the
latest military offensive, with collapsed infrastructure and limited access to food, water,
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shelter, education, and health care, including psycho-social (mental health) support.
While as of late August, there were only 59 known cases of Covid-19 in northwest Syria, the
actual number of cases is likely much higher due to limited testing. A further outbreak of
the pandemic will exacerbate existing shortages and associated vulnerabilities. Crowded
conditions in camps and poor access to basic services make it impossible to properly
engage in social distancing or take other health precautions.
The risk to civilians of renewed hostilities also looms. Without measures being taken
domestically or internationally against those responsible for serious violations, there is
little to deter perpetrators of crimes and others from committing atrocities in the future.

Recommendations
Human Rights Watch calls on all parties to the conflict in Syria to fully abide by the laws of
war. Our findings in this report highlight the need for Syria and Russia to end all deliberate,
indiscriminate, and disproportionate attacks on civilians and civilian objects, such as
medical facilities, schools, and markets. They should conduct transparent, credible, and
impartial investigations into credible allegations of laws-of-war violations, including the
incidents detailed in this report.
All states that are high contracting parties to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 undertake in
common article 1 “to respect and ensure respect” for the Geneva Conventions in “all
circumstances.” They should press all parties to commit to avoiding the use of explosive
weapons with wide-area effects in populated areas.
Canada, the European Union, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, the United States, and
other states should impose targeted sanctions, including asset freezes, on those civilian
and military commanders credibly implicated in war crimes and crimes against humanity,
including as a matter of command responsibility. Where possible, judicial authorities
should also consider investigating and prosecuting those implicated in serious crimes
under the principle of universal jurisdiction and in accordance with national laws. The
International, Impartial and Independent Mechanism (IIIM), established by the UN General
Assembly in 2016, should continue to work to build files related to serious crimes
committed in Syria, including those documented in this report, in order to facilitate
criminal proceedings where possible.
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Concerted international efforts towards accountability are crucial to demonstrate there are
consequences for unlawful attacks, to deter future atrocities, and to show that no one can
elude accountability for grave crimes because of their rank or position.
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Recommendations
To Syria and Russia
•

Abide fully by the laws of war, including the prohibitions on attacks that target
civilians and civilian objects; do not discriminate between civilians and military
objectives; or are expected to cause civilian harm disproportionate to the
expected military advantage;

•

Cease attacking civilian infrastructure and other protected objects, including
healthcare facilities, markets, and schools;

•

Take all feasible precautions to minimize harm to civilians and civilian objects,
including giving effective advance warnings of attacks when possible;

•

Consistent with the prohibition on indiscriminate attacks, end the use of explosive
weapons with wide-area effects in populated areas;

•

End the use of cluster munitions and ratify the Convention on Cluster Munitions;

•

Conduct transparent, credible, and impartial investigations into credible
allegations of laws-of-war violations, including the incidents detailed in this report;

•

Institute a policy of conducting investigations into all strikes that resulted in
significant numbers of civilian casualties;

•

Make information public regarding the intended military targets of strikes that
resulted in civilian casualties, and those that directly or indirectly damaged civilian
infrastructure and other protected objects, including the identities of the parties
involved in such strikes;

•

Make public the findings of investigations and include recommendations for
disciplinary measures or criminal prosecutions where violations are found;

•

Provide prompt and appropriate compensation to civilians and their families for
deaths, injuries, and property damage resulting from wrongful strikes. Consider
providing “ex gratia” payments to civilians who suffer harm from strikes without
regard to possible wrongdoing.

To Syria
•

Fully cooperate with and provide unhindered access to the Independent
International Commission of Inquiry on Syria (COI), the International, Impartial and
Independent Mechanism (IIIM), the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical
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Weapons (OPCW), and independent nongovernmental human rights organizations
to investigate alleged violations of international humanitarian law and
international human rights law;
•

Act to uphold all Syrians’ rights to food, water, health, housing, and education in a
nondiscriminatory manner. In areas not under the government’s effective control,
provide authorization to UN agencies and other humanitarian organizations to
utilize border crossings outside the control of the government to ensure the
delivery of assistance to populations at risk.

To Anti-Government Armed Groups
•

Abide fully by the laws of war, including the prohibitions on attacks that target
civilians and civilian objects; that do not discriminate between civilians and
military objectives; and that cause civilian loss disproportionate to the expected
military advantage;

•

Take all feasible precautions to protect civilians and civilian objects from the
effects of attacks. Avoid placing military objectives within or near densely
populated areas or healthcare facilities. Remove civilians and civilian objects
whenever possible from the vicinity of military objectives;

•

Credibly investigate and take appropriate disciplinary action against members of
your forces implicated in war crimes and other abuses.

To Russia
•

Cease using the UN Security Council veto to prevent scrutiny of, and accountability
for, alleged serious crimes in Syria and expansion of humanitarian assistance,
including cross-border aid. The UN Charter notes situations in which Security
Council members that are parties to disputes under consideration by the council
abstain from voting;

•

Cease attempting to undermine the OPCW’s investigations into the use of chemical
weapons in Syria and instead support the work of the OPCW in Syria and
elsewhere;

•

Cease the transfer of military equipment and weapons to Syria that are being used
to conduct widespread attacks on civilians and civilian infrastructure in
northwest Syria.

“TARGETING LIFE IN IDLIB”
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To Turkey
•

Allow civilians fleeing violence in Syria to seek refuge in Turkey and in the
Euphrates Shield area, along the border between Syria and Turkey;

•

Ensure protection of civilians and civilian objects during any military offensive in
which Turkey is involved in northwest Syria;
Continue to ensure unhindered humanitarian access to UN agencies and their
implementing partners to deliver food, fuel, medicines and medical supplies to
civilians in need in northern Syria.

•

To All Warring Parties and Allied Forces
•

Comply fully with the provisions of relevant UN Security Council resolutions –
including Resolutions 2139 and 2165 – related to respect for international
humanitarian law, human rights law, and refugee law;

•

Ensure that civilians in areas occupied by your forces have access to humanitarian
aid, including health care, water, food, and shelter, in a nondiscriminatory manner
and on the basis of credible, independent assessments of needs;
Facilitate safe, timely, and unimpeded humanitarian access to all people in need of
assistance;

•
•

Ensure that persons with disabilities have access to protection, assistance, and
access to essential services, on an equal basis with others.

To the United Nations Security Council and its Members
•

Impose targeted sanctions, including asset freezes, on those civilian and military
commanders credibly implicated in war crimes, crimes against humanity, and other
serious violations committed in northwest Syria, including as a matter of command
responsibility;

•

Request regular formal briefings from the COI on its investigations into attacks on
civilians and civilian infrastructure in Idlib and other alleged laws-of-war violations;

•

Demand unhindered access to Syria for the COI, the IIIM, the OPCW, and
nongovernmental human rights organizations;

•

Ensure sufficient aid reaches civilians in areas controlled by anti-government
armed groups and those most at risk, including people with disabilities and
older people;
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•

Reverse the January and July 2020 decisions to deauthorize two crossings that
have been used for cross-border aid delivery;

•

Reauthorize cross-border aid delivery to both border crossings, including one
crossing in the northeast on the Iraqi-Syrian border, for as long as necessary in
order to ensure that sufficient humanitarian assistance, including medical
personnel and aid to prevent the spread of Covid-19, reaches civilians in need in
areas not controlled by the government.

To the United Nations General Assembly
•

•

Given the deadlock within the United Nations Security Council, the UN General
Assembly should adopt a resolution or statement calling on its member states to
impose targeted sanctions on those civilian and military commanders credibly
implicated in war crimes, crimes against humanity, or other serious violations
committed, including as a matter of command responsibility;
If the Security Council proves unable to reauthorize cross-border deliveries due to
the threat of veto by Russia, the General Assembly should pass a resolution to
support the UN continuing cross-border deliveries to areas not under the Syrian
government’s control.

To the United Nations Human Rights Council
•

Maintain the mandate of the COI to continue to document crimes committed in
northwest Syria and implement its recommendations;

•

Ensure resolutions and statements on the situation in Syria highlight the specific
concerns of persons with disabilities.

To the Commission of Inquiry
•

Increase efforts to attribute responsibility for crimes committed, including during
the April 2019 to March 2020 military campaign in Idlib.

To European States
•

Press Turkey to keep its borders open to refugees, and provide financial support to
its refugee efforts;
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•

Share responsibility by stepping up resettlement of refugees from Turkey, and
refrain from returning people to Syria.

To Other States
•

•

•

•

Consider imposing targeted sanctions, including asset freezes, on those civilian
and military commanders credibly implicated in war crimes, crimes against
humanity, and other serious violations committed in northwest Syria, including as
a matter of command responsibility;
Support all national and international efforts to bring suspected perpetrators of
serious crimes and abuses to account, including by continued support and
cooperation with the IIIM, and where possible by pursuing cases under the
principle of universal jurisdiction for individuals allegedly responsible for war
crimes and crimes against humanity in line with national laws;
Support a strong political declaration that recognizes the foreseeable civilian harm
caused by the use of explosive weapons with wide-area effects in populated areas
and commits states to avoiding the practice and assisting civilians harmed by it;
Increase support to humanitarian programs in northwest Syria to help respond to
the growing needs of displaced persons and the wider community, including the
response to Covid-19.
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Methodology
For this report, Human Rights Watch interviewed 77 civilians who witnessed air and ground
attacks that harmed civilians and civilian objects in Syria’s Idlib governorate, as well as 29
volunteers with the Syrian Civil Defense (also known as the White Helmets or SCD) who
were present at the scene of the attacks as they occurred or in a rescue capacity soon
afterwards. Human Rights Watch also interviewed seven experts on the Russian and Syrian
armed forces. Human Rights Watch conducted the interviews between February and
August 2020.
Human Rights Watch sought to enter northwest Syria for the purposes of this research in
March 2020 but was not granted permission by Turkey. Instead, researchers conducted
most interviews remotely, by phone or messaging app, and a small number in person
outside of Syria.
We selected the 46 attacks investigated for the report based on consultations with
residents of Idlib and rescue workers and by asking them to identify attacks from March
2019 to 2020 that damaged civilian objects or infrastructure.
Most interviews were conducted in Arabic; some were in English. Researchers informed all
interviewees about the purpose and voluntary nature of the interviews, and the ways in
which Human Rights Watch would use the information, and obtained consent from all
interviewees, who understood they would receive no compensation for their participation.
For reasons of personal security, Human Rights Watch has withheld the names and
identifying information of some of the individuals featured in the report to ensure their
anonymity, as well as the location of most interviewees at the time of the interviews.
Human Rights Watch analyzed dozens of high and very high-resolution commercial
satellite images of the locations where strikes documented in this report occurred, taken
over different periods of time. Human Rights Watch also reviewed over 550 videos and
photographs taken during or just after attacks, which were either uploaded on social
media platforms or shared directly with researchers. By matching landmarks in the videos
with satellite imagery, street-level photographs, or other visual material, Human Rights
Watch determined the location and approximate time and date of the attacks. Human
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Rights Watch also studied the imagery to determine the types of weapons used during the
attacks and examined the photographs and videos for any visible military objectives in
the vicinity.
To verify the presence of aircraft and artillery in the vicinity of the strike locations at around
the time the strikes occurred, Human Rights Watch studied the logs of messages from a
network of observers who monitor aircraft movement in Syria, known as “Sentry Syria,”
that were distributed over its Telegram channel.
For this report, Human Rights Watch’s witness interviews and analysis focused on the
towns and cities of Ariha, Idlib, Jisr al-Shughour, Maarat al-Nu`man, and Maarat Misreen,
and camps in Dana, Hass, and Sarmada, all in Idlib governorate. Human Rights Watch
selected these areas because of the high number of attacks reported during the
period covered.
To identify the Russian and Syrian commanders and individuals who may bear
responsibility for the attacks, and to establish the nature and extent of Russian
involvement in military operations in Syria, Human Rights Watch reviewed public
statements by Russian government and military officials; reporting from the office of the
Russian president, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Russian Defense
Ministry; and Russian media reports, in addition to the expert interviews mentioned above.
On August 17, Human Rights Watch sent the Syrian and Russian governments a summary
of its findings and a list of questions. At time of writing, Human Rights Watch had not
received responses from either government.
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Background
The conflict in Syria has been one of the world’s deadliest since World War II, killing at
least 400,000 people over the past decade and displacing millions more. Widespread
atrocities and disregard for international human rights and humanitarian law protections
have characterized the conflict. The Syrian government – with significant backing from
Russia and Iran – has used prohibited chemical weapons, pummeled civilian objects and
infrastructure with unlawful indiscriminate airstrikes, and blocked humanitarian aid in its
attempts to regain territory controlled by anti-government armed groups. 1 These groups,
some backed by Turkey, have carried out indiscriminate attacks in government-held areas
and prevented civilians from fleeing to safer areas. 2 From 2013, when it began capturing
significant territory in Syria until it was routed from its last Syrian holdout of Baghouz in
March 2019, the Islamic State (ISIS) summarily executed, raped, kidnapped, and detained
countless civilians, and threw thousands of bodies into mass graves. 3 Airstrikes by the
United States-led Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS resulted in numerous civilian casualties,
and the coalition’s Kurdish-led allies have restricted the movement of those displaced
from ISIS-controlled areas. 4
1 See, for example, Human Rights Watch, Rigging the System: Government Policies Co-Opt Aid and Reconstruction Funding in

Syria (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2019), https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/06/28/rigging-system/governmentpolicies-co-opt-aid-and-reconstruction-funding-syria; Human Rights Watch, World Report 2019 (New York: Human Rights
Watch, 2019), Syria chapter, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/syria; Human Rights Watch, World
Report 2020 (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2020), Syria chapter, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/countrychapters/syria.
2 The Independent

International Commission of Inquiry on Syria (COI) identified anti-government armed groups as
responsible for attacks against government-held areas in Aleppo and Hama from February to July 2019, terrorizing, killing and
injuring scores of civilians. Report of the Independent, International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic,
August 15, 2019, A/HRC/42/51, https://undocs.org/A/HRC/42/51, paras. 40-43. According to the COI, the attacks amounted
to “the war crime of launching indiscriminate attacks resulting in the death or injury of civilians, as well as the war crime of
intending to terrorize civilians living under government control.” Ibid., para 43. In its January 2020 report, the COI again
identified anti-government armed groups as responsible for attacks against civilians, saying: “Armed groups, including
Hay’et Tahrir al-Sham, escalated attacks on government-controlled areas causing scores of civilian casualties.” Report of the
Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, January 28, 2019, A/HRC/43/57,
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/43/57, para. 32 (the report was published on March 2, 2020). It further noted that in one
case, Hay’et Tahrir al-Sham prevented injured civilians from fleeing. Ibid., para 34.

3 “Syria: ISIS Dumped Bodies in Gorge,” Human Rights Watch news release, May 4, 2020,

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/04/syria-isis-dumped-bodies-gorge;
Syria: Address Fate of Missing Victims of ISIS,” Human Rights Watch news release, February 11, 2020,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/02/11/syria-address-fate-missing-victims-isis.
4 “Syria: US Coalition Should Address Civilian Harm,” Human Rights Watch news release, July 9, 2019,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/07/09/syria-us-coalition-should-address-civilian-harm; “Turkey/Syria: Civilians at Risk in
Syrian Operation,” Human Rights Watch news release, October 11, 2019,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/10/11/turkey/syria-civilians-risk-syria-operation.
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Throughout the conflict, members of the United Nations Security Council and other UN
member states have contributed little to protecting civilians at risk or collectively holding
perpetrators of serious abuses to account. Russia in particular has repeatedly blocked
Security Council resolutions that would have improved civilian protection.

Syrian and Russian Attacks on Civilian Infrastructure in Syria
Human Rights Watch has documented that the Syrian armed forces and its ally, Russia,
have since 2012 deliberately or indiscriminately attacked civilians and civilian objects and
infrastructure in Syria. For example, Syrian government forces killed hundreds of civilians
in Homs in February 2012 with indiscriminate shelling and with sniper fire. 5 In August 2012,
the government began relying more extensively on air power, often indiscriminately
striking heavily populated areas, including the city of Aleppo. 6
In 2013, Human Rights Watch investigated nine apparent ballistic missile attacks by the
Syrian military, seven of which had no apparent military objective, that killed at least 215
civilians, including 100 children. 7 The Syrian government also carried out numerous barrel
bomb attacks that year, particularly on neighborhoods in Aleppo. 8
Between February 2014 and January 2015, Human Rights Watch identified at least 450
major damage sites that showed damage consistent with barrel bomb detonations. 9 Syrian
airstrikes also hit markets, schools, and healthcare facilities in 2014, with one of the
deadliest air attacks occurring in August on Douma’s popular markets and residential

5 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2013 (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2013), Syria chapter,

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2013/country-chapters/syria.
6 Ibid.
7 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2014 (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2014), Syria chapter,

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2014/country-chapters/syria.
8 “Barrel bombs” are improvised, unguided high-explosive bombs that

are often locally produced, and typically constructed
from large oil drums, gas cylinders, water tanks, as well as other materials, and filled with high explosives and scrap metal to
enhance fragmentation. These weapons produce a wide-area effect because they often create large zones of destruction and
are so inaccurate that they cannot be effectively targeted. They are also routinely dropped from helicopters over populated
areas at altitudes that would not allow them to be directed at a specific target, making their use indiscriminate. See, for
example, “Syria: Unlawful Air Attacks Terrorize Aleppo,” Human Rights Watch news release, March 24, 2014,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2014/03/24/syria-unlawful-air-attacks-terrorize-aleppo.
9 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2015 (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2015), Syria chapter,

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2015/country-chapters/syria.
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areas, killing at least 112 people. 10
In 2015, Syrian-Russian joint military operations began, and their airstrikes deliberately or
indiscriminately struck homes, markets, schools, and healthcare facilities, using
incendiary weapons and other explosive weapons with wide-area effects, such as barrel
bombs and cluster munitions. 11 In 2016, Human Rights Watch documented several
apparently targeted attacks on homes, healthcare facilities, markets, and schools,
including an airstrike by the Syrian-Russian alliance on al-Quds Hospital in April 2016 that
killed 58 patients and other civilians. 12 In August 2016, there were several attacks on
health facilities in Idlib, Aleppo, Hama, Homs, and elsewhere. 13
The Syrian government regained control over parts of Aleppo held by anti-government
armed groups by the end of 2016. In that campaign, the Syrian-Russian alliance conducted
indiscriminate air attacks, including strikes on several healthcare facilities, and used
incendiary weapons and cluster munitions. 14 In June 2017, the Syrian-Russian alliance
struck a town south of Daraa, killing 10 civilians in and near a school. 15 The Violations
Documentation Center (VDC), a local monitoring group, documented the killing of 446
civilians, including 91 children, in aerial attacks in eastern Aleppo between September and
October 2017. 16
In September 2017, the Syrian-Russian alliance launched an offensive in Idlib governorate.
Airstrikes, including with cluster munitions, hit several towns and surrounding areas in
Idlib, destroying at least six healthcare facilities and five White Helmet centers,

10 “Syria: Impose Arms Embargo Following Deadly Airstrikes,” Human Rights Watch news release, August 20, 2015,

https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/08/20/syria-impose-arms-embargo-following-deadly-airstrikes.
11 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2016 (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2016), Syria chapter,

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2016/country-chapters/syria.
12 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2017 (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2017), Syria chapter,

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017/country-chapters/syria.
13 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2017 (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2017), Syria chapter,

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017/country-chapters/syria.
14 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2018 (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2018), Syria chapter,

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2018/country-chapters/syria.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.
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displacement camps, and residential areas, killing over 150 civilians. 17
Indiscriminate attacks on civilians and civilian objects, including with cluster munitions,
continued during the February and March 2018 military campaign to retake eastern
Ghouta, which reportedly killed over 1,600 civilians. 18 In that campaign, the Syrian-Russian
alliance struck at least 25 healthcare facilities, 11 schools, and countless civilian
residences. 19
A deconfliction mechanism established by the United Nations in 2014 to provide warring
parties with precise coordinates of healthcare facilities and other humanitarian sites that
enjoy special protection from attack has had little impact, as the Syrian-Russian alliance
has repeatedly struck many of these sites without consequence.

Explosive Weapons in Populated Areas
The use of “explosive weapons in populated areas,” often referred to as EWIPA, poses
one of the gravest threats to civilians in contemporary armed conflict. 20 They have been
used repeatedly throughout the Syrian conflict, including in recent hostilities in Idlib
governorate, with devastating effects on civilians and civilian objects. Explosive
weapons encompass a range of conventional air-dropped and surface-fired weapons,
including bombs, artillery, missiles, and rockets, as well as other munitions. In October
2019, Austria initiated a diplomatic process to create a political declaration designed to
reduce the civilian harm caused by the use of explosive weapons in

17 Ibid.; “Russia/Syria: Deadly Airstrikes on Trapped Civilians,” Human Rights Watch news release, October 31, 2017,

https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/10/31/russia/syria-deadly-airstrikes-trapped-civilians.
18 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2019 (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2019), Syria chapter,

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/syria; “Syria/Russia: Airstrikes, Siege Killing Civilians,” HRW
news release, December 22, 2017, https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/12/22/syria/russia-airstrikes-siege-killing-civilians.
19 Ibid.
20 “Explosive Weapons Devastating for Civilians,” Human Rights Watch news release, February 6, 2020,

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/02/06/explosive-weapons-devastating-civilians; “Protect Civilians from Explosive
Weapons,” HRW News release, June 2, 2020, https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/06/02/protect-civilians-explosive-weapons.
See also Human Rights Watch and International Human Rights Clinic, “Key Questions and Answers on a Political Declaration
on the Use of Explosive Weapons in Populated Areas,” June 2020,
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2020/06/EWIPA_Q%26A_final_0.pdf
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populated areas. 21
When used in populated villages, towns, and cities, explosive weapons can cause both
immediate and long-term harm to large numbers of civilians. This harm is not only
physical – deaths and injuries – but often severe psychological harm. Damage to
buildings and critical infrastructure will have reverberating effects on basic rights,
interfering with essential services and impairing access to health, education, and an
adequate standard of living, such as water, food, and housing. The use of explosive
weapons in populated areas can also contribute to the displacement of the local
population, depriving civilians of physical security, privacy, and family life.
Displacement is often prolonged because of damage to homes, businesses, and
infrastructure, as well as the presence of explosive remnants of war, which
impede return.

Explosive Weapons with Wide-Area Effects
Certain types of explosive weapons produce wide-area effects. Such explosive weapons
may have a large destructive radius, be inherently inaccurate, or deliver multiple
munitions at the same time. Often a single weapon will fall into two of these categories.
For example, unguided rockets and barrel bombs may both be inaccurate and produce
blast and fragments over wide areas.
Throughout the Syrian conflict, Human Rights Watch has documented the use of these
weapons by many of the parties to the conflict. Even when these weapons can be
directed at a military objective, their use in populated areas foreseeably results in high
numbers of civilian casualties and substantial damage to civilian objects and
infrastructure, causing indiscriminate or disproportionate civilian harm.

Cluster Munitions
Cluster munitions are explosive weapons that have been used throughout the conflict
in Syria with devastating effects for civilians. Human Rights Watch has repeatedly

21 At two meetings hosted by Ireland at the UN in Geneva, more than 70 countries discussed the elements of the declaration
and started to consider specific language. While the Covid-19 pandemic temporarily postponed in-person negotiations of the
final text, Ireland plans to resume the process as soon as it is safe to do so.
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documented the use of cluster munitions by Syrian and Russian forces in this conflict,
including during the most recent hostilities in Idlib. Cluster munitions are large air or
ground-delivered weapons that disperse dozens or hundreds of smaller submunitions
over the area the size of a football field. The use of these weapons poses an immediate
threat to civilians by randomly scattering submunitions or “bomblets,” which cannot
distinguish between combatants and civilians, over a wide area.
Cluster munitions continue to pose a threat long after the fighting because many of
their submunitions fail to explode upon impact and become de facto landmines.
Children are particularly vulnerable to such injuries. 22 The 2008 Convention on Cluster
Munitions comprehensively prohibits cluster munitions and requires their clearance
and the provision of assistance to victims. 23 Syria and Russia have not joined the treaty,
but all parties to the armed conflict in Syria should abide by the emerging norm the
convention establishes against any use of cluster munitions in any circumstances.
Syrian forces used at least 13 types of widely banned cluster munitions in at least 674
attacks on areas held by anti-government armed groups between July 2012 and July
2018, killing and injuring civilians. 24 The Syrian-Russian alliance has also extensively
used cluster munitions, with at least 238 separate attacks using cluster munitions in
Syria between August 2016 and July 2017 reported by local activists, first responders,
and healthcare personnel. 25 Human Rights Watch documented another two cluster
attacks in 2019 and a third, on a school, in 2020. 26

22

Human Rights Watch, Meeting the Challenge: Protecting Civilians through the Convention on Cluster Munitions (New York:
Human Rights Watch, 2010), https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/armsclusters1110webwcover.pdf, p. 2.

23 Convention on Cluster Munitions, adopted May 30, 2008, Dublin Diplomatic Conference on Cluster Munitions, CCM/77,

https://www.unog.ch/80256EE600585943/(httpPages)/F27A2B84309E0C5AC12574F70036F176?OpenDocument.
24 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2017, Syria chapter, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017/country-chapters/syria;

“Russia/Syria: Extensive Recent Use of Cluster Munitions,” Human Rights Watch news release, December 20, 2015,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/12/20/russia/syria-extensive-recent-use-cluster-munitions; “Russia/Syria: Widespread
New Cluster Munition Use,” Human Rights Watch news release, July 28, 2016,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/07/28/russia/syria-widespread-new-cluster-munition-use. Landmine and Cluster Munition
Monitor, “Syria Cluster Munition Ban Policy,” last updated August 27, 2019, http://www.the-monitor.org/engb/reports/2019/syria/cluster-munition-ban-policy.aspx (accessed June 26, 2020).
25 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2018, Syria chapter, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2018/country-chapters/syria.
26 “Russia/Syria: Flurry of Prohibited Weapons Attack,” Human Rights Watch news release, June 3, 2019,

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/06/03/russia/syria-flurry-prohibited-weapons-attacks; “Syria: Cluster Munition Attack on
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Closing in on Idlib
The Idlib governorate and its immediate surroundings make up one of the last major areas
controlled by anti-government armed groups, with an estimated population of 3 million
people as of April 2020, about half of whom had fled fighting elsewhere in Syria. 27
Prior to the Syrian-Russian alliance’s military offense in April 2019, Hay’et Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS, or Levant Liberation Committee), an anti-government armed group previously linked
to al-Qaeda, had consolidated its control over the governorate. HTS, with what it calls the
“Syrian Salvation Government,” administers a portion of northwestern Syria that includes
Idlib, and previously included parts of Hama governorate to the south, and Aleppo
governorate to the east. 28 Other anti-government armed groups within Idlib include the
Turkey-backed National Liberation Front as well as several non-state armed groups
independent of HTS. 29 As of early September 2020, these groups retained influence in
some areas of Idlib governorate, largely by either cooperating with HTS or by having been
subordinated to it to one degree or another. 30 Tensions between the groups have
sometimes resulted in armed clashes. 31

School,” Human Rights Watch news release, January 22, 2020, https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/01/22/syria-clustermunition-attack-school.
27 International Crisis Group, “The Best of Bad Options for Syria’s Idlib,” March 14, 2019,

https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/eastern-mediterranean/syria/197-best-bad-options-syrias-idlib
(accessed April 27, 2020); Khalil Ashawi, “As rebel-held Syria fears virus, just one machine is there to test,” Reuters, April 14,
2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-syria-north/as-rebel-held-syria-fears-virus-just-one-machineis-there-to-test-idUSKCN21W1F2.
28 Ibid.; “Syria clashes kill 45 fighters: monitor,” France 24, June 18, 2019, https://www.france24.com/en/20190618-syria-

clashes-kill-45-fighters-monitor (accessed May 6, 2020). HTS had reasserted its control over Idlib by January 2019, following
the September 2018 Sochi agreement signed by Russia and Turkey.
29 Ibid. The remaining factions and umbrella groups include both Islamist and non-Islamist groups. One of the main Islamist

armed groups other than HTS is Hurras al-Din (another splinter group from Jubhat al Nusra), which forms part of an umbrella
group known as “Wa-Harridh al-Mu’mineen”. The Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP) is active in Western Idlib. The National
Liberation Front is the official umbrella group of the non-Islamist groups, which includes factions of the former Free Syrian
Army.
30 International Crisis Group, “The Best of Bad Options for Syria’s Idlib,” March 14, 2019,

https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/eastern-mediterranean/syria/197-best-bad-options-syrias-idlib
(accessed April 27, 2020).
31 Institute for the Study of War, “Syria Situation Report: April 15-38, 2020,” 2020,
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Syria%20SITREP%20Map%2015-28%20APR.pdf (accessed May 6,
2020).
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Idlib and other areas of northwestern Syria also contain substantial Turkish armed forces,
which have grown since Turkish forces seized Afrin, in Aleppo governorate, from Kurdishled groups and as tensions have escalated between the Turkish government and the
Syrian-Russian alliance. 32
In May 2017, after a summit in Astana, Kazakhstan, the governments of Turkey, Russia, and
Iran committed to establishing a ceasefire in four so-called “de-escalation zones,”
including one covering Idlib, agreed on terms for improved humanitarian access, and
called for the signatories to combat Jabhat al-Nusra and other groups designated as
terrorist by the UN Security Council. 33
The ceasefire was short-lived, as the Syrian-Russian alliance began attacking Idlib shortly
after the conclusion of the agreement. Between October 2017 and February 2018, Russian
and Iran-backed Syrian government offensives resulted in the Syrian government gaining
control over substantial territory in southern Idlib that had been controlled by HTS and
other anti-government armed groups. 34

32 Dominic Evans and Lisa Barrington, “Turkish Forces and Syrian Allies drive Kurds from Afrin,” Reuters,

March 18, 2018,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-afrin/turkish-forces-and-syrian-allies-drive-kurds-from-afrinidUSKCN1GU07P (accessed May 4, 2020); “Turkish military says sets up sixth observation post in Syria’s Idlib,” Reuters,
February 15, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-turkey-idUSKCN1FZ1PJ (accessed May 4, 2020).
33 “Final de-escalation zones agreed on in Astana,” Al Jazeera, September 15, 2017,

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/09/final-de-escalation-zones-agreed-astana-170915102811730.html (accessed April
27, 2020). The four escalation zones included one predominately covering Idlib, eastern Ghouta, Rastan and Talbiseh, as
well as parts of Deraa and Quneitra provinces controlled by anti-government armed groups near the border with Jordan;
“Syrian war: All you need to know about the Astana talks,” Al Jazeera, October 30, 2017,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/10/syrian-war-astana-talks-171029160554816.html (accessed May 4, 2020);
International Crisis Group, “The Best of Bad Options for Syria’s Idlib,” March 14, 2019, https://www.crisisgroup.org/middleeast-north-africa/eastern-mediterranean/syria/197-best-bad-options-syrias-idlib (accessed April 27, 2020); Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Memorandum on the creation of de-escalation areas in the Syrian Arab Republic,
May 6, 2017, https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2746041
(accessed May 27, 2020).
34 Sara Kayyali, “Protecting Civilians Critical to Syria Talks’ Success,” Just Security, September 15, 2017,

https://www.justsecurity.org/45063/protecting-civilians-critical-syria-talks-success/ (accessed May 4, 2020); International
Crisis Group, “The Best of Bad Options for Syria’s Idlib.”
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In response to these offensives and retaking of territory, Turkish armed forces established
12 observation posts along the front lines in Idlib. 35 Russia and Iran followed suit,
establishing their own posts along the de-escalation zone. 36
Between March and July 2018, separate Russia and Iran-backed Syrian offensives resulted
in the Syrian government seizing control over all the demarcated de-escalation zones
except in Idlib. 37
An agreement reached between Turkey and Russia at a summit in Sochi, Russia, in
September 2018 halted a Syrian government offensive against the remaining de-escalation
zone in Idlib. 38 The agreement called for the creation of a 15 to 20 kilometer-deep
demilitarized zone along the front lines, the withdrawal of heavy weapons by antigovernment armed groups, and a withdrawal of “radically minded” anti-government armed
groups by October 15, 2018. 39 Turkish military and Russian military police were to monitor
the demilitarized zone, and the major east-west and north-south highways running
through Idlib, known respectively as the M4 and M5, which had been closed for years,
were to be opened by the end of 2018. 40
By March 2019, there had been little progress in implementing the terms of the Sochi
agreement. While some anti-government armed groups did withdraw some heavy weapons
in October 2018, ceasefire violations continued while Russia accused Turkey of failing to
fight “terrorism,” using the HTS presence within the de-escalation zone as proof. 41 Notably,
HTS consolidated its control of the governorate by eliminating one of its main rivals,
Harakat Nour al-Din al-Zinki (The Movement Nour al-Din al-Zinki), and by exercising control

35 “Turkish military says sets up sixth observation post in Syria’s Idlib,” Reuters, February 15, 2018,

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-turkey-idUSKCN1FZ1PJ (accessed May 4, 2020).

36 International Crisis Group, “The Best of Bad Options for Syria’s Idlib.”
37 International Crisis Group, “The Best of Bad Options for Syria’s Idlib.”
38 Maria Tsvetkova, “Russia and Turkey agree to create buffer zone in Syria’s Idlib,” Reuters, September 17,

2018,

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-putin-erdogan-hope-idUSKCN1LX1BU (accessed April 28, 2020).
39 Ibid.
40 Ibid.; International Crisis Group, “The Best of Bad Options for Syria’s Idlib”; Joyce Karam, “Full text of Turkey-Russia

memorandum on Idlib revealed,” The National, September 19, 2018, https://www.thenational.ae/world/mena/full-text-ofturkey-russia-memorandum-on-idlib-revealed-1.771953 (accessed May 6, 2020).
41 International Crisis Group, “Silencing the Guns of Idlib,” May 14, 2020, https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-
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over routes M4 and M5, collecting duties on commercial trucking. 42 Patrols by Russia and
Turkey to monitor compliance with the agreement were scarcely implemented, with Turkey
launching its first patrol of the demilitarized zone only on March 8, 2019. 43 Throughout this
period, violations of the ceasefire increased, with attacks across the demilitarized zone by
anti-government armed groups and the Syrian government and its allies. 44
By April 2019, the Astana and Sochi agreements had collapsed, and the Syrian-Russian
alliance launched its next major offensive. 45

Syrian Offensive to Retake Idlib
After amassing troops along the Idlib de-escalation zone, the Syrian army launched an
offensive in late April 2019, supported by Russian airstrikes. 46 The Syrian-Russian alliance
attacked anti-government armed group positions in southern Idlib and Hama with
airstrikes and artillery, while anti-government armed groups counter-attacked Russian and
Syrian military positions, firing unguided artillery and rockets and using armed drones
against attacking soldiers. 47
From the start of the offensive, and as the fighting intensified, the Syrian-Russian alliance
used tactics reminiscent of the alliance’s takeover of Aleppo and eastern Ghouta,
launching cluster munitions, incendiary weapons, and explosive weapons with wide-area

42 Ibid.
43 International Crisis Group, “The Best of Bad Options for Syria’s Idlib.”
44 See, for example, International Crisis Group, “The Best of Bad Options for Syria’s Idlib.” See also Anchal Vohra, “Civilians

pay the price as Syrian-Russian forces pound Idlib,” Al Jazeera, May 8, 2019,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/05/civilians-pay-price-syrian-russian-forces-pound-idlib-190508113554875.html
(accessed April 28, 2020); UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), “Statement by Panos Moumtzis,
Regional Humanitarian Coordinator for the Syria Crisis, on Escalation of Violence in Idleb Governate,” April 25, 2019,
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/statement-panos-moumtzis-regional-humanitarian-coordinator-syria-9
(accessed May 5, 2020).
45 Agreement brokered in Sochi. Maria Tsvetkova, “Russia and Turkey agree to create buffer zone in Syria’s Idlib,” Reuters,

September 17, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-putin-erdogan-hope-idUSKCN1LX1BU (accessed
April 28, 2020).
46 “Syrian rebels say goal of Russia’s Idlib assault is to take highways,” Reuters, May 5, 2019,

https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-syria-security-idlib-idUKKCN1SC00Z (accessed May 4, 2020).
47 UN Security Council, 74th Sess., 8527th mtg., U.N. Doc. S/PV.8527 (May 17, 2019), available from

https://undocs.org/en/S/PV.8527 (accessed May 5, 2020), p. 13-14; Anton Mardasov, “How Russia defends its Syrian base
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effects, including barrel bombs, in populated areas. Attacks striking homes, schools, and
healthcare facilities killed and wounded countless civilians. 48
The Syrian-Russian alliance carried out attacks on numerous cities and towns in the first
few weeks of the offensive, causing over a quarter of a million people to flee. 49 Residents
largely fled north into more densely populated areas of Idlib governorate, while some fled
to western Aleppo. 50 The displacement strained an already stretched humanitarian
response and had a severe impact on children’s education as nearly 100 schools became
shelters for the displaced, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA). 51
Throughout the early weeks of the offensive, Human Rights Watch and others documented
the repeated use of cluster munitions, incendiary weapons, and barrel bombs in populated
areas as the Syrian-Russian alliance carried out hundreds of attacks per day. 52 The
destruction and damage to civilian infrastructure, including healthcare facilities, by the
Syrian-Russian alliance was a central feature of the renewed offensive. In just one month,
from April 28 to May 28, across Idlib, Hama, and Aleppo, as many as 25 attacks damaged
or destroyed healthcare facilities, disrupting service in at least 20 instances. 53 Nine of the

48 Ibid.
49 UN OCHA, “Assistant Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator, Ursula Mueller
– Briefing to the Security Council on the humanitarian situation in Syria, 28 May 2019,” May 28, 2019,
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/assistant-secretary-general-humanitarian-affairs-and-deputy-emergency-5
(accessed May 5, 2020); UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), “Syrian Arab Republic Situation
Report 3: Recent Developments in Northwestern Syria (as od 24 May 2019),” May 24, 2019,
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/2019/05/Latest_Developments_in_no
rth_western_Syria_24May2019_SitRep3.pdf (accessed May 4, 2020); Vivian Yee and Hwaida Saad, “Syrian Government
Starts Campaign to Retake Last Opposition Stronghold of Idlib,” New York Times, May 20, 2019,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/20/world/middleeast/syria-retaking-idlib.html (accessed June 29, 2020).
50 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), “Syrian Arab Republic Situation Report 3: Recent

Developments in Northwestern Syria (as of 24 May 2019),” May 24, 2019,
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/2019/05/Latest_Developments_in_no
rth_western_Syria_24May2019_SitRep3.pdf (accessed May 4, 2020).
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52 “Russia/Syria: Flurry of Prohibited Weapons Attacks,” HRW news release, June 3, 2019,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/06/03/russia/syria-flurry-prohibited-weapons-attacks.
53 Syrian Network for Human Rights, “After the Security Council Fails to Protect Civilians, an International Coalition is

Essential Outside the Security Council to Protect Hospitals,” May 29,2019, http://sn4hr.org/wpcontent/pdf/english/Syrian_Russian_Alliance_Forces_Target_24_Medical_Facilities_in_the_Fourth_De_Escalation_en.pdf
(accessed May 4, 2020); UN OCHA, “Assistant Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Deputy Emergency Relief
Coordinator, Ursula Mueller – Briefing to the Security Council on the humanitarian situation in Syria, 28 May 2019,” May 28,
2019, https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/assistant-secretary-general-humanitarian-affairs-and-deputyemergency-5 (accessed May 5, 2020).
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facilities were in Idlib. 54 Four humanitarian organizations were forced to suspend their
services due to damage sustained from airstrikes and shelling, while 25 schools may have
also been damaged. 55
At an emergency meeting of the UN Security Council on May 17, 2019, Russia’s ambassador
to the UN rejected allegations that the Syrian and Russian alliance was “conducting
hostilities against civilians or civilian infrastructure,” asserting that they were
targeting “terrorists.” 56
The Syrian-Russian alliance continued to strike schools and healthcare facilities. 57 In July,
in a letter to the UN secretary-general, the Syrian government alleged that some 119
healthcare facilities in Idlib were being used by “terrorists,” and thus no longer civilian
objects, making them lawful military targets. 58 UN officials refuted this loss of protection
and noted that at least one facility on the list provided by the Syrians, a hospital in Maarat
al-Nu`man, had been a UN-supported facility since 2015. The Syrian government also
alleged that all ambulances had been “knocked out” and were either used by “terrorists”
for car bombs or against the “army and civilians.”
Syrian ground forces backed by Russian airstrikes continued to seize towns from antigovernment armed groups. 59 By the end of July 2019, the fighting had resulted in the

54 OCHA, “Syrian Arab Republic Situation Report 3: Recent Developments in Northwestern Syria (as of 24 May 2019),” May

24, 2019,
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/2019/05/Latest_Developments_in_no
rth_western_Syria_24May2019_SitRep3.pdf (accessed May 4, 2020).

55 Ibid.
56 UN SCOR, 74th Sess., 8527th mtg., U.N. Doc. S/PV.8527 (May 17, 2019), available from https://undocs.org/en/S/PV.8527

(accessed May 5, 2020).
57 In July, Susannah Sirkin, director for international policy and partnerships, Physicians for Human Rights, told the members

of the UN Security Council in a meeting that as of late July they had received 46 reports of attacks on healthcare facilities
since April 29, 2019. UN SCOR, 74th Sess., 8589th mtg., U.N. Doc S/PV.8589, p. 6 (July 30, 2019), available from
https://undocs.org/en/S/PV.8589 (accessed June 17, 2020). See also “Russia Should be Held Accountable for Any War
Crimes in Syria,” HRW news release, December 3, 2019, https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/12/03/russia-should-be-heldaccountable-any-war-crimes-syria.
58 United Nations Security Council, letter from Bashar Jaafari to the Secretary-General and President of the Security Council,
S/2019/572, July 16, 2019, https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2019_572.pdf (accessed May 6, 2020).
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deaths of hundreds of civilians and displaced over 440,000. 60 While the majority of deaths
were attributable to the Syrian-Russian alliance, HTS was also responsible for the deaths
of dozens of civilians. 61
Because of the numerous attacks on healthcare facilities – some of which had been placed
on the UN’s deconfliction list – and international pressure, the UN secretary-general
announced, on August 1, 2019, an inquiry into the attacks on the deconflicted hospital
sites. 62 On the same day, the Syrian government announced a conditional ceasefire in
southern Idlib. 63 The ceasefire collapsed within a few days as clashes continued. 64
The breakdown of the ceasefire and renewed offensive saw fresh attacks on civilians and
civilian infrastructure by the Syrian-Russian alliance, including on healthcare facilities and
a displacement site. Water stations were also targeted, according to the UN, disrupting
services for hundreds of thousands of people. 65 Following the breakdown of the ceasefire
and surge in attacks, Syrian forces backed by Russia and Iran were able to regain control of
numerous towns, including Khan Sheikoun, a strategically important town along route

60 “‘Do something’;

UN relief chief urges Security Council action to stop the Syrian carnage unfolding ‘in front of your eyes’,”

UN News, July 30, 2019,

https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/07/1043471 (accessed May 24, 2020).
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UN relief chief urges Security Council action to stop the Syrian carnage unfolding ‘in front of your eyes,’”
United Nations press release, July 30, 2019, https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/07/1043471 (accessed May 24, 2020). See
also “Increasing airstrike casualties in Syria being ignored - Bachelet,” UN OCHA news release, July 26, 2019,
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=24851&LangID=E (accessed May 6, 2020).

62 “Statement attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General on the UN Board of Inquiry in northwest Syria,” United

Nations Secretary General press release, August 1, 2019, https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2019-0801/statement-attributable-the-spokesman-for-the-secretary-general-%E2%80%93-un-board-of-inquiry-northwest-syria
(accessed May 6, 2020).
63 Arthur MacMillan, “Syria approves truce in Idlib after UN announces special investigation into attacks,” The National,
https://www.thenational.ae/world/mena/syria-approves-truce-in-idlib-after-un-announces-special-investigation-intoattacks-1.893590 (accessed May 4, 2020); “Syria media report ceasefire agreed in Idlib,” Reuters, August 1, 2019,
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-syria-security-northwest/syrian-media-report-ceasefire-agreed-in-idlib-idUKKCN1UR4QQ
(accessed May 4, 2020).
64 Tom Perry, “Syrian government gains ground from rebels in northwest,” Reuters, August 8, 2019,
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M5. 66 Many areas in Hama and southern Idlib were depopulated as the offensive
intensified and civilians fled. 67
After the Syrian-Russian alliance seized numerous towns in southern Idlib, the Russian
government unilaterally announced a ceasefire on August 30, 2019, which came into force
the next day. 68 The toll of the Syrian-Russian offensive on civilians and civilian
infrastructure from April to August 2019 throughout Idlib was devasting. The UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights estimated that airstrikes and shelling killed over 1,000
civilians, while the World Health Organization (WHO) confirmed that 51 healthcare facilities
were damaged by violence in northwest Syria during the same period. 69 In the two days
before the ceasefire was announced, airstrikes damaged seven of those facilities. 70 There
were 87 reported incidents affecting schools due to hostilities, with 59 schools sustaining
damage. 71 The UN estimated that nearly half a million people were displaced from northern
Hama and southern Idlib during this period. 72
Despite the unilateral ceasefire, airstrikes continued, and Russia, in September 2019, cast
its thirteenth veto in the UN Security Council on the Syria conflict to oppose a resolution
calling for a ceasefire in northwest Syria. 73
In December 2019, the Syrian-Russian alliance renewed its offensive in northwest Syria,
taking several small towns in Aleppo, sparking a new wave of displacement and
exacerbating an already dire humanitarian situation. 74 In two weeks alone, nearly a quarter
66 UN OCHA, “Syrian Arab Republic: Recent Development in Northwestern Syria Situation Report No. 11 – as of 6 September

2019,” September 6, 2019, https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syrian-arab-republic-recent-developmentsnorthwestern-syria-situation-4 (accessed May 4, 2020); Khaled al-Khateb, “Why is Khan Sheikhoun important for Syrian
regime?” Al-Monitor, August 24, 2019, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2019/08/syrian-regime-takes-controlover-khan-sheikhoun-idlib.html (accessed May 4, 2020).
67 Ibid.
68 “Russia declares ‘ceasefire’ as Syrians try to storm border post,” Al Jazeera, August 30, 2019,
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of a million Syrians were displaced, many fleeing Maarat al-Nu`man and Saraqib north to
the more densely populated cities of Ariha and Idlib. 75 Some fled further north, towards the
border with Turkey, while others fled to western Aleppo. 76 The crisis was worsened by
Turkey’s refusal to open its borders to those fleeing the fighting. 77
As the humanitarian crisis deepened, Russia on December 20, 2019 cast its fourteenth
veto to prevent the full renewal of a resolution allowing cross-border aid into Syria. 78 The
Security Council passed a weaker resolution in January 2020, reauthorizing the two border
crossings into northwest Syria for six months, but removing the authorization from the two
other border crossings into northeast and southern Syria. 79
That same month, the Syrian-Russian alliance recaptured the strategic town of Maarat alNu`man, which included a series of attacks on healthcare facilities, displacement camps,
and schools across Idlib. 80
The scale of displacement continued to grow. The UN estimated that by February 12 some
100 communities in southern Idlib and western Aleppo had been retaken by the Syrian
government. 81 From December 1, 2019 to February 12, 2020, the estimated number of
displaced rose to 800,000, 60 percent of whom were children. 82 Dire humanitarian
conditions, crowded camps, lack of space and shelter for new arrivals, inadequate

75 UN OCHA, “Syrian Arab Republic: Recent Development in Northwestern Syria Situation Report No. 2 – as of 26 December
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https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/18/world/europe/turkey-syria-idlib.html (accessed May 4, 2020).
78 Michelle Nichols, “Russia, backed by China, casts 14th U.N. veto on Syria to block cross-border aid,” Reuters, December
20, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-security-un-idUSKBN1YO23V (accessed May 4, 2020).
79 “Security Council beats midnight deadline, renews Syria cross-border aid in contentious vote,” UN News, January 10,
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supplies, and winter conditions exacerbated existing vulnerabilities. 83 Some children froze
to death, according to aid agencies. 84
In early February 2020, Turkey began bolstering its presence in the governorate, sending
multiple convoys of Turkish military vehicles, including tanks and armored personnel
carriers, to support the anti-government armed groups remaining in Idlib. 85
During its review of satellite imagery, Human Rights Watch identified the build-up in midFebruary of a new likely Turkish military site in northern Idlib, next to numerous tents and
structures consistent with that of settlements of displaced people. 86 While not in direct
proximity of any of the 46 attack sites examined in the report, the deployment raises
concerns that Turkish forces have not taken adequate precautions to avoid locating
military objectives within or near populated areas.
On February 27, an attack by the Syrian-Russian alliance on a Turkish observation post
killed at least 33 Turkish soldiers. 87 Turkey responded by attacking hundreds of Syrian
military targets. 88 Turkey also deployed additional forces in Idlib and announced that it
would open its borders, threatening an influx of refugees into Europe. 89 Despite the
announcement, the Turkish-Syrian border remained closed as of early September.
After the escalation between Turkey and Syria, the Turkish and Russian governments held
talks that on March 5 resulted in a new ceasefire, which went into effect the following
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86 Satellite imagery reviewed and analyzed by Human Rights Watch showed the construction began no later than February 17
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day. 90 The ceasefire agreement stated that the “targeting of civilians and civilian
infrastructure cannot be justified under any pretext,” called for joint Russian and Turkish
patrols along route M4, and largely cemented the gains that the Syrian-Russian alliance
had made on the ground since April 2019. 91

Satellite imagery shows the construction on February 25, 2020 of a likely Turkish military site in
northern Idlib about 300 meters from tents and other structures apparently for displaced people.
Satellite imagery © 2020 Planet Labs
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The UN estimates that nearly 1.4 million people were displaced during the offensive from
April 2019 to March 2020 and that at least 1,700 civilians were killed, the vast majority by
the Syrian-Russian alliance. 92
By March 2020, over 300 towns and villages in Idlib were depopulated, according to the
UN, as civilians had fled the offensive and the repeated attacks. Syrian government forces
controlled over 230 of those towns and villages as of early June. 93

Perilous Ceasefire
Following the March 5 ceasefire agreement and nearly a month of relative calm, over
100,000 displaced persons returned to areas from which they fled, including Jisr alShughour, Ariha, and Sarmin, among other places. 94
The population, both those who returned home and those still displaced, remained
extremely vulnerable due to the collapsed infrastructure and limited access to food, water,
livelihoods, education, shelter, and health care, including psychosocial support. 95 Each of
these shortages and the associated vulnerabilities could be exacerbated by a further
outbreak of Covid-19, given the crowded conditions and poor access to basic services that
make it impossible to properly engage in social distancing or take other precautions meant
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to help curb the spread of the virus. 96 As of late August , there were at least 59 known
cases of Covid-19 in northwest Syria. 97
According to the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, as of early August over 10,000
Turkish soldiers and over 8,000 Turkish military vehicles were in Aleppo and Idlib. 98 Since
early April, Turkey has been reinforcing its positions in the de-escalation zone,
establishing a total of 67 posts and deploying thousands of vehicles to bolster its troop
presence. 99 Since the ceasefire was brokered, there have been numerous exchanges of
groundfire and there are near daily flights over Idlib. 100 As of August, few airstrikes have
been recorded. 101

International Response
Since 2011, Russia and China have repeatedly blocked attempts at the UN Security Council
to address the situation in Syria, including a 2014 resolution that would have empowered
the International Criminal Court (ICC) prosecutor to investigate serious crimes in Syria.
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planes bomb rebel-held area in Syria's Latakia, say opposition, war monitor,” Reuters, August 3, 2020,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-security-latakia/russian-planes-bomb-rebel-held-area-in-syrias-latakia-sayopposition-war-monitor-idUSKCN24Z2IY (accessed August 11, 2020).
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The UN General Assembly established the International, Impartial and Independent
Mechanism (IIIM) in 2016 to collect, consolidate, preserve, and analyze evidence of the
most serious crimes under international law committed in Syria since March 2011, and to
prepare files to facilitate fair criminal proceedings in national, regional, or international
courts or tribunals that have or may in the future have jurisdiction over these crimes. 102
In 2014, OCHA established a deconfliction mechanism to provide warring parties in Syria
with coordinates of hospitals and other humanitarian sites that enjoy conditional
protection from attack under the laws of war. However, the Syrian-Russian alliance has
repeatedly attacked many of these sites with no impactful international response. The UN
secretary-general established a board of inquiry in August 2019 to investigate attacks on
“certain” deconflicted sites and other locations supported by the UN.
The board of inquiry’s final report, a summary of which was published in April 2020, found
that of the seven sites investigated, it was “highly probable” that three of the attacks were
carried out by Syria and its allies, and it was “highly probable” that a fourth was carried
out by the Syrian government alone. It was “plausible” that a fifth was carried out by Syria
and its allies. 103 The report failed to name Russia as jointly responsible for the four strikes
in which Syria’s “allies” were named or recommend that Syria and Russia be held to
account. It concluded that it was probable that one attack was carried out by HTS and
another it deemed outside the mandate of its inquiry. A detailed investigation by the New

York Times documented Russia's direct involvement in one of the attacks. 104

102 UN General Assembly, “International, Impartial and Independent Mechanism to Assist in the Investigation and
Prosecution of Those Responsible for the Most Serious Crimes under International Law committed in the Syrian Arab
Republic since March 2011,” Resolution 71/248 (2017), A/RES/71/248 (2017),
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/71/ L.48 (accessed June 29, 2020).
103 UN Secretary-General, “Summary by the Secretary-General of the report of the United Nations Headquarters Board of

Inquiry into certain incidents in northwest Syria since 17 September 2018 involving facilities on the United Nations
deconfliction list and United Nations supported facilities,” April 6, 2020,
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/NWS_BOI_Summary_06_April_2020.pdf (accessed June 29,
2020).

104 Evan Hill and Christiaan Triebert, “12 Hours. 4 Syria hospitals Bombed. One Culprit: Russia,” New York Times, October 13,
2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/13/world/middleeast/russia-bombing-syrianhospitals.html?action=click&module=Top%20Stories&pgtype=Homepage (accessed May 12, 2020).
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In June 2020, Russia announced that it was withdrawing from the deconfliction
mechanism, claiming that various “opposition groups” and “terrorists through their
proxies" were “abusing it.” 105
In a March 2020 report, the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Syria
(COI), established by the UN Human Rights Council in 2011, for the first time directly
implicated Russia in unlawful attacks on civilian infrastructure in Syria, saying they
amounted to war crimes. 106 In a report delivered to the Human Rights Council in July 2020,
the COI again implicated Syria and its allies in unlawful attacks on civilian infrastructure
that amounted to war crimes. 107 The COI said attacks by Syria and its allies were
widespread and systematic, amounting to crimes against humanity, and in some cases
may have amounted to the crime against humanity of forcible transfer. 108 Despite regular
requests, Syrian authorities have not given the COI permission to enter Syria. 109

105 Michelle Nichols and Tom Perry, “Russia quits U.N. system aimed at protecting hospitals, aid in Syria,”

Reuters, June 26, 2020, https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/russia-quits-un-system-aimed-at-protecting-hospitalsaid-in-syria/ar-BB15YiOT (accessed June 29, 2020).
106 Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, January 28, 2019,
A/HRC/43/57, para. 29 (report was published March 2, 2020).
107 Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, July 2, 2020, A/HRC/44/61,
paras. 70-81.
108 Ibid., paras. 77-80. Under the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, a crime against humanity of forcible

transfer means the “forced displacement of the persons concerned by expulsion or other coercive acts from the area in which
they are lawfully present, without grounds permitted under international law.” See Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court, July 17, 1998, A/CONF.183/9 (entry into force 1 July 2002) [hereinafter Rome Statute], art. 7(2)(d).
109 See for example Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, August 15,
2019, A/HRC/42/51, para 4; Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic,
January 28, 2019, A/HRC/43/57, para 4 (the report was published March 2, 2020).
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Displacement Caused by Military Operations
In three of the areas that Human Rights Watch focused on for this report – Ariha, Jisr alShughour, and Maarat al-Nu`man – the Syrian-Russian military offensive from April 2019 to
March 2020 triggered mass displacement, almost completely emptying Ariha and Maarat
al Nu`man. 110 Jisr al-Shughour saw a significant decrease in its population following
attacks, and then the population increased as people from neighboring communities
fled there.
This population flight represents a small fraction of the total displacement of civilians
living in Idlib governorate and northwest Syria more broadly during this period. At the time
of the March 2020 ceasefire agreement between Russia and Turkey, over 300 villages and
towns in the region had been completely depopulated. More than 230 of them are now
under Syrian government control. 111
The UN estimates that nearly 1.4 million people in Idlib fled their homes between early
2019 and 2020, out of an estimated total population of 3 million people. 112 All of the
dozens of displaced persons interviewed by Human Rights Watch, who had fled their
homes following the renewed Syrian-Russian offensive in April 2019, said they had left
because of Syria and Russia’s repeated use of explosive weapons in populated areas.
Many also expressed fears of ill-treatment if the Syrian government were to retake
the area.
While the mass displacement of civilians from conflict areas is not in itself a violation of
the laws of war, the reasons for flight – such as repeated unlawful attacks – may be. In
addition, the laws of war prohibit attacks or the threat of attacks whose primary purpose is

110 Humanitarian Needs Assessment Programme (HNAP) Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic

Republic (resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020,
http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed May 4, 2020).
111 HNAP, Population Assessment, “January-March 2020 Syrian Arab Republic,” March 12, 2020,

https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/recent-developments-northwest-syria-situation-report-no-10-12-march2020 (accessed May 4, 2020). See section on depopulated communities in northwest Syria.
112 Humanitarian Needs Assessment Programme, “Population Overview North-West Syria,” 12 February 2020 and 6 March
2020; United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, “Syrian Arab Republic: Recent Developments in
Northwest Syria Situation Report No. 10 – as of 12 March 2020,” March 12, 2020, https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arabrepublic/recent-developments-northwest-syria-situation-report-no-10-12-march-2020 (accessed May 4, 2020).
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to spread terror among the civilian population. 113 Attacks against civilian objects that have
no evident military purpose could violate this prohibition.
The intensity and patterns of the Syrian-Russian attacks and the repeated targeting of
civilian objects and infrastructure suggest that triggering mass displacement may have
been one of the offensive’s main objectives. 114
Idlib city, the largest city in Idlib governorate, was further away from the front lines than
the other towns and villages examined in this report. Its population continued to grow
despite attacks on the city, including the seven attacks that this report examines that
damaged civilian infrastructure. Displaced families increasingly moved to Idlib city from
areas retaken by the Syrian government, and it remained under the control of the antiSyrian armed group Hay’et Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). Idlib city’s population had grown from
186,376 in April 2019 to 263,220 in March 2020, over half of whom were displaced from
surrounding areas. 115 The flight to Idlib city, even as it was the target of strikes, highlights
how, for so many people across the area, they had nowhere safe to go.

Ariha
Ariha is a town 15 kilometers south of Idlib city and 70 kilometers southwest of Aleppo city,
located on the Latakia – Aleppo M4 highway. 116 As of early September 2020, the town was
under the control of HTS. As of April 2019, Ariha’s population was 35,624, nearly 6,000 of
whom were displaced persons seeking shelter there. 117

113 See ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, Rule 2, citing Protocol II, art. 13(2).
114 Human Rights Watch interview with Gregory Waters, May 14, 2020; Human Rights Watch interview with Jakub Janovsky,

May 14, 2020.

115 Humanitarian Needs Assessment Programme (HNAP) Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic

Republic (resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020,
http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed May 4, 2020).
116 Prior to 2011, the town had a population of 39,501 according to the 2004 census. General Census of Population and

Housing 2004, archived August 2, 2012 at Archive.is, Syria Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), Idlib Governate, Ariha (in
Arabic),
https://web.archive.org/web/20130206104030/http://www.cbssyr.org/new%20web%20site/General_census/census_200
4/NH/TAB07-22-2004.htm (accessed May 14, 2020).
117

Actual figure is 35,624 and 5,890 IDPs. HNAP, Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic Republic
(resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020, http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed May 4, 2020).
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From the start of the military offensive in April 2019, thousands of civilians from other parts
of Idlib fled to Ariha to escape attacks and advances by pro-government forces and Syrian
government forces. 118 In early January 2020, an attack by the Syrian-Russian alliance
damaged two schools and a preschool. Then, on January 29, an attack on Ariha Surgical
Hospital shut down the town’s only functioning hospital. An Ariha resident said that most
residents fled after that attack. 119 Another resident called the attack on the hospital “the
final blow.” 120
According to a doctor in Ariha:
The more intense the attacks got, and the closer the Syrian and Russian
forces got, people began leaving in phases, and almost half of Ariha
emptied out. After the attack on the hospital, almost everyone left Ariha
because that had been the only hospital servicing Ariha, Jabal Arbaeen and
Jabal al-Zawiya, an area 50 kilometers in diameter. People went towards the
north, towards northern Aleppo and the Turkish border. 121
Ariha resident Muhanad al-Yamani said the impact of the attack on the hospital was
widespread. “After the attack, electricity generators stopped, bakeries shut down,” he
said. “People started leaving with their belongings. Even roaming merchants, vegetable
sellers, the shops – they all closed, and all the people left. Whoever was not scared and
did not leave because of the strikes eventually left because of the lack of basic
services.” 122
By February 20, 30,000 residents remaining in Ariha had fled, all but emptying out the
town. 123 By early March 2020, the ceasefire brokered by Russia and Turkey went into effect,

118 As of December 2019 the population was 37,007.

(HNAP) Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic

Republic (resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020,
http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed May 4, 2020).
119 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Shadi al-Daher, resident of Ariha, March 9, 2020.
120 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhanad al-Yamani, resident of Ariha,

April 25, 2020.

121 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020.
122 Human Rights Watch interview with Muhanad al-Yamani, via WhatsApp, April 26, 2020.
123 Humanitarian Needs Assessment Programme (HNAP) Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic

Republic (resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020,
http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed May 4, 2020).
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ending the ground and aerial attacks and prompting around 23,000 residents to return. 124
However, in April, according to al-Yamani, who had returned to Ariha, the city still lacked
electricity, running water, and a working hospital, requiring residents to travel to Idlib city
for medical care. 125 Delivery of assistance has been inhibited by the displacement of
humanitarian workers and the existence of explosive remnants of war, as well as proximity
to fighting. 126

Jisr al-Shughour
Jisr al-Shughour, located 85 kilometers southwest of Aleppo and 30 kilometers west of
Idlib city, has been under HTS control from April 2015 to the present. 127 Just before the start
of the Syrian-Russian alliance’s 2019 offensive, the population was estimated to be
21,990, including over 4,000 displaced persons. 128 Between March and July 2019, attacks
damaged the town’s hospital, a clinic, market area, and two schools. As the attacks
continued, nearly 20 percent of the population had fled by August 2019. 129
Following the unilateral ceasefire announced by Russia that went into effect on August 31,
2019, thousands who had fled Jisr al-Shughour returned to the town, while many from
other areas sought shelter there, restoring the population to nearly 22,000 people. 130
124 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad al-Amin, worker at the Ariha Surgical Hospital, March 10, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mustafa Halabieh, reporter for the SCD in Ariha, March 12, 2020; Human
Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Ateek, a supervisor in Ariha’s educational office, May 6, 2020;
Humanitarian Needs Assessment Programme (HNAP) Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic Republic
(resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020, http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed August 11, 2020).
125 Human Rights Watch interview with Muhanad al-Yamani, via WhatsApp, April 26, 2020.
126 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, “Recent Developments in Northwest Syria - Situation Report No. 14

- As of 15 May 2020,” May 15, 2020, https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/recent-developments-northwest-syriasituation-report-no-14-15-may-2020 (accessed August 11, 2020).

127 Jisr al-Shughour had a population of 39,917 prior to 2011. See; General Census of Population and Housing 2004, archived

February 6, 2013 at Archive.is, Syria Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), Idlib Governate, Jisr al-Shughour (in Arabic),
https://archive.is/UOs9e#selection-293.0-293.12 (accessed May 13, 2020).
128 Ibid.
129 By August 2019, only 17,983 remained. HNAP Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic Republic

(resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020, http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed May 4, 2020).
130 “Russia declares ‘ceasefire’ as Syrians try to storm border post,” Al Jazeera, August 30, 2019,

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/08/russia-announces-ceasefire-syria-idlib-saturday-190830090649837.html
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Following the breakdown of the unilateral ceasefire in November, attacks on Jisr alShughour resumed. In November, Syrian-Russian attacks damaged the town’s medical
clinic, leaving only one hospital functioning. An attack also damaged the town’s stadium
and the nearby local office of the Syrian Civil Defense (SCD), impeding rescue services. 131
Following the numerous attacks, nearly 30 percent of the population fled, leaving only
around 15,400 people in the town in December 2019. 132 At year’s end, a strike damaged the
water tank on the roof of what was then the town’s only functioning hospital.
As surrounding communities in Jisr al-Shughour sub-district and the adjacent sub-district
of Bdama were depopulated, the population of Jisr al-Shughour again grew slightly. 133 By
March 2020, following the ceasefire signed by Russia and Turkey, the number of people in
the town was around 18,400. 134
Satellite imagery reveals that damage sites from multiple attacks since April 2019 were
widely distributed across the town, with eastern neighborhoods suffering the most
significant destruction. The imagery shows direct and indirect damage to civilian
infrastructure, including healthcare facilities and schools.

Maarat al-Nu`man
Maarat al-Nu`man, 72 kilometers southwest of Aleppo and 30 kilometers south of Idlib
city, had been under the control of HTS until the Syrian government took control in
January 2020. 135

(accessed May 4, 2020); HNAP Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic Republic (resident population,
returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020, http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed May 4, 2020).
131 See section below, “Other Unlawful Attacks on Civilian Objects,” for more details on the attack.
132 HNAP Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic Republic (resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data

from May 2018-2020, http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51
(accessed May 4, 2020).
133 HNAP, “Population Overview North-West Syria,” 12 February 2020 and 6 March 2020. In January 2020, the population was

17,313. Humanitarian Needs Assessment Programme (HNAP) Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic
Republic (resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020,
http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed May 4, 2020).
134 Ibid. The total population at that time was 18,442.
135 Prior to 2011, it had a population of 58,008 according to the 2004 census. General Census of Population and Housing

2004, archived February 6, 2013 at Archive.is, Syria Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), Idlib Governate, Maarat al-Nu`man (in
Arabic), https://archive.is/xgsLg (accessed May 13, 2020).
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In 2018, despite the Astana ceasefire agreement, shelling in the area never stopped. 136
Prior to the 2019 Syrian-Russian offensive, the town’s population was around 50,000. 137 In
May 2019, the Syrian-Russian alliance damaged two hospitals in the nearby towns of Kafr
Nabl (8 kilometers to the west) and Hass (10 kilometers to the west). Ongoing attacks in
the area continued to trigger displacement towards Maarat al-Nu`man, bringing the
population to around 63,000 by July. 138
In June and July, attacks hit the town’s main food market and a smaller food market and
damaged both of Maarat al-Nu`man’s two functioning hospitals. Following these attacks,
nearly half of the people then in Maarat al-Nu`man fled. 139 The population grew
substantially following the unilateral August 31 ceasefire to nearly 45,000 in November, as
people again fled there from neighboring areas. In October, an attack damaging the town’s
clinic caused it to close for a week. By December 2019, nearly half of the population had
fled again, bringing the population down to 24,557. 140 That month an attack hit the town’s
wholesale food market and a 24-hour ambulance deployment facility, and an early January
2020 attack damaged the last remaining hospital.
By the end of January, Maarat al-Nu`man was mostly empty of inhabitants, and Syrian
forces took control of the area on January 28. With the exception of a few individuals, the
town remained empty as of early September 2020.

136 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with SCD member in Idlib city (name withheld), April 15, 2020.
137 HNAP Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian Arabic Republc (resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data

from May 2018-2020, http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51
(accessed May 4, 2020).
138 Ibid.
139 Ibid.
140 Ibid.; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
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Before January 15, 2020: Satellite imagery recorded on January 15, 2020 shows damage in
several parts of Maarat al-Nu`man, before the Syrian military took control of the area at the
end of January. Satellite imagery © 2020 Maxar Technologies Source: EUSI.
After May 20, 2020: Satellite imagery recorded on May 20, 2020 shows the same area four
months later with extensive destruction across the town. Satellite imagery © 2020 Maxar
Technologies. Source: EUSI..

Since most inhabitants of Maarat al-Nu`man fled the town in late December 2019 and the
Syrian government retook the town at the end of January 2020, attacks on the town’s
remaining infrastructure continued. Satellite imagery recorded in late May 2020 shows
destruction across different parts of the town, with a concentration in areas located north
and south of a main road that runs east-west through the town. Satellite imagery shows
debris and rubble along many of the town’s roads and heavy damage to most of the town’s
45

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | OCTOBER 2020

residential buildings and key infrastructure, with the damage continuing from January to
May. Many buildings destroyed during this period appear in satellite imagery to have been
likely demolished with heavy machinery and the uncontrolled detonation of high
explosives.
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Syrian-Russian Strikes on Civilian Infrastructure:
March 2019 to March 2020
Human Rights Watch documented 46 ground and air attacks by the Syrian-Russian military
alliance that directly or indirectly hit or damaged civilian objects and infrastructure in Idlib
between March 2019 and March 2020. The attacks were in and around four main
population centers – Ariha, Jisr al-Shughour, Idlib city, and Maarat al-Nu`man – and four
camps for displaced people in the towns of Dana, Hass, and Sarmada. All of the areas were
under the control of the armed group Hay’et Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) at the time of the attacks.
These 46 strikes killed at least 224 civilians and wounded 561 others, based on
information from witnesses, family members of victims, local residents, local authorities,
and healthcare and rescue workers. 141 The number of injuries from fragmentation and
collapsed structures were magnified by the use of explosive weapons with wide-area
effects in populated areas. 142
The strikes Human Rights Watch documented damaged 12 healthcare facilities, 9 schools,
and a preschool, forcing many to shut down, in some cases permanently. Human Rights
Watch estimates that these attacks denied at least 4,733 children access to schooling, at
least temporarily. 143 Human Rights Watch also found five markets, four camps housing
displaced people, four residential neighborhoods, one commercial area, one prison, a
church, a football stadium, and the office of a nongovernmental organization damaged or
destroyed during the attacks, but there may have been others.
While international humanitarian law, or the laws of war, recognizes that civilian harm and
casualties are inevitable in armed conflict, it requires that all warring parties distinguish
between civilians and combatants, call off attacks likely to cause disproportionate civilian
harm, and take necessary precautions to protect civilians and civilian objects from the
141 Human Rights Watch was unable to gather the names, genders, and ages of all those killed and wounded, but determined

from witnesses the names of 60 of the dead and 20 of the wounded, as well as the gender of 130 dead and 331 wounded.

142 “Explosive Weapons Devastating for Civilians,” Human Rights Watch News release, February 6, 2020,

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/02/06/explosive-weapons-devastating-civilians.
143 Human Rights Watch determined the number of students based on enrollment numbers in each school

according to the school directors.
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effects of attacks. Witnesses to all 46 attacks that Human Rights Watch documented, and
others interviewed, said that to their knowledge there had been no military targets in the
vicinity at the time of the attacks. Nor did residents ever receive any advance warning of
attacks from the Syrian-Russian alliance. Human Rights Watch analysis of photographs
and videos from attack sites consistently found no signs of anti-government armed groups,
whether weapons, equipment, or personnel.

Unlawful Attacks on Medical Facilities
Human Rights Watch documented 18 separate attacks that damaged 12 healthcare
facilities, including hospitals, clinics, ambulance centers, and a Syrian Civil Defense office.
Six of the attacks directly hit the healthcare facility and, in two cases, an ambulance. The
facilities were all located in and around Ariha, Idlib city, Jisr al-Shugour, Maarat al-Nu`man
and Maarat Misreen. In another eight attacks, facilities were damaged by munitions that
landed nearby but did not directly hit them. In two cases, it was unclear whether the sites
had suffered direct hits or were damaged solely by the wide-area effects of the munitions.
These attacks killed at least 37 people, including at least five health workers, and
wounded at least 155 others, including at least eight health workers.
All of the attacks damaged the facilities, in three cases forcing them to close permanently,
according to staff who worked there, and in six cases to close temporarily. 144 In total, these
nine facilities treated an average of 789 patients daily prior to the attacks, according to
staff working at the facilities at the time. 145 The staff at all of the facilities said they were
treating only civilians at the time of the attack, although international law protects all
healthcare facilities, including those treating military personnel. .

144 The facilities were forced to close for between a day and one week, with one only reopening its emergency services but

not the rest of its departments for a week after the attack.
145 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch

telephone interview with Ma’awya Agha, data entry officer at Idlib’s Central Hospital, May 2, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour Surgical Hospital, March 25, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical worker at Jisr al-Shughour’s clinic (name withheld), March 22, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with healthcare worker at Nabd al-Hayat Hospital (name withheld), March 17, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a healthcare worker at Orient Hospital, May 1, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Ibrahim Aboud, administrator at Maarat al-Nu`man National Hospital, April 5, 2020; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with Firas Jundi, former health minister in Maarat al-Nu`man’s provincial government, April 6,
2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud al-Mur, director of the Maarat al-Nu`man clinic, March 18,
2020.
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Statements from witnesses as well as photographs and videos from the attack site and
satellite imagery indicate that no military objectives were in the vicinity of any of the
attacks. The repeated strikes on healthcare facilities under such circumstances suggests
that the Russian-Syrian alliance deliberately sought to put the facilities out of operation
and deprive people of access to medical care.

Ariha
Surgical Hospital
Three munitions destroyed the three-story Ariha Surgical Hospital (also known as al-Shami
hospital), the only hospital in Ariha, on the night of January 29, 2020, killing at least 14
civilians and wounding another 66. 146 A doctor said in March that the number of dead was
likely higher, with some bodies still missing under the rubble. 147
The doctor said the hospital had been treating at least 50 patients per day at the time of
the attack, including 15 to 20 surgeries. 148 The first strike hit a three-story residential
building about 50 meters to the east of the hospital at 10:26 p.m. and the explosion blew
out the doors and windows of the hospital and collapsed some outer walls. 149
The second strike, approximately six minutes later, hit the fourth floor of a building about
30 meters to the south of the hospital, killing a displaced family who was living inside and
damaging a shipping container in the hospital yard that the hospital used as a ward for
those injured by chemical weapons. “It was a loud and bright explosion that threw me
forward,” said a hospital worker who said he was inside the hospital when the second
munition hit. 150 Dr. Zakwan Tamaa, who was outside next to his car in the yard at the time
of the second strike, was mortally wounded by metal fragments. 151

146 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch

telephone interview with Walid Khaled al-Aslan, head of Ariha sector in the SCD, March 9, 2020.

147 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020.
148 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020.
149 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020.
150 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad al-Amin, worker at the Ariha Surgical Hospital, March 10, 2020.
151 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad al-Amin, March 10, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview

with Abdo Said, March 10, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9,
2020.
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Three munitions destroyed the three-story Ariha Surgical Hospital, the only hospital in Ariha, Idlib on the
night of January 29, 2020, killing at least 14 people and wounding another 66. © 2020 Syrian Civil Defense

At 10:38 p.m., a third strike hit a three-story residential building about 15 meters away,
damaging the western wall of the hospital. 152 Abdo Said, a worker in the hospital’s
emergency ward said:
We tried to treat Dr. Zakwan. We were nervous – on the one hand we had to
treat him and on the other hand the warplane was circling above our heads
waiting for its next target. After the third strike, we were worried there
would be another explosion. You never know for sure if an attack is over or

152 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Walid Khaled al-Aslan, head of Ariha sector in the SCD, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Hatem al-Hachem, director of Ariha SCD center, March 9, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Shadi al-Daher, resident of Ariha, March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Ahmad al-Amin, worker at the Ariha Surgical Hospital, March 10, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Abdo Said, worker at the Ariha Surgical Hospital, March 10, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone
interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mustafa
Halabieh, reporter for the SCD in Ariha, March 12, 2020.
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not – that feeling can’t be described. A lot of fear. A lot of anxiety. A lot
of confusion. 153
The SCD team that arrived after the attack said that they pulled dead bodies from the
rubble for almost 24 hours. 154 Most of the dead had been hit by metal fragments and the
others had suffocated under the rubble. The attack also destroyed at least four vehicles
parked inside the hospital yard, including an ambulance. The hospital was in a residential
neighborhood and the strike also damaged a bakery next to the hospital, forcing it
to close. 155
“We were not mentally prepared,” said Said, the emergency worker. “We did not get any
warning or any news beforehand.” 156
Russia denied any role in the attack. 157 However, a Channel 4 News investigation found
that informal flight spotters on the ground had recorded a Russian pilot apparently
speaking in code to identify an upcoming attack. 158 The Commission of Inquiry on Syria

153 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abdo Said, March 10,

2020.

154 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Walid Khaled al-Aslan, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone

interview with Muhammad Hatem al-Hachem, March 9, 2020.
155 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Walid Khaled al-Aslan,March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone

interview with Muhammad Hatem al-Hachem, March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad al-Amin,
March 10, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abdo Said, March 10, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone
interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020.
156 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abdo Said, March 10,
157

2020.

“How we investigated a hospital bombing in Syria – and found evidence suggesting Russia was to blame,” February 24,

2020, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YH8EZbfyfVM&feature=emb_logo (accessed April 30, 2020).
157 UN Human Rights Council, “Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic,”

A/HRC/44/61 (2020), July 2, 2020,
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/NewsDetail.aspx?NewsID=26044&LangID=E
(accessed August 10, 2020); “How we investigated a hospital bombing in Syria – and found evidence suggesting Russia was
to blame,” February 24, 2020, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YH8EZbfyfVM&feature=emb_logo (accessed
April 30, 2020).
158 Ibid.
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(COI), in a report it released in July 2020, said it had “reasonable grounds to believe” the
attack had been carried out by Russia. 159
Human Rights Watch reviewed six videos and four photographs provided directly by SCD
volunteers and 16 videos posted on YouTube and Facebook on January 30, 2020. 160
Together, they show at least four injured or deceased people being carried away, including
a man identified by someone in the video as Dr. Zakwan; rescue workers putting out fires

159 UN Human Rights Council, Report

of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic,

A/HRC/44/61 (2020), July 2, 2020,
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/NewsDetail.aspx?NewsID=26044&LangID=E
(accessed August 10, 2020).
160 Of these 22 videos, 9 were filmed during the night of January 29, and 13 were filmed during the cleanup operation on

January 30. Videos and photographs on file with Human Rights Watch: “Al-Shami Hospital has left the city of Ariha due to
being targeted directly by Russian planes in the Idlib countryside,” January 29, 2020, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UlLudeFcPVM (accessed June 8, 2020); “Dozens of martyrs, wounded and stranded
under the rubble, and Ariha central hospital is out of service,” January 29, 2020, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2umwfvXed1M (accessed June 8, 2020); “Dozens of martyrs and wounded civilians in
the city of Ariha, south of Idlib, as a result of raids by Russian warplanes,” January 29, 2020, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_ySoph8VU9A (accessed June 8, 2020); “A massacre by a Russian bombing affected
the Al-Shami Hospital in Ariha and the death toll of the martyrs rises to ten,” January 30, 2020, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OE7aNHFBTjg (accessed June 8, 2020); “11 civilians were killed, many more were
wounded, and the al-Shami hospital was completely discharged due to the bombing from the warplanes.” January 30,
2020,YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mFwZSWTmPz8 (accessed June 8, 2020); “Direct | The Russians
continue their massacres… 10 civilian casualties and the destruction of a hospital and apartment buildings in Ariha,” January
30, 2020, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OKkAvnHPiAg (accessed June 8, 2020); “Great damage in the alShami hospital in Ariha,” January 30, 2020, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q8mLaUlEXEg (accessed June 8,
2020); “A horrific massacre among civilians, and the Ariha hospital leaving service as a result of Russian air strikes on the
city of Ariha,” January 30, 2020, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JYB9nLsuelQ (accessed June 8, 2020); “Ariha
martyrs recovered from the rubble,” January 30, 2020, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rW9rBfGH_hw
(accessed June 8, 2020); “The first moments of the horrific massacre committed by a Russian warplane as a result of the
bombing of the Ariha surgical hospital in Idlib,” January 30, 2020, YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CnlDSuAawGw (accessed June 8, 2020); “Watch the location of the airstrike that left a
massacre at the Ariha hospital,” January 30, 2020,YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WrQNUmQCouA (accessed
June 8, 2020); “A massacre of the Russian occupation air force in Ariha and the city’s hospital leaving the service,” January
30, 2020, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2iO3nq7_oco (accessed June 8, 2020); “Baladi news reporter
monitors the destruction of Ariha surgical hospital after being targeted by Russian aircraft,” January 30, 2020, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ClaHU7P_FHw (accessed June 8, 2020); “Dozens of martyrs and wounded people in
Ariha as a result of the Russian targeting of a hospital and residential neighbourhood,” January 30, 2020, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZaFgsPIwm-4 (accessed June 8, 2020); “Baladi monitors the massive destruction
caused by the bombing of the Ariha hospital and the exit from Russian aircraft,” January 30, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xuot_vshUmY (accessed June 8 , 2020), Syria Civil Defense’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/videos/585447475368492/ (accessed June 8, 2020).
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and attempting to rescue people trapped underneath the rubble; and destruction to
buildings and vehicles, including damage to the hospital and medical equipment.
One video shared directly with Human Rights Watch was recorded from the roof of the
hospital and shows two destroyed buildings on one side of the facility and a destroyed
building on the other side, plus the damaged shipping container and destroyed
ambulance and vehicles in the hospital yard.
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or
at the time of the attack, nor were any military weapons, equipment or personnel visible in
the videos that Human Rights Watch reviewed. 161
The attack on Ariha Surgical Hospital forced the permanent closure of the only functioning
hospital in a town of over 37,000 residents at the time. Over 200,000 residents in
neighboring villages also relied on the hospital’s services. 162

Idlib City
Central Hospital
On February 25, 2020 at 1:55 p.m., a munition struck the Central Hospital (also known as
Governor Hospital) in Idlib city, wounding at least four civilians and causing damage to
the building. 163

161 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Walid Khaled al-Aslan, head of Ariha sector in the SCD, March 9, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Hatem al-Hachem, director of Ariha SCD center, March 9, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad al-Amin, worker at the Ariha Surgical Hospital, March 10, 2020; Human
Rights Watch telephone interview with Abdo Said Said, worker at the Ariha Surgical Hospital, March 10, 2020; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview
with Shadi al-Daher, resident of Ariha, March 9, 2020. Amnesty International also examined this attack and determined it to
be unlawful. Amnesty International, “’Nowhere is Safe for Us: Unlawful Attacks and Mass Displacement in North-West Syria,”
May 11, 2020, https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2420892020ENGLISH.PDF page 17 (accessed May 12,
2020), p. 14-16.
162 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Walid Khaled al-Aslan, head of Ariha sector in the SCD, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Hatem al-Hachem, director of Ariha SCD center, March 9, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Shadi al-Daher, resident of Ariha, March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Ahmad al-Amin, worker at the Ariha Surgical Hospital, March 10, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Abdo Said, worker at the Ariha Surgical Hospital, March 10, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone
interview with a medical doctor (name withheld), March 9, 2020. HNAP Syrian Arab Republic, “Total Population of the Syrian
Arabic Republic (resident population, returnees, IDPs),” data from May 2018-2020,
http://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.ViewFolder.php?folderid=51 (accessed May 4, 2020).
163 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ma’awya Agha, data entry officer at Idlib’s Central Hospital, May 2, 2020.
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A strike hit the eastern gate of Idlib Central Hospital on the afternoon of February 25, 2020. © 2020 Union
of Medical Care and Relief Organizations

Ma’awya Agha, the data entry officer at the hospital, said he reported intensive shelling
from the southeast. At the time, the Syrian army was holding a position about 15
kilometers to the city’s southeast. 164 The hospital had 172 staff members and was treating
about 15,000 patients per month. It had 61 beds, including 42 for surgery, 10 for intensive
care, and 9 for cancer patients. 165
Agha, who was present during the attack, said a munition hit the hospital’s eastern gate
at 1:55 p.m.:
Because of the heavy shelling, all the staff were at the hospital, treating
many wounded people coming in. The strike, which I am sure was an
airstrike because of the amount of damage it caused, injured four

164 Ibid.
165 Ibid.
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healthcare workers inside. I don’t know how many people outside the
building were injured in the attack. I was too afraid to go outside. 166
Agha said the strike blew out the windows and doors of the hospital and caused cracks to
the eastern outer wall, but the hospital was not closed after the attack. 167
Human Rights Watch reviewed two videos and 21 photographs posted on Facebook and
YouTube on February 25, 2020. 168 Together, they show one dead body on the ground, three
young children in an ambulance, damage to vehicles, and damage to the hospital wall and
a nearby building. In a video uploaded to Facebook, a large crater in the street,
approximately 35 meters from the hospital, is visible along with damage to an outer
hospital wall. 169 The camera pans from this crater to show the same body on the ground
and damage to two vehicles. 170
In another video posted on Facebook by the SCD, an ambulance parks one block, about
125 meters, from the hospital, and rescue workers carry an injured person to the vehicle.

166 Ibid.
167 Ibid.
168 Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/469192429846485/posts/2737588543006851/

(accessed May 26, 2020); Macro Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SYRMMC/videos/2274661876171931/ (accessed May 27, 2020); Macro Media Center’s
Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/SYRMMC/photos/pcb.821943734938919/821942844939008/?type=3&theater
(accessed May 26, 2020); Edlib Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/EdlibEmc1/photos/pcb.2563553270524893/2563553153858238/?type=3&theater (accessed
May 26, 2020); Syrian Network for Human Rights’ Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/snhr/photos/a.256329064515163/1529374807210576/?type=3&theater (accessed May 26,
2020); Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/photos/pcb.2737338206365218/2737336249698747/?ty
pe=3&theater (accessed May 26, 2020); Najah Allouch, “10 Schools and Hospital Bombed in Idlib, Syria Today, Killing
Children & Teachers,” Union of Medical Care and Relief Organizations – USA (UOSSM USA), February 25, 2020,
https://www.uossm.us/breaking_10_schools_and_hospital_bombed_in_idlib_syria_today_killing_children_teachers
(accessed May 27, 2020).
169 Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/469192429846485/posts/2737588543006851/

(accessed May 27, 2020).
170 Macro Media Center’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/SYRMMC/videos/2274661876171931/ (accessed May

27, 2020).
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The rescue workers search in the rubble of a destroyed building 125 meters away from
the hospital. 171
Two photographs posted online on February 25 appear to show damage to the interior of
the hospital, including damage to windows and doorframes. 172
Agha said he knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the
attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or personnel in the imagery
that Human Rights Watch reviewed. 173

Jisr al-Shughour
Between July and December 2019, multiple attacks destroyed or damaged the only two
functioning medical facilities in Jisr al-Shughour. 174 The town had one functioning hospital,
Jisr al-Shughour Surgical Hospital, with multiple wards including orthopedics, general
surgery, birthing, and pediatrics. The town also had one clinic, referred to as a “primary
healthcare facility.” 175 Other medical facilities had been destroyed during previous military
offensives. Outside of town, the nearest hospitals were Ariha hospital (see above), 20
kilometers to the east, and Darkhoush hospital, 14 kilometers to the north. 176

171 Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/469192429846485/posts/2737588543006851/

(accessed May 27, 2020).
172 Najah Allouch, “10 Schools and Hospital Bombed in Idlib, Syria Today, Killing Children & Teachers,” Union of Medical

Care and Relief Organizations – USA (UOSSM USA), February 25, 2020,
https://www.uossm.us/breaking_10_schools_and_hospital_bombed_in_idlib_syria_today_killing_children_teachers
(accessed May 27, 2020).
173 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ma’awya Agha, data entry officer at Idlib’s Central Hospital, May 2, 2020.
174 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abd al-Jawad al-Dalily, safety officer with a local medical organization,

March 22, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour
Surgical Hospital, March 25, 2020.
175 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abd al-Jawad al-Dalily, safety officer with a local medical organization,

March 22, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour
Surgical Hospital, March 25, 2020.
176 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abd al-Jawad al-Dalily, safety officer with a local medical organization,

March 22, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour
Surgical Hospital, March 25, 2020.
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Surgical Hospital
On July 10, 2019, between 9:33 and 9:38 a.m., two munitions landed simultaneously, the
first near the gate to the Surgical Hospital’s ambulance entrance, near the hospital’s
generators, and the second 60 meters south of the main hospital building and ambulance
parking lot, according to Human Rights Watch’s analysis of satellite imagery and available
videos and photographs. 177 The hospital had been fully operational at the time, treating
about 4,500 people per month, with 60 patients and 27 staff present during the attack. 178
The attack killed at least five civilians inside a nearby building and another in front of that
building. At least nine others were wounded, with wounds ranging from superficial cuts to
crushing injuries. 179 The hospital’s data entry officer, Ahmad Hasan Bakour, said that after
the attack, he went outside and saw the body of 21-year-old shopkeeper Alaa Ziad, which
was “torn in half.” 180 The attack damaged an ambulance and three generators and blew out
the windows of the hospital, wounding two hospital staff who were hit with glass shards. 181
Human Rights Watch reviewed satellite imagery taken before and after the attack. At least
two strike impacts were evident just south of the hospital, where the munitions landed.
Satellite imagery recorded the next morning, July 11, shows the collapsed upper floors of
two five-story buildings, 30 and 60 meters south of the hospital. Another residential
building, located 110 meters southwest of the hospital, was also directly hit and damaged
during the attack.

177 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020.
178 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour Surgical

Hospital, March 25, 2020.
179 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour Surgical

Hospital, March 25, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abd al-Jawad al-Dalily, safety officer with a local
medical organization, March 22, 2020.
180 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour Surgical

Hospital, March 25, 2020.
181 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour Surgical

Hospital, March 25, 2020.
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Satellite imagery date November 13, 2019. © 2020 Maxar Technologies. Source: EUSI. Bottom left image: ©
2019 Jisr Media Center. Bottom right image: © 2019 Orient News

Five videos posted on YouTube and a photograph posted on Facebook on July 10, 2019,
confirm the location of the impacts and the extent of destruction. They show debris on the
street behind the Surgical Hospital, and damage to a hospital room, medical equipment,
generators, the windscreen of an ambulance, and to a nearby building. They also show
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several bodies and wounded people, including a child. 182
After the attack, the hospital was out of service for a day before resuming emergency
services only on July 11. The next day, July 12, another strike, which Human Rights Watch
verified through photographs posted on Facebook, hit about 25 meters to the southeast of
the hospital on an empty five-story residential building, destroying the fifth floor. Satellite
imagery recorded between July 11 and 19 shows the damage to this building, which is
consistent with the videos and photographs posted on Facebook on July 12. 183 The strike
did not further damage the hospital. On July 17, the hospital resumed all of its functions.
On the night of December 31, 2019, a munition landed near the water tank on the roof of
the Surgical Hospital. Bakour said that because the attack happened at night, when
patients and staff are greatly reduced from daytime, the hospital was almost empty, and
staff were able to repair the minimal damage to the tank the next day. 184 As of early
September 2020, the hospital was still functioning.
Bakour and Ahmad Yazaji, an SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, said they knew of no
military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of any of the three attacks, nor was

182 “Dead and wounded in Jisr Al-Shughour in Idlib countryside, and the only hospital in the city has left the service,” July 10,

2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eynX-_YFznM (accessed May 12, 2020); “A hospital out of
service by bombing the regime in the city of Jisr Al-Shughour, Idlib,” July 10, 2019, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1WvxvF6zCp4 (accessed May 12, 2020); “Those killed in an air strike on Jisr Al-Shughour
also caused the exit of its only hospital,” July 10, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eFwKr1oOu0Q&feature=youtu.be (accessed May 12, 2020); “A massacre committed by
warplanes in the city of Jisr Al-Shughour,” July 10, 2019,YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WOiyHISpLj8&feature=youtu.be (accessed May 12, 2020); “A massacre was committed
by Assad’s warplanes after targeting the residential neighborhoods in the city of Jisr Al-Shughour,” July 10, 2019, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jc_eAlcwSq8&feature=youtu.be
(accessed May 12, 2020); Syrian Expatriate Medical Association’s Facebook Page,
https://www.facebook.com/syr.exp.doctors/photos/a.223602357708145/2279091112159249/?type=3&theater (accessed
May 12, 2020).
183 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour Surgical

Hospital, March 25, 2020; Jisr Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=1054870511379166&id=407054639494093 (accessed April 30, 2020).
184 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour Surgical

Hospital, March 25, 2020.
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there evidence of military weapons, equipment, or personnel in the satellite imagery
photos and videos that Human Rights Watch reviewed. 185
Primary healthcare facility
Jisr al-Shughour’s clinic, or “primary healthcare facility,” which had 40 people on staff and
treated up to 5,000 patients a month, was damaged by two attacks. 186 In the first, on July
18, 2019, at 12:30 a.m., a munition struck 70 meters southeast of the facility. 187 The facility
was empty at the time of the attack. 188 The attack blew out the doors and windows of the
facility, forcing it to close for one week. 189
Human Rights Watch reviewed satellite imagery recorded before and after the attack,
which shows at least four distinct strike impacts and damage to several multi-story
residential buildings in the area. The type of damage and the level of destruction is
consistent with videos of the attack posted on social media. 190 A video sent to Human
Rights Watch by a journalist shows buildings with smoke rising from them as a result of the
impact, as well as a fire engine and rescue workers. 191 One video posted by the SCD filmed
in the clinic just after the attack, according to an SCD volunteer interviewed on camera,
features multiple rooms with medical equipment that have the windows blown out, glass
on the floor, and damage to medical equipment. 192

185 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020; Human

Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Hasan Bakour, data entry officer at Jisr al-Shughour Surgical Hospital, March
25, 2020.

186 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical worker at Jisr al-Shughour’s clinic (name withheld), March 22,

2020.

187 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical worker at Jisr al-Shughour’s clinic (name withheld), March 22,

2020.

188 The facility’s normal hours of operation were from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m.
189 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a healthcare worker at Jisr al-Shughour’s clinic (name withheld), March 22,

2020.
190 “A difficult night in the city of Jisr Al-Shughour due to intense raids targeting civilians' homes,” July 18, 2019, video clip,

YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rWIMQxs6h10&feature=youtu.be (accessed May 12, 2020).
191 Local journalist Mustafa al-Ahmad sent Human Rights Watch a video that contained the date and GPS coordinates that

match the date and location of the attack. Video on file with Human Rights Watch.
192 “A difficult night in the city of Jisr Al-Shughour due to intense raids targeting civilians' homes,” July 18, 2019, video clip,

YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rWIMQxs6h10&feature=youtu.be (accessed May 12, 2020). Human Rights
Watch was unable to verify the video fully because it was entirely filmed in a building interior.
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On November 4, 2019, at 3:25 p.m., an artillery shell struck the clinic’s main gate according
to CCTV footage, which shows the timestamp of the explosion. 193 A health worker at the
facility who lived nearby said that the area was under heavy shelling at the time. “Because
of shelling in the area, we decided to close early that day, around 1 p.m.,” said the health
worker. “We sent the 25 patients we were treating home in small groups so as to limit the
risk they would be hit.” 194 No one was wounded, but he and Yazaji, the SCD team leader in
Jisr al-Shughour, said that the shelling destroyed the main gate and walls, blew out all the
windows and doors, and the center never reopened. 195
A CCTV camera that was pointed at the healthcare center waiting room captures the
moment the artillery shell hit, with dust filling the room. Another camera shows damage to
the ground floor and first floor wall. 196 Satellite imagery recorded after the attack shows
impacts along the road that leads to the hospital, consistent with the level of destruction
observed in the videos and photographs shared with Human Rights Watch.
Yazaji and the medical worker said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before
or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 197

Maarat al-Nu`man
As of mid-2019, Maarat al-Nu`man had three functioning healthcare facilities, all of which
were damaged by attacks between July 2019 and January 2020 and eventually permanently

193 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020; Human

Rights Watch telephone interview with a healthcare worker at Jisr al-Shughour’s clinic (name withheld), March 22, 2020;
videos on file with Human Rights Watch.
194 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a healthcare worker at Jisr al-Shughour’s clinic (name withheld), March 22,

2020.
195 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020; Human

Rights Watch telephone interview with a healthcare worker at Jisr al-Shughour’s clinic (name withheld), March 22, 2020.
196 The damage visible from the CCTV footage of the stairwell can also be seen in a photograph posted on the Union of

Medical Relief Organizations’ Facebook page on November 5, 2019. UOSSM-Germany Union of Medical Relief Organizations
Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/germanyuossm/photos/a.272313949646312/1259816920896005/?type=3&theater (accessed
May 5, 2020).
197 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020; Human

Rights Watch telephone interview with a medical worker at Jisr al-Shughour’s clinic (name withheld), March 22, 2020.
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closed: the National Hospital, a clinic referred to as a “primary healthcare facility,” and alSalaam Hospital. Outside of town, two major hospitals were also damaged and forced to
close in May 2019: Nabd al-Hayat Hospital and Orient Hospital. Human Rights Watch also
documented attacks on two ambulances in Maarat al-Nu`man and on Maarat al-Nu`man
Center for Primary Emergencies, a 24-hour ambulance deployment facility with additional
emergency and child protection services.
Nabd al-Hayat Hospital
Nabd al-Hayat Hospital, eight kilometers southwest of Maarat al-Nu`man and built
underground during the conflict to elude attack, had a capacity of 18 beds in three wards,
and 52 staff. 198 In May 2019, it served a community of about 300,000 people living in the
countryside in southern Idlib.
A medical worker at the hospital told Human Rights Watch that on May 4 they evacuated
patients from the hospital because of heavy shelling. On the morning of May 5, a friend
who he said had connections with the Syrian government informed him that the hospital
was about to be hit by a Russian airstrike. “I told my colleagues and we immediately
evacuated all the remaining people,” the medical worker said. At 2:40 p.m. he saw an
aircraft launch an attack, which he
said left the hospital “completely
destroyed.” 199
Satellite imagery analysis is
consistent with the medical worker’s
account. According to available
imagery, the attack took place
sometime between 10:55 a.m. on May
5, 2019 and May 7, 2019. The imagery
shows multiple impact sites and

On the afternoon of May 5, 2019, an airstrike destroyed
Nabd al-Hayat Hospital, eight kilometers southwest of
Maarat al-Nu`man, Idlib. © 2020 Orient News

destruction of the building and the adjacent road.

198 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with healthcare worker at Nabd al-Hayat Hospital (name withheld), March 17,

2020.
199 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with healthcare worker at Nabd al-Hayat Hospital (name withheld), March 17,

2020.
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Screenshot of messages from the Telegram channel of flight spotters known as the Syrian Observatory
indicating that Russian aircraft were in the area when Nabd al-Hayat Hospital was hit on May 5, 2019.

The attack killed one man and wounded another, both of them civilians walking by the
hospital at the time. 200 As of June 2020, the hospital had not reopened. 201 Messages from
flight spotters known as “Sentry Syria,” reviewed by Human Rights Watch, indicated that
Russian aircraft were in the area at the time of the attack. 202 Intercepted radio
communications between a Russian air force pilot and Russian ground control obtained by
the New York Times implicate a Russian aircraft in the attack. 203
Human Rights Watch reviewed four videos and 13 photographs uploaded on YouTube and
Facebook on May 5, 2019, seven photographs sent directly to researchers, and a report
that analyzed available live streams and videos by the Syrian Archive, many of which are

200 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with healthcare worker at Nabd al-Hayat Hospital (name withheld), March 17,

2020.
201 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with healthcare worker at Nabd al-Hayat Hospital (name withheld), March 17,

2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
202 Sentry Telegram channel messages on file with Human Rights Watch.
203 Evan Hill and Christiaan Triebert, “12 Hours. 4 Syria hospitals Bombed. One Culprit: Russia,” New York Times, October 13,

2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/13/world/middleeast/russia-bombing-syrianhospitals.html?action=click&module=Top%20Stories&pgtype=Homepage (accessed May 12, 2020).
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no longer online. 204 These videos and photographs show exterior and interior damage to
the hospital. By analyzing the landscape and buildings, Human Rights Watch confirmed
the location of the underground hospital. In one of the videos posted on Facebook, a
reporter from Orient News films the hospital from a safe distance and records the moment
the hospital was first attacked and the direct hits to the building. 205 The same or another
reporter from Orient News records live on Facebook from the scene where he can be seen
running away from the hospital three times during his 5:45 minute livestream, fearing
another attack. 206 Another videographer films the craters and then walks into the
underground hospital with the walls crumbled in. 207
An SCD volunteer and the health worker interviewed said they knew of no military
objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military
weapons, equipment, or personnel in the imagery reviewed. 208

204 Photographs on file with Human Rights Watch.

Wassem Sherko’s Facebook page,

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=1173609449466589&set=pcb.1173592712801596&type=3&theater (accessed
June 8, 2020); Edlib Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/EdlibEmc1/photos/pcb.2321136834766539/2321135918099964/?type=3&theater (accessed
June 8, 2020); Macro Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SYRMMC/photos/pcb.614939108972717/614938368972791/?type=3&theater (accessed June
8, 2020); Orient’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=660363207732616 (accessed June 8, 2020); Orient’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=324763261548620&ref=watch_permalink (accessed June 8, 2020); “Watch the
Russian occupation warplanes destroy Nabd al-Hayat hospital in Haas in the southern countryside of Idlib,” May 5, 2019,
video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UDiGfhBdYfU (accessed June 8, 2020); “The town hospital of Haas in Idlib was
destroyed as a result of Russian bombing,” May 5, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wS_xozmTqk (accessed June 8, 2020). See also “Targeting Nabd Al Hayat Hospital in Hass Town in Idlib,” Syrian Archive, May 7, 2019,
https://syrianarchive.org/en/investigations/hass (accessed July 6, 2020).
205 Orient’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=660363207732616 (accessed June 8, 2020).
206 Ibid., https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=324763261548620&ref=watch_permalink.
207 “Watch the Russian occupation warplanes destroy Nabd al-Hayat hospital in Haas in the southern countryside of Idlib,”

May 5, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UDiGfhBdYfU (accessed June 8, 2020).
208 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with healthcare worker at Nabd al-Hayat Hospital (name withheld), March 17,

2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
Amnesty International also examined this attack and determined it to be unlawful. Amnesty International, “'Nowhere is Safe
for Us': Unlawful Attacks and Mass Displacement in North-West Syria,” May 11, 2020,
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2420892020ENGLISH.PDF page 17 (accessed May 12, 2020), p. 17-18
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Before and after satellite imagery shows the damage caused by the May 5, 2019 attack on
Nabd al-Hayat Hospital. Before: November 17, 2018. After: May 15, 2019. Satellite imagery ©
2020 Maxar Technologies Source: Google Earth.

Orient Hospital
On the same day, May 5, ten kilometers to the southwest of Maarat al-Nu`man, an airstrike
hit Orient Hospital, near the town of Kafr Nabl. 209 At the time, the three-story hospital had
about 100 staff and was treating about 1,000 patients a month. 210 A healthcare worker said
that on the day of the attack, heavy shelling and airstrikes in the area prompted the staff to
send all patients to hospitals in Maarat al-Nu`man. She said:
We had eight remaining patients who were meant to leave that day, so we
took them into the basement with us to stay safe. At 5:30 p.m., we heard
from the guard that there was a plane above the hospital. A few minutes
later, I heard two big explosions and smoke seeped into the basement.
Over the next 30 minutes, the planes hit the hospital with four munitions,
including two that struck the two emergency exits of the hospital. At some
point I felt like I was never going to see the light again. 211

209 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
210 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a healthcare worker at Orient Hospital, May 1, 2020.
211 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a healthcare worker at Orient Hospital, May 1, 2020.
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The hospital was closed for a week while they repaired the damage. It was closed again in
January 2020 because of Syrian army advances, and has remained closed since. Syria
Sentry messages indicate that flight spotters sighted attack aircraft circling Kafr Nabl at
5:37 p.m., 5:40 p.m., and again at 5:49 p.m. In the 5:37 and 5:49 p.m. instances, spotters
identified Russian “warplanes,” while at 5:40 pm the spotter identified a Russian-made
Sukhoi-24 (Su-24) “Fencer,” which is flown by both the Russian and Syrian air forces in
Syria. 212 Intercepted radio communications between a Russian air force pilot and Russian
ground control obtained by the New York Times also implicate a Russian aircraft in
this attack. 213

On May 5, 2019, an airstrike hit Orient Hospital, near the town of Kafr Nabl, Idlib. © 2019
AFP/Getty Images

212 Sentry Telegram channel messages on file with Human Rights Watch.

Both Syria and Russia are credited with operating
Su-24 in the annual accounting of global military inventories published by the International Institute for Strategic Studies
(IISS), see IISS, The Military Balance 2020, (Routledge: London) February 2020, p. 378.
213 Intercepts indicate that attacks were carried out on the hospital at 5:30 p.m., 5:35 p.m., 5:40 p.m. and 5:48 p.m. Evan Hill

and Christiaan Triebert, “12 Hours. 4 Syria hospitals Bombed. One Culprit: Russia,” New York Times, October 13, 2019,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/13/world/middleeast/russia-bombing-syrianhospitals.html?action=click&module=Top%20Stories&pgtype=Homepage (accessed May 12, 2020).
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Screenshot of messages from Syrian Observatory flight spotters indicating that a Russian-made Sukhoi-24
(Su-24) “Fencer” aircraft, which is flown by both the Russian and Syrian air forces in Syria, was in the area
during the attack on Orient Hospital near the town of Kafr Nabl, Idlib, on May 5, 2019.

Human Rights Watch reviewed three videos and 15 photographs sent directly by SCD
volunteers and three videos and two photographs posted online on May 5 and 6, 2019. 214
One of the videos, published on YouTube at 6:01 p.m. on May 5, shows a large smoke
plume rising from the location of the hospital. 215 The videos and photographs show SCD
rescue workers pulling a body from the rubble, along with six injured people being rescued
from the hospital, including one child. One of the people rescued is wearing a hospital
gown and three people are being carried with intravenous bags still attached. 216

214 Photographs and videos on file with Human Rights Watch; “Orient hospital targeting in Kafr Nabl in Idlib countryside,”

May 5, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6J2KDLzOIPw (accessed May 15, 2020); “the Russian
occupation air forces target the Kafr Nabl surgical hospital, south of Idlib -Syria,” May 6, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0HMsGS92LwI (accessed June 8, 2020); “The first moments of the bombing of the
Russian warplanes, the hospital Kafr Nabl surgical, 5-5-2019,” May 5, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DK6VUUi7QKI (accessed June 8, 2020); “Russian forces bombed a hospital in Kafranble
city in Idlib suburbs, on May 5,” Syrian Network for Human Rights news release, May 6, 2019,
http://sn4hr.org/sites/news/2019/05/06/russian-forces-bombed-hospital-kafranbel-city-idlib-suburbs-may-5/ (accessed
June 8, 2020); “Air Raids Hit Three Hospitals in Syria’s Idlib,” Naharet, May 6, 2020,
http://www.naharnet.com/stories/en/259751 (accessed June 8, 2020).
215 “Orient hospital targeting in Kafr Nabl in Idlib countryside,” May 5, 2019, video clip, YouTube,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6J2KDLzOIPw (accessed May 15, 2020).
216 “The first moments of the bombing of the Russian warplanes, the hospital Kafr Nabl surgical, 5-5-2019,” May 5, 2019,

video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DK6VUUi7QKI (accessed June 8, 2020).
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These videos also show damage to the outer wall of the hospital, considerable amounts of
rubble and debris, a destroyed ambulance and motorbikes, and damage to stretchers.
The imagery shows that the health compound was struck multiple times, impacting several
buildings inside including the main hospital building and the wall surrounding the facility.
Additional strikes are visible outside the compound, destroying a building located 25
meters west of the hospital wall and impacting the field intended for parking.
An SCD volunteer and the health worker interviewed said they knew of no military
objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of
weapons, equipment, or personnel in the imagery reviewed. 217
Violet Ambulance
On June 20, 2019, a munition hit an
ambulance on a road outside
Maarat al-Nu`man at about 10:30
a.m. 218 The ambulance belonged to
Violet, a nongovernmental
organization providing health care
and other services in some
nongovernment-controlled parts of
Syria. The ambulance was a white
van carrying the Violet

On June 20, 2019, a munition hit an ambulance belonging to
Violet, a nongovernmental organization, on a road outside
Maarat al-Nu`man. © 2019 Syrian Civil Defense

organization’s emblem on the side
and, although there was nothing to indicate that it was a military vehicle, it did not have a
distinctive emblem on the roof that aircraft could identify. 219 The ambulance had a siren

217 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with healthcare worker at Nabd al-Hayat Hospital (name withheld), March 17,

2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a healthcare worker at Orient Hospital, May 1, 2020. Amnesty
International also examined this attack and determined it to be unlawful. Amnesty International, “'Nowhere is Safe for Us':
Unlawful Attacks and Mass Displacement in North-West Syria,” May 11, 2020,
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2420892020ENGLISH.PDF page 17 (accessed May 12, 2020), p. 18.
218 Violet is a volunteer organization that works in the development, education and relief sectors in areas of Syria outside of

government control; “About Us,” Violet, https://violetsyria.org/en/about/; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with
Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020; “Violet martyrs after being targeted with direct air
strikes,” June 20, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QJTTMjZnzI (accessed April 30, 2020).
219 “Direct Attack on Violet Ambulance Network in Maret Alnuman,” Violet, June 20, 2019,

https://violetsyria.org/en/2019/06/20/direct-attack-on-violet-ambulance-network/ (accessed April 30, 2020).
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light signal, which may or may not have been used at the time. 220 The attack killed three
people and wounded two, according to Obeida Zikra, the SCD team leader in Maarat alNu`man, and an official statement from the organization. 221
Human Rights Watch verified 29 photographs and one video from the scene sent directly to
researchers and one video posted on YouTube on June 20, 2019 that corroborated the
statements from Zikra. 222 The videos show three bodies wearing purple uniforms – like
those worn by Violet workers – lying on the ground meters away from the destroyed
ambulance, including one man who is bleeding from injuries visible on his left arm. They
also show two SCD vehicles and another Violet ambulance arriving at the scene.

Three rescue workers from Violet, a nongovernmental organization, who were killed when a munition hit a
Violet ambulance on a road outside Maarat al-Nu`man on June 20, 2019. © 2o19 Violet Organization

220 The laws of war protect ambulances being used as medical transport

that are displaying a distinctive emblem or signal.
See ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rule 30. Appendix I to Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions,
articles 6 and 7, sets out forms of identification in addition to the distinctive emblem, including light signals, radio signals,
and electronic identification. Light signals include “flashing blue lights visible from as far away as possible.”

221 Violet is a volunteer organization that works in the development, education and relief sectors in areas of Syria outside of

government control; “About Us,” Violet, https://violetsyria.org/en/about/; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with
Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020; “Violet martyrs after being targeted with direct air
strikes,” June 20, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QJTTMjZnzI (accessed April 30, 2020).
222 Photographs and videos on file with Human Rights Watch. “Violet martyrs after being targeted with direct air strikes,”

June 20, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QJTTMjZnzI (accessed April 30, 2020).
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Zikra said he knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the
attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or personnel in the
imagery reviewed. 223
SCD Ambulance
On August 18, 2019, Muhammad Hariri, an SCD ambulance driver, arrived at the site of a
strike on a doorframe factory in an industrial neighborhood in Maarat al-Nu`man between
9:30 and 10 a.m. 224 He told Human Rights Watch that upon arrival, he found a wounded
boy who said he was 15-years-old lying under the collapsed roof of the factory and two
wounded men, both workers, one of whom later died. Shortly after he arrived, Hariri said,
there was another strike:
We put the wounded into the ambulance and were just starting to drive
away when the next strike hit right next to my ambulance. I flew out and
onto the ground. I was seriously wounded in my right leg, above the knee. I
had to lie there and wait for my team members to come pick me up. I later
went to Turkey for one and a half months of surgery, but I still can’t walk. 225
Hariri said he knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of
the attack. 226
National Hospital
As of mid-2019, Maarat al-Nu`man National Hospital was the largest operating hospital in
the city, treating more than 25,000 patients a month and employing 255 people. 227 On July
10 at about 3 p.m., a strike hit the gate about 20 meters from the main entrance of the

223 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
224 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Hariri, SCD ambulance driver in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8,

2020.
225 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Hariri, SCD ambulance driver in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8,

2020.
226 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Hariri, SCD ambulance driver in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8,

2020.
227 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ibrahim Aboud, administrator at Maarat al-Nu`man National Hospital, April

5, 2020.
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hospital, according to Ibrahim Aboud, a hospital administrator who was there at the time.
He said no one in the hospital was wounded. 228
Many displaced families came to the town from mid-2019 through December because of
ongoing military operations in different areas including Khan Sheikhoun, putting an
immense strain on the healthcare facilities in Maarat al-Nu`man. 229 At the same time,
attacks on the town also continued as the front line got closer. On December 19, the
National Hospital decided to reduce its operations to emergency services because of
intense shelling in the area. 230

Early on January 8, 2020, munitions hit the roof, water tanks and yard of Maarat al-Nu`man National
Hospital, the only functioning health care facility at that time. After the attack, the hospital stopped
functioning. © 2020 Syrian Network for Human Rights

228 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ibrahim Aboud, administrator at Maarat al-Nu`man National Hospital, April

5, 2020.
229 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud al-Mur, director of the Maarat al-Nu`man clinic, March 18, 2020.
230 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ibrahim Aboud, administrator at Maarat al-Nu`man National Hospital, April 5,
2020.
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Aboud said that on January 8, 2020, from around 3 a.m. until 4:30 a.m., munitions struck
the hospital roof, water tanks, and yard. 231 Because of the reduced service, no patients
were inside the building at the time, but nine staff members were present. Aboud was at
home nearby, but said he remained on the phone with staff members throughout the
attack. After the attack ended, rescue workers evacuated the nine staff from the building,
at around 5 a.m. No one was wounded in the attack. By the time of the attack, most
residents had fled the city, and there were only about 100 civilians still living there. 232 After
the attack, the hospital stopped functioning.
A video posted on January 9, 2020 on the Orient News website features an SCD rescue
worker describing the damage caused to the hospital while recording a visible hole
created by the impact of a munition in the ceiling of the entrance to the hospital, along
with damaged hospital equipment. 233 Human Rights Watch reviewed an additional 11
photographs, nine sent directly to researchers and two posted online on January 8 and
February 9, 2020, showing the locations of the impacts of the munitions and the blast
damage to the hospital. 234
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or
at the time of either of the attacks, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 235

231 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ibrahim Aboud, administrator at Maarat al-Nu`man National Hospital, April

5, 2020.
232 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ibrahim Aboud, administrator at Maarat al-Nu`man National Hospital, April

5, 2020.
233 “Assad militias shell Maaret al-Numan hospital,” Orient Net, January 9, 2020, https://orient-

news.net/en/news_show/175964/0/Assad-militias-shell-Maaret-al-Numan-hospital (accessed May 12, 2020).
234 Photographs on file with Human Rights Watch; “Syrian regime shelled a hospital in Maaarat al Numan city in Idlib, on

January 8,” Syrian Network for Human Rights news release, January 8, 2020,
http://sn4hr.org/sites/news/2020/01/08/syrian-regime-shelled-hospital-maaret-al-numan-city-idlib-january-8/ (accessed
May 12, 2020); Khlaed Khattab’s Twitter account,
https://twitter.com/whitehelmets90/status/1226571294826811392/photo/1 (accessed May 12, 2020).
235 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ibrahim Aboud, administrator at Maarat al-Nu`man National Hospital, April
5, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad al-Deen, SCD office manager in Maarat al-Nu`man, March
8, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
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Al-Salaam Hospital
The owner of al-Salaam Hospital, Firas Jundi, who was also health minister in Maarat alNu`man’s Interim Government through September 2019, said the hospital had a maternity
ward and a nursery with about 70 beds. An attack hit the nursery ward on January 4, 2018,
killing five children and wounding a doctor. 236 The hospital reopened two months later but
the next year, on July 22, 2019, another attack hit a residential building about 100 meters
northeast of the hospital. 237 No one in the hospital was wounded in this attack, but the
explosion damaged the windows and the hospital remained closed for three days for
repairs. 238 Soon afterwards, Jundi said, the hospital permanently closed because of fear of
new attacks. 239
Jundi said he knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of either of
the attacks. 240
Primary Healthcare facility
Maarat al-Nu`man’s primary healthcare facility is in a multi-story building and served a
community of about 9,000 people in mid-2019. The facility’s director, Mahmoud al-Mur,
said that on October 3, 2019 at 12:15 p.m., several artillery shells hit the main road to the

236 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Firas Jundi, former health minister in Maarat al-Nu`man’s provincial

government, April 6, 2020; “The only maternity hospital in Ma’arat Al-Nu`man City destroyed following three attacks in four
days,” Syrian American Medical Society press release, January 3, 2019, https://www.sams-usa.net/press_release/maternityhospital-maarat-al-numan-city-destroyed-following-three-attacks-four-days/ (accessed May 4, 2020).
237 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Firas Jundi, former health minister in Maarat al-Nu`man’s provincial

government, April 6, 2020; “The only maternity hospital in Ma’arat Al-Nu`man City destroyed following three attacks in four
days,” Syrian American Medical Society press release, January 3, 2019, https://www.sams-usa.net/press_release/maternityhospital-maarat-al-numan-city-destroyed-following-three-attacks-four-days/ (accessed May 4, 2020).
238 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Firas Jundi, former health minister in Maarat al-Nu`man’s provincial

government, April 6, 2020; “The only maternity hospital in Ma’arat Al-Nu`man City destroyed following three attacks in four
days,” Syrian American Medical Society press release, January 3, 2019, https://www.sams-usa.net/press_release/maternityhospital-maarat-al-numan-city-destroyed-following-three-attacks-four-days/ (accessed May 4, 2020).
239 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Firas Jundi, former health minister in Maarat al-Nu`man’s provincial

government, April 6, 2020; “The only maternity hospital in Ma’arat Al-Nu`man City destroyed following three attacks in four
days,” Syrian American Medical Society press release, January 3, 2019, https://www.sams-usa.net/press_release/maternityhospital-maarat-al-numan-city-destroyed-following-three-attacks-four-days/ (accessed May 4, 2020).
240 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Firas Jundi, former health minister in Maarat al-Nu`man’s provincial

government, April 6, 2020.
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facility and then three shells hit the western walls of the compound housing the facility,
from the south. 241
Al-Mur said the facility had been full at the time of the attack, with 80 patients in the
reception area. The shelling wounded eight people, including a doctor who sustained a
metal fragment to his foot. 242 A woman who had been in the dental clinic was critically
wounded with severe bleeding to her abdomen and later died. 243 The shelling caused
major damage to the dental clinic and the facility’s pharmacy, some laboratory equipment,
the solar energy system, and water containers, and damaged 10 neighboring residential
buildings, blowing out their windows and doors and collapsing some outer walls. 244 “The
road was being shelled and so for about 10 minutes after the facility was hit, we could not
get there,” said Hussein Bayur, an SCD media officer. 245
Al-Mur said that the facility had to close for one week, and he personally paid roughly
US$3,000 for the repairs. During that time, people needing health care had to travel three
kilometers further, often on foot, to seek treatment at the Maarat al-Nu`man National
Hospital, causing overcrowding there. 246
Human Rights Watch verified five photographs uploaded to Facebook on October 3 from
the scene that corroborated details of the attack. 247 In one photograph, an SCD member is
seen running towards a building with a black sign above the entrance that reads “Maarat
al-Nu`man medical.” Two photographs posted on Facebook on October 3 show rescue
workers carrying a wounded healthcare worker. 248

241 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud al-Mur, director of the Maarat al-Nu`man clinic, March 18, 2020.
242 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud al-Mur, director of the Maarat al-Nu`man clinic, March 18, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hussein Bayur, SCD media officer in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
243 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud al-Mur, director of the Maarat al-Nu`man clinic, March 18, 2020.
244 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud al-Mur, director of the Maarat al-Nu`man clinic, March 18, 2020.
245 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hussein Bayur, SCD media officer in Maarat al-Nu`man,

March 8, 2020.

246 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud al-Mur, director of the Maarat al-Nu`man clinic, March 18, 2020.
247 Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,

https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=2429523523813356&id=469192429846485 (accessed May 1, 2020).
248 Three of these photographs were recorded on the opposite side of the street to the healthcare facility based on the
identification of key landmarks in the photographs, such as buildings and roads, and comparison with satellite imagery.
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Al-Mur and an SCD volunteer said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before
or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 249
Center for Primary Emergencies
On December 18, 2019, at about 11 a.m., the Maarat al-Nu`man Center for Primary
Emergencies, a 24-hour ambulance deployment facility with additional emergency and
child protection services, run by Violet, was hit. 250 The center served about 600 people in
the community. A Violet employee said that artillery shells struck the center’s ambulance
garage and reception rooms, collapsing the building. The 10 people inside the office at the
time were not wounded, but it took them five days to reopen the center. 251 Human Rights
Watch reviewed two photographs posted on Violet’s Facebook page that day that show
damage to the office interior. 252 These photographs also show damage to the windows
and doors.
The Violet employee said he knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the
time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or personnel in
the imagery reviewed. 253
All of Maarat al-Nu`man’s residents fled in late January 2020 and Syrian forces took control
of the area on January 28, 2020. 254 Except for a few individuals, the city remained largely
empty as of early September, and its healthcare facilities are all closed.

249 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hussein Bayur, SCD media officer in Maarat al-Nu`man,

March 8, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud al-Mur, director of the Maarat al-Nu`man clinic, March 18, 2020.

250 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a Violet organization employee (name withheld), April 15, 2020.
251 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a Violet organization employee (name withheld), April 15, 2020.
252 Violet Organization’s Facebook page,

https://www.facebook.com/org.violet/photos/a.1449303065358826/2534690676820054/?type=3&theater (accessed May
27, 2020).
253 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a Violet organization employee (name withheld), April 15, 2020.
254 Bethan McKernan, “Assad regime captures town in Syria’s last rebel-held territory,” The Guardian, January 28, 2020,

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/28/syrian-regime-captures-maarat-al-numan-in-idlib (accessed May 1,
2020).
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Maarat Misreen
Surgical Hospital
On February 25, 2020, an airstrike hit Maarat Misreen Surgical Hospital (also known as alHilal Hospital), killing 12 civilians and wounding another 62. 255 The hospital consists of
two adjacent three-story buildings with a total of 50 patient beds, a surgical unit, an X-ray
department, a laboratory, and a pharmacy. It is across the street from Mounib Qamisheh
primary school. The director of the hospital, Dr. Hikmat Khatib, said that on most days
there would be five doctors and 25 nurses present. 256 In early February 2020, staff and
patients from al-Hikma hospital in Taftanaz, a northern Idlib town, moved into Maarat
Misreen Surgical Hospital after an attack damaged al-Hikma hospital on February 5, forcing
it to close. 257
On February 25, an Idlib city resident accompanied his friend and his friend’s son to the
hospital’s pediatrics department because the son needed a checkup. 258 Dr. Khatib and the
Idlib city resident said that they were inside the hospital at about 3 p.m. when they heard a
loud bang, and the hospital’s windows and doors were blown out. They ran outside and
said they saw that the yard in front of the school next door had been hit by a munition. 259
Staff kept the hospital open while doing repairs over the following week. If the hospital
had needed to close, the nearest hospital would have been in Idlib city, 10 kilometers to
the south, which that same day was itself damaged by an attack. 260

255 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Dr. Hikmat Khatib, director of Maarat Misreen Hospital, March 23, 2020;

“Horrific day of indiscriminate attacks on civilians in Idlib, Syria,” Medecins sans Frontieres (MSF) press release, February
26, 2020, https://www.msf.org/horrific-day-indiscriminate-attacks-idlib-syria (accessed May 12, 2020).

256 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Dr. Hikmat Khatib, director of Maarat Misreen Hospital, March 23, 2020.
257 Amnesty International, “’Nowhere is Safe for Us: Unlawful Attacks and Mass Displacement in North-West Syria,” May 11,
2020, https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2420892020ENGLISH.PDF page 17 (accessed May 12, 2020), p.
17.
258 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Idlib city resident, logistics officer with the SCD, March 9,

2020.

259 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Dr. Hikmat Khatib, director of Maarat Misreen Hospital, March 23, 2020;

“Horrific day of indiscriminate attacks on civilians in Idlib, Syria,” MSF press release, February 26, 2020,
https://www.msf.org/horrific-day-indiscriminate-attacks-idlib-syria (accessed May 12, 2020).

260 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Dr. Hikmat Khatib, director of Maarat Misreen Hospital, March 23, 2020;

“Horrific day of indiscriminate attacks on civilians in Idlib, Syria,” Medecins sans Frontieres press release, February 26,
2020, https://www.msf.org/horrific-day-indiscriminate-attacks-idlib-syria (accessed May 12, 2020).
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Syria Sentry messages from flight spotters indicated that Russian-made Su-24 attack
aircraft were in the area during the time of the attack, spotted in nearby Binnish (less than
7 kilometers to the southeast) at 3:35 p.m. and 3:52 p.m. and again sighted circling Maarat
Misreen at 3:56 p.m. and 4 p.m. 261 Numerous other sightings of aircraft identified as
Russian “warplanes” and Su-24s were recorded by spotters in the area around Maarat
Misreen during the previous hour. 262 The Russian and Syrian air forces both fly the Su-24
in Syria. 263
Satellite imagery recorded two days after the attack shows a potential impact location in
the northern yard of Mounib Qamisheh primary school, fewer than 10 meters from the
school compound’s wall and 70 meters from the hospital. No clear damage was detected
in the satellite imagery.
All of the witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity
before or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 264

Unlawful Attacks on Markets and Commercial Areas
Seven attacks carried out by the Syrian-Russian alliance documented by Human Rights
Watch unlawfully damaged food markets and commercial areas. Five attacks on markets
affected the civilian population’s access to food and livelihoods. Three damaged Maarat
al-Nu`man’s two food markets and a smaller market area, one damaged the main market in
Jisr al-Shughour, and one damaged the main market in Idlib city. Two of the attacks directly
261 Sentry Telegram channel messages on file with Human Rights Watch.
262 Ibid.
263 See, for example, Anton Lavrov, “The Russian Campaign in Syria: A Preliminary Analysis,” CNA Analysis and Solution,
June 2018 https://www.cna.org/CNA_files/PDF/COP-2018-U-017903-Final.pdf (accessed April 28, 2020), p 2, 11, 16, 22 and
24; “Watch: Russian jets fly across Syria to celebrate Victory Day,” Al Masdar News, May 10, 2020,

https://www.almasdarnews.com/article/watch-russian-jets-fly-across-syria-to-celebrate-victory-day/ (accessed May 15,
2020); Liz Sly, “Turkey shoots down two Syrian warplanes, destroys armor, kills troops as conflict escalates,” Washington
Post,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/turkey-shoots-down-two-syrian-warplanes-in-growingconflict/2020/03/01/d0fd189a-5bbe-11ea-ac50-18701e14e06d_story.html (accessed May 15, 2020).
264 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Dr. Hikmat Khatib, director of Maarat Misreen Hospital, March 23, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Idlib city resident, logistics officer with the SCD, March 9, 2020; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with an employee at Mounib Qamisheh primary school (name withheld), May 13, 2020. Amnesty
International also examined this attack and determined it to be unlawful. Amnesty International, “'Nowhere is Safe for Us':
Unlawful Attacks and Mass Displacement in North-West Syria,” May 11, 2020,
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2420892020ENGLISH.PDF page 17 (accessed May 12, 2020), p. 20.
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hit two markets and the other three attacks indirectly damaged the markets. Human Rights
Watch also documented two attacks on a commercial neighborhood in Idlib city that hit
shops and in one case prevented most of the people who worked in the area from working
for several weeks. In total, the seven attacks killed at least 95 civilians, wounded at least
198 others, and affected access to food and livelihoods for thousands of market vendors,
shopkeepers, mechanics, and their families.

Idlib City
Market and Commercial Area
Syrian-Russian alliance attacks believed to have been airstrikes were carried out on
January 15, 2020 on Idlib’s main market and a nearby commercial neighborhood, called
the industrial neighborhood, killing 22 civilians and wounding 65, according to the SCD
and other credible reports of the incident. 265 The strike hit a grocery store in the vegetable
section of the market just after 2 p.m. The authorities then closed the market for
several days. 266
Human Rights Watch reviewed two videos posted on YouTube on January 15, 2020. 267 These
videos show a body next to a burning vehicle, two other bodies lying among vegetables,
and an injured or dead person being carried into an ambulance, plus destroyed vehicles,
shop fronts, and buildings. The market is opposite the Idlib Museum and damage to the
gate of the museum is visible in one of the videos. 268
At about the same time as the attack at the main market, another strike hit the city’s
commercial neighborhood, 280 meters from the market, an area with about 500 single-

265 Airwars, “Airwars Assessment,” January 15, 2020, https://airwars.org/civilian-casualties/r4050-january-15-2020/
(Accessed May 6, 2020).
266 Human Rights Watch interview with Idlib lawyer (name withheld), Antakya, March 9, 2020.
267 “Civilian casualties and injuries as a result of Assad warplanes targeting with explosive missiles, Idlib city,” January 15,

2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OZ4_Sac-4k0 / (accessed May 27, 2020); “Baladi News
correspondent from the massacre site in Al-Hal Market in Idlib, after bombing Russian planes,” January 15, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8h55NKvt2n0 (accessed May 27, 2020).
268 “Baladi News correspondent from the massacre site in Al-Hal Market in Idlib, after bombing Russian planes,” January 15,

2020, video clip, YouTube, https://youtu.be/8h55NKvt2n0?t=56 (accessed May 27, 2020).
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story car dealerships, mechanical repair shops, and other shops. 269 Ayman Assad, who
runs a car repair shop in the neighborhood, said that a few minutes after he heard the
explosion of the strike on the market, two munitions hit simultaneously on shops about 20
meters apart from each other, about 50 meters from his shop where he was at the time. “I
hid under the table for a few minutes and then I went outside, but I couldn’t really see
because of all the smoke,” he said. “I heard people screaming in pain, and then I started
to see body parts that had been torn into pieces.” At least five bodies were so disfigured
and dismembered that no one was able to identify them, he added. 270
Assad said the explosion completely destroyed at least 20 shops. 271 A local lawyer said he
was about 500 meters from the strike on the commercial neighborhood and rushed there
to check on his car, which he had dropped it off the day before. It was undamaged but he
saw lots of smoke, rubble, blown-out windows, and many wounded lying on the ground.
Abu Omar, an SCD volunteer, said that most of those killed in the attack were found inside
garages and shop spaces, but the bodies of four women and two children were found in a
nearby building. “They were totally burned from the explosion,” he said. “It was extremely
difficult to look at their bodies.” 272
It took several weeks before some shop owners were able to afford the repairs and reopen,
depriving income to hundreds of families. 273 Assad said the effects of the attack were longstanding:
We are terrified. I don’t feel safe at my place of work, and at the same time I
am constantly worried about my family, especially my two children who are
going to school every day. Schools, markets, homes, hospitals, everything
is a target. They are targeting life in Idlib. Every day I go to work, I prepare

269 Human Rights Watch interview with Idlib lawyer (name withheld), Antakya, March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch interview

with Ayman Assad, March 17, 2020.
270 Human Rights Watch interview with Ayman Assad,

March 17, 2020.

271 Human Rights Watch interview with Ayman Assad,

March 17, 2020.

272 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abu Omar, SCD, March 8, 2020.
273 Human Rights Watch interview with Ayman Assad,

March 17, 2020.
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myself that I might not come home to my family ever again. But I have to
keep going to work so we can survive. 274
Human Rights Watch reviewed 26 videos and one photograph posted on YouTube,
Facebook, and on the BBC website on January 15 and 16, 2020. 275 These images show at
274 Human Rights Watch interview with Ayman Assad,
275

March 17, 2020.

Aleppo Media Center’s Facebook page,

https://www.facebook.com/AleppoAMC/videos/567167723877222/?v=567167723877222 (accessed May 27, 2020); “Lifting
of rubble from the massacre site in the industrial area of Idlib,” January 16, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w-bIE792HzU (accessed May 27, 2020); “Aerial photography of the work of the civil
defense in the targeting locations inside the city of Idlib,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aHJf-jySBg (accessed May 27, 2020); “Martyrs and wounded in the city of Idlib, after a
number of missiles were targeted by warplanes of the Al-Hal and Al-Sinaa market,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WdwCdHv_deA (accessed May 27, 2020); “Russian Jets Bombard Syrian Idlib Territory,”
January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2xJHUUwiZdg
(accessed May 27, 2020); “Painful scenes of the massacre committed by Assad’s planes in Idlib, dozens of martyrs and
wounded, and destruction and fires 15-1-2020,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7ca1q88SB4U (accessed May 27, 2020); “Minutes of blood and fire, a massacre
committed by Assad’s planes in the city of Idlib, dozens of martyrs and wounded 1-15-2020,” January 15, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KueeEC2T9Ok (accessed May 27, 2020); “The first moments of the arrival of
the civil defense teams to the target location in the city of Idlib,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uzW5iIuRYJA (accessed May 27, 2020); “A horrific massacre by the Assad regime’s
planes in the city of Idlib, killing 15 martyrs and dozens of wounded,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_4wlaQzi4wk (accessed May 27, 2020); “Aerial photography of the work of the civil
defense in the targeting locations inside the city of Idlib,” January 15, 2020, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aHJf-jySBg (accessed May 27, 2020); “Hospital corridors fill the bodies of the martyrs
of the Idlib massacre,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=imnn8Jf_zY0 (accessed
May 27, 2020); “The moments of the martyr’s recovery from the rubble in the city of Idlib,” January 15, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KGWS53H4o-w (accessed May 27, 2020); “Oh God…my brother and son
went…due to a raid by the Syrian Air Force in Idlib,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFq08HXXqs0 (accessed May 27, 2020); “Syria | Syrian regime bombed a local market
in Idlib ‘exclusive scenes,’” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2BwfWxXqhxw
(accessed May 27, 2020); “Idlib hospitals teeming with civilian casualties due to the aerial bombardment by the Assad
regime on the city,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g4xep0Bk6SQ (accessed
May 27, 2020); “Regime’s warplanes are committing a massacre in the city of Idlib,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IDMJJXsX_Ek (accessed May 27, 2020); “Great damage and more than 15 people were
killed by aerial bombardments by the Syrian regime on Idlib city,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gjK2Pna3LKc (accessed May 27, 2020); “The first moments of the regime’s warplane
shelling in the industrial area and the Al-Hal market in Idlib City,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l4Ojo4dzbjg (accessed May 27, 2020); “Dozens of civilians were killed by air strikes by
the Assad militia on the city of Idlib,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mINxStR8tI (accessed May 27, 2020); “The moment a child was recovered from the rubble in the city of Idlib,” January 15,
2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=893-5vFzgUM (accessed May 27, 2020); “Recovering the
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least eight severely injured or dead people lying in the street, people being carried into
ambulances, a dead child who was dug out of the rubble by rescue workers, destroyed
shops and vehicles, smoke filled streets, rescue workers, and people running for safety.
Three videos also contain scenes from the attack on the nearby market. 276
One aerial video that SCD captured shows the rescue operation and a large structure that
was reduced to rubble. 277 Six videos posted online on January 15, 2020, two of which also
contain footage of destruction to the commercial area, show the inside of a hospital where
a number of injured and dead people can be seen, including four children being treated for
wounds. 278 One video shows a child being lifted from the rubble and later treated in
a hospital.

martyrs and extinguishing the fires resulting from targeting Idlib,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gO732YtnfQ4 (accessed May 27, 2020); “A new massacre in Idlib after the ceasefire,”
January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Pe4vNg_6LA (accessed May 27, 2020); “After
the bombing, Idlib hospitals are full of dead and wounded,” January 15, 2020, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4gbYjBNdx9E (accessed May 27, 2020); “Syria war: Air strike kill 18 in Idlib city despite
truce,” BBC, January 15, 2020, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-51128651 (accessed May 27, 2020).
276

“Syria | Syrian regime bombed a local market in Idlib ‘exclusive scenes,’” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2BwfWxXqhxw (accessed May 27, 2020); “The first moments of the regime’s warplane
shelling in the industrial area and the Al-Hal market in Idlib City,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l4Ojo4dzbjg (accessed May 27, 2020); “A new massacre in Idlib after the ceasefire,”
January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Pe4vNg_6LA (accessed May 27, 2020).
277 “Aerial photography of the work of the civil defense in the targeting locations inside the city of Idlib,” January 15, 2020,

video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aHJf-jySBg (accessed May 27, 2020).
278“The moment a child was pulled alive from the rubble in the city of Idlib,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=893-5vFzgUM (accessed May 28, 2020); “After the bombing, Idlib hospitals are full of
dead and wounded,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4gbYjBNdx9E (accessed
May 28, 2020); “Hospital corridors fill with the bodies of the martyrs of the Idlib massacre,” January 15, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=imnn8Jf_zY0 (accessed May 28, 2020);
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=imnn8Jf_zY0 (accessed May 28, 2020); “Oh God…my brother and son went…due to a
raid by the Syrian Air Force in Idlib,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFq08HXXqs0 (accessed May 28, 2020); “Idlib hospitals teeming with civilian
casualties due to the aerial bombardment by the Assad regime on the city,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g4xep0Bk6SQ (accessed May 28, 2020); “A horrific massacre by the Assad regime’s
planes in the city of Idlib, killing 15 martyrs and dozens of wounded,” January 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_4wlaQzi4wk (accessed May 28, 2020).
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On February 11, 2020, an
unidentified aircraft fired two
munitions on the same
commercial neighborhood of
Idlib city at about 12:10 p.m.,
killing 12 civilians and wounding
45 others, according to
Muhammad Jaban, an SCD
operations officer who arrived at
the site of the strike. 279 He said
the munitions struck about 27
meters apart, both on the street,
damaging cars on the road and
nearby workshops and shops.
Haitham Himidan, who ran a car
carpeting shop in the vicinity,

Haitham Himidan’s sons Kinan, 16, and Mohammed, 10, who
were killed in the strike on Idlib City’s commercial area on
February 11, 2020. © 2019 Private

said he was standing in the
shop doorway, looking inside at his three sons and three shop assistants, all of them
children, when a munition struck the street next to his shop:
The attack caused my shop to collapse, killing two of my sons and three
assistants of mine as well as two children in the shop next door. We waited
for the Civil Defense to pull their bodies from the rubble. I am telling you
there was no military presence in the area. We are workers just trying to
feed our families. I want to see the perpetrators punished. I swear to God
this attack burned our hearts. Why are children punished? 280
Himidan said that after the strike the shops had to close for a few days while they cleaned
up the area, but six weeks later he had not returned to work. “Others in the area went back

279 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Jaban, SCD operations officer, March 8, 2020.
280 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Haitham Himidan, March 19, 2020.
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to work a few days later, but I haven’t yet,” he said. “It is just too difficult for me to go back
to the place where my children were killed.” 281
Human Rights Watch reviewed seven videos and 13 photographs posted on February 11,
2020 on Facebook and YouTube. 282 One aerial video by the SCD shows rescue workers
carrying two bodies on stretchers, destruction to the road, a small crater in the street, and
at least three destroyed vehicles on the street between two rows of shops, as well as
extensive damage to at least five shops. Other photographs and videos from the scene
posted online show what appears to be a wounded child, four bodies, two men crying and
holding the bodies of those who had been killed, burning vehicles being extinguished by
rescue workers, burned factory fronts, and destroyed shops.
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or
at the time of any of the attacks, nor were signs of military weapons, equipment, or
personnel visible in the imagery that Human Rights Watch reviewed. 283

281 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Haitham Himidan, March 19, 2020.
282 Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,

https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/videos/vb.469192429846485/529113371292679/?type=
2&theater (accessed May 28, 2020); “Baladi News reported monitors scenes of destruction after regime forces bombed the
Idlib city market,” February 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kKcxkdPJRRI (accessed May
28, 2020); “A large number of martyrs and wounded people in Al-Sina’a area of Idlib city, as a result of being targeted by an
air strike by warplanes,” February 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3UukKux3acY
(accessed May 28, 2020); “Regime’s planes commit massacre in Idlib city,” February 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2FPFC0QsQDY (accessed May 28, 2020); “Assad commits a horrific massacre in the
industrial area of Idlib,” February 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qDaLetATPCU
(accessed May 28, 2020); “Martyrs and wounded as a result of air strikes on Idlib, 11-2-2020,” February 11, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9dx_79KfN58 (accessed May 28, 2020); “Putting out the fire caused by the air
strike in the industrial area of Idlib,” February 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MFXeRNnHZRU (accessed May 28, 2020); Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/photos/pcb.2708050249294014/2708048352627537/?ty
pe=3&theater (accessed May 28, 2020); Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/photos/pcb.2707912439307795/2707911985974507/?ty
pe=3&theater (accessed May 28, 2020).
283 Human Rights Watch interview with Idlib lawyer (name withheld), Antakya, March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch interview
with Ayman Assad, March 17, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abu Omar, SCD, March 8, 2020; Human
Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Jaban, SCD operations officer, March 8, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Haitham Himidan, March 19, 2020.
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Jisr al-Shughour
At around 7 p.m. on May 14, 2019, two munitions hit Jisr al-Shughour, one on Abdul
Rahman Nasir primary school and another 200 meters away, at an intersection between
several of the town’s food markets. It was Ramadan so the market was full of people
buying food for their iftar. 284 The attack killed at least eight civilians and wounded at least
eight others. 285 A local journalist, Hadi Kharrat, who said he arrived right after the attack,
said that at least a quarter of the stores in the markets were damaged or destroyed. 286 A
satellite image recorded 12 days after the attack shows extensive debris, indicative of
destroyed or damaged buildings, along the streets near the market.
Human Rights Watch reviewed 11 photographs and three videos posted on Facebook and
YouTube on May 14 and 15, 2019. 287 These videos and photographs show one severely
injured or dead man lying on the pavement by market stalls with blood on the ground,
destroyed shop fronts and market stalls, and rescue workers putting out the fires.
Kharrat said he knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the
attack and no military weapons, equipment, or personnel are visible in the imagery
reviewed. 288

Maarat al-Nu`man
Human Rights Watch documented attacks on Maarat al-Nu`man’s two functioning food
markets as of mid-2019, one regular market and one for wholesale goods, as well as a
smaller market area with stalls selling vegetables and serving breakfasts. These attacks
killed at least 56 civilians and wounded at least 78 others.

284 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Kharrat, journalist, May 6, 2020.
285 See Airwars, “Airwars Assessment,” May 14, 2019,

https://airwars.org/civilian-casualties/r3485-may-14-2019/ (accessed
May 6, 2020). AirWars is a UK-based organization tracking civilian harm in conflict areas.
286 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Kharrat, journalist, May 6, 2020.
287 “Victims of Russian raids on the city of Jisr al-Shughour, Idlib,” May 15, 2019, video clip, YouTube,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kWknCdyABYk (accessed June 8, 2020); Syria Civil Defense’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyriaCivilDefense/photos/pcb.1275645652591187/1275645575924528/?type=3&theater
(accessed June 8, 2020); Edlib Media Center’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=601169147061869
(accessed June 8, 2020); Syria Civil Defense’s Facebok page, https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=2279257582391165
(accessed June 8, 2020); Jisr Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/Jisr.Media.Center/photos/pcb.1015787088620842/1015786808620870/?type=3&theater
(accessed June 8, 2020).
288 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Kharrat, journalist, May 6, 2020.
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Main Market
On June 3, 2019, the last
day of Ramadan, at about
11 a.m., an aircraft released
four munitions, one at a
time, onto an extension of
the town’s main market. 289
The market was particularly
On June 3, 2019, an aircraft fired four munitions, one at a time, onto an
extension of Maarat al-Nu`man’s main market. © 2019 Syrian Civil
Defense

full that day because of
people shopping for Eid. 290
Obeida Zikra, the SCD team
leader in Maarat al-

Nu`man, said that two munitions hit the roof of the market and two others struck inside the
market. Zikra said that when he arrived at the scene, he saw a fire burning in one of the
shop stalls and many wounded people on the ground. 291
Human Rights Watch reviewed two videos posted on YouTube on June 3, 2019 and 12
photographs shared directly by SCD volunteers. 292
The videos and photographs show damage to at least 15 market stalls and shop fronts,
debris on the street, damage to motorbikes, a man who seems to have had his right leg
severed by the attack being carried on a stretcher to an ambulance, a severely injured or
deceased man, and two injured men in the back of an ambulance.
Due to the lack of available satellite imagery closer to the attack, it was not possible to
corroborate the full extent of damage to the market.

289 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
290 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
291 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
292 Photographs and videos provided by SCD, on file with Human Rights Watch; “Martyrs and wounded as a result of

warplanes targeting a popular market in Maarat al-Numan,” video clip, YouTube, June 3,
2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xqbZqpYrhpc&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR0sKIu3mh9r7CLfEgWCzB4mmTaRbC
igmzM8HOiePAd2_7RR4trnY9edsVE (accessed May 1, 2020); “The first moments of targeting the popular market in the city of
Maarat al-Numan, south of Idlib, 3-6-2019,” video clip, YouTube, June 3, 2019,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lOxtaRaHRyg (accessed September 9, 2020).
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This short video illustrates how Human Rights Watch geolocated the June 3, 2019 market
attack in Maarat al-Nu`man. Copyright in order of appearance: Video © 2019 Macro Media
Center. Satellite imagery © 2020 Maxar Technologies. Source: Google Earth.

Zikra said he knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the
attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or personnel in the imagery
reviewed. 293
Market Area
On July 22, 2019, an attack between 8 and 8:30 a.m. damaged a smaller market area about
370 to 400 meters from the main market, with stalls for vegetables and breakfast
dishes. 294 Muhammad Hariri, an ambulance driver for the SCD, said he arrived at the site
and drove five people to the hospital who had been wounded by another munition that hit
a four-story apartment building next to the market. 295 He said that as he was driving back
to the market from the hospital, he heard a second explosion. Two SCD volunteers had
stayed behind, and one, Mahmoud Zikra, said that eight minutes after the first strike,
another hit, collapsing two more three-story buildings, wounding himself and killing his
colleague, Amir al-Bunee. 296 Zikra said the second explosion sent metal fragments into his

293 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
294 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
295 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Hariri, SCD ambulance driver in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8,

2020.
296 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 23, 2020.
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hand
and back. 297
SCD’s Obeida Zikra arrived with the second rescue team. He told Human Rights Watch,
“There were bodies everywhere – women bits of children.” The SCD worked for 24 hours
pulling people from the rubble. He said they were able to identify 39 of the 43 people
killed. At least another 75 were wounded. 298 “I remember one boy who had been carrying
vegetables in his hands when he was killed,” said Hariri, the ambulance driver. “His
severed hands were still gripping them.” Obeida Zikra said strikes continued that morning
across the city. 299
Jihad Thajini ran a bakery near the market with his brother:
I heard an explosion and ran to the bakery. I heard my brother screaming
from under the rubble and I started yelling for rescue workers to come and
help me, but no one came. After 10 minutes, another strike landed right by
the bakery, so I ran and hid in a shop next door. When I came out, I realized
that my brother was now dead under the rubble. His son, 13, was also
wounded. Now I am taking care of my brother’s five children. I spent
US$4,000 to rebuild [the bakery], but before finishing we had to leave
Maarat al-Nu`man because the Syrian army was coming. 300
For about a week after the attack, shopkeepers lost business as people were scared to visit
the market, Thajini said. 301

297 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 23, 2020.
298 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
299 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
300 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Jihad Thajini, bakery owner, April 27, 2020.
301 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Jihad Thajini, bakery owner, April 27, 2020.
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On July 22, 2019 an attack damaged a small market area in Maarat al-Nu`man
about 370 to 400 meters from the main market, with stalls for vegetables and
breakfast dishes. © 2019 Hadi Alabdallah

A report by the UN Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Syria (COI),
covering July 2019 to January 2020, found that this attack killed at least 43 civilians
including three girls and one boy, and injured at least 109 others, including 18 children
and 15 women. The report said that “most of the victims suffered severe injuries with some
brought to hospital decapitated, badly burned or without limbs.” According to the report:
Consistent with witness testimony, early warning reports and flight spotters
reports indicated that at least two Russian fixed-wing aircrafts, departed
from Hmemim airbase on 22 July at around 8:03 a.m. and circled near the
target area at the same time of the attack. The Commission further obtained
flight communication intercepts conducted in the Russian language for the
period between 07:40 and 09:59 a.m. The communications confirm that,
between 8:17 and 8:35 a.m., two Russian aircraft operated in Idlib airspace,
and reported on the progress of on-going aerial attacks in Idlib. 302

302 UN Human Rights Council (HRC), Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab

Republic, A/HRC/43/57 (2020), January 28, 2020,
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/A_HRC_43_57_AEV.pdf (accessed August 10, 2020).
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On July 29, 2019, the Russian military denied the July 22, 2019 attack on a small market by presenting
images from a nearby intact wholesale food market. Satellite imagery date September 23, 2019 © 2020
Maxar Technologies. Source: Google Earth. Bottom left image: Russian Federation Ministry of Defense
available at https://syria.mil.ru/war-on-terror_en/info/news/more.htm?id=12243385@egNews under a
Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 International

In a media briefing in Moscow on July 29, 2019, Col.-Gen. Sergei Rudskoy, chief of the Main
Operational Directorate of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces, denied that
Russian aircraft were flying in the area, and stated that as of July 24 and 26, the market,
identified as al-Khal, was “completely intact and function[ing] as usual.” 303 However, to
make its case, the Russian army presented misleading aerial photos from an unmanned
aerial vehicle, alongside referencing satellite imagery, from the wholesale food market in
Maarat al-Nu`man, 350 meters southeast from the market and buildings that were attacked
on July 22. This wholesale food market would later be attacked on December 2, 2019.

303 Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation, “Chief of the Main Operational Directorate of the Russian General Staff

Colonel General Sergei Rudskoy holds a briefing for media representatives,” July 29, 2019, https://syria.mil.ru/war-onterror_en/info/news/more.htm?id=12243385@egNews (accessed June 10, 2020).
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This type of misdirection had previously been used by the Russian military and then Lt.Gen. Rudskoy in 2016 when Russia denied responsibility for the bombing of al-Sakhour
hospital. 304 Witnesses, satellite imagery, and videos analyzed by Human Rights Watch at
the time clearly showed that the hospital had been damaged by airstrikes. 305
Human Rights Watch reviewed 10 videos and 34 photographs of the market attack posted
on July 22 and 23, 2019 on YouTube, Facebook, and various Syrian news agencies’
websites. 306 In one video posted on YouTube by the journalist Hadi Alabdallah, aerial
photography shows the destruction to three buildings and a large amount of debris being
304 “Russia/Syria: War Crimes in Month of Bombing Aleppo,” Human Rights Watch news release, December 1, 2016,

https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/12/01/russia/syria-war-crimes-month-bombing-aleppo (accessed October 5, 2020).
305 Ibid.
306 “Aerial footage showing the scale of damage caused by Russian aircraft bombing the popular market in Maarat al-

Numan, 7-22-2019,” July 22, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JXnxZ57zdsc (accessed June 8,
2020); “War crime! The Russians bomb a popular market in Maarat al-Numan…More than 20 martyrs and dozens of missing
persons,” July 22, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LzWBbyxRwZM (accessed June 8, 2020);
“Our correspondent Ibrahim Al-Swaid is the most prominent development in the city of Maarat al-Numan in Idlib,” July 22,
2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jV6xGd6msZU&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR3cSVuKS7FoxEWNUy0m7TMtkYuquXtUVHFm9i687-vkHSAlB1dMLMzB2E (accessed June 8, 2020); “A massacre by Russian air strikes on the city of
Maarat al-Numan, south of Idlib,” July 22, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JqXLL0HOq8Y
(accessed June 8, 2020); “Above 50 casualties and wounded due to a new massacre carried out by the Russian guarantor’s
warplanes through targeting a market in Maarat al-Nu`man city south of Idlib,” Syrian Observatory for Human Rights news
release, July 22, 2019,
https://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=135534https://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=135534 (accessed June 8, 2020); “Syria: Joint
Syrian-Russian Aerial Attacks Render Dozens of Civilians Dead in Idlib,”
https://www.syriahr.com/en/?p=135534 (accessed June 8, 2020); Syrians for Truth and Justice, “Syria: Joint Syrian-Russian
Aerial Attacks Render Dozens of Civilians Dead in Idlib,” August 14, 2019, https://stj-sy.org/en/syria-joint-syrian-russianaerial-attacks-render-dozens-of-civilians-dead-in-idlib/ (accessed June 8, 2020); “Massacre as a result of Russian air strikes
on the city of Maarat al-Numan,” Smart News, July 22, 2019, https://smartnews-agency.com/ar/photos/2019-0722-%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D9%86%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%AC%D8%A9-%D9%82%D8%B5%D9%
81-%D8%AC%D9%88%D9%8A-%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%8A-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%
8A%D9%86%D8%A9-%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%8
6#1 (accessed June 8, 2020); Local Coordination Committee of Syria’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/LCCSy/videos/2290390411067990/ (accessed June 8, 2020); Syria Civil Defense’s Facebook
page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyriaCivilDefense/photos/pcb.1328356543986764/1328355050653580/?type=3&theater
(accessed June 8, 2020); Macro Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SYRMMC/videos/489445465198854/ (accessed June 8, 2020); Macro Media Center’s Facebook
page
https://www.facebook.com/SYRMMC/posts/661977550935539?__tn__=-R (accessed June 8, 2020); Macro Media Center’s
Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/SYRMMC/videos/2190076231283440/?v=2190076231283440 (accessed June
8, 2020); Macro Media Center’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/SYRMMC/videos/373145460058080/
(accessed June 8, 2020); Macro Media Center’s Facebook page,

“TARGETING LIFE IN IDLIB”

90

cleared from the street. 307 The other videos and photographs show bodies being pulled
from the rubble and injured people being carried into ambulances, including at least two
children. They also show extensive damage to the same three buildings, damaged market
stalls, and shop fronts and destroyed vehicles.
Satellite imagery analysis corroborates the location and timing of the attack, showing that
it took place between the night of July 21 and 9:51 a.m. on July 22, 2019. The imagery
shows several impact sites and multiple damaged buildings located north and south of the
road. About seven buildings, some of them multi-story, show severe damage, and one
multi-story building is completely collapsed.
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity of the
market before or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons,
equipment, or personnel in the photographs, videos, or satellite imagery that Human
Rights Watch reviewed. 308

Before July 21, 2019: Satellite imagery recorded on July 21, 2019, at 9:51 a.m. shows no signs of
damage to the small market and residential area in the town of Maarat al-Nu`man, near the center of the
image. Satellite imagery © 2020 Planet Labs
After July 22, 2019: Satellite imagery recorded on July 22, 2019 at 9:51 a.m. shows damage from an
attack on the area one day before. Satellite imagery © 2020 Planet Labs

https://www.facebook.com/SYRMMC/photos/pcb.662051677594793/662051650928129/?type=3&theater (accessed June
8, 2020); Step News Agency’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=400302974164900 (accessed June 8,
2020).
307 “Aerial footage showing the extent of damage caused by the bombing of the Russian aircraft on the popular market in
Maarat al-Numan,” July 22, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JXnxZ57zdsc (accessed June 8,
2020).
308 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Hariri, SCD ambulance driver in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8,
2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 23,
2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Jihad Thajini, bakery owner, April 27, 2020.
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Wholesale Food Market
Two munitions hit the wholesale food market, in the southwest part of Maarat Nu`man, at
about 10 a.m. on December 2, 2019, killing 13 civilians and wounding at least three
children. 309 Karim Kamoura, a shop owner present during the attack, said munitions hit a
few meters from his store: “The market was busy at the time, because it was morning.
When the [munitions] landed, I hid under the table for safety but started to smell burning
bodies. When I came out, I saw bodies torn to pieces on the ground.” He said the attack
destroyed six of 47 shops in the market, and he spent US$3,000 and six days to repair the
damage to his shop.
Human Rights Watch reviewed 25 videos of the incident that were posted on YouTube
between December 2 and 5, 2019. 310 The videos show rescue workers carrying three
309 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Karim Kamoura, shopkeeper in Maarat al-Nu`man’s wholesale food

market, May 4, 2020; “A horrific massacre committed by the regime’s warplanes in Al-Hal market, in the city of Maarat alNuman in Idlib countryside,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=egJuHf2mSxg
(accessed May 4, 2020); “Several killed in air raids on markets in Syria’s Idlib province,” December 3, 20109, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=usuaCkfUFF0 (accessed June 8, 2020).
310 “The first moments of the massacre committed by a war of the Assad gangs in al-Hal market, in the center of Maarat al-

Numan,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xODRQFVZus8 (accessed June 8,
2020); “The War in Syria: Shop owners of bombed market in Idlib struggle to survive,” December 5, 2019, video clip, YouTube
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=whWyWThFKN8
(accessed June 8, 2020); “Martyrs and dozens of wounded as a result of air strikes on the popular market in Maarat alNuman 2-12-2019, December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ForRXxrdK-s (accessed June
8, 2020); “Martyrs and wounded due to air strikes by Assad on the Al-Hal market in Maarat al-Numan,” December 2, 2019,
video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yHe98Byg6N0 (accessed June 8, 2020); “Killed and wounded as a
result of al-Assad’s militia’s fight targeting Souq al-Hal in Maarat al-Numan – Syria,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F1pZV89L1qA (accessed June 8, 2020); “The first moments of the arrival of the civil
defense teams to the massacre of al-Hal market in Maarat al-Numan, 2-12-2019,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xRdNykCTuWM (accessed June 8, 2020); “Scenes from the al-Hal market massacre in
Maarat al-Numan,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s1A4yv_fH0Q accessed June
8, 2020); “Assad commits a massacre against civilians in Maarat al-Numan in retaliation for the loss of its forces to the
rebels in eastern Idlib,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ok8PRKt3t8g (accessed
June 8, 2020); “A horrific massacre in al-Hal market in the city of Maarat al-Numan, as a result of the regime’s warplane
shelling,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DKzo6eHKK48 (accessed June 8,
2020); “Horrific scenes…the first moments of the massacre of the regime’s planes in al-Hal market, Maarat al-Numan,”
December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nyGySK28D64 (accessed June 8, 2020); “The
first moments of the civil defense arriving at the massacre site in al-Hal market, Maarat al-Numan and removing the dead,”
December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XIKjrm9PRXU (accessed June 8, 2020); “The
first moments of the arrival of Baladi’s news reporter to the site at al-Hal market massacre in Maarat al-Numan,” December 2,
2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hgu6TyoPrR4 (accessed June 8, 2020); “13 civilians were
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bodies, as well as destruction to market stalls and vehicles. Satellite imagery recorded on
December 19, 2019 shows several damaged market stalls, mainly near the market’s
southern entrance.
Kamoura said he knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the
attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or personnel in the
imagery reviewed. 311

Unlawful Attacks on Residences and Other Civilian Structures
In addition to living in homes, civilians in Idlib displaced by the fighting have sought
refuge in different structures, including stadiums and schools. Human Rights Watch
documented ten attacks on residential areas and displacement camps in Ariha, Idlib city,
Maarat al-Nu`man, and Maarat Misreen, and four camps for displaced persons in Dana,
Hass, and Sarmada. Five of the attacks directly hit homes or tents, all of which housed
displaced families. In another three attacks, homes were damaged by munitions that

killed by air strikes that targeted the Al-Hal market in Maarat al-Numan,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lctqSVD1KVE (accessed June 8, 2020); “Assad’s air force retaliates against civilians and
targets the al-Hal market in Maarat al-Numan, causing a massacre,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MKK3DK0LKxY (accessed June 8, 2020); “A hideous massacre in the al-Hal market in
Maarat al-Numan, which killed dozens of martyrs and wounded,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4bKh4gMufuk (accessed June 8, 2020); “Al-Assad warplanes bombard the al-Hal
market in the city of Maarat al-Numan and expected 13 martyrs and dozens of wounded 2-12-2019.” December 2, 2019, video
clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jjuza3ps6Ys (June 8, 20201); “Martyrs and injured, by air strikes, in the
al-Hal market in Maarat al-Numan city,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ACxvyPR22V4 (accessed June 8, 2020); “This is what left the warplanes targeting
Maraat al-Numan market,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dcp4LRrKlf8 (accessed June 8, 2020); “Dozens killed by air strikes on Maarat al-Numan
in southern Idlib countryside,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cadu9S_u170
(accessed June 8, 2020); “Al-Hal market has become a nightmare as a result of being targeted by the terrorist regime,
December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stGuhaKoyFE (accessed June 8, 2020); “Martyrs
and wounded have been bombed by the aerial bombing of Maarat al-Numan, in Idlib countryside,” December 2, 2019, video
clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rM-ooH6qfiY (accessed June 8, 2020); “Aerial bombing on al-Hal market
in the city of Maarat al-Numan in Idlib countryside,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J5M1GWrhTB8 (accessed June 8, 2020); “ A horrific massacre committed by the regime’s
warplanes in the al-Hal market, in the city of Maarat al-Numan in Idlib countryside,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=egJuHf2mSxg (accessed June 8, 2020); “While the civil defense teams were working to
aid the injured due to the air raid on al-Hal market in Maarat al-Numan,” December 2, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vfkzTQHnn2I (accessed June 8, 2020).
311 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Karim Kamoura, shopkeeper in Maarat al-Nu`man’s wholesale food market,

May 4, 2020.
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struck nearby. The ten attacks killed at least 91 civilians and wounded at least
221 others.

Ariha
Residential buildings next to Banat Ariha school
On May 27, 2019 at about 1 p.m., a large munition struck a residential area in Ariha across
from the Banat Ariha girls’ school. The school covers grades one through nine and has 40
employees and 925 students. 312
Tawfiq Qattan, an SCD team leader in Ariha, said he headed towards the explosion site and
saw that a munition had destroyed at least two four-story residential buildings 50 meters
from Banat Ariha. 313 “When we arrived, we saw the scale of the destruction,” Qattan said.
“It was massive and horrible.” 314
A school employee said that students had gone home before the attack so no one in the
school was injured. She said the explosion damaged windows, doors, and walls, and
school was suspended for a few days for repairs and out of concern of further attacks. 315
Fadel Faham, a mobile clinic driver for the Union of Medical Care and Relief Organizations,
lived on the first floor in one of the destroyed buildings but was not home at the time. The
attack killed his mother and four of his children, sparing only his wife and one child. 316
When he heard about the strike, he assumed the target was an electricity generator next
door but as he approached, he realized that his home had been destroyed. In total, the
attack killed at least 13 civilians and wounded at least 21. 317

312 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Tawfik Qattan, SCD team leader in Ariha, May 6, 2020. By early January
2020, Ariha had a registered student population of 7,873 attending 15 primary and four secondary schools; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Ateek, a supervisor in Ariha’s educational office, May 6, 2020; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with an employee of Banat Ariha school (name withheld), May 15, 2020.
313 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Tawfik Qattan, SCD team leader in Ariha, May 6, 2020.
314 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Tawfik Qattan, SCD team leader in Ariha, May 6, 2020.
315 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with an employee of Banat Ariha school (name withheld), May 15, 2020.
316 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Fadel Faham, Ariha resident, May 7, 2020.
317 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Tawfik Qattan, SCD team leader in Ariha, May 6, 2020.
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On May 27, 2019 a large munition struck a residential area in the town of Ariha, across from the Banat Ariha
school, killing at least 13 civilians and wounding at least 21. © Al Jazeera

Human Rights Watch reviewed seven videos and 30 photographs that were posted on
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube on May 27, 2019, and one photograph posted on
Facebook on May 28, 2019, plus five photographs sent directly by SCD volunteers. 318

318 “Massacre in Ariha 27/5/2019,” May 27, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8kf2uBnL83E

(accessed June 9, 2020); “Killed and wounded by regime bombing on the city of Ariha, south of Idlib – Syria,” May 27, 2019,
video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F3JXZTwZtgk (accessed October 2, 2020); “Dead and wounded by
shelling by the regime in Ariha, south of Idlib – Syria,” May 27, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QGwIvF-jGzA (accessed June 9, 2020); “Dead and wounded in the bombing of the
regime in Idlib,” May 27, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dFiHG4dEKmw (accessed June 9,
2020); Mohammed Ghorab’s Twitter page,
https://twitter.com/MGhorab3/status/1132961216794648576?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm
%5E1132961216794648576&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fsyria.liveuamap.com%2Fen%2F2019%2F27-may-russian-raids-hitariha-city-southern-of-idlib--- (accessed June 9, 2020); “Dead and wounded by the air strike by the regime on the city of
Ariha,” May 27, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FCQj6ymFQKQ (accessed June 9, 2020);
“Dead and wounded due to the Assad militia’s bombing of Ariha,” May 27, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EsrsU-Bz-Jw (accessed June 9, 2020); Edlib Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/EdlibEmc1/photos/a.1718722198341342/2335934389953450/?type=3&theater (accessed June
9, 2020); Ariha Today’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/ArihaToday/posts/738091336593507?__tn__=-R
(accessed June 9, 2020); Edlib Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/EdlibEmc1/posts/2335901066623449?__tn__=-R (accessed June 9, 2020); Syrian Network for
Human Rights’ Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/snhr/photos/a.256329064515163/1279347075546685/?type=3&theater (accessed June 9,
2020); “Victims of aerial bombardment of the regime on the city of Ariha, Idlib,” Smart News, May 27, 2020,
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These videos and photographs show four injured adults, three injured children, a
deceased or severely injured person being carried on a stretcher, and two children being
rescued from the building with the arm of a backhoe loader – one of them alive and the
other unconscious or dead. They also show crowds of people helping rescue workers
evacuate the wounded and digging through the wreckage of the buildings.
Available satellite imagery confirms that the attack took place between May 26 and 29,
2019. Post-strike imagery showed damage to at least three multi-story buildings, with one
of them completely collapsed and two others severely damaged, with impacts visible on
both roofs.
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or
at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military equipment or personnel in the
imagery reviewed. 319

Idlib City
Stadium Neighborhood
On January 11, 2020, an attack struck an area in Idlib city known as the “stadium
neighborhood” because of its proximity to the municipal football stadium. 320 That stadium
contained about 100 tents for displaced families. 321 SCD said that two munitions hit

https://smartnews-agency.com/ar/photos/2019-0527-%D8%B6%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D9%82%D8%B5%D9%81-%D8%AC%D9%88%D9%8A-%D9%
84%D9%84%D9%86%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A
9-%D8%A3%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%AD%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%A5%D8%AF%D9%84%D8%A8#13 (accessed June 9,
2020); Edlib Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/EdlibEmc1/photos/a.1718722198341342/2335934389953450/?type=3&theater (accessed June
9, 2020); Syrian Network for Human Rights’ Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/snhr/photos/a.925150324299697/1280008795480513/?type=3&theater (accessed June 9,
2020).
319 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Tawfik Qattan, SCD team leader in Ariha, May 6, 2020; Human Rights

Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Ateek, a supervisor in Ariha’s educational office, May 6, 2020; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with an employee of Banat Ariha school (name withheld), May 15, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Fadel Faham, Ariha resident, May 7, 2020.
320 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abu Jihad, SCD team leader, March 8, 2020; Human Rights Watch

telephone interview with Mohammed al-Untable, logistics officer with the SCD, March 8, 2020.
321 Satellite imagery recorded at the end of December 2019, before the attack of January 11, shows more than 100 tents

inside the stadium compound, used to shelter displaced persons according to residents. A video posted a few days after the
attack, on January 15, shows the same tents as the ones observed in the satellite imagery. “The civil defense teams in the city
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between 11 and 11:30 a.m., killing eight civilians and wounding 39 others. 322
Raad Uthman, who runs a small shop about 150 meters from the stadium, said he was
standing with his three sons at the entrance of his shop when the first munition struck the
road, about eight meters south of his shop, hitting two taxis and a pickup truck. 323
A metal fragment from the munition decapitated Uthman’s oldest son, Muhammad, 21. His
younger sons were injured, one with metal fragments in his abdomen and leg, and the
other with metal fragments in his foot. Uthman himself suffered minor injuries to his
abdomen. The attack also killed two children on the street: a 10-year-old boy and his 6year-old sister, who was struck in the eye. The contents of Uthman’s shop and car
were burned. 324
The Idlib lawyer who lives 200 meters from the stadium said that his friend and his friend’s
son were standing in the doorway of the residential building just after the boy had returned
home from school, when the strike hit. The attack killed the boy, Adnan Lababibi, 15. 325
The second munition struck to the west of Uthman’s shop, next to a four-story residential
building, killing a mother and three children inside, blowing out the windows and doors,
and damaging the outer walls. 326
Human Rights Watch reviewed 12 videos and five photographs posted on YouTube and the
SCD Facebook page right after the attack. 327 Together they show four wounded children,
of Idlib moved the families living in the mosques to the municipal stadium,” January 15, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2c-RwiiHLSY (accessed June 10, 2020)
322 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abu Jihad, SCD team leader, March 8, 2020; Human Rights Watch

telephone interview with Mohammed al-Untable, logistics officer with the SCD, March 8, 2020.
323 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Raad Uthman, April 13, 2020.
324 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Raad Uthman, April 13, 2020.
325 Human Rights Watch interview with Idlib lawyer (name withheld), Antakya, March 9, 2020.
326 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Raad Uthman, April 13, 2020.
327 “Civilian casualties and injuries as a result of Assad warplanes targeting the city of Idlib with high explosive missiles,”

January 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hYykX3PYs1k / (accessed May 15, 2020); “7
martyrs and dozens of wounded, after Assad’s warplanes targeted two air strikes, Idlib city,” January 11, 2020, video clip,
YouTube (accessed May 15, 2020); https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SU2VCO790eU / (accessed May 15, 2020); “Direct |
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two wounded adults, and a body being removed from a burned-out car. They also show
damage to two vehicles, a large crater in the road, and a damaged cake shop. 328 Some of
the videos show wounded and dead people being taken to ambulances and people in a
hospital, including children, an older woman, and a man with cuts to his face.
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in or around the stadium
before or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 329
Southern Suburb
On March 3, 2020, a munition struck between two unfinished residential buildings in a
southern suburb of Idlib city where dozens of displaced families were living, killing 9
civilians and wounding 21 others. 330 Hossam Qorani, an SCD team leader who arrived on
the scene, said that he saw several children lying in the street with metal fragment wounds
all over their bodies, as well as damage to the buildings and two cars.

Killed and wounded in the bombing that targeted the city of Idlib just before,” January 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l9j1sT-NmLY / (accessed May 15, 2020); “Baladi News reporter monitors the damage
caused by the bombing of the city of Idlib with missiles from a warplane of the regime,” January 11, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i5A4All2unk / (accessed May 15, 2020); “Extinguishing fires and filling
potholes from the bombing of Idlib city,” January 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RDLxIqW1CN0 / (accessed May 15, 2020); “The truce in Idlib: a massacre that killed
civilians and children,” January 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9I0ZDVVi26E /
(accessed May 15, 2020); “Martyrs and wounded in Idlib city as a result of being targeted by warplanes,” January 11, 2020,
video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yxK2yKWtINw / (accessed May 15, 2020); “Now | Idlib.. heavy
shelling before the ‘armistice’,” January 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k3kp0AmEaY8 /
(accessed May 15, 2020); “6 civilians were killed as a result of an air strike by the Assad militia on the city of Idlib,” January
11, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9opWBY7vdBo / (accessed May 15, 2020); “The first
moments of targeting the city of Idlib, with Syrian air strikes on the city center of Idlib,” January 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uNxCVdzCLYU / (accessed May 15, 2020); Syrian Civil Defense’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/402649619890799/posts/1489384381217312/ (accessed May 15, 2020); Syrian Civil Defense’s
Facebook page,https://www.facebook.com/469192429846485/posts/2644432285655811/ (accessed May 15, 2020);
“Victims of air strikes by the regime on the city of Idlib,” January 11, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FSITUVnMMDk (accessed May 28, 2020).
328 “7 martyrs and dozens of wounded, after Assad’s warplanes targeted two air strikes, Idlib city,” January 11, 2020, video

clip, YouTube (accessed May 15, 2020); https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SU2VCO790eU / (accessed May 15, 2020).
329 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abu Jihad, SCD team leader, March 8, 2020; Human Rights Watch

telephone interview with Mohammed al-Untable, logistics officer with the SCD, March 8, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Raad Uthman, April 13, 2020; Human Rights Watch interview with Idlib lawyer (name withheld),
Antakya, March 9, 2020.
330 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hossam Qorani, March 8, 2020; Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,

https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=2752204118211960&id=469192429846485 (accessed May 28, 2020).
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Human Rights Watch reviewed a video posted on Orient News website and 11 photographs
that were posted on the morning of the attack on Facebook that show SCD rescue workers
and civilians looking at a large hole near the center of the road lined by tall apartment
buildings, at least some of which appear to be unfinished, damaged vehicles on both
sides of the road, and a number of ambulances. 331 The video shows one injured or dead
child being carried into a Violet ambulance and one injured or dead man being carried into
a nearby car in front of a crowd of over 50 people. 332
Qorani said he knew of no military objectives in the area before or at the time of the attack,
nor were any military weapons, equipment, or, personnel visible in the imagery reviewed
by Human Rights Watch. 333

Maarat al-Nu`man
Home on Assi Road
On December 30, 2019, two barrel bombs fell in quick succession on a two-story
residential building on Assi road in northwest Maarat al-Nu`man, killing a laborer and his
18-month child. The SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, Obeida Zikra, said that his
team had been alerted to a family looking for a car that they could use to move north away
from the fighting. The attack occurred while Zikra and two team members were parking
their car and the spare car they had brought. 334 A video that SCD posted on its Idlib

331 “Including 5 children...Assad’s militia commits a massacre in the city of Idlib,” Orient Net, https://orient-

news.net/ar/news_show/177813/0/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86%D9%87%D9%85-%D8%A3%D8%B7%D9%81%D8%A7%D
9%84-%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%B4%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D8%A3%D8%B3%D8%AF-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D
8%AA%D9%83%D8%A8-%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%86%D8
%A9-%D8%A5%D8%AF%D9%84%D8%A8-%D9%81%D9%8A%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%88 (accessed May 13, 2020);
Coordination of the Syrian Revolution in Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/IDLEBCITYNEWS1/photos/a.877964732331855/2590768061051505/?type=3&theater (accessed
May 13, 2020); Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=2752204118211960&id=469192429846485 (accessed May 13, 2020);
https://hibrpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/photo5976362193005949295.jpg
332 “Including 5 children...Assad’s militia commits a massacre in the city of Idlib,” Orient Net.
333 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hossam Qorani, March 8, 2020.
334 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.

99

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | OCTOBER 2020

Facebook page, which Human Rights Watch used to verify the location of the attack, shows
the body of a child. 335
Satellite imagery recorded on the morning of December 30, 2019 shows no signs of
damage, but an image recorded on January 4, 2020 shows that the residential building had
been reduced to rubble.
Zikra said there was no basis for considering the laborer to be a member of an armed
group and knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the
attack. 336 There were no signs of military weapons, equipment, or personnel in the satellite
imagery or video that Human Rights Watch reviewed.

Maarat Misreen
Mounib Qamisheh Primary School
At least 12 displaced families, about 60 people, were living in 10 classrooms of the Mounib
Qamisheh primary school when an attack hit the yard on February 25, 2020. 337 The attack
killed several civilians living in the classrooms and badly damaged the school. 338 A school
employee said that all of the surviving families left the school immediately after the attack,
leaving their belongings behind.
Poultry Factory
In the early morning hours of March 5, 2020, at least five munitions hit a poultry factory,
killing at least 15 civilians and wounding at least 19 others who lived in the factory’s
compound. 339 The poultry farm, located in a western suburb of Maarat Misreen, consisted
335 Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,

https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=2618933664872340&id=469192429846485 (accessed May 1, 2020).
336 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Obeida Zikra, SCD team leader in Maarat al-Nu`man, March 8, 2020.
337 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with an employee at Mounib Qamisheh primary school (name withheld), May
13, 2020. For more details on the attack, which also damaged the Maarat Misreen Hospital next to the school, see the above
section, “Unlawful Attacks on Medical Facilities.”
338 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with an employee at Mounib Qamisheh primary school (name withheld), May

13, 2020. For more details on the attack, which also damaged the Maarat Misreen Hospital next door to the school, please
see above section, “Unlawful Attacks on Medical Facilities.”
339 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident (name withheld), March 10, 2020; Human Rights

Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident’s son (name withheld), March 11, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Hadi Marwan, director of the SCD in Maarat Misreen, March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch
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In the early hours of March 5, 2020, at least five munitions hit a poultry factory located in a western
suburb of Maarat Misreen, Idlib, killing at least 15 people and wounding at least 19 others who lived
in the factory’s compound.

of two hangers where chickens were housed, attached to a two-story residential building
and a few other small buildings where at least 14 displaced families lived, some of whom
had set up tents next to the buildings. 340
A 57-year-old man and his son, 26, said they had sought refuge in the area seven months
earlier, living with five other family members in a small house about 50 meters from the
factory. They said they were awakened at 2:05 a.m. on March 5 when the first munition
struck several dozen meters from their house. 341 The son said he knew that a second strike
was coming following a message from the Syria Sentry group that monitors the movement
of planes. “At that point, we got out,” he said.

telephone interview with Muhammad Abu Ali, team leader with the SCD, March 9, 2020; Syrian Network for Human Rights,
“Russian Forces Commits a Massacre of IDPs in Ma’aret Misreen in Idlib Region Prior to Announcing a Ceasefire Agreement,”
March 27, 2020, http://sn4hr.org/wpcontent/pdf/english/Russian_Forces_Commits_a_Massacre_of_IDPs_in_Maaret_Misreen_in_Idlib_Region_Prior_to_Announ
cing_a_Ceasefire_Agreement_en.pdf (accessed May 1, 2020); appendix,
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DlBc_fw_AJHJ_3LZNa-Bmh42d8CvR3cl/view (accessed May 1, 2020).
340 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident (name withheld), March 10, 2020; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident’s son (name withheld), March 11, 2020.
341 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident (name withheld), March 10, 2020; Human Rights

Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident’s son (name withheld), March 11, 2020.
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Sentry messages sent that morning between 2 a.m. and 2:30 a.m., on the messaging app
Telegram, included continuous sightings of a Russian aircraft in the area and the COI, in
the report it released in July 2020, said it had “reasonable grounds to believe” the attack
had been carried out by Russia. 342 The son drove with his family to a home about 700
meters away where they sought refuge, but said he then returned to the site and found
most of the structures, including the main building of the poultry factory, reduced
to rubble:
I saw a woman and her husband under the rubble with their daughter, who
was about 6 years old. The man was waving his hand for help... I dug the
girl out from under the rubble and placed her on a mattress on the ground
while we waited for the ambulance. Suddenly, an airplane dropped a
complete load of [munitions] on us. I heard a huge bang and the explosion
threw me to the ground and I couldn’t move. My clothes got ripped off. I
finally stood up afterwards and realized I had burns to my head and could
not hear from one ear. 343
The area where he had laid the girl down had been blown up, killing the girl, he said. Two
SCD volunteers who arrived after the first two munitions hit found seven people wounded,
whom they took to hospital. 344 Several team members remained there when the next set of
munitions hit, killing some of those who had been wounded in the first set of strikes.
Human Rights Watch reviewed seven videos and 12 photographs of the attack filmed from
the ground and from drones uploaded onto YouTube, Facebook, the BBC, and The

342 Sentry Telegram channel messages on file with Human Rights Watch; “Idlib Was Their Last Refuge. They Couldn’t Hide

From the Bombs,” May 18, 2020, video, The New York Times,
https://www.nytimes.com/video/world/middleeast/100000007036700/syria-idlib-displaced.html (accessed June 10,
2020). See also UN HRC, “Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic,”
A/HRC/44/61 (2020), July 2, 2020,
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/NewsDetail.aspx?NewsID=26044&LangID=E
(accessed August 10, 2020).
343 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident’s son (name withheld), March 11, 2020.
344 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Marwan, director of the SCD in Maarat Misreen, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Abu Ali, team leader with the SCD, March 9, 2020.
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Independent newspaper. 345 They show the destruction of the two hangers, two nearby
small buildings, SCD rescue workers working at night and during the day with machines to
remove people from under the rubble, a body covered up on the floor, two bodies being
carried on stretchers, a deceased child, and destroyed vehicles and toys. The BBC video
report has footage from a hospital with some of those injured in the attack, including
infants and other children. 346
The attack forced almost all the families living at the poultry farm to become displaced
again, although the 57-year-old man and his family remained:
For some families, no one was left. For other families, only one or two
people survived, and they left. Others whose shelter was destroyed also
left. We are the only family who stayed behind, because we found a room

345 Syrian Network for Human Rights, “Russian Forces Commits a Massacre of IDPs in Ma’aret Misreen in Idlib Region Prior to

Announcing a Ceasefire Agreement,” March 27, 2020, http://sn4hr.org/wpcontent/pdf/english/Russian_Forces_Commits_a_Massacre_of_IDPs_in_Maaret_Misreen_in_Idlib_Region_Prior_to_Announ
cing_a_Ceasefire_Agreement_en.pdf (accessed May 1, 2020); Borzou Daraghi, “Bombs from all sides and jets overhead:
Inside Idlib, Syria’s final war frontier,” Independent, March 6, 2020, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middleeast/syria-war-idlib-airstrike-russia-turkey-bombs-missiles-death-toll-a9383036.html (accessed May 1, 2020); Civil Defense
Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/photos/pcb.2756304987801873/2756302711135434/?typ
e=3&theater (accessed May 1, 2020); Syrian Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/videos/vb.469192429846485/582667419128447/?type=
2&theater; “Syria Conflict: Turkey and Russia announce Idlib ceasefire – BBC News,” March 5, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=34&v=vmv9XatM2oo&feature=emb_logo (accessed May 1, 2020); “A
horrific massacre with Russian air strikes, on ‘Mudjanah’ housing displaced people in Idlib countryside,” March 5, 2020,
video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kzRPGqdtaF8&feature=emb_logo (accessed May 1, 2020);
“Russian occupation planes commit a massacre in the vicinity of Maarat Misrin, north of Idlib,” March 5, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4cTRURI9Fyg&feature=emb_logo (accessed May 1, 2020); “A massacre by
Russian planes in the town of Maarat Masrin in Idlib countryside which left 16 people dead and a number of wounded,”
March 5, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7kQ7A78zTM&feature=emb_logo (accessed May 1,
2020); “Syria-Russian warplanes kill more than 14 civilians and injures dozens in Idlib,” March 5, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L-NgOHpEyOY (accessed May 18, 2020); Syrian Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/videos/1065134860551946/?v=1065134860551946 /
(accessed May 18, 2020); Syrian Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/photos/pcb.2756304987801873/2756302714468767/?ty
pe=3&theater / (accessed May 18, 2020); Syrian Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/SyrianCivilDefenceIdlibWhiteHelmets/videos/582667419128447/?v=582667419128447.
346 “Syria Conflict: Turkey and Russia announce Idlib ceasefire – BBC News,” March 5, 2020, video clip, YouTube,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=34&v=vmv9XatM2oo&feature=emb_logo (accessed May 1, 2020);
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nearby. We didn’t stay willingly, but we have nowhere else to go… It’s scary
being the only ones left. 347
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or
at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 348

Unlawful Attacks on Camps for Internally Displaced People
Families forced to flee have set up camps for the displaced in the Idlib area. The UN Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reported that at the start of the SyrianRussian offensive in early 2019, there were 1.3 million internally displaced persons in the
Idlib area. 349 The Syrian-Russian alliance has attacked some of these settlements.

Displacement Compound
Outside Hass
At about 7:30 p.m. on
August 16, 2019, an aerial
bomb hit a compound run
by a local organization
housing displaced people
just outside Hass, a town
about 35 kilometers south
of Idlib city, according to
witnesses who saw an
aircraft overhead right

This still from aerial footage of sprawling makeshift camps in Idlib near
the Turkish border housing the over one million people displaced by
fighting © 2020 Private

before the attack. 350 The attack killed 20 civilians and wounded 52 others, according to the
347 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident (name withheld), March 10, 2020.
348 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident (name withheld), March 10, 2020; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with Maarat Misreen resident’s son (name withheld), March 11, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Hadi Marwan, director of the SCD in Maarat Misreen, March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Muhammad Abu Ali, team leader with the SCD, March 9, 2020;
349

UN OCHA, “Syria: Situation Report 1: Recent Developments in North-western Syria (as of 10 May 2019),” May 10, 2019,
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-situation-report-1-recent-developments-north-western-syria-10-may
(accessed July 21, 2020).
350 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with one SCD member, one local journalist

compound, September 26 to 28, 2019.
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and 14 people residing at the

head of the compound. The bomb landed in a square between residential buildings and
shops in the compound. Dozens of families usually congregated there in the evening and,
at the time of the attack, witnesses estimated 20 to 30 people were in the square. 351

Satellite imagery from August 21, 2019 © 2020 Maxar Technologies. Source: EUSI. Photos © 2019
MacroMedia Center.

351 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with two people residing at the compound, September 26 to 28, 2019.
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Satellite imagery recorded on
the morning of August 21, 2019
identified multiple damage
sites consistent with ground
photos taken on August 16,
2019. 352 The satellite image
shows a large impact crater and
damage to multiple residential
and commercial buildings in
On August 16, 2019, an aerial bomb hit a compound run by a local
organization housing displaced people just outside the town of
Hass, killing 20 civilians and wounding 52. ©MacroMedia Center
2019

the northern part of the
compound, consistent with
witness accounts.

Human Rights Watch also reviewed 21 photographs and four videos provided directly by
the cameraman, some of which were published on Facebook. The footage shows major
damage to the compound, as well as people injured and dead consistent with what
witnesses described.
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or
at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 353

Saad Bin Abi Waqas Camp
On the evening of February 14, 2020, artillery projectiles struck in and around Saad Bin Abi
Waqas, an informal camp for displaced persons known as Ahel al-Rufa camp, just east of
Sarmada town, on a plot of agricultural land. The camp originally housed families living in
about 75 tents, most of whom had arrived by May 2019 from Aleppo, Hama, and Idlib. 354 A

352 Satellite Imagery on file with Human Rights Watch.
353 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with one SCD member, one local journalist

and 18 people residing at the

compound, September 26 to 28, 2019.
354 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Khaldoun,

Bab al-Hawa team leader for the SCD, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abd al-Hameed Yusif, camp resident, March 16, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Munir Mustafa, deputy director of the SCD in Sarmada, February 19, 2020.
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camp resident who had arrived in early February 2019 said he saw hundreds of new
families arriving and setting up tents in the camp two weeks before the attack. 355
At about 7 p.m., seven or eight projectiles struck in the area, two inside the camp and the
others just outside, killing at least two women in the camp. 356 The camp resident
witnessed a direct hit on a family’s tent, setting it on fire. 357
SCD volunteer Munir Mustafa said the attack caused panic among camp residents. “They
started dismantling their tents to move elsewhere,” he said. “They were worried they were
going to get attacked again. You could see the fear on people’s faces. We helped them
move out of the area because we know there is a government strategy to attack the same
area more than once.” 358
Mustafa said that by February 17, when he went back, over 80 percent of the displaced
families had left the area. Journalist Muhammad Faisal said that most of the families
headed to the Afrin, Jarablus, and Azaz areas, which were under the control of Turkishbacked factions. 359
Human Rights Watch reviewed four videos recorded on the evening on February 14, 2020
and two photographs showing damage to the tent. 360 One aerial photograph captured by
355 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abd al-Hameed Yusif, camp resident, March 16, 2020.
356 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Khaldoun,

Bab al-Hawa team leader for the SCD, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munir Mustafa, deputy director of the SCD in Sarmada, February 19, 2020;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abd al-Hameed Yusif, camp resident, March 16, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Mohammad Faisal, journalist, February 19, 2020.
357 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abd al-Hameed Yusif, camp resident, March 16, 2020.
358 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munir Mustafa, deputy director of the SCD in Sarmada, February 19, 2020.
359 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Faisal, journalist, February 19, 2020.
360 Four videos were posted of this attack, with three journalists filming the same scenes. Three of them were posted on
YouTube at 10:14 p.m., 10:29 p.m. and 11:13 p.m., respectively, on February 14, 2020. The fourth was posted on February 15
at 1:30 p.m. “Assad militia bombs camps for the displaced in Sarmada town, north of Idlib,” February 15, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xDSFWJ7R9-c&app=desktop (accessed June 9, 2020); “The regime’s militia
bombs the Sarmada camps,” February 14, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LnmPRu0UGck
(accessed June 9, 2020); Mohamad Alfaisal’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/mohamadfaisal4/videos/195919041781384/?v=195919041781384 (accessed June 9, 2020);
“War crime: Russia and Assad’s missiles target the camps for the displaced on the Syrian-Turkish border 14-2-2020,”
February 14, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AJ9eO88q3Oc (accessed June 9, 2020); “Syrian
government forces’ shelling destroys camp for displaced people, northern Idlib,” Smart News, February 15, 2020,
https://smartnews-agency.com/en/photos/2020-02-16-syrian-government-forces-shelling-destroys-camp-for-displaced#0
(accessed June 9, 2020).
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Smart News Agency shows damage to the tent and the surrounding area. 361 The videos
show one large destroyed tent and a small but deep impact crater in the center of where
the tent used to be. 362 These videos of the destroyed tent and nearby chairs match the
photographs captured by Smart News Agency.
A satellite image from February 26, 2020 shows that more than 80 percent of the tents
present in November 2019 had been removed from this camp.
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or
at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 363
Omar Rahmoun, a figure affiliated with the Syrian government and known to broker local
ceasefire agreements and so-called reconciliation deals with anti-government armed
groups, posted a warning on his Facebook page at around 1 p.m. on February 14, urging
residents of camps in the broader area to leave, without specifying why. 364 The SCD
believed this indicated that the government had intended to target this and
other camps. 365

361 The shape and position of the buildings, electricity pole, roads, and the landscape are consistent with satellite imagery of

the camp. “Syrian government forces’ shelling destroys camp for displaced people, northern Idlib,” Smart News, February 15,
2020, https://smartnews-agency.com/en/photos/2020-02-16-syrian-government-forces-shelling-destroys-camp-fordisplaced#0 (accessed June 9, 2020).
362 “Assad militia bombs camps for the displaced in Sarmada town, north of Idlib,” February 15, 2020, video clip, YouTube,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xDSFWJ7R9-c&app=desktop (accessed June 9, 2020).
363 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Khaldoun,

Bab al-Hawa team leader for the SCD, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abd al-Hameed Yusif, camp resident, March 16, 2020; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Munir Mustafa, deputy director of the SCD in Sarmada, February 19, 2020.
364 “‘The Godfather of Reconciliation’ warns and the regime executes…wounded by shelling on Bab al-Hawa camps in Idlib,”

Brocar Press, February 14, 2020,
https://brocarpress.com/%d8%b9%d8%b1%d9%91%d8%a7%d8%a8-%d8%a7%d9%84%d9%85%d8%b5%d8%a7%d9%
84%d8%ad%d8%a7%d8%aa-%d9%8a%d9%86%d8%b0%d8%b1-%d9%88%d8%a7%d9%84%d9%86%d8%b8%d8%a7
%d9%85-%d9%8a%d9%86%d9%81%d9%91%d8%b0-%d8%ac/ (accessed May 6, 2020).
365 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munir Mustafa, deputy director of the SCD in Sarmada, February 19, 2020.
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Muthana Camp
A day later, on February 15, two artillery shells landed in the middle of Muthana, another
informal camp for displaced persons, also to the east of Sarmada. 366 The camp had about
200 tents, with most families having arrived there by November 2019. Two SCD volunteers
who responded to the attack said that projectiles directly hit tents, setting four on fire.
They said that the projectiles killed one man and wounded three other men and one
woman, all camp residents. 367
After the attack, families that could afford to rent housing started to leave the camp, but
those that could not remained behind. 368
Human Rights Watch was unable to locate any videos or photographs of this attack or its
aftermath. Three videos recorded by journalists Muhammad Faisal and Mohamed Belaas
were posted on YouTube and Facebook on February 16, 2020 following the attack. 369 These
videos show people packing up tents and at least 10 vehicles preparing to leave the camp.
Human Rights Watch was unable to confirm the location where these videos
were recorded. 370

366 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Khaldoun,

Bab al-Hawa team leader for the SCD, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munir Mustafa, deputy director of the SCD in Sarmada, February 19, 2020.
367 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Khaldoun,

Bab al-Hawa team leader for the SCD, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munir Mustafa, deputy director of the SCD in Sarmada, February 19, 2020.
368 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Khaldoun,

Bab al-Hawa team leader for the SCD, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munir Mustafa, deputy director of the SCD in Sarmada, February 19, 2020.
369 “Mass exodus to Sarmada camps,” February 16, 2020, video clip, YouTube,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eczQmh1qFKA (accessed June 9, 2020); Mohamad Faisal’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/mohamadfaisal4/videos/2229055444067407/?v=2229055444067407 (accessed June 9, 2020);
“Hundreds of civilians are displaced from Sarmada border camp with Turkey after being bombed,” February 16, 2020,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DB9KFqQBK2E&app=desktop (accessed June 9, 2020).
370 Human Rights Watch was not able to confirm the exact location of the attack on Muthana camp due to a lack of satellite

imagery available right after the incident. A new IDP camp concentration is visible in satellite imagery that was recorded
between November 12 and 20, 2019, east of Sarmada on the west side of Road 420, 500 meters south of what is likely Saad
Bin Abi Waqas camp. The size of the camp and timing of the arrivals are consistent with the rough location witnesses
provided of the camp. Based on satellite imagery, as of February 26, 2020, more than half of the tents present in November
2019 had been removed.
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The two SCD volunteers said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at
the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or personnel
in the imagery reviewed. 371

Saroot Camp
On the night of February 19, 2020, two artillery shells struck Saroot, an informal camp for
displaced persons near the town of Dana, which is about 35 kilometers northeast of Idlib
city. The camp had about 300 tents at the time with most families having arrived in the
prior months from Khan Sheikhoun, Saraqib, and other areas. 372
Muhammad Jarrah, the SCD head in the nearby village of Deir Hassan, said he heard two
loud explosions around 11 p.m. 373 He said he went to the camp with several team members
and saw that one artillery shell had struck inside the camp. They found a wounded camp
resident lying in her tent with metal fragments in her abdomen and at least two other camp
residents with minor injuries. After the attack, people left the area. 374
Satellite images of the location provided by witnesses, from February 26 and March 8,
2020, show a camp with tents. Human Rights Watch was not able to determine the exact
location of the attack due to a lack of satellite imagery available right after the incident.
Jarrah and Faisal said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the
time of the attack. 375 An analysis of satellite imagery did not reveal any military weapons,
equipment, or personnel in the immediate vicinity of the camp, but there was a recently
constructed military site around 1.5 kilometers away (see Background section).

371 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mahmoud Khaldoun,

Bab al-Hawa team leader for the SCD, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munir Mustafa, deputy director of the SCD in Sarmada, February 19, 2020.
372 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mohammad Faisal, journalist, February 19, 2020.
373 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Jarrah, SCD head of office in Deir Hassan, March 9, 2020.
374 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Jarrah, SCD head of office in Deir Hassan, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mohammad Faisal, journalist, February 19, 2020.
375 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Jarrah, SCD head of office in Deir Hassan, March 9, 2020;

Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mohammad Faisal, journalist, February 19, 2020.
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Unlawful Attacks on Schools
Eleven attacks investigated by Human Rights Watch damaged nine schools and a
preschool that were in use at the time. A former school that remained a civilian object was
also attacked. Six of the attacks directly hit the schools. The schools were located in Ariha,
Idlib city, Jisr al-Shugour, Maarat al-Nu`man, and Maarat Misreen. The attacks killed at
least 41 civilians and wounded at least 127 others. Three of the attacks on schools
involved cluster munitions.
Three of the attacks forced the facilities to close permanently and four forced them to close
for one day to four weeks. Human Rights Watch estimates that at least 3,735 children were
denied access to schooling in those facilities either temporarily or permanently, based on
the number of students enrolled at that time.
Human Rights Watch received credible reports of at least eight additional attacks on other
schools across Idlib governorate during the period covered in this report, including seven
that were hit on February 25, 2020. 376

Ariha
Muslim Care Preschool, Khaled Bashir Halabieh, and Omar Bin Abdul Aziz Primary
and Middle Schools
On January 5, 2020, at about 1 p.m., six rockets struck al-Naqib neighborhood in Ariha. 377
One hit next to al-Hadid mosque, another hit the top story of a four-story building that
housed the Muslim Care preschool on the ground floor, and two others hit residential
buildings next to two schools – Khaled Bashir Halabieh and Omar Bin Abdul Aziz (also
known as Muhadatheh) – which teachers had evacuated minutes earlier. The other two
rockets struck just off the M4 highway. The strikes killed a total 13 civilians, wounded
another 25, and destroyed four residential buildings, including the one that housed
the preschool. 378
376 “Idlib, Syria: Casualties as ten schools hit in one day during intense shelling,” Save the Children press release, February

25, 2020, https://www.savethechildren.net/news/idlib-syria-casualties-ten-schools-hit-one-day-during-intense-shelling
(accessed May 12, 2020); “Children and teachers killed as schools and kindergartens attacked in Idlib,” UNICEF press
release, February 26, 2020, https://www.unicef.org/mena/press-releases/children-and-teachers-killed-schools-andkindergartens-attacked-idlib (accessed May 12, 2020).
377 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mustafa Halabieh, reporter for the SCD in Ariha, March 12, 2020.
378 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mustafa Halabieh, reporter for the SCD in Ariha, March 12, 2020.
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The rockets damaged the two three-story schools. The tail of a rocket was found in the yard
of Khaled Bashir Halabieh school, which covers grades one to four and has 445 students,
and the explosion shattered the windows and damaged some of the doors. 379 An employee
at Khaled Bashir Halabieh school said that minutes before the attack they had evacuated
the school because of reports of aircraft overhead. She described the terror that the
children were subjected to during these attacks:
At the time, as I walked out with them, they were all screaming for me out of
fear. And I, like them, was helpless. There was nothing I could do for them. I
looked at them and there was nothing I could do other than calm them, tell
them not to be afraid, tell them to pray, tell them that it would soon be over.
My own two children attend the school. 380
Staff closed the school for five days to repair damage from the attack. 381
Khaled Bashir Halabieh shares an outer wall with Omar Bin Abdul Aziz, a primary and
middle school for grades five through nine. An employee at Omar Bin Abdul Aziz said that
the 335 students at the school had been dismissed just before the attack. He said the
attack caused significant damage to the school’s windows, doors, and outer fence, and
that he carried out quick repairs so students could sit for their midterm exams, which
began five days later. 382
Human Rights Watch reviewed five photographs provided directly by SCD volunteers and 11
videos posted on YouTube and Facebook on January 5, 2020. 383 They show at least eight
379 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with employee at Khaled Bashir Halabieh school (name withheld), May 6, 2020.
380 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with employee at Khaled Bashir Halabieh school (name withheld), May 6, 2020.
381 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with employee at Khaled Bashir Halabieh school (name withheld), May 6, 2020.
382 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with employee at Omar Bin Abdul Aziz school (name withheld),

May 6, 2020.

383 “Martyrs, wounded and destroyed civilian property as a result of Assad’s warplanes targeting the Ariha missiles,” January

5, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qqhUSSn88AU (accessed June 9, 2020); “Death haunts
the displaced and a dangerous development in Assad’s bombing of Ariha, southwest Idlib,” January 5, 2020, video clip,
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vvIB6zNYWfY (accessed June 8, 2020); “The first moments of the arrival of
civil defense teams at the site of the massacre committed by Assad’s planes in the city of Ariha,” January 5, 2020, video clip,
YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eWclj0Ea_0s (accessed June 9, 2020); “Al-Assad’s air force targets a school in Ariha,
south of Idlib, with a massacre of dozens of martyrs and wounded,” January 5, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
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bodies as well as damage to Omar Bin Abdul Aziz school and other buildings in Ariha. The
videos show one dead child being held by an SCD volunteer, one dead or severely injured
child, and a dead man lying on a stretcher in the street next to seven dead people in white
body bags. They also show two injured people being carried on stretchers into
ambulances. The same people can be seen in a hospital along with other injured people.
The videos show four destroyed cars, two destroyed motorbikes, one destroyed truck
without a trailer that is next to a large crater in the ground approximately 30 meters from
the M4 highway, at least 10 destroyed shop fronts, damage to buildings and the streets,
two craters on the highway, and a dead cow. One video posted on YouTube by the
journalist Ahmad Rahal shows damage to the outer wall of the two schools and rubble
scattered in the yard. 384
A satellite image recorded on January 11, 2020 shows the complete destruction of a
building located 20 meters east of the Omar Bin Abdul Aziz school compound wall.
Another strike located 14 meters east of that building is also visible.
All of the witnesses with whom Human Rights Watch spoke said they knew of no military
objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military
weapons, equipment, or personnel in the photographs, videos, and satellite imagery
reviewed. 385
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nq-jGyzbU7g (accessed June 9, 2020); “Martyrs and wounded by air strikes in the city of
Ariha,” January 5, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SlvD1vslIwo (accessed June 9, 2020);
“Massacre by the aerial bombardment of the regime on Ariha,” January 5, 2020, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jgJR50xxGgA (accessed June 9, 2020); “Dozens killed and wounded with Syrian air raids
on southern Idlib countryside,” January 5, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_4jQKGLyxYg
(accessed June 9, 2020); “Dead and wounded by the bombing of the Assad militia on Ariha, south of Idlib,” January 5, 2020,
video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mVotxCygolw (accessed June 9, 2020); “The regime’s warrior is throwing its full load on
Ariha and killed nine civilians,” January 5, 2020, video, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Za1mquK3y4I
(accessed June 9, 2020); “Children and women victims of a massacre committed by the warplanes in Ariha,” January 5, 2020,
video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WT4IggEwl2Q (accessed June 9, 2020); Civil Defense Idlib’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/469192429846485/videos/1487583888046713/ (accessed June 9, 2020).
384 “Al-Assad’s air force targets a school in Ariha, south of Idlib, with a massacre of dozens of martyrs and wounded,”
January 5, 2020, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nq-jGyzbU7g (accessed June 9, 2020).
385 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mustafa Halabieh, reporter for the SCD in Ariha, March 12, 2020; Human

Rights Watch telephone interview with employee at Khaled Bashir Halabieh school (name withheld), May 6, 2020; Human
Rights Watch telephone interview with employee at Omar Bin Abdul Aziz school (name withheld), May 6, 2020.
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Satellite imagery date February 3, 2020 © 2020 Maxar Technologies. Source: EUSI. Bottom left image: ©
2020 Orient News. Bottom right image: © 2020 Arab 24 News Agency
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The SCD’s ordnance disposal team found the remnants of 220mm 9M27K-series Uragan cluster
munition rockets and several unexploded fragmentation submunitions in the yard of Khalid Sha`ar
primary school in Idlib City after an attack on February 25, 2020. © 2020 Syrian Civil Defense

Idlib City
Human Rights Watch documented cluster munitions attacks on two schools in Idlib city on
February 25, 2020.
Bra`am and Khalid Sha`ar Schools
On February 25, 2020, at 8:30 a.m., a cluster munition struck the yard of Bra`am secondary
school and several of its submunitions detonated, killing three teachers and wounding six
others. Fifteen minutes earlier, soon after classes had started, Muhammad Ammoun, the
head of the school (formerly known as Taha Gharib school), which has 1,200 male
students and 40 teachers, decided to send all of the students home due to heavy shelling
in the area. After the students had left, Ammoun said he was standing in the schoolyard at
the main gate with about 10 teachers when the munition hit. In addition to the dead and
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wounded, the attack caused minor damage to the school building and classes were
cancelled for several days. 386
At the same time as the attack on the Bra`am school, there was another cluster munition
attack on Khalid Sha`ar, a primary school located 400 meters away. 387 The school, which
had an enrollment of 218 students, was closed because of heavy shelling the previous day
and empty at the time of the attack. The attack caused minor damage to the school yard
and the school reopened a few days later. 388
Human Rights Watch reviewed images collected by the SCD’s ordnance disposal team at
both Bra`am and Khalid Sha`ar schools and identified the remnants of 220mm 9M27Kseries Uragan cluster munition rockets and several unexploded fragmentation
submunitions. The minimum and maximum range of this rocket is 10 and 35 kilometers,
respectively, and the warhead of this munition carries 30 submunitions. Both Russian and
Syrian forces have used this weapon system.
Human Rights Watch reviewed 19 photographs taken at Khalid Sha`ar school and 42
photographs and one video from Bra`am school, provided directly by SCD volunteers. 389
The photographs taken at Khalid Sha`ar school show four SCD volunteers wearing
protective clothing sweeping the school and stopping at the remains of the payload
section of a 9M27K-series Uragan cluster munition rocket that was wedged in the
schoolyard a few meters from the main school building at a nearly upright angle. The
photographs and video taken at Bra`am school show two munition remnants in the
school’s complex, blood on the ground just outside the main school building, and metal
fragment marks on the school's walls.

386 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Ammoun,

head of Bra`am secondary school, March 18, 2020.

387 Human Rights Watch confirmed the distance between the schools through satellite imagery analysis. Human Rights

Watch was able to confirm the location of both schools with satellite imagery, by matching landmarks visible in the videos
and photographs, such as minarets, the school buildings and the layout of the schools.
388 Human Rights Watch interview with SCD member in Idlib city (name withheld), May 6, 2020.
389 Photographs and video on file with Human Rights Watch.
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Ammoun and an SCD volunteer, interviewed by Human Rights Watch, said they knew of no
military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of
military weapons, equipment, or personnel in the imagery reviewed. 390

Jisr al-Shughour
By May 2019, Jisr al-Shughour had a population of around 25,000 residents, whose
children were attending two preschools, ten primary schools, and two secondary schools,
all of which had been damaged partially over the last few years by attacks prior to the
period covered in this report. 391 Human Rights Watch documented attacks on three schools
in Jisr al-Shughour between March 2019 and March 2020.
Ma`moon Haj Yahya Secondary School and Walid Shabaan Secondary School
On March 13, 2019, a munition hit the Ma`moon Haj Yahya secondary school at 2:15 p.m.,
destroying two classrooms and the ceiling of a third, as well as windows and doors. 392 The
school, which as of March 2019 had an enrollment of 228 students and 18 teachers, was
empty at the time. A school employee, Rashwan al-Jira, who visited the site right after the
attack, said they had to close the school for three weeks for repairs. 393
The school reopened on April 3, but on April 8 two munitions struck a residential
neighborhood about 60 meters from the school, blowing out the school’s doors and
windows and wounding 13 women and children who were inside. 394 The school building
was hit by another attack in June 2019, while the school was closed for the summer,
destroying the bathrooms and damaging the administrative offices. 395 At that point, staff

390 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Ammoun,

head of Bra`am secondary school, March 18, 2020;
Human Rights Watch interview with SCD member in Idlib city (name withheld), May 6, 2020. Amnesty International also
examined this attack and determined it to be unlawful. Amnesty International, “'Nowhere is Safe for Us': Unlawful Attacks
and Mass Displacement in North-West Syria,” May 11, 2020,
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2420892020ENGLISH.PDF page 17 (accessed May 12, 2020), p. 19-20.

391 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Muhammad Qador, head of the Jisr al-Shughour education office, May 4,

2020.

392 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Rashwan al-Jira, child protection officer at Ma`moon Haj Yahya school,

May 1, 2020.

393 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Rashwan al-Jira, child protection officer at Ma`moon Haj Yahya secondary

school, May 1, 2020.

394 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Rashwan al-Jira, child protection officer at Ma`moon Haj Yahya secondary

school, May 1, 2020.

395 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Rashwan al-Jira, child protection officer at Ma`moon Haj Yahya secondary

school, May 1, 2020.
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decided not to reopen, but
instead to rehabilitate a
building that formerly
housed the Walid Shabaan
secondary school, which had
been damaged in previous
attacks, and move classes
there starting in October
2019. 396
The extent of damage in the
original Ma`moon Haj Yahya
secondary school reported
by staff and in photographs

The SCD’s ordnance disposal team found the remnants of a 300mm
9M55K Smerch cluster munition rocket and unexploded 9N235
fragmentation submunition in the yard of Walid Shaaban secondary
school in Jisr al-Shughour after an attack on March 3, 2020. © 2020
Syrian Civil Defense

sent to Human Rights Watch
are consistent with damage observed on satellite imagery.
On the night of March 3, 2020, there were airstrikes and heaving shelling in the vicinity of
the former Walid Shabaan secondary school, which was now the relocated Ma`moon Haj
Yahya secondary school. 397 The following morning, students and staff at the school found
an unexploded submunition in the yard. Khalid Tirkawy, the head of the school, called the
SCD to remove it. 398 An SCD ordnance-disposal team went to the school the next day and
destroyed the unexploded submunition, avoiding any damage or injuries. 399
Human Rights Watch reviewed 17 photographs and one video provided by SCD volunteers
and was able to verify the incident by matching the imagery to previous images of the
school. 400 The photographs and videos show two SCD volunteers setting up red hazard

396 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Rashwan al-Jira, child protection officer at Ma`moon Haj Yahya secondary
school, May 1, 2020.
397 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020.
398 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Khalid Tirkawy, head of Ma`moon Haj Yahya secondary school, April 27,

2020.

399 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020.
400 Photographs and video on file with Human Rights Watch.
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signs next to an unexploded submunition, surrounding it with sandbags and preparing to
destroy the submunition in place.
Human Rights Watch reviewed images of the SCD’s ordnance disposal team with the
remnants of the munition and identified the remnants of a 300mm 9M55K Smerch cluster
munition rocket and unexploded 9N235 fragmentation submunition. 401 The minimum and
maximum range of the rocket is 20 and 70 kilometers, respectively, and the warhead of
this cluster munition carries 72 fragmentation submunitions. Both Russian and Syrian
forces have used this weapon system.
All witnesses interviewed said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or
at the time of the attacks, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 402
Abdul Rahman Nasir Primary School
On May 14, 2019 at 7 p.m., two munitions struck the Abdul Rahman Nasir primary school
for girls, one in the schoolyard and another in the nearby market. 403 Airstrikes had twice
damaged the school, which has an enrollment of 182 students with 17 teachers, and a
neighboring mosque in 2017. 404
“No one at the school was injured because the school was closed for the night but the
attack damaged so many of the classrooms that we could not reopen the school,” said
Islah Issa, the head of the school. 405
A satellite image recorded 12 days after the May 14 attack shows debris in the immediate
vicinity of the school and along the streets near the market.

401 ZP39A’s Twitter account, https://mobile.twitter.com/AZp39/status/1235380913946705921 (accessed May 12, 2020).
402 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Rashwan al-Jira, child protection officer at Ma`moon Haj Yahya school,

May 1, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Khalid Tirkawy, head of Ma`moon Haj Yahya secondary school,
April 27, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8
2020.
403 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Islah Issa, head of Abdul Rahman Nasir primary school,

April 13, 2020.

404 “Syrian regime forces bombed a primary school in Jisr al Shoghour city in Idlib suburbs, on May 14,” Syrian Network for

Human Rights news release, May 15, 2019, http://sn4hr.org/sites/news/2019/05/15/syrian-regime-forces-bombed-primaryschool-jisr-al-shoghour-city-idlib-suburbs-may-14/ (accessed May 6, 2020).
405 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Islah Issa, head of Abdul Rahman Nasir primary school,
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Human Rights Watch reviewed two photographs and one video posted on Facebook and
YouTube on May 14 and 15, 2019. They show destruction to the wall of the schoolyard and
debris in the yard as well as destruction to the market next to the school. 406
Issa said she knew of no military objectives in the vicinity before or at the time of the
attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or personnel in the
imagery reviewed. 407
On September 21, 2019, the Abdul Rahman Nasir primary school was moved to a
new location. 408

Maarat Misreen
Mounib Qamisheh Primary School
The two-story Mounib Qamisheh primary school was attacked at about 3 p.m. on February
25, 2020. At the time, the school had 1,200 enrolled students, who attended the school in
shifts, and 75 teachers. 409 A school employee said that teachers had dismissed students
about half an hour before the attack because of aircraft overhead, in the middle of the
third teaching shift that ran from 1:30 p.m. to 4 p.m.
The strike killed 12 civilians, mostly children from displaced families living inside the
school who had been playing in the schoolyard, and wounded another 62, including 15
women, 12 men, and 35 children. 410 “The injuries were severe,” said Dr. Hikmat Khatib
from the Maarat Misreen Hospital. “One of the children who died immediately had both his
legs severed at the thigh and one of his arms. Some of the children had their guts hanging

406 “Victims of Russian raids on the city of Jisr al-Shughour, Idlib,” May 15, 2019,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kWknCdyABYk (accessed Jun 8, 2020); Jisr Media Center’s Facebook Page,
https://www.facebook.com/Jisr.Media.Center/photos/pcb.1015787088620842/1015786845287533/?type=3&theater
(accessed June 8, 2020).

407 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Islah Issa, head of Abdul Rahman Nasir primary school,

April 13, 2020.

408 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Islah Issa, head of Abdul Rahman Nasir primary school,

April 13, 2020.

409 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with an employee at Mounib Qamisheh primary school (name withheld), May

13, 2020. For more details on the attack, which also damaged the Maarat Misreen Hospital next door to the school, please
see above section, “Unlawful Attacks on Medical Facilities.”
410 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Dr. Hikmat Khatib, director of Maarat Misreen Hospital, March 23, 2020.
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out, and they all had metal fragments throughout their bodies. One child’s skull was
fractured, and his brain matter was exposed.”
The school employee said the explosion sent fragments into almost every classroom and
into the toilets, damaged some of the walls, destroyed the outer wall of the school,
dislodged the main entrance door, and punctured the water tank.
He said:
In the yard, parts of some of the children were stuck on the walls and blood
was in the entrance…The teachers were incredibly terrified; some had
nervous breakdowns after they found out that some students were killed.
This attack took a psychological toll on both students and teachers…We
resumed classes [in a month] but only a quarter of the students returned.
The rest never came back. Parents were too scared to send their
children back. 411
Human Rights Watch reviewed two videos posted on the Al Jazeera and ShaamNetwork

SNN YouTube channels, both on February 25, 2020. 412 These videos show a large crater in
the playground of the school; a damaged building in the school complex; damage to the
interior walls, doors, and windows of the school; blood on the floor of the school and
blood by a damaged wall; two people being placed into ambulances, one of them a child
being given oxygen; a dead child being covered on the floor of the school; and a young
child and two adults being treated in a hospital room.

Other Unlawful Attacks on Civilian Objects
Human Rights Watch documented attacks in Idlib governorate on a stadium, a church, a
prison, and the office of a nongovernmental organization.
411 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with an employee at Mounib Qamisheh primary school (name withheld), May

13, 2020. For more details on the attack, which also damaged the Maarat Misreen Hospital next door to the school, please
see above section, “Unlawful Attacks on Medical Facilities.”
412 “A school for displaced persons has been bombed in Maarat Misrin town in Idlib countryside,” February 25, 2020, video

clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ajK7uosUcr0 (accessed May 18, 2020); “A massacre by the regime’s
aerial bombardment targeted schools sheltering the displaced in Ma’rat, Misrin,” February 25, 2020,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o2pk6k1ffGM (accessed May 18, 2020).
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The SCD’s ordnance disposal team found the remnants of 220mm 9M27K-series Uragan cluster
munition rockets and several unexploded fragmentation submunitions in the yard of Khalid Sha`ar
primary school in Idlib City after an attack on February 25, 2020. © 2020 Syrian Civil Defense

Jisr al-Shughour Stadium
On November 6, 2019 at 5 p.m., a strike hit the town’s football field in the Jisr al-Shughour
Stadium. 413 No one was injured in the attack on the empty stadium, but a YouTube video
and a photograph posted on Facebook show that the goal on the south side of the field
413 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020; Human

Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Kharrat, journalist, March 26, 2020.
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was destroyed along with several benches. 414 Satellite imagery recorded after the attack
shows at least three distinct impacts on the stadium consistent with the photographs and
videos that were posted on social media, with one of them striking the western fence of
the stadium, next to the local SCD office. The office had an oversize “White Helmets”
sculpture at the entrance at the time of the attack, visible in the satellite imagery and a
video of the attack. A video posted on YouTube on the evening of November 6, 2019 was
consistent with satellite imagery that showed damage to sections of an office wall and
a fence. 415
Two Jisr al-Shughour residents said they knew of no military objectives in the vicinity
before or at the time of the attack, nor were there signs of military weapons, equipment, or
personnel in the imagery reviewed. 416
St. George’s Greek Orthodox Church
On November 8, 2019, at 2 p.m., an attack damaged St. George’s church, a Greek Orthodox
church in Jisr al-Shughour. 417 Human Rights Watch reviewed two photographs sent by local
journalist Mustafa al-Ahmad and two videos posted on YouTube on November 10 and
November 12 which show damage to the church’s walls. 418 This damage is also visible in
satellite imagery which shows two distinct impacts in the area surrounding the church. The
explosion wounded six people, including four children, and partially destroyed at least one

414 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8 2020; Human

Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Kharrat, journalist, March 26 2020; Jisr Media Center’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/Jisr.Media.Center/photos/a.407346592798231/1140758089457074/?type=3&theater (accessed
May 12, 2020).
415 “The civil defense center has departed the leadership of the sector from service in Jisr al-Shughour,” November 6, 2019,

video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OH7mHi3Gpn4&feature=youtu.be (accessed May 4, 2020).
416 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020; Human
Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Kharrat, journalist, March 26, 2020.
417 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020; Human

Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Kharrat, journalist, March 26, 2020.
418 Photographs on file with Human Rights Watch; “St. George’s Church under the fire of ‘Protector of Minorities,’” November

10, 2019, video clip, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J2liqXy2guE (accessed May 4, 2020); “St. George’s
Church is being bombed in Jisr Al-Shughour,” November 12, 2019, video clip, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVQfiav72dw (accessed May 4, 2020).
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Bottom left image: © 2019 Mustafa al-Ahmad. Satellite imagery date November 13, 2019 © 2020 Maxar
Technologies. Source: EUSI.

residential building in the area, according to another local journalist. 419 Satellite imagery
also confirmed the damage to the residential building.
There were no signs of military weapons, equipment, or personnel in the imagery
reviewed. 420
Idlib Prison
On December 2, 2019, at about 4 p.m., a strike hit the four-story building of the main
functioning prison in the Idlib city area, between three and five kilometers to the west of

419 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Kharrat, journalist, March 26, 2020.
420 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Ahmad Yazaji, SCD team leader in Jisr al-Shughour, March 8, 2020; Human
Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadi Kharrat, journalist, March 26, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview
with Mustafa al-Ahmad, journalist, March 24, 2020.

“TARGETING LIFE IN IDLIB”

124

the city, which was then holding at least 2,000 prisoners. About 200 staff were on duty. 421
An Idlib-based lawyer who was visiting the prison at the time of the attack said:
I was on the first floor in the prosecutor’s office, representing a client, when
there was suddenly smoke everywhere and the smell of gunpowder. I ran
out of the building and saw what looked like 30 prisoners escaping. I also
saw a dead woman lying on the floor with her two dead children as I ran
outside. They had been visiting her husband in prison. 422
There was no information on injuries to prisoners or staff. 423
Human Rights Watch reviewed four photographs posted online on December 2, 2019 that
appeared to show victims of the attack, as well as smoke billowing from the prison
building. Two of these photographs, posted on Twitter on December 2, 2019, show the
body of an adult, thought to be the mother of the small children, and the bodies of two
small children, placed on a stretcher. Both these photographs have the date recorded as
December 2, 2019 and the times as 4:10 p.m. and 4:22 p.m. 424
Staff at the prison made repairs and continued to run the facility until January 1, 2020,
when it was struck again. 425 “I saw six [munitions] squarely hit the prison building from 1
p.m. to 2 p.m.,” a witness said. The witness did not know if anyone was wounded or killed.
After this strike, authorities closed the prison and transferred the prisoners elsewhere.

421 Human Rights Watch interview with Idlib lawyer (name withheld), Antakya, March 9, 2020.
422 Human Rights Watch interview with Idlib lawyer (name withheld), Antakya, March 9, 2020.
423 Human Rights Watch interview with Idlib lawyer (name withheld), Antakya, March 9, 2020.
424 “Dead and wounded in raids targeting a prison controlled by ‘Tahrir al-Sham’ in Idlib,” Orient News, December 2, 2019,

https://orientnews.net/ar/news_show/174697/0/%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84%D9%89-%D9%88%D8%AC%D8%B1%D8%AD%D9%89-%
D8%A8%D8%BA%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%87%D8%AF%D9%81%D8%AA-%D
8%B3%D8%AC%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8B-%D8%AA%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%B7%D8%B1-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%8A%D
9%87-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%A8%D8%A5%D
8%AF%D9%84%D8%A8-%D8%B5%D9%88%D8%B1 (accessed May 28, 2020); Noor Nashas Twitter page,
https://twitter.com/NoorNahas1/status/1201559887974670342 (accessed May 28, 2020).
425 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with witness to prison strike (name withheld), April 20, 2020.
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The lawyer and the witness to the later strike said they knew of no military objectives in the
vicinity at the time of either of the attacks, nor were there signs of military weapons,
equipment, or personnel in the imagery reviewed. 426
Sham Charitable Association
On December 22, 2019, an attack damaged the office of the Sham Charitable Association,
a local women’s charity that provided work opportunities to widows, female-headed
households, and lower-income families in Maarat al-Nu`man. The head of the association
said that heavy shelling in the area two days earlier had led her to close the charity’s main
office. She was in the office alone on December 22 when an explosion collapsed the
southern wall of the office building and blew out all the windows and doors. She said that
the organization could not afford to reopen. 427
Once the Syrian government took control of the town in January 2020, the association’s
head fled towards the Turkish border, where she is now displaced. “All of the families we
were helping lost their income,” she said. “I wish there was something we could do to
restart the project again here, but we don’t have any funding.”
She said she knew of no military objectives in the vicinity of the office before or at the time
of the attack.

Disproportionate Impacts on People with Disabilities
The proportion of people with disabilities across Syria is significantly higher than in
other parts of the world. 428 Surveys conducted by the UN Humanitarian Needs
Assessment Programme (HNAP) among internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Idlib
found that 69 percent of households have a member who has a disability and that,
overall, 36 percent of IDPs 12 years and older had a disability. This figure was

426 Human Rights Watch interview with Idlib lawyer (name withheld), Antakya, March 9, 2020; Human Rights Watch

telephone interview with witness to prison strike (name withheld), April 20, 2020.
427 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with the head of the Sham Charitable Association (name withheld), April 6,

2020.
428 OCHA HNAP, IDP 2019 Displacement Conditions report.
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markedly different by gender, with 42 percent of female IDPs over 12 with a disability
versus 30 percent of males. Disability sharply increased with an individual’s age, from
22 percent among 12-year-olds to 70 percent or higher among people aged 60 years
and older.
Out of 25,000 people with injuries assessed by the aid organization Humanity &
Inclusion between 2014 and 2016, 67 percent had sustained injuries directly related
to the crisis. Among the injuries sustained as a result of the crisis, 53 percent were
due to the use of explosive weapons in populated areas. 89 percent of people with
injuries caused by the use of explosive weapons had permanent or temporary
physical disability. 429
For this report, Human Rights Watch interviewed one woman with a physical disability
and two parents of children with physical disabilities. 430 All highlighted the
heightened risk for people with disabilities when their home areas came under attack.
People with disabilities, especially those with mobility and sensory disabilities,
struggle to flee and seek shelter from an upcoming attack. They often have to rely on
relatives, when they can, to carry or guide them to escape.
Thara Jifrony, 18, was originally from a town in the northern countryside of Idlib. She
lost her left leg in a barrel bomb attack in January 2015. 431 Since 2016, Jifrony said, she
experienced dozens of airstrikes and shelling attacks, and there was never a warning:
This makes it difficult for everyone to escape, but especially for people
with disabilities. Many times, I refused to leave the house and try to
escape; it was just too difficult for me to run with crutches, and it
would take several people to get me into the car which would make

429 Handicap International, “Syria, a Mutilated Future,” May 2016, https://handicap-

international.ch/sn_uploads/uk/document/factsheet-2016-06-syria-a-mutilated-future-handicap-international.pdf
(accessed May 4, 2020).

430 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Thara Jifrony, March 15, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview

with “Samira” (name withheld), March 15, 2020; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with "Ahmed" (name withheld),
March 27, 2020.
431 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Thara Jifrony, March 15, 2020
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them an easy target for an airstrike. I wanted to avoid exposing other
people to that risk. I feel that I am a heavy burden on my family; they
have to help me escape which puts them at risk. But when I decide to
stay at home, my family will stay home with me. The scariest thing
when I hear an airstrike is knowing that I might lose someone
I love. 432
She said that her brother, 20, was injured in an airstrike in early 2017 and now cannot
move his fingers on one hand. “He used to be the one to help me physically,
emotionally, and financially but now he is disabled and without a job,” she said.
Another woman said she has a 9-year-old son who is blind, having lost his eyesight in
a chemical weapons attack on eastern Ghouta in August 2013. 433 Interviewed with her
son in Antakya, southern Turkey, where they have lived since fleeing Syria in 2017,
she said that she felt anxious over the need to constantly watch and protect her son
because he cannot see if something bad is about to happen. In September 2017,
before leaving Syria, she found a preschool for children with disabilities in Idlib city.
As she was walking with her son one morning, a munition landed about 50 meters
from the preschool, killing two children and a teacher. “It was because of that attack
that I made my plans to come to Turkey,” she said. As of March 2020, her son was not
getting any education in Turkey.
"Ahmed" is the father of six children, including an 11-year-old girl with a speech and
hearing disability. Ahmed said his daughter lost her hearing following an airstrike on
their village in the western countryside of Hama:
It is difficult for us to keep her safe because she can’t hear when there
are airstrikes. My wife and I keep our eye on her all the time, and if we
hear an attack, we have to physically go and grab her to hide her. Her
psychological state is affected; whenever there is an attack and we

432 Ibid.
433 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of 9-year-old son (name withheld), Antakya, March 5, 2020
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start screaming for the children to hide, she sees us getting frantic and
she starts crying. Sometimes even when there is no attack, but
something happens at home that’s unsettling, she starts crying. 434
All three people said that they had not received any specialized health care or other
services, including assistive devices. Jifrony, who uses crutches, said that she has
tried through several organizations to get a prosthetic leg without success. 435 The
mother of the 9-year-old said her son needs a cornea transplant which she cannot
afford. 436 Ahmed said that his family has moved five times in the last nine years,
which has made it difficult to ensure that his daughter gets monitoring and follow-up
for her condition. 437 He said they now live in a camp for displaced families, and he can
barely afford the monthly trips to take her to a doctor. He said life in the camp has
added struggles, including for his daughter to use the shared toilets. Ahmed also said
there is no education program in the area for children with disabilities besides one
weekly session with a nongovernmental organization.

434 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with "Ahmed" (name withheld), March 27, 2020
435 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Thara Jifrony, March 15, 2020
436 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with mother of 9-year-old son (name withheld), March 5, 2020
437 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with "Ahmed" (name withheld), March 27, 2020
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Responsibility for Violations
This report documents 46 air and ground attacks by the Syrian-Russian military alliance
between March 2019 and March 2020 that struck civilian objects and infrastructure in Idlib
and caused at least 224 civilian casualties. Human Rights Watch spoke to witnesses and
analyzed satellite imagery, photos, and videos of the attack sites and found no evidence of
military objectives in the vicinity. International humanitarian law prohibits deliberate or
indiscriminate attacks on civilians and civilian objects. The attacks by the Syrian-Russian
military alliance documented by Human Rights Watch were apparent violations of the laws
of war.
The Syrian and Russian governments’ arguments that it only targeted military objectives do
not withstand scrutiny. The Syrian government has claimed that hospitals and healthcare
facilities were being used by armed opposition groups. 438 Our investigations of 18 attacks
on hospitals and healthcare facilities found no presence of armed groups. In any case,
health facilities do not lose their protected status if they provide treatment for wounded
combatants. To lose their protection from direct attack, they must be used to commit acts
harmful to the enemy and even then, an effective warning must be issued. 439
Individuals are responsible for war crimes by committing serious violations of the laws of
war with criminal intent – deliberately or recklessly. 440 They may also be criminally liable
for attempting to commit, assisting in, facilitating, aiding, or abetting war crimes. 441
Commanders can be criminally responsible for planning or instigating the commission of
war crimes. 442

438 United Nations Security Council, letter from Bashar Jaafari to the Secretary-General and President of the Security Council,
S/2019/572, July 16, 2018, https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2019_572.pdf (accessed May 6, 2020).
439 See International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Customary International Humanitarian Law (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), rule 28.
440 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rules 151 and 156.
441 See ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rule 156 (“Mental element. International case-law has indicated

that war crimes are violations that are committed willfully, i.e., either intentionally (dolus directus) or recklessly
(dolus eventualis). The exact mental element varies depending on the crime concerned.”), citing, for e.g., Prosecutor v.
Delalic et al. (Delalic Case), International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), Case No. IT-96-21-T, Judgment
(Trial Chamber II), November 16, 1998.

442 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rules 151-152.
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Commanders and civilian officials are also criminally responsible for violations committed
by units under their command under the doctrine of command responsibility when they
knew or should have known about the crimes and failed to prevent them or act to punish
those responsible. 443
Human Rights Watch believes that the nature and scale of the airstrikes and ground
attacks on civilians committed by the Syrian-Russian alliance during the Idlib offensive in
2019 to 2020 may amount to crimes against humanity.
Under customary international law and the Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court, crimes against humanity are certain acts, including murder; extermination; forcible
transfer of population; and other inhumane acts, committed as part of a widespread or
systematic attack against a civilian population. 444
The Rome Statute defines an “attack against a civilian population” as “a course of conduct
involving the multiple commission of [acts such as murder or other possible crimes against
humanity] against any civilian population, pursuant to or in furtherance of a State or
organizational policy to commit such attack.” 445 For individuals to be found culpable of
crimes against humanity, they must have had knowledge of the crime. 446 That is,

443

ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rule 153.

444 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, U.N. Doc. A/CONF.183/9, July 17, 1998, entered into force July 1, 2002,

("Rome Statute"), art. 7. The attacks underlying the commission of crimes against humanity must be widespread or
systematic, it need not be both. See Prosecutor v. Dusko Tadic, International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia,
Case No. IT-94-1-T, Opinion and Judgment (Trial Chamber), May 7, 1997, para. 646 (“it is now well established that…the
acts…can…occur on either a widespread basis or in a systematic manner. Either one of these is sufficient to exclude isolated
or random acts.”). “Widespread” refers to the scale of the acts or number of victims. Akayesu defined widespread as
“massive, frequent, large scale action, carried out collectively with considerable seriousness and directed against a
multiplicity of victims,” Prosecutor v. Akayesu, International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, Case No. ICTR-96-4-T, Judgment
(Trial Chamber I), September 2, 1998, para. 579; see also Prosecutor v. Kordic and Cerkez, ICTY, Case No. IT-92-14/2,
Judgment (Trial Chamber III), February 26, 2001, para. 179; Prosecutor v. Kayishema and Ruzindana, ICTR, Case No. ICTR-95-1T, Judgment (Trial Chamber II), May 21, 1999, para. 123. A “systematic” attack indicates “a pattern or methodical plan.”

Prosecutor v. Dusko Tadic, ICTY, Case No. IT-94-1-T, Opinion and Judgment (Trial Chamber), May 7, 1997, para. 648. In
Prosecutor v. Kunarac, Kovac and Vokovic the Appeals Chamber stated that “patterns of crimes—that is the non-accidental
repetition of similar criminal conduct on a regular basis—are a common expression of [a] systematic occurrence.” Prosecutor

v. Kunarac, Kovac and Vokovic, ICTY, Case No. IT-96-23 and IT-96-23-1A, Judgment (Appeals Chamber), June 12, 2002, para.
94.
445 Rome Statute, art. 7(2)(a).
446 See Prosecutor v. Kupreskic et al., ICTY, Case No. IT-95-16, Judgement (Trial Chamber), January 14, 2000, para. 556.
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perpetrators must have been aware that their actions formed part of the widespread or
systematic attack against the civilian population. 447 While perpetrators need not be
identified with a policy or plan underlying crimes against humanity, they must at least
have knowingly taken the risk of participating in the policy or plan. 448 Individuals accused
of crimes against humanity cannot avail themselves of the defense of following superior
orders. 449 At the same time, those in a position of military or other command can be held
criminally responsible for failing to prevent crimes against humanity by those under their
command, or to submit the matter for prosecution when they knew or should have known
about the crimes. 450
Evidence collected by Human Rights Watch also indicates that Syrian and Russian armed
forces have been responsible for several offenses under the Rome Statute. The Rome
Statute defines “extermination” as “the intentional infliction of conditions of life, inter alia
the deprivation of access to food and medicine, calculated to bring about the destruction
of part of a population.” 451 The crime of extermination not only includes the act of killing
on a large scale, but also “subjecting a widespread number of people or systematically
subjecting a number of people to conditions of living that would inevitably lead to
death.” 452
“Forcible transfer of population” is defined as the “forced displacement of the persons
concerned by expulsion or other coercive acts from the area in which they are lawfully

447 See Prosecutor v. Kupreskic et al., ICTY, Case No. IT-95-16, Judgement (Trial Chamber), January 14, 2000, para. 556: “[T]he

requisite mens rea for crimes against humanity appears to be comprised by (1) the intent to commit the underlying offence,
combined with (2) knowledge of the broader context in which that offence occurs.” See also Prosecutor v. Dusko Tadic, ICTY,
Case No. IT-94-1, Judgement (Appeals Chamber), July 15, 1999, para. 271; Prosecutor v. Kayishema and Ruzindana, ICTR, Case
No. ICTR-95-1-T, Judgement (Trial Chamber II), May 21, 1999, paras. 133-134.
448 See Prosecutor v. Blaskic, ICTY, Case No. IT-95-14-T, Judgement (Trial Chamber), March 3, 2000, para. 257. Blaskic (paras.

258-259) listed factors from which could be inferred knowledge of the context: (a) the historical and political circumstances
in which the acts of violence occurred; (b) the functions of the accused when the crimes were committed; (c) his
responsibilities within the political or military hierarchy; (d) the direct and indirect relationship between the political and
military hierarchy; (e) the scope and gravity of the acts perpetrated; and (f) the nature of the crimes committed and the
degree to which they are common knowledge.
449 Rome Statute, art. 33.
450 Rome Statute, art. 28.
451 Rome Statute, art. 7(2).
452 ICTY, Prosecutor v. Milomir Stakic (Appeal Judgment), Case No. IT-97-24-A, March 22, 2006, para. 250, citing Prosecutor v.

Elizaphan Ntakirutimana and Gérard Ntakirutimana (Appeal Judgment), Cases Nos. ICTR-96-10-A and ICTR-96-17-A, para. 522.
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present, without grounds permitted under international law.” 453 In the Gotovina case
before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), the court found
the crime of forcible transfer when Croatian forces had unlawfully shelled civilians and
civilian objects in several towns, causing mass departure of the population. Some civilians
left partly because of poor living conditions, the departure of others, and the imminent
approach of Croatian forces. Yet, the primary and direct cause of flight for the vast majority
of the population was the unlawful attacks that “instilled great fear.” 454
Other inhumane acts include “acts of a similar character intentionally causing great
suffering, or serious injury to body or to mental or physical health.” 455
Finally, the attacks documented have also seriously impaired enjoyment of the rights to
health, education, and an adequate standard of living, including access to food
and housing.
Senior Syrian and Russian government and military officials were present during 23
meetings at the United Nations Security Council and UN Human Rights Council between
March 2019 and March 2020 when member state representatives, UN officials, and various
experts presented evidence or raised concerns about attacks on civilians and civilian
objects and infrastructure by the Syrian-Russian alliance in Idlib.
Despite their knowledge of violations, neither Syrian nor Russian officials to Human Rights
Watch’s knowledge made any serious effort to investigate or stop unlawful attacks. 456 To
the contrary, these attacks continued, and in some cases intensified, until the ceasefire
was agreed upon in March 2020. The Russian commander in Syria who was head of
operations in the country from April 2019 to at least September 2019 was even reportedly
awarded the Hero of Russia, the country’s highest honorary title, by President Vladimir

453 Rome Statute, art. 7(2). The ICTY distinguished forcible transfer from deportation as occurring within the boundaries of a

state. See, for example, Simic, Tadic,and Zaric (Trial Chamber), October 17, 2003, para. 122.

454 ICTY, Prosecutor v. Ante Gotovina, Ivan Čermak, Mladen Markac (Trial Chamber), Case No.: IT-06-90-T, April 15, 2003,

paras. 1742-45.
455 Rome Statute, art. 7.
456 Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation, “Chief of the Main Operational Directorate of the Russian General Staff

Colonel General Sergei Rudskoy holds a briefing for media representatives,” July 29, 2019, https://syria.mil.ru/war-onterror_en/info/news/more.htm?id=12243385@egNews (accessed June 10, 2020).

133

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | OCTOBER 2020

Putin in February 2020. 457 Another general who helped oversee operations in Syria since
late 2015 was also awarded the title in February 2020. In late July 2020, the same title was
reportedly awarded to the next Russian commander who headed operations in Syria at
least from September 2019 to September 2020. 458
To identify the range of Syrian and Russian commanders and other officials who may bear
responsibility for the unlawful attacks documented in this report, and to establish the
nature and extent of Russian involvement in military operations during the Idlib offensive,
Human Rights Watch reviewed public statements made by Russian government and
military officials; public reporting from the office of the Russian president, the Russian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Russian Defense Ministry; and Russian media reports.
Human Rights Watch also interviewed a number of experts on the Russian and
Syrian militaries.

Syrian Military Structure During the Idlib Offensive
The Syrian army has been involved in nearly a decade of conflict, which has come with at
least tens of thousands of defections and countless battle deaths. 459 In recent years, it has
relied extensively on support from Russia and other allies to continue its military
offensives and hold the territory it controls.

457 According to a report in TASS citing a source in the military, Rudskoy was awarded the title of Hero of Russia on February
23, 2020 for his role in Syria. See “Source: two generals received the title of Heroes of Russia for the operation in Syria,”
TASS, February 27, 2020, https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/7857223 (accessed June 26, 2020). The Minsk Suvorov Military
School, of which Rudkoy is a graduate, subsequently confirmed the announcement. See “Rudskoy Sergey Federovich – Hero
of the Russian Federation,” Minsk Suvorov Military School alumni site, March 14, 2020,
https://mnsvu.org/vypuskniki/geroi/rudskoj-sergej-fedorovich-geroj-rf/ (accessed June 26, 2020).The school in postings on
its website and Facebook appeared to quote language from the presidential decree, which has not been made public,
“for service in carrying out counterterrorism operations in the Syrian Arab Republic,” Ibid. See also Kadet. BY’s Facebook
page,
https://www.facebook.com/KadetBY/posts/3921646467845792?__cft__[0]=AZUABNhfPF6B_7H1iahXloOPaR8Cu9vsuWyd9K
AcfxYDzbDxI_nfot1CE9p8A12aKMi5l1o2b1ss-A-GwbIXuZFTGvez-BRygVmDxBDdtNkUm5hE5Z5PX78wfmszVm5XIUnXpzAeVTbPnpnJ15wk11ce-y58pTEwm4WR3BNygQUtg&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R (accessed June 26, 2020).
458 Roman Krezul, Alexy Ramm and Anton Lavrov, “Finest hour: Lieutenant General Alexander Chaiko became the Hero of

Russia,” Izvestia, July 9, 2020,

https://iz.ru/1033092/roman-kretcul-aleksei-ramm-anton-lavrov/zvezdnyi-chas-general-leitenant-aleksandr-chaiko-stalgeroem-rossii?utm_source=yxnews&utm_medium=desktop (accessed September 16, 2020). See also “The monument to the
Hero of Russia Colonel Ryafagat Khabibullin was opened on the Russian air base Hmeymim in Syria,” Ministry of Defense of
the Russian Federation, September 30, 2020, https://syria.mil.ru/war-onterror_en/info/news/more.htm?id=12316882@egNews (accessed October 7, 2020).
459 “The Lion and The Eagle: The Syrian Arab Army’s Destruction and Rebirth,” Middle East

Institute, July 18, 2019,
https://www.mei.edu/publications/lion-and-eagle-syrian-arab-armys-destruction-and-rebirth#pt12 (accessed May 4, 2020).
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Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad is commander-in-chief of the armed forces. The Syrian
Army has five main corps as well as several semi-independent command structures that all
fall under control of the Chief of Staff, a position occupied by the Minister of Defense, Lt.
Gen. Ali Abdullah Ayoub, since 2018. 460 The semi-independent command structures
include the Republican Guard, the now-decimated special forces, and the 4th Armored
Division. The five corps include the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 5th Corps. 461 Each of them is
comprised of various ground combat units, including mechanized, armor, infantry, and
special forces. Each corps is typically commanded by a major general. 462 Divisions within
each corps are often also commanded by a major general. 463
The 4th and 5th Corps were established by Russian initiatives and did not exist prior to
September 2015. While the 4th Corps operated with a joint Syrian-Russian command, the 5th

460 Lieutenant General Ali Abdullah Ayoub was appointed to the position of Chief of the General Staff of the Army on July 21,

2012, and then appointed to the position of Minister of Defense on January 1, 2018. Ministry of Defense of the Syrian Arab
Republic, “Leadership: General Ali Abdullah Ayoub,”
https://web.archive.org/web/20161007194724/http://www.mod.gov.sy/index.php?node=554&cat=1108 (date of archive:
October 7, 2016); Ministry of Defense of the Syrian Arab Republic, “Leadership: General Ali Abdullah Ayoub,”
http://www.mod.gov.sy/index.php?node=5662&nid=368 (accessed July 20, 2020). The post of Chief of Staff has formally
been vacant since his appointment, but according to experts he retains the functions of the position. See, for example, “The
Lion and The Eagle: The Syrian Arab Army’s Destruction and Rebirth,” Middle East Institute, July 18, 2019,
https://www.mei.edu/publications/lion-and-eagle-syrian-arab-armys-destruction-and-rebirth#pt12 (accessed May 4, 2020);
Ayman Al Dassouky, et al., “The Syrian Military Establishment in 2019: Sectarianism, Militias and Foreign Investment,”
Omran Center for Strategic Studies, https://omranstudies.org/publications/books/the-syrian-military-establishment-in2019-sectarianism,-militias-and-foreign-investment.html (accessed June 15, 2020), p. 35, 53. Muhsen Al Mustafa, “Power
Centers in the Syrian Army: A Sectarian Approach,” Omran Center for Strategic Studies, March 31, 2020,
https://www.omrandirasat.org/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%B5%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A
7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AB/%D8%A3%D9%88%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D8%A8%D8%A
D%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%A9/%D9%85%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%83%D8%B2-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%88%D8%A
9-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%B4-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%852020-%D9%86%D9%87%D8%AC-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D9
%84%D9%88%D9%91%D9%8A.html (accessed June 26, 2020); Human Rights Watch interview with Muhsen al-Mustafa,
research assistant at the Carnegie Middle East Center and Omran Center for Strategic Studies, June 19, 2020 and email
correspondence June 30, 2020; Human Rights Watch interview with Gregory Waters, May 14, 2020 and WhatsApp message
correspondence June 15 to 16, 2020.
461 The 5th Corps is often referred to as the 5th Assault Corps. “The Lion and The Eagle: The Syrian Arab Army’s Destruction
and Rebirth,” Middle East Institute, July 18, 2019, https://www.mei.edu/publications/lion-and-eagle-syrian-arab-armysdestruction-and-rebirth#pt12 (accessed May 4, 2020).
462 Omran Center for Strategic Studies, “Power Centers in the Syrian Army: A Sectarian Approach,” March 31, 2020,

https://omranstudies.org/publications/papers/power-centers-in-the-syrian-army-a-sectarian-approach.html (accessed June
15, 2020).
463 Ibid.
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Corps was overtly commanded by the Russians immediately following its creation. 464 The
presence of Russian forces in the 4th and 5th Corps continued during the Idlib offensive. 465
The Syrian army carried out the main ground effort in northwest Syria during the offensive
on Idlib in 2019 and 2020, including with the 4th and 5th Corps, the 25th Division Special
Task Force (also known as the “Tiger Forces”), the Liwa al-Quds (or al-Quds Brigade, a
militia comprised of Palestinians), and local, so-called “National Defense Forces.” 466 Many
of these units had previously received substantial training and equipment from Russia and
continued to receive Russian support during the Idlib offensive. 467
Syrian armed forces units have also often operated with varying degrees of coordination
with pro-government militias, including private security companies and foreign-backed
groups, which have sometimes been fully or largely integrated into and subordinated
under the Syrian military command. 468

Russian Involvement in Syrian Military Operations
When the Syrian uprising began in 2011, Russia played a limited support role to the
government, including through the transfer of military equipment, technical advice, and
training. This changed significantly in 2015, when Russia invested heavily in several
initiatives to rebuild, equip, train, support, and advise Syria’s armed forces, including
through the deployment of Russian military aircraft and personnel to Syria. 469

464 Russian Lieutenant-General Valery Asapov was killed on September 23, 2017 in Deir ez-Zor, after which the Russian
government acknowledged he was in command of the 5th Corps. See “The Lion and The Eagle: The Syrian Arab Army’s
Destruction and Rebirth,” Middle East Institute, July 18, 2019, https://www.mei.edu/publications/lion-and-eagle-syrianarab-armys-destruction-and-rebirth#pt12 (accessed May 4, 2020).
465 “The Lion and The Eagle: The Syrian Arab Army’s Destruction and Rebirth,” Middle East

Institute, July 18, 2019,
https://www.mei.edu/publications/lion-and-eagle-syrian-arab-armys-destruction-and-rebirth#pt12 (accessed May 4, 2020).
Human Rights Watch interview with Gregory Waters, May 14, 2020; Human Rights Watch interview with Muhsen al-Mustafa,
research assistant at the Carnegie Middle East Center and Omran Center for Strategic Studies, June 30, 2020.
466 Omran Center for Strategic Studies, “Power Centers in the Syrian Army: A Sectarian Approach,” March 31, 2020,
https://omranstudies.org/publications/papers/power-centers-in-the-syrian-army-a-sectarian-approach.html (accessed June
15, 2020); “The Lion and The Eagle: The Syrian Arab Army’s Destruction and Rebirth,” Middle East Institute, July 18, 2019,
https://www.mei.edu/publications/lion-and-eagle-syrian-arab-armys-destruction-and-rebirth#pt12 (accessed May 4, 2020);
Human Rights Watch interview with Muhsen al-Mustafa, research assistant at the Carnegie Middle East Center and Omran
Center for Strategic Studies, June 19, 2020; Human Rights Watch interview with Gregory Waters, May 14, 2020.
467 Ibid.
468 Ibid.
469 Ibid.
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The 2015 deployment, which followed an official request by the Syrian government, was
ostensibly to help the Syrian government combat “international terrorism,” but Russian
President Vladimir Putin later said the intervention was also to stabilize the “legitimate
authority in Syria.” 470
An August 2015 agreement signed between Russia and Syria granted Russia access to and
use of Hmeimim airbase, 20 kilometers southeast of Latakia and 85 kilometers southwest
of Idlib city. 471 In early September 2015, the Russian government began delivering a range
of rotary- and fixed-wing attack aircraft to the base, as well as support personnel. 472 In the
last week of September 2015, Russia began launching airstrikes across multiple
governorates in Syria controlled by anti-government armed groups. 473
Since March 2016, the Russian government has repeatedly announced plans to withdraw
forces, often resulting in partial withdrawals and subsequent redeployments of forces
and equipment. 474

470 According to some reports, the Russian government was supplying military advisors to operate air defense systems

transferred to the Syrian government beginning in the early days, weeks, or months of the uprising in Syria in 2011. See e.g.,
“Syria’s ambassador to Russia urges all countries to join Syria and Russia against terrorism,” Sana, Oct. 1, 2015,
https://sana.sy/en/?p=56454 (accessed April 28, 2020); “Russian military presence in Syria poses challenge to US-led
intervention,” The Guardian, December 23, 2012, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/dec/23/syria-crisis-russianmilitary-presence (accessed April 28, 2020). Russian advisors had long been in Syria providing technical support on
weapons and equipment, as well as training. See “Russian military advisers work in Syria, longtime military cooperation ’no
secret’ - Moscow,” RT News, September 9, 2015, https://www.rt.com/news/314831-russia-syria-military-advisors/ (accessed
April 28, 2020). See also “Putin called the main task of the Russian military in Syria,” Interfax, October 11, 2015,
https://www.interfax.ru/russia/472593 (accessed April 28, 2020); “Putin Officials Said to Admit Real Syria Goal is Far
Broader,” Bloomberg, October 19, 2015, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-10-19/putin-officials-said-toadmit-real-syrian-goals-are-far-broader (accessed April 28, 2020).
471 Text of official agreement in Russian. See http://publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/0001201601140019
(accessed June 9, 2020) (also on file with Human Rights Watch).
472 Anton Lavrov, “The Russian Campaign in Syria: A Preliminary Analysis,” CNA Analysis and Solution, June 2018

https://www.cna.org/CNA_files/PDF/COP-2018-U-017903-Final.pdf (accessed April 28, 2020), p. 1 -2.
473 “Russia launches airstrikes in Syria amid U.S. concern about targets,” Los Angeles Times, September 30, 2015,

https://www.latimes.com/world/europe/la-fg-kremlin-oks-troops-20150930-story.html (accessed April 28, 2020); Jack
Stubbs, “Four-fifths of Russia’s Syria strikes don’t target Islamic State: Reuters analysis,” Reuters, October 21, 2015,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-russia-strikes/four-fifths-of-russias-syria-strikes-dont-targetislamic-state-reuters-analysis-idUSKCN0SF24L20151021 (accessed April 28, 2020).
474 In March 2016, the Russian government announced a ceasefire and a withdrawal of the “main part” of its forces from
Syria after President Putin declared that Russia’s military goals in Syria were “on the whole fulfilled.” See Denis Dyomkin and
Suleiman Al-Khalidi, “Putin says Russians to start withdrawing from Syria, as peace talks resume,” Reuters, March 14, 2016,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-russia-pullout-idUSKCN0WG23C (accessed April 28, 2020). This
ceasefire and withdrawal were short-lived. There have been repeated attempts to withdraw military forces, only for the
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Russia’s military intervention has involved the deployment of scores of attack and
transport aircraft, surveillance drones, and military personnel, including military advisors,
forward air controllers used to help coordinate and direct airstrikes on the frontlines,
special forces, and military police. 475 The Russian navy has also participated in the conflict,
launching ship-based missiles and deploying an aircraft carrier that provided a launch
platform for hundreds of sorties of attack and surveillance aircraft. 476
Russian-based private military companies, including Wagner, sometimes referred to as
“PMC Wagner,” have also operated in Syria. 477 President Putin has acknowledged their
presence in Syria, but said they are “engaged in oil exploration” and “have nothing to do
with the Russian state or army.” 478

Russians to re-deploy additional assets as the conflict continued. See e.g. Anton Lavrov, “The Russian Campaign in Syria: A
Preliminary Analysis,” CNA Analysis and Solution, June 2018 https://www.cna.org/CNA_files/PDF/COP-2018-U-017903Final.pdf (accessed April 28, 2020), p. 10, 13; Alec Luhn, “Vladimir Putin announces Russian withdrawal from Syria during
visit to airbase,” The Telegraph, December 11, 2017, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/12/11/vladimir-putinannounces-russian-withdrawal-syria-visit-airbase/ (accessed May 13, 2020).
475 See Anton Lavrov, “The Russian Campaign in Syria: A Preliminary Analysis,” CNA Analysis and Solution, June 2018

https://www.cna.org/CNA_files/PDF/COP-2018-U-017903-Final.pdf (accessed April 28, 2020); Patrick Hilsman, “How Israelidesigned drones became Russia’s eye in the sky for defending Bashar Al-Assad,” The Intercept, July 16, 2019,
https://theintercept.com/2019/07/16/syria-war-israel-russia-drones/(accessed April 28, 2020); “[Special forces] were
engaged in guiding aviation on targets, eliminating gang leaders, and a number of other tasks.” “Chief of the General Staff of
the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have broken the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’”
Komsomolskaya Pravda, December 26, 2017, https://www.kp.ru/daily/26775/3808693/ (accessed April 28, 2020); “Russian
military police deployed to strategic Idlib town of Saraqeb-Defense Ministry,” RT, March 2, 2020,
https://www.rt.com/news/482134-russia-military-police-saraqeb/ (accessed April 28, 2020); “Russian military police arrive
in Syria’s Kobani: TSS,” Reuters, October 23, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-security-russia-kobaniidUSKBN1X21FV (accessed April 28, 2020); Yuri Gavrilov,“Syria: Russian Thunder,” Rossiyskaya Gazeta,
https://rg.ru/2016/03/23/aleksandr-dvornikov-dejstviia-rf-v-korne-perelomili-situaciiu-v-sirii.html (accessed April 28,
2020).
476 Anton Lavrov, “The Russian Campaign in Syria: A Preliminary Analysis,” CNA Analysis and Solution, June 2018

https://www.cna.org/CNA_files/PDF/COP-2018-U-017903-Final.pdf (accessed April 28, 2020), p. 24-25; Justin Bronk,
“Analysis: Is Russia flexing its missiles in Syria?” Al Jazeera, October 8, 2015,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/10/analysis-russia-flexing-missiles-syria-151007184604543.html (accessed April 28,
2020).
477 “Syria war: Who are Russia’s shadowy Wagner mercenaries,” BBC, February 23, 2018, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-

europe-43167697 (accessed April 30, 2020); L Todd Wood, “New Russian Mercenary Force Operating in Syria,” Tsarizm, July
7, 2018, https://tsarizm.com/news/2018/07/07/new-russian-mercenary-force-operating-in-syria/ (accessed May 4, 2020).
Wagner and who the US describes as its “founder and leader” are under US sanctions for recruiting and sending “soldiers to
fight alongside separatists in eastern Ukraine.” “Treasury Designates Individuals and Entities Involved in the Ongoing
Conflict in Ukraine,” U.S. Department of the Treasury press release, June 20, 2017, https://www.treasury.gov/presscenter/press-releases/Pages/sm0114.aspx (accessed May 5, 2020).
478 “The Latest: Russian private military contractors in Syria,” Associated Press, June 20, 2019,
https://apnews.com/61b26d25e24e4115873b39a8de8dcf32 (accessed May 4, 2020).
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Russian forces have supported the Syrian armed forces in various ways, including by
conducting airstrikes and providing close air support for Syrian units maneuvering during
ground operations. Russian forces have also co-located with Syrian units on the front lines,
where they were able to provide training and advise on tactics and the planning of
operations. Russian units, including special forces, have also been reported to be directly
involved in missions targeting anti-government armed groups across Syria. 479 As
mentioned, a Russian military officer has even commanded one of the Syrian army’s units,
the 5th Corps. 480
An October 2018 report citing Russian Ministry of Defense figures said that around 63,000
Russians had served in Syria, including 434 generals. 481 This included commanders from

479 “Jihadists suffer heavy losses in 2 ambushes carried out by suspected Russian troops,” Almasdr News, August 6, 2019,

https://www.almasdarnews.com/article/jihadists-suffer-heavy-losses-in-2-ambushes-carried-out-by-suspected-russiantroops/ (accessed April 28, 2020). “The forces of special operations, in fact, went through their formation, showed their best
side. They were engaged in guiding aviation on targets, eliminating gang leaders, and a number of other tasks.” See Viktor
Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have broken the
spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’” Komsomolskaya Pravda, December 26, 2017,
https://www.kp.ru/daily/26775/3808693/ (accessed April 28, 2020).
480 See for example, Anton Lavrov, “The Efficiency of the Syrian Armed Forces: An Analysis of Russian Assistance,” Carnegie

Middle East Center, https://carnegie-mec.org/2020/03/26/efficiency-of-syrian-armed-forces-analysis-of-russian-assistancepub-81150%3E (accessed April 27, 2020); “Russia says general killed in Syria held senior post in Assad’s army,” Reuters,
September 27, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-russia-general-idUSKCN1C22TW (accessed
May 4, 2020); Gregory Waters, “The Lion and The Eagle: The Syrian Arab Army’s Destruction and Rebirth,” Middle East
Institute, July 18, 2019, https://www.mei.edu/publications/lion-and-eagle-syrian-arab-armys-destruction-and-rebirth#pt12
(accessed May 4, 2020); Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri
Gerasimov: ‘We have broken the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’”Komsomolskaya Pravda, December 26, 2017,
https://www.kp.ru/daily/26775/3808693/ (accessed April 28, 2020); Seth Jones, et al., “Moscow's War in Syria, CSIS, May
12, 2020, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fspublic/publication/Jones_MoscowsWarinSyria_WEB_update.pdf?J1rQM6.th1g6DA034fNCT_DmxTFYpJPx (accessed June 9,
2020).
481 Generals in the Russian military are those officers above the rank of colonel, including Major General,

Lieutenant General,

Colonel General, as well as General of the Army. See e.g., Lester Grau and Charles Bartles, “The Russian Way of War: Force
Structure, Tactics, and Modernization of the Russian Ground Forces,” (2017); Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of
the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have broken the spine of the attack forces of
terrorism,’”Komsomolskaya Pravda. See Alexy Abaturov, “’Syrian rampart’ and ‘free hunting’: what kind of combat
experience we got in Syria,” Zvezda Weekly, October 2, 2018, https://zvezdaweekly.ru/news/t/2018101936-v1GUw.html
(accessed May 13, 2020). More recent reports from 2019 cite the total number of troops deployed as closer to 68,000 with
some 460 generals, 27,000 officers, and 91 percent of army aviation having taken part in the conflict. See “The defeat of the
Islamists, 108 dead Russians and loss of interest,” Kommersant, September 30, 2019,
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4104276 (accessed June 9, 2020).
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every significant aspect and post of the Russian military. 482 The exact number of casualties
these forces have sustained has not been publicly acknowledged. 483 In early 2019,
Russian defense officials said that over 100 personnel had been killed in Syria since
September 2015. 484 Several of those killed included senior commanders, with ranks as
high as general. 485 During the course of the Idlib offensive, the Russian government
acknowledged publicly on several occasions that members of the Russian armed forces
were killed in Syria, including in the Idlib area as late as January 2020 when the Russian
Foreign Ministry issued a statement saying that “Russian and Turkish military experts”
were killed in the Idlib de-escalation zone during a period of increased attacks
from “terrorists.” 486
482 According to a report citing the Ministry of Defense: “All commanders of military districts, general armies and armies of

the Air Force and Air Defense, divisional commanders, as well as 95% of commanders of general brigades and regiments
passed through service in the group of troops in the Syrian Arab Republic with their staff of their headquarters.” Alexy
Abaturov, “’Syrian rampart’ and ‘free hunting’: what kind of combat experience we got in Syria,” Zvezda Weekly, October 2,
2018, https://zvezdaweekly.ru/news/t/2018101936-v1GUw.html (accessed May 13, 2020). In March 2008, Gerasimov,
speaking about Syria said: “All troop commanders of military districts, combined arms armies, and Air Force and Air Defense
armies, almost all division commanders and more than half of the combined arms brigade and regimental commanders,
together with their staffs, have acquired combat experience.” Valery Gerasimov, “Russian General Staff Chief Valery
Gerasimov’s 2018 Presentation to the General Staff Academy: Thoughts on Future Military Conflict—March 2018,” trans.
Harold Orenstein, Military Review 99, no. 1 (January to February 2019): 135,
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/military-review/Archives/English/JF-19/JF19-Book-2.PDF (accessed June 5,
2019).
483 The Russian newspaper Kommersant identified 115 Russian forces killed since August 2020. See, “Russian military losses
in Syria,” Kommersant, November 7, 2017, https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3460282?from=doc_vrez (accessed October 7,
2020).
484 Scott Lucas, “Syria Daily: Russia Acknowledges Deaths of 3 Troops,” EA Worldview, March 26, 2019,

https://eaworldview.com/2019/03/syria-daily-russia-acknowledges-deaths-of-3-troops/ (accessed April 28, 2020).
485 “Russia says general killed in Syria held senior post in Assad’s army,” Reuters, September 27, 2017,

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-russia-general-idUSKCN1C22TW (accessed April 29, 2020); Pierre
Vaux and Michael Weiss, “A Rising Star in the Russian Military Killed in Syria,” The Daily Beast, April 13, 2017,
https://www.thedailybeast.com/a-rising-star-in-the-russian-military-killed-in-syria (accessed April 29, 2020); “4 Russian
Special Forces Officers Killed in Syria – Reports,” The Moscow Times, February 3, 2020,
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/02/03/4-russian-special-forces-officers-killed-in-syria-reports-a69139 (accessed
April 30, 2020).
486 “Russian MFA Information and Press Department Commentary on the Development of the Situation in the Idlib DeEscalation Zone,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, February 6, 2020,
https://www.mid.ru/foreign_policy/international_safety/regprla/-/asset_publisher/YCxLFJnKuD1W/content/id/4022333
(accessed June 26, 2020); “Foreign Ministry reported the death of the Russian military in Syria,” Kommersant, February 6,
2020, https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4243941 (accessed June 9, 2020); Russian and Syrian media also reported that
special forces soldiers belonging to the Federal Security Service (or FSB) were killed when they struck a roadside bomb in the
area around Idlib in western Aleppo in February 2020, though the government has not confirmed these reports.
“Turkey took a stand over Idlib,” Kommersant, February 4, 2020, https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4242160 (accessed June
9, 2020); “The media reported the deaths of four FSB officers in Syria,” Kommersant, February 3, 2020,
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4241836 (accessed June 26, 2020); “Russian intelligence squad killed in battles Al-Zahra,
west Aleppo,” Syria TV, February 3, 2020,
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One prominent feature of the Russian intervention has been the use of its air forces. Since
the beginning of the intervention in 2015, Russian aircraft have conducted tens of
thousands of sorties, or missions, and strikes. 487 These strikes have been carried out by a
range of aircraft, including fixed and rotary-wing aircraft, with long-range bombers
occasionally flying from Russia to attack targets in Syria. 488 Some missions have been
carried out with the support of surveillance drones. 489 The weapons delivered by these
aircraft have been mostly unguided munitions, with guided munitions representing a
miniscule fraction. 490 Some analysts believe that the use of guided munitions has been
limited due to their availability, capabilities of the deployed aircraft, and the costs. 491
During the Idlib offensive, the Russian military acknowledged publicly that it responded to
Syrian requests for air support and attacked targets, including as late as February 20,
2020, when such a request was made after a Syrian army unit came under attack in Idlib,
allegedly from anti-government armed groups supported by Turkish artillery. 492

https://www.syria.tv/%D9%85%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84-%D9%81%D8%B1%D9%82%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%A
A%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%91%D8%A9-%D9%81
%D9%8A-%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A1%D8%BA%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AD%D9%84%D8%A8 (accessed June 26, 2020).
487 The Russian government acknowledged 39,000 airstrikes in the first

three years. See Airwars, “Russian Military in Syria,”

May 31, 2018, https://airwars.org/conflict/russian-military-in-syria/ (accessed May 1, 2020). See also, Andrey Arkadiev,
“Military pilots were awarded at the Russian Khmeimim airbase in Syria,” Tvzvezda,
https://tvzvezda.ru/news/forces/content/20208121517yB6s.html?utm_source=tvzvezda&utm_medium=longpage&utm_campaign=longpage&utm_term=v1 (accessed October 7,
2020).
488 Anton Lavrov, “The Russian Campaign in Syria: A Preliminary Analysis,” CAN Analysis and Solution, p. 6.
489 Ibid., Up to 2018, analysts believe that at any given time, 60-70 UAVs were over Syria. See Dmitry Adamsky, “Moscow’s

Syria Campaign: Russian Lessons for the Art of Strategy,” French Institute of International Relations, p. 17.
490 In January 2018, analysts believed that the percentage of the total munitions used that were precision guided could be as
low as less than five percent. See Michael Kofman and Matthew Rojansky, “What kind of victory for Russia in Syria?” Army
University Press, January 24, 2018, https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/Online-Exclusive/2018OLE/Russia-in-Syria/ (accessed May 4, 2020).
491 Anton Lavrov, “The Russian Campaign in Syria: A Preliminary Analysis,” CNA Analysis and Solution, p. 3; Human Rights

Watch interview with Dr. Mark Galeotti, via Skype, April 20, 2019.
492 Yuri Gavrilov, “The Aerospace Forces of Russia delivered a blow on fighters who had broken through in Idlib,”
Rossiyskaya Gazeta, February 20, 2020,
https://rg.ru/2020/02/20/turciiu-prizvali-ne-podderzhivat-boevikov.html (accessed June 9, 2020); Alexander Boyko,
“Russian aerospace forces bombarded Idlib militants with bombs,” Komsomolskaya Pravda, February 20, 2020,
https://www.chel.kp.ru/daily/27094/4167500/ (accessed June 9, 2020); “Turkish troops launched an offensive in the Syrian
province of Idlib,” Interfax, February 20, 2020, https://www.interfax.ru/world/696155 (accessed June 26, 2020).
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On January 7, 2020, Putin, in a visit to Damascus, said in a speech at the Russian
command post, thanking the Russian armed forces in Syria:
A lot has happened this past year. Service members of the military police
successfully operate in the Golan Heights, in Palmyra, Aleppo, and other
important regions of Syria. The Air Force of Russia leads intelligence
missions and provides aerial support to the operations of the Syrian Army.
These joint actions allow for the elimination of the most dangerous
ringleaders. These tasks are successfully accomplished by Special
Operations Forces. 493

Russian Command Structures
According to a public 2018 study by a French think tank, the structure of Russian command
and control as it relates to Syria has three essential levels: the Group of Combat
Management, the Command Post of the Grouping of Forces, and the Operational Groups
of Advisors. 494
The Group of Combat Management is part of the National Defense Management Center,
which reports directly to the minister of defense and the president. 495 This group analyzes
and assesses the combat situation and decisions made by the lower echelon, and then
plans other activities at the operational level. 496
Russia’s chief of the general staff of the army, Gen. Valery Gerasimov, said in an interview
at the end of 2017 that Minister of Defense Shoigu and President Putin were briefed daily
on the “progress and status of tasks” of the military operations in Syria. 497

493 “Speeches during a visit to the command post of the Russian Armed Forces in Syria,” website of the President of Russia,

January 7, 2020, http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/62551 (accessed June 9, 2020).
494 Dmitry Adamsky, “Moscow’s Syria Campaign: Russian Lessons for the Art of Strategy,” French Institute of International

Relations, July 2018, https://www.ifri.org/en/publications/notes-de-lifri/russieneivisions/moscows-syria-campaign-russianlessons-art-strategy (accessed May 4, 2020), p. 18.
495 Ibid.
496 Ibid., p. 18, 19.
497 Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have

broken the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’”Komsomolskaya Pravda.
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The minister of defense also
reportedly met with the
president once or twice a week,
personally “presenting the
necessary documents, maps
and video materials.” General
Gerasimov also said in 2017,
“The President defines goals,
tasks and he is aware of all the
dynamics of the military
operations. Moreover,
concerning every direction they
take. And, of course, he sets
tasks for the future.” 498 Some of

Left to right during the January 7, 2020 Damascus command post
briefing: Russian Col.-Gen. Sergei Rudskoy, Russian Minister of
Defense Sergei Shoigu, Russian President Vladimir Putin, Syrian
President Bashar al-Assad, and Syrian Minister of Defense Ali
Ayoub. Video stills taken from the Russian Federation Ministry of
Defense websites available at
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/62551/videos
under a Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 International

the operations conducted by
Russian forces were viewed in real time in Moscow, as well as by senior Russian
commanders in Syria. 499
The Group of Combat Management also monitors developments and maintains contact
with diplomats and envoys to various countries, mechanisms and organizations involved
in the Syrian conflict. 500
The Command Post of the Grouping of Forces provides combat coordination between
Russian and Syrian forces, as well as allied local and foreign militias. 501 General
Gerasimov, in the 2017 interview, said that the post consisted of a command staff
comprised of senior officials from all aspects of military operations, including operational
management, intelligence, communications, missile and artillery forces, and engineers. 502

498 Ibid.
499 Ibid.
500 Dmitry Adamsky, “Moscow’s Syria Campaign: Russian Lessons for the Art of Strategy,” French Institute of International

Relations, July 2018, https://www.ifri.org/en/publications/notes-de-lifri/russieneivisions/moscows-syria-campaign-russianlessons-art-strategy (accessed May 4, 2020), p. 19.
501 Ibid.
502 Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have

broken the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’” Komsomolskaya Pravda. Putin visited the Russian command post in
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Putin visited the command post
in Damascus in January 2020
during the offensive in the Idlib
area with Minister of Defense
Shoigu and received a briefing
from the commander of the
Russian forces in Syria at the
time, Lt.-Gen. Alexander
Yuryevich Chaiko. 503 An
Russian Lt.-Gen. Alexander Chaiko speaks at a briefing in the
Russian command post in Damascus during a January 7, 2020
visit to Syria by Russian President Vladimir Putin and Russian
Minister of Defense Sergei Shoigu. Syrian President Bashar alAssad and his minister of defense, Lt.-Gen. Ali Ayoub, are also
present. Video stills taken from the Russian Federation Ministry
of Defense websites available at
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/62551/videos
under a Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 International

overview of the visit and a
photograph showing Putin,
Assad, and Shoigu being
briefed by Chaiko in Damascus
was published on the website
of the president of Russia in
January.

The Operational Groups of Advisors deploy directly with the Syrian army and progovernment militias. 504 These military advisors serve as a key element of operational and
tactical coordination between the Russian and Syrian militaries. According to Russian
media, citing Ministry of Defense sources, deployments to Syria both as military advisors
and in other command positions allow Russian military personnel to gain combat
experience and serve as a “springboard” for promotion. 505 General Gerasimov said in 2017
Damascus, Syria on January 7, 2020. “Visit to Syria,” Website of the President of Russia, January 7, 2020,
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/trips/62548/photos (accessed June 9, 2020); IHS Jane’s Military and Security
Assessments Intelligence Centre, “Russia learns military lessons in Syria,” 2017,
https://www.janes.com/images/assets/758/69758/Russia_learns_military_lessons_in_Syria.pdf (accessed May 5, 2020).
See also “The Syrian Military Establishment in 2019: Sectarianism, Militias and Foreign Investment” p. 61.
503 Vladimir Putin visited the Russian command post in Damascus, Syria on January 7, 2020. “Visit to Syria,” Website of the
President of Russia, January 7, 2020, http://kremlin.ru/events/president/trips/62548/photos (accessed June 9, 2020).
“Speeches during a visit to the command post of the Russian Armed Forces in Syria,” website of the President of Russia,
January 7, 2020,
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/62551 (accessed June 9, 2020).
504 Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have

broken the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’” Komsomolskaya Pravda
505

Roman Krestul, Alaxey Kozachenko, Alexey Ramm. Andrey Fodorov, Konstantin Valentinov, “Career generals: large-scale
rotation of leadership starts in the army,” Izvestia, February 14, 2019 https://iz.ru/845320/roman-kretcul-alekseikozachenko-aleksei-ramm-andrei-fedorov/generaly-peschanoi-karery-v-armii-startuet-masshtabnaia-rotatciia-rukovodstva
(accessed June 10, 2020); Sergey Valchenko and Nikolay Surkov, “Syrian springboard for generals,” Izvestia, November 28,
2017, https://iz.ru/676465/sergei-valchenko-nikolai-surkov/siriiskii-tramplin-dlia-generalov (accessed June 10, 2020).
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that these advisors served in every unit of the Syrian army, at various levels, including the
“battalion, brigade, regiment, and division,” taking direct part in planning operations and
assisting in the management of the performance of combat operations. 506
A 2019 study of the Syrian army’s restructuring shows significant Russian support in every
major army formation. 507 Two large formations, the 4th and 5th Corps, were created by the
Russians who at times led them jointly; the 5th Corps has had the most significant support
and was acknowledged by the Russian government to have been commanded by a Russian
general who was killed in combat in that role. 508 Both units reportedly were involved in the
2019 Idlib offensive. 509
General Gerasimov asserted in 2017 that all of the planning that Russian advisors did with
Syrian units was linked to a single plan that was developed and managed from the Russian
base in Hmeimim. 510 One expert on the Russian military described the military advisors as
the “glue” that holds operations together. 511
The role of military advisors has not been limited to planning and advice. Along with other
Russian units, which included naval infantry, tanks, and artillery, Russian special forces
appear to comprise a portion of Russia’s ground presence in Syria, acting as advisors. 512

506 Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have

broken the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,” Komsomolskaya Pravda.
507

“The Lion and The Eagle: The Syrian Arab Army’s Destruction and Rebirth,” Middle East Institute, July 18, 2019,
https://www.mei.edu/publications/lion-and-eagle-syrian-arab-armys-destruction-and-rebirth#pt12 (accessed May 4, 2020).
508 Ibid.
509 Ibid.
510 Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘‘We have

broken the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’” Komsomolskaya Pravda.

511 Human Rights Watch interview, Michael Kofman, via Skype, April 21, 2020.
512 "Palmyra - the most important cultural center - was freed from terrorists yesterday with support from Russian Aerospace

Defense Forces and special operations forces, with participation of our military advisers. Freeing this city is strategically
important in the fight against terrorism in Syria," Gerasimov said. See e.g. “Russian tactical air group subject to withdrawal
from Syria back in Russia – General Staff,” TASS, March 28, 2016, https://tass.com/world/865520 (accessed April 28,
2020); Thomas Gibbons-Neff, “How Russian Special Forces are shaping the fight in Syria,” The Washington Post,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2016/03/29/how-russian-special-forces-are-shaping-the-fight-insyria/ (accessed April 28, 2020). Numerous other units used for force protection and support have been identified as having
deployed to Syria to support Russian operations, including “Naval Infantry from the 810th brigade based in Crimea, elements
from the 7th Airborne Assault Division, armored companies fielding T-90A tanks, MSTA-B towed artillery, and a host of air
defense units including Buk-M2, Pantsir-S1 and S-400 units.” See Michael Kofman and Matthew Rojansky, “What kind of
victory for Russia in Syria?” Army University Press, January 24, 2018, https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/MilitaryReview/Online-Exclusive/2018-OLE/Russia-in-Syria/ (accessed May 4, 2020).
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Special forces units have also
reportedly been involved
directly in joint operations with
Syrian fighters as well as
autonomous or nearautonomous operations. 513
In addition to combat and
support, the Russian military in
2016 established the
Coordination Center for

Russian President Vladimir Putin speaks at the Damascus
command post for Russian forces during a January 7, 2020 trip to
Syria. Video stills taken from the Russian Federation Ministry of
Defense websites available at

Reconciliation of Opposing

http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/62551/videos

Sides (CCROS) in Syria. 514 The

under a Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 International

center, reportedly based in
Hmeimem, has upwards of 60 staff, and is commanded by a senior Russian military
officer. 515 The center has been involved in ceasefire agreements and so-called
reconciliation deals, which return communities to areas under Syrian government control
or escort them out of the areas retaken by the government to areas still controlled by antigovernment armed groups. 516 The coordination of this support has been significant and

513 Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have

broken the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’” Komsomolskaya Pravda. “Jihadists suffer heavy losses in 2 ambushes
carried out by suspected Russian troops,” Almasdr News, August 6, 2019, https://www.almasdarnews.com/article/jihadistssuffer-heavy-losses-in-2-ambushes-carried-out-by-suspected-russian-troops/ (accessed April 28, 2020). “The forces of
special operations, in fact, went through their formation, showed their best side. They were engaged in guiding aviation on
targets, eliminating gang leaders, and a number of other tasks.” See e.g. Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the
Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have broken the spine of the attack forces of
terrorism,’”Komsomolskaya Pravda; Thomas Gibbons-Neff, “How Russian Special Forces are shaping the fight in Syria,” The
Washington Post, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2016/03/29/how-russian-special-forces-areshaping-the-fight-in-syria/ (accessed April 28, 2020).
514 See, for example, Ministry of Defense for the Russian Federation, “Bulletin of the Russian Center for reconciliation of
opposing sides in the Syrian Arab Republic (May 6, 2017),” May 6, 2017,
https://syria.mil.ru/en/index/syria/reconciliation_centre_bulletins/more.htm?id=12122119@egNews (accessed May 6,
2020).
515 IHS Jane’s Military and Security Assessments Intelligence Centre, “Russia learns military lessons in Syria,” 2017,

https://www.janes.com/images/assets/758/69758/Russia_learns_military_lessons_in_Syria.pdf (accessed May 5, 2020);
Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have broken
the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’”Komsomolskaya Pravda.
516 IHS Jane’s Military and Security Assessments Intelligence Centre, “Russia learns military lessons in Syria,” 2017,

https://www.janes.com/images/assets/758/69758/Russia_learns_military_lessons_in_Syria.pdf (accessed May 5, 2020).
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has involved the highest levels of the Russian military, ministry of defense, and the
president. 517
Taken together, the sources cited above – showing Russia’s training of Syrian army units,
the routine presence of so-called Russian “military advisors” in Syrian units including in
command positions, Russia’s support of the offensive in the Idlib area through the
deployment of air power, Russia’s involvement in the planning of operations, and joint
briefings of senior leadership, including both presidents – indicate a high level of planning
and coordination between the Syrian and Russian militaries, involving senior officials from
both countries, during the Idlib offensive. Given this close coordination, it is difficult to
separate responsibility for individual attacks. Officials from both countries could therefore
be directly responsible or bear command responsibility for the violations documented in
this report.

Individual Responsibility of Russian and Syrian Commanders
The following individuals may bear direct or command responsibility for war crimes and
apparent crimes against humanity documented in this report.
Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad and Russia’s President Vladimir Putin are the
commanders-in-chief of their respective armed forces. 518 They were regularly informed
about the details of the operations, should have known their forces were committing
serious laws-of-war violations, and appear to have failed to take measures to end or take
action against military personnel implicated in war crimes and apparent crimes against
humanity. As such, they may bear command responsibility for the unlawful attacks
documented in this report.

517 See Viktor Baranets, “Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Army General Valeri Gerasimov: ‘We have

broken the spine of the attack forces of terrorism,’” Komsomolskaya Pravda.

518 Human Rights Watch, “By All Means Necessary”: Individual and Command Responsibility for Crimes Against Humanity in

Syria (New York, Human Rights Watch, 2011), https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/syria1211webwcover_0.pdf, p.
82; Omran Center for Strategic Studies, “Power Centers in the Syrian Army: A Sectarian Approach,” March 31, 2020,
https://omranstudies.org/publications/papers/power-centers-in-the-syrian-army-a-sectarian-approach.html (accessed June
15, 2020); Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation, “Vladimir Putin: Biography,”
https://eng.mil.ru/en/management/leader.htm (accessed May 6, 2020). “The President of the Russian Federation shall be
the Supreme Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation.” Constitution of the Russian Federation,
art. 87, http://www.constitution.ru/en/10003000-01.htm.
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Syria’s Minister of Defense, Lieutenant General Ali Abdullah Ayoub, is second in
command of Syria’s armed forces. 519 The Syrian air force is commanded by Major General
Ahmed Balloul. 520
The second in command of the Russian armed forces is the minister of defense, Sergei
Shoigu. 521 Immediately below Shoigu in the chain of command is Valery Gerasimov, the
First Deputy Minister of Defense and Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces. 522
Immediately below Gerasimov is Sergei Rudskoy, First Deputy Chief of the General Staff of
the Armed Forces and Head of the Main Operations Directorate of the General Staff of the
Armed Forces. 523 Shoigu, Gerasimov, and Rudskoy all held these positions throughout the
Idlib offensive.
519 Lieutenant General Ali Abdullah Ayoub was appointed to the position of Chief of the General Staff of the Army on July 21,

2012 and then appointed to the position of Minister of Defense on January 1, 2018. Ministry of Defense of the Syrian Arab
Republic, “Leadership: General Ali Abdullah Ayoub,”
https://web.archive.org/web/20161007194724/http://www.mod.gov.sy/index.php?node=554&cat=1108 (date of archive
October 7, 2016); Ministry of Defense of the Syrian Arab Republic, “Leadership: General Ali Abdullah Ayoub,”
http://www.mod.gov.sy/index.php?node=5662&nid=368 (accessed July 20, 2020). For a discussion of the chain of
command, see also Human Rights Watch, “By All Means Necessary”: Individual and Command Responsibility for Crimes
Against Humanity in Syria (New York, Human Rights Watch, 2011),
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/syria1211webwcover_0.pdf, p. 82; Omran for Strategic Studies, “Power
Centers in the Syrian Army: A Sectarian Approach,” March 31, 2020, https://omranstudies.org/publications/papers/powercenters-in-the-syrian-army-a-sectarian-approach.html (accessed June 15, 2020).
520 Omran Center for Strategic Studies, “Power Centers in the Syrian Army: A Sectarian Approach,” March 31, 2020,

https://omranstudies.org/publications/papers/power-centers-in-the-syrian-army-a-sectarian-approach.html (accessed June
15, 2020). See also US Secretary of Treasure Specially Designated Nationals list, listed as “BALLUL, Ahmad Muhammad” and
“BALLUL, Ahmed,” updated June 8, 2020, https://www.treasury.gov/ofac/downloads/sdnlist.pdf (accessed June 15, 2020),
p. 258.
521 He has been serving in this role since November 6, 2012. Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation, “Sergei Shoigu:
Biography,” https://eng.mil.ru/en/management/minister.htm. His powers and responsibilities are extensive and include the
exercise of control over the deployment and use of the armed forces, on the basis of the decision of the president.
https://doc.mil.ru/documents/extended_search/more.htm?id=10912180@egNPA.
522 He has been serving in this role since November 9, 2012. Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation,

“Valery
Gerasimov: Biography,” https://eng.mil.ru/en/management/deputy/more.htm?id=11113936@SD_Employee.

523 The Main Operations Directorate of the General Staff is an important link for the planning of all Russia’s military

operations. It has many functions, including: “ . . . [d]efining the main directives of the construction/formation of the Armed
Forces of the Russian Federation, coordinating the development of a plan on the organization of other troops, military
formations, and authorities”; “[s]trategically and operationally applying the plans of the Armed Forces of the Russian
Federation”; “[d]irecting the operation of the military force during peacetime and wartime”; organizing the interaction
between armed forces and other federal bodies, “ . . . [o]rganizing and controlling the implementation of the Armed Forces’
anti-terrorist measures”; and “[c]ontrolling the undertakings of operational preparation of the Armed Forces.” “Main
Operations Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation,” Ministry of Defense of the
Russian Federation, https://structure.mil.ru/structure/ministry_of_defence/details.htm?id=9710@egOrganization
(accessed June 26, 2020). Rudskoy said in July 2019, during the recent operations in Idlib covered in this report, in a briefing
to the media that “The General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation closely monitors the situation throughout
Syria.” Ministry of Defense, “Chief of the Main Operational Directorate of the Russian General Staff Colonel General Sergei
Rudskoy holds a briefing for media representatives,” July 29, 2019,
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The Russian Ministry of Defense has also appointed commanders of the Russian forces in
Syria. 524 According to information publicly available, there were three commanders of
Russian forces in Syria during the offensive in Idlib from March 2019 until March 2020:
•

Colonel-General Sergei Vladimirovich Surovikin, from at least March 2019 until
April 10, 2019; 525

https://syria.mil.ru/war-on-terror_en/info/news/more.htm?id=12243385@egNews (accessed June 12, 2020). Rudskoy held
the position of head of the directorate for the entirety of the period of the recent offensive in Idlib. He held the post prior to
March 2019—since late November 2015—and continues to hold this post as of October 2020. Ibid; See also Ministry of
Defense, “Speech of the Chief of the Main Operational Directorate of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces Lt. Gen.
Sergei Rudskoy,” November 25, 2015, https://syria.mil.ru/en/index/syria/news/more.htm?id=12070708@cmsArticle
(accessed June 28, 2020); Ministry of Defense, “Chief of the Main Operational Directorate of the Russian General Staff
Colonel General Sergei Rudskoy holds briefing for mass media,” April 14, 2018,
https://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12171300@egNews (accessed June 12, 2020); Ministry of Defense,
“Chief of the Main Operational Directorate of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces held a briefing on the level of
NATO activity near the borders of Russia,” June 1, 2020,
https://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12295316@egNews (accessed June 12, 2020). Rudskoy has
repeatedly briefed the public and media on the details of Russian military actions in Syria, speaking about operations and
their effects in great detail. Ibid. Ministry of Defense, “Chief of the Main Operational Directorate of the Russian General Staff
Colonel General Sergei Rudskoy holds a briefing for media representatives,” July 29, 2019, https://syria.mil.ru/war-onterror_en/info/news/more.htm?id=12243385@egNews (accessed June 12, 2020). According to a report in TASS citing a
source in the military, Rudskoy was awarded the title of Hero of Russia on February 23, 2020 for his role in Syria. See
“Source: two generals received the title of Heroes of Russia for the operation in Syria,” TASS, February 27, 2020,
https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/7857223 (accessed June 26, 2020). The Minsk Suvorov Military School, of which Rudkoy is a
graduate, subsequently confirmed the announcement. See “Rudskoy Sergey Federovich – Hero of the Russian Federation,”
Minsk Suvorov Military School alumni site, March 14, 2020, https://mnsvu.org/vypuskniki/geroi/rudskoj-sergej-fedorovichgeroj-rf/ (accessed June 26, 2020).The school in postings on its website and Facebook appeared to quote language from the
presidential decree, which has not been made public “for service in carrying out counterterrorism operations in the Syrian
Arab Republic,” Ibid; See also Kadet.BY’s Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/KadetBY/posts/3921646467845792?__cft__[0]=AZUABNhfPF6B_7H1iahXloOPaR8Cu9vsuWyd9K
AcfxYDzbDxI_nfot1CE9p8A12aKMi5l1o2b1ss-A-GwbIXuZFTGvez-BRygVmDxBDdtNkUm5hE5Z5PX78wfmszVm5XIUnXpzAeVTbPnpnJ15wk11ce-y58pTEwm4WR3BNygQUtg&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R (accessed June 26, 2020).
524 CSIS, “Moscow’s War in Syria,” May 2020, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fspublic/publication/Jones_MoscowsWarinSyria_WEB_update.pdf?J1rQM6.th1g6DA034fNCT_DmxTFYpJPx (accessed June 10,
2020), p. 68.
525 The Russian outlet Komsomolskaya Pravda said that Surovikin held the post in Syria as well as his post of commander-inchief of all of Russian aerospace forces before he was replaced by Andrei Serdyukov. Viktor Baranets, “Serdyukov will finish
off terrorists in Syria: the main paratrooper of Russia has been transferred to command our troops in Syria,” Komsomolskaya
Pravda, April 12, 2019, https://www.crimea.kp.ru/daily/26966.7/4020864/ (accessed June 26, 2020). The Russian outlet
Kommersant also reported the change in leadership in Syria from Surovikin to Serdyukov, citing a senior military-diplomatic
source. They reported the change took place on April 10, 2019. “Airborne Commander landing in Syria,” Kommersant, April
12, 2019, https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3940399 (accessed June 26, 2020). Multiple reports indicate that Surovikin was
the head of Russian forces in Syria for over one year in total and Kommersant reports that his last posting lasted from January
to April 2019. Ibid.; Alexandra Georgievich and Ivan Safronov, “They fought for Syria,” Kommersant,
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3486877?from=doc_vrez#id=4 (accessed June 26, 2020). “Serdyukov will finish off
terrorists in Syria: the main paratrooper of Russia has been transferred to command our troops in Syria,” Komsomolskaya
Pravda, April 12, 2019, https://www.crimea.kp.ru/daily/26966.7/4020864/ (accessed June 26, 2020). Surovokin was
awarded the title of Hero of Russia on December 8, 2017 for his “courage and heroism” in Syria. Ministry of Defense,
“Biography: Surovikin Sergey Vladimirovich, Commander-in-Chief of the Aerospace Forces,”
https://structure.mil.ru/management/info.htm?id=11854308%40SD_Employee (accessed June 26, 2020).
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•
•

Colonel-General Andrei Nikolaevich Serdyukov, from April 10, 2019 until
September 2019; 526
Lieutenant-General Alexander Yuryevich Chaiko, from September 2019 until at
least September 2020. 527

On January 7, 2020, Putin, Shoigu, Rudskoy and Chaiko were all present in the Russian
command post in Damascus with Assad and Ayoub. 528

526 On April 12, 2019 Russian media, citing a senior source in the Ministry of Defense, reported that Andrei Serdyukov

replaced Sergei Surovikin as the head of Russian forces in Syria. Viktor Baranets, “Serdyukov will finish off terrorists in Syria:
the main paratrooper of Russia has been transferred to command our troops in Syria,” Komsomolskaya Pravda, April 12,
2019, https://www.crimea.kp.ru/daily/26966.7/4020864/ (accessed June 26, 2020). The Russian outlet Kommersant also
reported the change in leadership in Syria from Surovikin to Serdyukov, citing a senior military-diplomatic source. They
reported the change took place on April 10, 2019. “Airborne Commander landing in Syria,” Kommersant, April 12, 2019,
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3940399 (accessed June 26, 2020). Serdyukov was appointed as the commander of
Russia’s airborne forces in 2016. Ministry of Defence, “Biography: Serdyukov Andrey Nikolaevich, Commander of the
Airborne Forces,” https://structure.mil.ru/management/types_of_troops/more.htm?id=12098743@SD_Employee (accessed
June 26, 2020). According to the Russian news outlet TASS citing a military source, Serdyukov was awarded the title of “Hero
of Russia” on February 23, 2020 for merits during operations in Syria. " Source: two generals received the title of Heroes of
Russia for the operation in Syria,” TASS, February 28, 2020, https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/7857223 (accessed June 26, 2020).
527 In November 2019, the Russian media outlet Vedomosti, citing a source close to the public council of the Russian

Ministry of Defence, reported that Serdyukov was replaced in September by Alexander Chaiko. Ivan Safronov, “The Ministry
of Defense replaced the commander of the Russian group in Syria,” Vedomosti, November 13, 2019,
https://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/articles/2019/11/13/816172-minoboroni-smenilo-komanduyuschego-rossiiskoi
(accessed June 26, 2020). In December 2019, the Russian ministry of defense quoted Alexander Chaiko and identified him as
the commander of Russian forces in Syria. “The commander of the Russian forces in Syria called the control of Zaevfraty the
main success in 2019,” Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation, December 27, 2019,
https://function.mil.ru/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12268700@egNews (accessed June 9, 2020). Vladimir Putin
visited the Russian command post in Damascus, Syria on January 7, 2020, where Chaiko can be seen briefing Putin as well as
the Minister of Defense, Shoigu, as well as Syrian officials, including President al-Assad. “Visit to Syria,” Website of the
President of Russia, January 7, 2020, http://kremlin.ru/events/president/trips/62548/photos (accessed June 9, 2020). On
August 12, Chaiko appears in a video provided by Russian media presenting military awards to pilots at Hmemim airbase in
Syria. TV Zvezda cites the Russian Ministry of Defense as confirming that Chaiko remains the commander of Russian forces in
Syria. Andrey Arkadiev, “Military pilots were awarded at the Russian Khmeimim airbase in Syria,” TV Zvezda, August 12,
2020, https://tvzvezda.ru/news/forces/content/20208121517yB6s.html?utm_source=tvzvezda&utm_medium=longpage&utm_campaign=longpage&utm_term=v1 (accessed September
9, 2020). Lt.-Gen. Chaiko was reportedly awarded the Hero of Russia title in July 2020. Roman Krezul, Alexy Ramm and Anton
Lavrov, “Finest hour: Lieutenant General Alexander Chaiko became the Hero of Russia,” Izvestia, July 9, 2020,
https://iz.ru/1033092/roman-kretcul-aleksei-ramm-anton-lavrov/zvezdnyi-chas-general-leitenant-aleksandr-chaiko-stalgeroem-rossii?utm_source=yxnews&utm_medium=desktop (accessed September 16, 2020). See also “The monument to the
Hero of Russia Colonel Ryafagat Khabibullin was opened on the Russian air base Hmeymim in Syria,” Ministry of Defence of
the Russian Federation, September 30, 2020, https://syria.mil.ru/war-onterror_en/info/news/more.htm?id=12316882@egNews (accessed October 7, 2020).
528

The six can be seen in a video posted on the President of Russia’s website attending a briefing at the Russian command

post in Damascus, Syria. “Visit to Syria,” Website of the President of Russia, January 7, 2020,
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/62551/videos (accessed August 8, 2020).
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Russia’s Strategy and Tactics in Syria
The Russian military appears to have adopted several key strategies and tactics with
varying objectives during its operations in Syria and the Idlib offensive, according to
Human Rights Watch’s analysis of the attacks documented in this report and research
on Russia’s involvement in other military operations, such as in Chechnya, including
by independent analysts and scholars.
First, the damage, destruction, or rendering inoperable of civilian infrastructure
appears to be part of a broader strategy of “punishment.” 529 Under this theory, the
escalating and routine targeting of civilians and civilian infrastructure, as documented
in this report, raises the cost of societal resistance. 530 This strategy appears to be
linked to the broader objective of triggering mass displacement, as described above.
The alleged use of this “punishment” strategy in Syria bears resemblance to some
aspects of Russia’s operations during the second Chechen war, which began in 1999
and continued through spring 2009 as a counter-insurgency campaign, in which cities
and towns, including the capital of the territory, Grozny, were repeatedly subjected to
indiscriminate air and artillery attacks. 531 Human Rights Watch and others
documented scores of violations of the laws of war, beyond indiscriminate bombing
and shelling, some of which amounted to war crimes, and some of which appeared to

529 Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), “Moscow’s War in Syria,” May 2020, https://csis-

prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fspublic/publication/Jones_MoscowsWarinSyria_WEB_update.pdf?J1rQM6.th1g6DA034fNCT_DmxTFYpJPx (accessed June 10,
2020). Numerous examples of this can be seen throughout the Syrian conflict, including Russia’s “Operation Retribution.”
See Brian Glyn Williams and Robert Souza, “Operation ‘Retribution’: Putin’s Military Campaign in Syria, 2015-2016,” Middle
East Policy 23, no. 4 (Winter 2016), 42-60.
530 Ibid.; Seth G. Jones, Waging Insurgent Warfare: Lessons from the Vietcong to the Islamic State (New York: Oxford

University Press, 2017), p.47-52.

531 CSIS, “Moscow’s War in Syria,” May 2020,

https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fspublic/publication/Jones_MoscowsWarinSyria_WEB_update.pdf?J1rQM6.th1g6DA034fNCT_DmxTFYpJPx (accessed June 10,
2020), p. 16, 43; Brian Glyn Williams and Robert Souza, “Operation ‘Retribution’: Putin’s Military Campaign in Syria, 20152016,” Middle East Policy 23, no. 4 (Winter 2016), p. 49; Kavitha Surana, “Russian Embassy: Grozny Is the ‘Solution’ for
Aleppo,” Foreign Policy, October 17, 2016, https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/10/17/russian-embassy-grozny-is-the-solutionfor-aleppo-syria-war-john-kerry/ (accessed September 9, 2020).
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have been deliberate attempts to “punish” the civilian population. 532 Attacks on
civilians and civilian infrastructure could also be motivated by a desire to retaliate
against an adversary. 533 Serious abuses committed as part of a widespread or
systematic attack on a civilian population also amount to crimes against humanity. 534
Second, the Russian military in Syria has regularly used weapons with a large
destructive radius – described by two analysts as “truly overkill” – and much of the
ordnance appears intended to achieve an “area effect,” increasing the likelihood that
the destructive effects of the munition will reach beyond the intended target,
particularly in populated areas. 535 This may in part be due to Russia’s technical
difficulties in accurately deploying both guided and unguided munitions, which has
by all accounts improved since the Russian intervention in Syria began. 536 The use of
these weapons has also maximized the destructive impact on civilian populations and
infrastructure, which furthers the “punishment” strategy described above.
Third, the Kremlin has repeatedly and publicly acknowledged that Russia has used the
Syrian theater as a testing ground for weapons, reconnaissance systems, and

532 Peter Bouckaert, “War Crimes in Chechnya and the Response of the West: Testimony before the Senate Committee on

Foreign Relations,” Human Rights Watch, February 29, 2000. https://www.hrw.org/news/2000/02/29/war-crimes-chechnyaand-response-west (accessed June 29, 2020); “Russian Forces Blockade and Brutalize Chechen Village,” Human Rights
Watch, April 5, 2000, https://reliefweb.int/report/russian-federation/russian-forces-blockade-and-brutalize-chechenvillage (accessed June 29, 2020); “Swept Under: Torture, Forced Disappearances, And Extrajudicial Killings During Sweep
Operations In Chechnya,” Human Rights Watch, February 2002,
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/chech0202.pdf (accessed September 1, 2020). See also, CSIS, “Moscow’s
War in Syria,” May 2020, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fspublic/publication/Jones_MoscowsWarinSyria_WEB_update.pdf?J1rQM6.th1g6DA034fNCT_DmxTFYpJPx (accessed June 10,
2020), p. 16, 43;; Jason Lyall, “Does Indiscriminate Violence Incite Insurgent Attacks?: Evidence from Chechnya,” Journal of
Conflict Resolution, 53 no. 3 (February 2009), p. 331–362; Physicians for Human Rights, “Endless Brutality. War Crimes in
Chechnya,” A Physicians for Human Rights Report, May 2001, https://s3.amazonaws.com/PHR_Reports/chechnya-endlessbrutality-report2001.pdf (accessed September 1, 2020).
533 Numerous examples of this can be seen throughout the Syrian conflict, including Russia’s “Operation Retribution”. See

Brian Glyn Williams and Robert Souza, “Operation ‘Retribution’: Putin’s Military Campaign in Syria, 2015-2016,” Middle East
Policy 23, no. 4 (Winter 2016), 42-60; Anton Lavrov, “The Russian Campaign in Syria: A Preliminary Analysis,” CNA Analysis

and Solution, June 2018 https://www.cna.org/CNA_files/PDF/COP-2018-U-017903-Final.pdf (accessed April 28, 2020), p 5-7.
534 Rome Statute, art.7.
535 Michael Kofman and Matthew Rojansky, “What kind of victory for Russia in Syria?” Army University Press, January 24,

2018, https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/Online-Exclusive/2018-OLE/Russia-in-Syria/ (accessed
May 4, 2020).

536 Ibid; Anton Lavrov, “The Russian Campaign in Syria: A Preliminary Analysis,” CNA Analysis and Solution; Michael Kofman
and Matthew Rojansky, “What kind of victory for Russia in Syria?” Army University Press, January 24, 2018,
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/Online-Exclusive/2018-OLE/Russia-in-Syria/ (accessed May 4,
2020).
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operational procedures. The Russian deployment in Syria has allowed Russia to test
and improve its abilities to integrate intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
(ISR) assets, like aerial drones, to enhance its ability to inform its commanders,
control its operations, and use the available information to shorten the time it takes to
identify a target and attack it. 537 The Russian military has often referred to this as the
reconnaissance-strike complex. 538 The Syrian intervention has also allowed Russia to
refine its use of the Global Navigation Satellite System (GLONASS), the Russian-made
constellation of satellites used to identify the position of something on the earth’s
surface, like the US-launched Global Positioning System (GPS). 539 The continual
testing, use and integration of these systems has allowed Russia to improve its ability
to accurately and efficiently use guided and unguided munitions and to mitigate some
weaknesses in Russia’s ability to target small, maneuvering targets. 540

Briefings to Russian and Syrian Officials on Crimes Committed
Throughout the 2019 to 2020 offensive in the Idlib area, the Syrian and Russian
governments were repeatedly made aware of the growing civilian casualties arising from
repeated strikes on hospitals, schools, displaced person camps, and markets. This
includes briefings during at least 21 UN Security Council meetings and presentations of
three reports to the Human Rights Council by the Independent International Commission of
Inquiry on Syria. These briefings were important in establishing that the parties knew or
should have known about laws-of-war violations and whether steps were taken to address
them, key elements of command responsibility.
During the 21 Security Council meetings from March 2019 to March 2020, members of the
council presented directly their concerns about international law violations being
committed by Syria and its allies, oftentimes referring specifically to Russia and its
airstrikes. As a permanent member of the council, a representative from the Russian

537 Dmitry Adamsky, “Moscow’s Syria Campaign: Russian Lessons for the Art of Strategy,” French Institute of International

Relations, p. 15, 16.
538 Ibid., p. 17.
539 Delwyn Pinto, “What is GLONASS? Is it Better Than GPS?” Techworm, October 4, 2018,

https://www.techworm.net/2017/08/what-is-glonass-better-gps.html (accessed May 4, 2020).
540 Dmitry Adamsky, “Moscow’s Syria Campaign: Russian Lessons for the Art of Strategy,” French Institute of International

Relations, p. 18, 20.
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government was present for every meeting, and for the month of September 2019, Russia
was president of the council. Representatives of the Syrian government attended nearly all
of the meetings.
The Commission of Inquiry also presented detailed allegations of specific unlawful attacks
to the Russian and Syrian governments during three sessions of the Human Rights Council
in September 2019, March 2020, and July 2020. 541 It also released an additional report
which was presented to the public during a January 2020 press conference. 542
During each of the three Human Rights Council sessions, both the Syrian and Russian
governments were present and made statements. 543

541 UN HRC, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, September 27,

2020, A/HRC/42/51; Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, March
2020, A/HRC/43/57; Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, July 2,
2020, A/HRC/43/CRP.6
542 ‘“They have erased the dreams of my children': children’s rights in the Syrian Arab Republic,” Conference Room Paper of
the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic, January 13, 2020, A/HRC/43/CRP.6.
543 HRC’s Secretariat’s Twitter account, https://twitter.com/un_hrc/status/1237053415374630914?s=21 (accessed June 16,

2020). See also “Commission of Inquiry on Syria, 25th Meeting, 43rd Regular Session Human Rights Council,” video clip, UN
Web TV, http://webtv.un.org/search/id-commission-of-inquiry-on-syria-25th-meeting-43rd-regular-session-human-rightscouncil/6140029799001/?term=&lan=english&cat=Regular%2043rd%20session&sort=date&page=11 (accessed August 11,
2020); “Commission of Inquiry on Syria, 26th Meeting, 43rd Regular Session Human Rights Council,” video clip, March 10,
2020, UN Web TV, http://webtv.un.org/search/id-contd-commission-of-inquiry-on-syria-26th-meeting-43rd-regular-sessionhuman-rights-council/6140132547001/?term=&lan=english&cat=Regular%2043rd%20session&sort=date&page=10
(accessed August 11, 2020); “Commission of Inquiry on Syria, 22nd Meeting, 44th Regular Session Human Rights Council,”
video clip, July 14, 2020, UN Web TV, http://webtv.un.org/search/id-commission-of-inquiry-on-syria-22nd-meeting-44thregular-session-human-rights-council-/6171580753001/?term=&lan=english&cat=Regular%20Sessions&sort=date&page=4
(accessed August 11, 2020); “Commission of Inquiry on Syria – 16th Meeting, 42nd Regular Session Human Rights Council,”
video clip, September 17, 2019, UN Web TV, http://webtv.un.org/search/id-commission-of-inquiry-on-syria-16th-meeting42nd-regular-session-human-rightscouncil/6087009575001/?term=&lan=english&cat=Regular%2042nd%20session&sort=date&page=10 (accessed August
11, 2020); “Commission of Inquiry on Syria – 17th Meeting, 42nd Regular Session Human Rights Council,” video clip,
September 17, 2019, UN Web TV, http://webtv.un.org/search/id-contd-commission-of-inquiry-on-syria-17th-meeting-42ndregular-session-human-rightscouncil/6087048741001/?term=&lan=english&cat=Regular%2042nd%20session&sort=date&page=10 (August 11, 2020);
“Commission of Inquiry on Syria – Press Conference: Publication of report on Human Rights Situation,” video clip, January
16, 2020, UN Web TV, http://webtv.un.org/keypress.special/watch/commission-of-inquiry-on-syria-press-conferencepublication-of-report-on-human-rights-situation-geneva-16-january-2020/6123145362001/?term=&page=5 (accessed
August 11, 2020).
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The repeated briefings by UN officials, nongovernmental organization representatives, and
diplomats about the general situation in the Idlib area and specific incidents and
violations of international law show the extent to which the Syrian-Russian alliance—and
their respective governments—had knowledge of the consequences of their offensive and
the violations they continued to perpetrate throughout its course.
It is critical that the UN and concerned governments move beyond declarations and act to
ensure that senior commanders most responsible for serious violations are held to
account – including through targeted sanctions and the pursuit of legal cases through the
principle of universal jurisdiction where possible. Doing so would send a strong message
that there are real consequences for such atrocities and help deter violations in future
military operations that risk burying more civilians under the rubble.
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International Legal Obligations
International humanitarian law, or the laws of war, as well as International human rights
law, which is applicable at all times, apply to the violations documented in this report.

International Humanitarian Law
International humanitarian law applies to the armed conflict in Syria. The conflict between
Syria and its allies, including Russia, and non-state armed groups is considered a noninternational armed conflict. 544
Turkey maintains thousands of forces inside northern Syria and there have been repeated
clashes between Turkey and Syria; because this conflict is between two states, it is an
international armed conflict. The law applicable to the fighting in Syria’s non-international
armed conflicts includes article 3 common to the four Geneva Conventions of 1949
(Common Article 3), and customary international humanitarian law. The law applicable to
the fighting in Syria’s international armed conflicts includes the four Geneva Conventions
of 1949 and customary international humanitarian law. 545
Syria, Russia, and Turkey are not parties to the Second Additional Protocol to the Geneva
Conventions (Protocol II), which applies during non-international armed conflicts. 546 The
First Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions (Protocol I) applies only during
international armed conflicts, but most of its provisions on the methods and means of
warfare are applicable as a matter of customary international law. 547
The laws of war prohibit attacks against civilians and civilian objects that are deliberate,
indiscriminate, or disproportionate. All parties to a conflict are to take all feasible
precautions to minimize civilian harm, whether in attack or defense. While there is no

544 “Syria’s ambassador to Russia urges all countries to join Syria and Russia against terrorism,” Sana Syrian News Agency,

October 1, 2015, https://sana.sy/en/?p=56454 (accessed May 6, 2020).
545 Customary laws of war have been set out in ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law.
546 Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-

International Armed Conflicts (Protocol II), 1125 U.N.T.S. 609, entered into force Dec. 7, 1978.

547 Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-

International Armed Conflicts (Protocol I).
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specific prohibition against the use of explosive weapons with wide-area effects in
populated areas, many such attacks will violate the laws of war because they use weapons
that are invariably indiscriminate, the attack itself is indiscriminate, or the weapons used
under the circumstances are likely to cause civilian harm greater than any expected
military advantage. Human Rights Watch opposes the use of explosive weapons with widearea effects in populated areas due to the foreseeable civilian harm.
This report examines attacks by the Syrian-Russian alliance on civilians and civilian
objects, specifically infrastructure, which can be defined as basic structures and facilities,
such as hospitals, schools and community markets, that society needs to function
properly. A fundamental principle of the laws of war is the distinction between civilians
and combatants, and between civilian objects and military objectives. Attacks may only be
directed at combatants and military objectives. 548
Civilians have immunity from attack, except for such time that they are directly
participating in hostilities. Directly participating in hostilities would include, for instance, a
civilian carrying ammunition to a fighter during a battle. However, civilians working in an
ammunition factory would not be considered directly participating in hostilities, even
though the factory itself would be subject to attack as a military objective. 549
Civilian objects include homes, schools, hospitals, markets, factories, farms, warehouses,
and businesses, unless they are a military objective. Military objectives are anything that
by their nature, location, purpose, or use provides enemy forces a definite military
advantage in the circumstances prevailing at the time. 550
Combatants, weapons, ammunition, and materiel are military objectives. Even though a
residential home is presumed to be a civilian object, its use by enemy fighters, for
example, to deploy or to store weaponry, renders it a military objective and subject to
attack for the duration of that use. Factories that produce weapons or materiel for enemy

548 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rules 1 and 7.
549 See generally, ICRC, Interpretive Guidance on Direct Participation in Hostilities, May 2009,

https://www.icrc.org/eng/assets/files/other/icrc-002-0990.pdf.
550 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian law, rule 8, citing Protocol I, art. 52(2). (“Military objectives are objects

which: by their nature, location, purpose or use make an effective contribution to military action and whose total or partial
destruction, capture or neutralization, in the circumstances ruling at the time, offer a definite military advantage.”)
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forces are military objectives and subject to attack, even if the workers employed are
civilians. Military objectives also include geographic features or structures that face
imminent use by opposing forces, such as bridges, buildings obstructing a field of fire, or
even an empty field. 551
Attacks are indiscriminate when they are not directed at a specific military objective or
when they employ a method or means of warfare (such as cluster munitions) that cannot
be directed at a military objective or whose effects cannot be limited. 552
A disproportionate attack is one in which the expected incidental civilian harm, including
loss of life and injury, and damage to civilian objects exceeds the concrete and direct
military advantage anticipated. 553
In the conduct of military operations, parties to a conflict must take constant care to spare
the civilian population and civilian objects from the effects of hostilities. 554 Parties are
required to take all feasible precautions to minimize harm to civilians and civilian
objects. 555
Before conducting an attack, a party must do everything feasible to verify that the persons
or objects to be attacked are military objectives and not civilians or civilian objects. 556 The
requirement to take all feasible precautions means, among other things, that those
conducting an attack are required to take the steps needed to identify the target as a
legitimate military objective “in good time to spare the population as far as possible.” 557

551 See, for example, Yoram Dinstein, The Conduct of Hostilities under the Law of International Armed Conflict (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 83-94.

552 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian law, rule 12, citing Protocol I, art. 51(4)(a).
553 Ibid., rule 14, citing Protocol I, arts. 51(5)(b) and 57. The expected danger to the civilian population and civilian objects

depends on various factors, including their location (possibly within or near a military objective), the accuracy of the
weapons used (depending on the trajectory, the range, environmental factors, the ammunition used, etc.), and the technical
skill of the combatants (as lack of technical capacity can result in imprecise targeting). ICRC, Commentary on the Additional

Protocols (Geneva: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1987), p. 684.
554 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rule 15, citing Protocol I, art. 57(1).
555 Ibid., rule 15, citing Protocol I, arts. 57(1-2).
556 Ibid., rule 16, citing Protocol I, art. 57(2)(a).
557 ICRC, Commentary on the Additional Protocols, pp. 681-82.
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Attacking forces also must take all feasible precautions in the choice of means and
methods of warfare to minimize loss of civilian life and property. 558 The laws of war do not
prohibit fighting in urban areas, although the presence of civilians places greater
obligations on warring parties to take steps to minimize harm to civilians. All forces must
avoid locating military objectives within or near densely populated areas and endeavor to
remove civilians from the vicinity of military objectives. 559
In addition to prohibiting attacks against civilian objects, the laws of war prohibit
attacking, destroying, removing, or rendering useless objects that are indispensable to the
civilian population, such as food stores or drinking water installations intended
for civilians. 560
The laws of war also explicitly prohibit attacks, “the primary purpose of which is to spread
terror among the civilian population.” 561
Under the laws of war, hospitals and other medical facilities must be “respected and
protected” in all circumstances. 562 Protocol I and Protocol II specifically provide that all
medical facilities “shall not be the object of attack.” 563 They remain protected from attack
unless they are “used to commit hostile acts” that are outside their humanitarian function.
Even then, they are only subject to attack after a warning has been given setting a
reasonable time limit, and after such warning has gone unheeded. 564 The presence of
injured combatants does not affect the civilian character of medical facilities. 565
Children, older people, and people with disabilities affected by armed conflict are entitled
to special respect and protection. 566 The specific protection, health, and assistance needs
of women affected by armed conflict must be respected. 567

558 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rule 17, citing Protocol I, art. 57(2)(a)(ii).
559 Ibid., rules 22-24.
560 Ibid., rule 54.
561 Ibid., rule 2, citing Protocol I, art. 51(2).
562 Ibid., rule 28.
563 Protocol I, art. 12; Protocol II, art. 11(1).
564 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rule 28.
565 Ibid.
566 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rules 135, 138.
567 ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rule 134.
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With respect to individual responsibility, serious violations of the laws of war committed
with criminal intent are war crimes. Criminal intent has been defined as violations
committed deliberately or recklessly. 568 Individuals may also be held criminally liable for
attempting to commit a war crime, as well as assisting in, facilitating, aiding, or abetting a
war crime.
Responsibility may also fall on persons planning or instigating the commission of a war
crime. 569 Commanders and civilian leaders may be prosecuted for war crimes as a matter of
command responsibility when they knew or should have known about the commission of
war crimes and took insufficient measures to prevent them or punish those responsible. 570
Under the laws of war, governments have a duty to investigate war crimes allegedly
committed by members of their armed forces and other persons within their jurisdiction.
Those found to be responsible should be prosecuted before courts that meet international
fair trial standards or transferred to another jurisdiction to be fairly prosecuted. 571
The laws of war also provide for a state to make full reparations, including directly to
individuals, for the loss caused by violations of the laws of war. 572
Those acts considered to be war crimes can be found in customary law as reflected in the
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC) and other sources. They include a
wide array of offenses, including mistreatment of persons in custody, and deliberate,
indiscriminate, and disproportionate attacks harming civilians and civilian objects. 573 The
Rome Statute considers it a war crime to intentionally attack buildings dedicated to
education and “hospitals and places where the sick and the wounded are collected”

568 See ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, p. 574, citing, for e.g., Prosecutor v. Delalic et al. (Delalic Case),

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), Case No. IT-96-21-T, Judgment (Trial Chamber II), November
16, 1998.
569 See ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, p. 554.
570 See ibid., pp. 558-63.
571 See ibid., pp. 607-11, citing the Geneva Conventions and the ICC Statute.
572 See ibid., p. 551, citing the draft Articles on State Responsibility, art. 33.
573 See ICRC, Customary International Humanitarian Law, rule 156.
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during armed conflicts. 574 When committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack
against a civilian population, such offenses constitute crimes against humanity. 575
Russia and Syria are parties to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities. 576 The convention says that governments are obligated under
international humanitarian and human rights law to take “all necessary measures” to
ensure the protection and safety of persons with disabilities in situations of risk, including
armed conflict. 577
Russia and Syria are also parties to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which
affords special protection to children and obliges states to "take all appropriate measures
to promote physical and psychological recovery and social reintegration" of children who
are victims of armed conflict. 578
The 2008 Convention on Cluster Munitions prohibits using cluster munitions. 579 Russia
and Syria are not among the 120 countries that have banned cluster munitions. The
convention contains several core prohibitions including on the use, production, transfer,
and stockpiling of cluster munitions. 580 It also requires parties to clear unexploded
submunitions and provide victim assistance. 581

574 Rome Statute, Arts 8(b)(iv) and 8(e)(iv).
575 According to the Appeals Chamber in Blaskic: “In light of the customary rules on the issue [Protocol I, arts. 51(2-4),

Protocol II, art. 13(2), and the Hague Regulations of 1907, art. 25], the Appeals Chamber holds that attacks in which civilians
are targeted, as well as indiscriminate attacks on cities, towns, and villages, may constitute persecutions as a crime against
humanity.” International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, Blaskic (Appeals Chamber), July 29, 2004, para. 159.

576 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, adopted December 13, 2006, G.A. Res. 61/106, Annex I, U.N. GAOR

Supp. (No. 49) at 65, U.N. Doc. A/61/49 (2006), entered into force May 3, 2008, ratified by Russia on September 25, 2012
and ratified by Syria on July 10, 2009.

577 Ibid., art. 11.
578 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), adopted November 20, 1989, G.A. Res. 44/25, annex, 44 U.N. GAOR Supp.

(No. 49) at 167, U.N. Doc. A/44/49 (1989), entered into force September 2, 1990, art. 39, ratified by Russia on August 16,
1990 and ratified by the Syria on July 15, 1993.

579 Convention on Cluster Munitions, adopted May 30, 2008, Dublin Diplomatic Conference on Cluster Munitions, CCM/77,

https://www.unog.ch/80256EE600585943/(httpPages)/F27A2B84309E0C5AC12574F70036F176?OpenDocument (accessed
June 15, 2020).
580 See Convention on Cluster Munitions, arts. 1(1)(a)-(b).
581 See Convention on Cluster Munitions, arts. 4 and 5.
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International Human Rights Law
International human rights law is applicable at all times, subject to lawful derogations. 582
Governments at all levels have an obligation to recognize, respect, protect, and fulfill the
rights enshrined in international human rights law, including customary law. De facto
authorities have responsibilities to uphold fundamental rights.
The widespread use of explosive weapons with wide-area effects in populated areas by the
Syrian-Russian alliance has forced hundreds of thousands of civilians to flee their homes
throughout Idlib governorate. The destruction and damage to the civilian infrastructure,
including healthcare facilities, schools, and markets threatens the enjoyment of basic
rights such as the right to health, education, and an adequate standard of living, including
food, housing, and water.

Right to Health
The right to the highest attainable standard of health is a fundamental right and
“indispensable for the exercise of other rights.” 583 As such, healthcare facilities and
personnel enjoy significant protections and human rights law establishes that individuals
are entitled to “timely and appropriate” care as well as its underlying determinants. 584 The
UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), the expert body that
monitors compliance with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (ICESCR), has held that states must make available and accessible in sufficient
quantity “functioning public health and healthcare facilities, goods and services, as well
as programmes.” 585

582 While most rights can never be suspended, some provisions contained within the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, as well as several other regional human rights treaties, allow for the derogation or partial suspension of a
right or protection in times of public emergencies. See, for example, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR), adopted 1966; G.A. Res. 2200A (XXI), 21 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No.16) at 59, U.N. Doc.A/6316 (1966), 999 U.N.T.S. 302,
entered into force March 23, 1976, art. 4.
583 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), U.N. Doc A/810 (adopted December 10, 1948), art. 25(1); International

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 003 UNTS 3 (entered into force January 2, 1976),art. 12;
Convention on the Rights of the Child, U.N. Doc. A/RES/44/25 (entered into force September 2, 1990), art. 24.
584 See General Comment No 14, para. 11.
585 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 003 U.N.T.S. 3 (entered into force January 2,

1976).
See also CESCR, General Comment No. 14 of the Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, para. 12
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The CESCR has identified core obligations of the right to health that states must fulfill.
These include the right to essential primary health care and essential medicines. 586 While
resource constraints may justify partial fulfillment of some aspects of the right to health,
the committee has observed that “a State party cannot, under any circumstances
whatsoever, justify its noncompliance with the core obligations...which are nonderogable.” 587 Under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD),
the right to health for people with disabilities includes health-related habilitation and
rehabilitation services and programs, including the provision of assistive devices
and technologies. 588
The CESCR also has described four key elements of the right to health, including quality,
availability, accessibility, and acceptability of healthcare systems. For example, “quality
health care” is characterized by health facilities, goods and services that are “scientifically
and medically appropriate and of good quality. This requires, inter alia, skilled medical
personnel, scientifically approved and unexpired drugs and hospital equipment, safe and
potable water, and adequate sanitation.” 589 Facilities, goods, and services must also be
accessible on the basis of several principles, including non-discrimination and physical,
economic, and informational accessibility. 590 Health care must also be designed to respect
confidentiality and acceptable on the basis of medical ethics, cultural appropriateness,
and gender-sensitivity. 591
In a thematic report published in 2013, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Health
focused on the right to health in conflict settings, writing that “[a]s at other times, States
have the obligation to respect, protect and fulfil the right to health in conflict.” The Special
Rapporteur goes on to state that “States should not obstruct humanitarian organizations”
and noted that attacks on health workers “not only violate the right to health of people
affected by conflict, including people involved in the conflict, but may also cripple the
health-care system as a whole. Insecurity, stemming from the targeting of health-care
workers by either the State forces or non-State groups, may result in health-care

586 Ibid., paras. 12(a)-(d).
587 See CESCR, General Comment No. 14, para. 47.
588 CRPD, art. 26
589 See CESCR, General Comment No. 14, para. 12(d).
590 See Ibid., para. 12(b).
591 See Ibid., para. 12(c).

163

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | OCTOBER 2020

professionals fleeing, creating a dearth of trained medical professionals in these
regions.” 592
Attacks on medical facilities significantly impair the quality, availability, and accessibility
of health care, undermining the right to health for those dependent upon the few
remaining health facilities in the region. Direct harm can occur through the targeting of
health care centers, and medical transport, such as ambulances and personnel. The right
to health may also be impacted by the indirect effects of attacks on utilities, such as those
that provide power, electricity, heat, and water, or when roads and transport networks are
damaged or contaminated by explosive remnants of war, and communications
are inhibited.

Right to Education
The right to education is set forth in the International Covenant on Economic Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), and the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). 593
Everyone has a right to education. 594 The CESCR has said that the right to education is an
“indispensable means of realizing other human rights.” 595 The essential features of this
right include: availability, accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability. 596 Availability
requires that there are a sufficient quantity of institutions and programs and that those
institutions have what they require to function. 597 The requirement that education be
accessible includes physical accessibility, which the committee has noted “education has

592 UN General Assembly, Right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental
health, August 9, 2013, UN document A/68/297, https://undocs.org/ar/A/68/287 (accessed October 7, 2020).
593

International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res. 2200A
(XXI), 21 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 16) at 49, U.N. Doc. A/6316 (1966), 993 U.N.T.S. 3, entered into force January 3, 1976, art. 13;
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), U.N. Doc. A/RES/44/25 (entered into force September 2, 1990), art. 28;
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), U.N. Doc. A/34/46 (entered into force
September 3, 1981), art. 10. See also UDHR, art. 26. Syria acceded to the ICESCR in 1969 and CEDAW in 2003, and ratified the
CRC in 1993.

594ICESCR, art. 13;
595UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), General Comment No. 13: The Right to Education (Art. 13

of the Covenant), December 8, 1999, E/C.12/1999/10, available at:
https://www.refworld.org/docid/4538838c22.html [accessed May 5, 2020], para. 1.
596 Ibid., paras. 6(a)-(d).
597 Ibid., para. 6(a).
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to be within safe physical reach, either by attendance at some reasonably convenient
geographic location (e.g. a neighbourhood school) or via modern technology (e.g. access
to a “distance learning” programme).” 598
The CRPD obligates states to ensure children with disabilities have access to inclusive
education and protects children with disabilities from discrimination in the general
education system. 599
The obligations to respect, protect, and fulfill the right to education require states to
“avoid measures that hinder or prevent the enjoyment of the right to education” and “take
measures that prevent third parties from interfering with the enjoyment of the right to
education.” 600 The obligation to fulfill the right to education “incorporates both an
obligation to facilitate and an obligation to provide.” 601 States also have obligations to
respect, protect, and fulfill each of the essential features. 602 For instance, the deliberate
closing of schools might violate the obligation to protect the availability of education. 603
Attacks against schools can deny access to education even when there is no physical
damage, because they can lead to a drop in attendance among students, teachers, and
staff; demotivation, distraction, and traumatization of students and teachers; a drop in
staff recruitment; and declining enrollment of students. 604
UN Security Council Resolution 1998 mandated the UN secretary-general to report on
parties responsible for grave violations against children during conflict, including attacks
on schools. The secretary-general's annual report for 2019 lists Syrian government forces
as responsible for grave violations against children, though the report fails to name
Russian forces. The report identified 262 attacks on schools (157) and hospitals (105) in

598 Ibid., para. 6(b).
599 CRPD, art. 24.
600 CESCR, General Comment No. 13, para. 47.
601 Ibid., para. 46.
602 Ibid., para. 50.
603 See, for example, ibid., para. 50.
604 Human Rights Watch, Dreams Turned into Nightmares: Attacks on Students, Teachers, and Schools in Pakistan, March
2017, https://www.hrw.org/report/2017/03/27/dreams-turned-nightmares/attacks-students-teachers-and-schoolspakistan, p. 28.
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Syria in 2019, most in Idlib; “Syrian government and pro-government forces ... including air
forces” were responsible for 226 of the attacks. 605

Right to an Adequate Standard of Living
The right to an adequate standard of living is enshrined in the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and in core human rights treaties. 606 It includes the right to adequate food,
clothing, and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions. 607

Right to Adequate Housing
The human right to adequate housing “is of central importance for the enjoyment of all
economic, social and cultural rights.” 608 The CESCR interprets the right to adequate
housing as “the right to live somewhere in security, peace and dignity.” 609
Adequate housing is not to be interpreted as shelter for the sake of housing, but the right
focuses on the adequacy of the shelter. 610 In determining adequacy, the committee
identified several aspects that should be considered, including: security of tenure;
availability of services, materials, facilities, and infrastructure; affordability; habitability;
accessibility; location; and cultural adequacy. 611
For there to be adequate availability of services, materials, facilities, and infrastructure,
there should be “sustainable access to natural and common resources, safe drinking
water, energy for cooking, heating and lighting, sanitation and washing facilities, means of

605 Report of the UN Secretary General on Children and Armed Conflict, UN document S/2020.525, June 9, 2020,
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/15-June-2020_Secretary-General_Report_on_CAAC_Eng.pdf
(accessed June 19, 2020), Annex I and para, 177.
606 ICESCR, article 11(1); International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), adopted

December 21, 1965, G.A. Res. 2106 (XX), annex, 20 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 14) at 47, U.N. Doc. A/6014 (1966), 660 U.N.T.S.
195, entered into force January 4, 1969, article 5(e)(iii); Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW), adopted December 18, 1979, G.A. res. 34/180, 34 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 46) at 193, U.N. Doc. A/34/46,
entered into force September 3, 1981, (article 13(2)(H); Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), adopted November 20,
1989, G.A. Res. 44/25, annex, 44 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49) at 167, U.N. Doc. A/44/49 (1989), entered into force September 2,
1990, article 27(3).
607 ICESCR, art. 11.
608 CESCR, General Comment no. 4, The Right to Adequate Housing, U.N. doc E/1992/23 (1991), para 1.
609 Ibid., para. 7.
610 Ibid., paras. 7, 8.
611 Ibid., para 8.
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food storage, refuse disposal, site drainage and emergency services.” 612 Affordability
requires that the cost associated with housing not to be at such a level that it threatens
the attainment of other rights. 613 For housing to be habitable, the space must protect
inhabitants from the “cold, damp, heat, rain, wind or other threats to health, structural
hazards, and disease vectors.” 614 Housing must be accessible to be adequate and requires
consideration of people with disabilities, as well as other vulnerable and disadvantaged
groups. 615 According to the committee, “[a]dequate housing must be in a location which
allows access to employment options, health-care services, schools, childcare centers and
other social facilities.” 616
Persons who are displaced are particularly vulnerable to violation of the right to adequate
housing. Under the UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, competent authorities
are to provide internally displaced persons with basic shelter and housing. 617 Additionally,
the UN Pinheiro Principles, widely agreed-upon principles on the property rights of
refugees and internally displaced people, encompass a number of additional protections,
including the right to adequate housing. 618

Right to Food
The right to food should be understood as “the fundamental right of everyone to be free
from hunger.” 619 As with other rights associated with the right to an adequate standard of
living, the CESCR has said that the right to adequate food is not to be interpreted narrowly,
and should not be seen as the requirement to provide, for instance, a minimum number of
calories. 620 Rather, the committee notes that the right is realized when “every man, woman
612 Ibid., sec. 8(b).
613 Ibid., 8(c).
614 Ibid., 8(d).
615 Ibid., 8(e).
616 Ibid., 8(f).
617 UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, U.N. Doc. E/CN.4/1998/53/Add.2 (1998), noted in Comm. Hum. Rts. res.

1998/50, principle 18. See also UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Fact Sheet No. 21, The Right
to Adequate Housing, 2014, No. 21, https://ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FS21_rev_1_Housing_en.pdf (accessed May
6, 2020).
618 UN

Principles on Housing and Property Restitution for Refugees and Displaced Persons (the Pinheiro

Principles) . See also, “Q&A: Syria’s New Property Law,” Human Rights Watch news release, May 29, 2018,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/05/29/qa-syrias-new-property-law.
619 ICESCR, art. 11(2), ICESCR.
620 CESCR, “General Comment 12: The Right to Adequate Food,” May 12,
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and child, alone or in community with others, have physical and economic access at all
times to adequate food or means for its procurement.” 621 While the right is generally to be
realized progressively, authorities may need to take immediate action to ensure freedom
from hunger and malnutrition. 622
In interpreting the right to adequate food, the committee identified two essential
elements: the availability and accessibility of food. 623 Availability refers to the sufficient
quality and quantity of food to meet dietary needs, encompassing through means of
feeding oneself through “productive land or other natural resources, or for well-functioning
distribution, processing and market systems.” 624 Accessibility refers to the sustainable
access that does not interfere with the enjoyment of other rights, and includes both
economic and physical aspects of access. 625 The committee notes that physical
accessibility includes all persons, calling special attention to the situation of vulnerable
communities, such as those children, older persons, and persons with disabilities, as well
as those living in “disaster-prone areas.” 626
The accessibility and availability of food can be placed at risk by physical damage to
natural resources, including land, facilities, markets, and other parts of the distribution
and transportation networks associated with the provision of food. Attacks on
infrastructure heighten the risk of damage to these aspects of the food distribution
network, which can suspend or terminate access through either damage or insecurity, and
may result in suspension of services due to lack of physical safety. Intentionally directed
attacks against objects associated with establishing the accessibility and availability of
food, such as markets, or the prevention of access may amount to a violation of this right.

Right to Water
The right to water entitles everyone, without discrimination, “to have access to sufficient,
safe, acceptable, physically accessible and affordable water for personal and domestic

621 Ibid.
622 Ibid., para. 1.
623 Ibid., para. 8.
624 Ibid., paras. 8,12.
625 Ibid. para 8, 13.
626 Ibid. para 13.
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use.” 627 The CESCR notes that “[a]n adequate amount of safe water is necessary to prevent
death from dehydration, to reduce the risk of water-related disease and to provide for
consumption, cooking, personal and domestic hygienic requirements.”
The right to water includes the rights to maintain access to existing water supplies
necessary in order to fulfill the right; to be free from interference, which includes
protection against arbitrary disconnections or contamination of water supplies; and to a
system of water supply and management. 628
The CESCR has identified several key elements when determining whether the water
available is adequate: availability, quality, and accessibility. 629 For sufficient availability,
there must be sufficient quantities for personal and domestic use, including for sanitation
and hygiene. 630 To be adequate the water must be safe and free of health hazards. 631 There
are several dimensions of the accessibility of water, including its physical and economic
accessibility. For water to be physically accessible, it “must be within safe physical reach
for all sections of the population,” within the immediate vicinity of homes, schools, and
places of work. 632 Additionally, “physical security should not be threatened during access
to water facilities and services.” 633
The CESCR notes that in meeting obligations to respect the right to water, authorities must
refrain from directly or indirectly interfering with the enjoyment of the right by “limiting
access to, or destroying, water services and infrastructure as a punitive measure, for
example, during armed conflicts in violation of international humanitarian law.” 634 The
committee reiterates that the right to water embraces the obligations that bind parties to
an armed conflict under the laws of war, including the protection of objects that are
indispensable for the survival of the civilian population. 635 The CESCR identifies other

627 CESCR, General Comment 15, para. 2; UN General Assembly, “The human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation,”

Resolution 70/169, U.N. Doc. A/RES/70/169, December 17, 2015.
628 Ibid., para 10.
629 Ibid., para 12.
630 Ibid., para 12(a).
631 Ibid., para 12(b).
632 Ibid., para 12 (c)(i).
633 Ibid.
634 Ibid., para 21.
635 Ibid., para 22.
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possible actions that could amount to violations, including the failure to respect the right
to water by arbitrarily or unjustifiably disconnecting or excluding a population from water
services or facilities and the “failure to protect water distribution systems (e.g., piped
networks and wells) from interference, damage and destruction.” 636
The availability, access, and quality of water can be placed at risk by the use and physical
damage associated with attacks on infrastructure. Whether caused by a directed attack or
as harm incidental to an attack, such acts can impact water distribution systems, including
piped networks, wells, and cisterns, which can interrupt or terminate delivery of water, or
they can cause contamination, affecting the quality of the water itself. The resulting
damage may amount to a violation of the laws of war and the right to water. Acts that are
deemed arbitrary or unjustifiable may also amount to violations of the right to water.

636 Ibid., para 44(b)(iii).
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Annex I: Table of Strikes Documented by
Human Rights Watch
Date

Area

Type of
Facility

Facility Name

Time

1

March 13,
2019

Jisr alShughour

school

Ma`moon Haj
Yahya school

2

April 8,
2019

Jisr alShughour

school

3

May 5,
2019

4

May 5,
2019
May 14,
2019

eight
kilometers
southwest of
Maarat alNu`man
Kafr Nabl

5

Jisr alShughour

14:15

Civilians
Killed (at
least)
0

Civilians
Wounded
(at least)
0

Ma`moon Haj
Yahya school

13:00

0

13

healthcare
facility

Nabd al-Hayat
Hospital

14:40

1

1

healthcare
facility
market

Orient Hospital

17:0019:00
19:00

?

?

8

8

19:00

0

0

13:00

13

21

0

0

An intersection
between several
of the town’s
food markets
Abdul Rahman
Nasir primary
school
Banat Ariha
school (also
known as Abdel
Hamid
Ghoneimeh
school)
Ma`moon Haj
Yahya school

6

May 14,
2019

Jisr alShughour

school

7

May 27,
2019

Ariha

school and
homes

8

June 2019

Jisr alShughour

school

9

June 3,
2019
June 20,
2019

Maarat alNu`man
between Kufr
Rouman and
Maarat alNu`man

market

Main market

11:00

?

?

healthcare
facility

Violet ambulance
on road

10:30

3

2

10

“TARGETING LIFE IN IDLIB”

172

11

July 10,
2019

Jisr alShughour

healthcare
facility

12

July 10,
2019

Maarat alNu`man

healthcare
facility

13

July 12,
2019

Jisr alShughour

healthcare
facility

14

July 18,
2019

Jisr alShughour

healthcare
facility

15

July 22,
2019

Maarat alNu`man

market

Smaller market
area

16

July 22,
2019
August 16,
2019

Maarat alNu`man
Hass

healthcare
facility
camp

Al Salaam hospital

18

August 18,
2019

Maarat alNu`man

healthcare
facility

19

October 3,
2019

Maarat alNu`man

20

November
4, 2019

21

22

17

23
24

Ambulance
entrance to
Surgical Hospital
(also known as al
Kelawi Hospital)
Main entrance of
National Hospital

East of Surgical
Hospital (also
known as alKellawi Hospital)
Primary
healthcare facility

9:33 9:38

5

9

15:00

0

0

0

0

0:30

0

0

8:008:30:

43

75

0

0

evening

20

52

9:30 or
10:00

1

3

healthcare
facility

Displacement
compound run by
a Syrian aid
organization
Syrian Civil
Defense
ambulance
Primary
healthcare facility

12:15

1

8

Jisr alShughour

healthcare
facility

Primary
healthcare facility

15:25

0

0

November
6, 2019

Jisr alShughour

Football stadium
and Syrian Civil
Defense office

14:00

0

0

November
8, 2019
December
2, 2019
December
2, 2019

Jisr al-Shugour

stadium
and
healthcare
facility
church

St. George’s
Church
Wholesale food
market
Central prison

17:00

0

6

10:00

13

3

16:00

3

?

Maarat alNu`man
Idlib city

market
prison
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25

December
18, 2019

Maarat alNu`man

healthcare
facility

26

December
22, 2019

Maarat alNu`man

NGO

27

December
30, 2019

Maarat alNu`man

homes

28

December
31, 2019

Jisr alShughour

healthcare
facility

29

January 1,
2020
January 5,
2020

Idlib city

prison

Ariha

2 schools
and
kindergarte
n

January 8,
2020
January
11, 2020

Maarat alNu`man
Idlib city

healthcare
facility
homes

33

January
15, 2020

Idlib city

Industrial

34

January
15, 2020

Idlib city

35

January
19, 2020

36

February
11, 2020

30

31
32

11:00

0

0

Daytim
e

?

1

Daytim
e

2

?

Night

0

0

13:0014:00
13:00

?

?

13

25

3:00

0

0

Homes in the
stadium
neighborhood
Industrial
neighborhood

11:0011:30

8

39

14:05

22

65

market

Main market

14:05

Ariha

healthcare
facility

Surgical Hospital
(also known as alShami hospital)

22:26

Include in
count above
linked to the
same attack
on industrial
neighborhoo
d.
14

Include in
count above
linked to the
same attack
on industrial
neighborho
od.
66

Idlib city

industrial

Industrial
neighborhood

12:10

12

45
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Center for
Primary
Emergencies
Sham
Organization
office
Home of family
on Assi road in
northwest Maarat
al-Nu`man
Roof of Surgical
Hospital (also
known as alKellawi Hospital)
Central prison
Khaled Bashir
Halabieh and
Muhadatheh
primary schools,
Muslim Kir
preschool
National Hospital
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37

February
14, 2020

Sarmada

camp

Saad Bin Abi
Waqas camp

19:00

2

?

38

February
15, 2020
February
19, 2020
February
25, 2020

Sarmada

camp

Muthana camp

night

1

4

Dana

camp

Saroot camp

23:00

0

3

Idlib city

school

8:30

3

6

February
25, 2020
February
25, 2020

Idlib city

school

Bra`am secondary
school (formerly
known as Taha
Gharib school)
Khalid Sha`ar

8:30

0

0

Idlib city

healthcare
facility

1:55

?

4

43

February
25, 2020

Maarat
Misreen

15:00

12

62

44

March 3,
2020

Idlib city

school and
healthcare
facility
homes

Central Hospital
(also known as
Governor
Hospital)
Mounib
Qamisheh school
Homes in
southern suburb

mornin
g

9

21

45

March 3,
2020
March 3,
2020

Maarat
Misreen
Jisr alShughour

homes

Poultry factory

15

19

school

Walid Shabaan
school

2:052:27
night

0

0

39
40

41
42

46
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Dear Minister Ali Haidar,

Steve Goose, Arms
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I am writing on behalf of Human Rights Watch, an international
nongovernmental human rights advocacy organization whose work involves
investigating and documenting human rights abuses in over 90 countries
across the world, including Syria.

Kanae Doi, Japan
John Fisher, United Nations, Geneva
Meenakshi Ganguly, South Asia
Bénédicte Jeannerod, France
Lotte Leicht, European Union
Wenzel Michalski, Germany
Måns Molander, Sweden and Denmark
Elaine Pearson, Australia
Benjamin Ward, United Kingdom (Acting)
Board of Directors
Amy Rao, Chair
Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, Vice Chair
Oki Matsumoto, Vice Chair

Human Rights Watch has conducted research on ground and air attacks in Idlib
governorate, and we plan to publish a report with our findings in the coming
weeks. I am writing to seek your response to several questions, set out below.
In the interests of thorough and objective reporting, we would be grateful if
you could provide us with a reply by September 7so that we can reflect your
views and comments in our forthcoming report.

Amy Towers, Vice Chair; Treasurer
Catherine Zennström, Vice Chair
Bruce Rabb, Secretary
Akwasi Aidoo
Lishan Aklog
George Coelho
Natasha Dolby
Kimberly Marteau Emerson
Loubna Freih
Leslie Gilbert-Lurie
Paul Gray
Caitlin Heising
Karen Herskovitz
Susan Kane
Betsy Karel
David Lakhdhir
Louisa Lee-Reizes
Alicia Miñana
Joan R. Platt
Neil Rimer
Shelley Frost Rubin
Ambassador Robin Sanders
Bruce Simpson
Joseph Skrzynski AO
Donna Slaight

We have documented 46 ground and air attacks conducted by the SyrianRussian military alliance that directly or indirectly hit or damaged civilian
objects and infrastructure in Idlib between March 2019 and March 2020. Most
of the attacks were in and around four main population centers: Ariha, Idlib
city, Jisr al-Shughour, and Maarat al-Nu`man. Two attacks were in Maarat
Misreen, 10 kilometers north of Idlib city, and four attacks were in four camps
for displaced people near the towns of Dana, Hass, and Sarmada. In total, the
46 strikes killed at least 224 civilians and wounded 561 others, according to
reports from witnesses, family members of victims, residents, local authorities,
and healthcare and rescue workers. Injuries ranged from severe physical injury,
which may have cost the victim a limb, to fragmentation wounds and others
associated with the effects of blasts.

Siri Stolt-Nielsen
Marie Warburg
Andrew Zolli

The strikes Human Rights Watch documented damaged 12 health care
facilities, two ambulances, 10 schools, and a preschool, forcing many to shut
down, in some cases permanently. At least five markets, four camps housing
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displaced people, four residential neighborhoods, two industrial areas, one prison, a church, a
football stadium, and the office of a nongovernmental organization (NGO) were also damaged
during the attacks.
Human Rights Watch found that these attacks revealed a pattern of disregard for the laws of
war and repeated apparent war crimes, that may amount to crimes against humanity. The
attacks also seriously impaired enjoyment of the rights to health, education, and an adequate
standard of living, including access to housing and food.
Human Rights Watch interviewed 113 victims and witnesses to the attacks, health care and
rescue workers, teachers, local authorities, and experts on the Syrian and Russian militaries.
Human Rights Watch also examined dozens of satellite images and verified 550 photographs
and videos that were taken at the relevant locations and posted during or just after the attacks.
Please find in the attached Annex details of each of the 46 attacks we documented, including
the area of the attack, the civilian object that was damaged, and the approximate time and date
of the attack. For each attack, we would appreciate answers to the following questions in as
much detail as possible, as well as any other information that will shed light on the attack and
subsequent investigations:
1. Is the Syrian military aware of an attack that occurred at the given time in the given
location?
2. Did the Syrian military conduct the attack described?
If yes:
3. What was the intended target of the attack? Was the target hit?
4. Did the Syrian military have information about enemy combatants being present in the
area prior to the attack? If there were combatants, how many were estimated to be in
the area?
5. Did the Syrian military have information about military objectives present in the area of
the attack? If there were military objectives, what was their nature, use or purpose?
What was the expected military advantage?
6. Was the attack on a pre-planned target or was it carried out as a target of opportunity
or as close air support for troops on the ground?
7. Before conducting the attack, what steps did the Syrian military take to ascertain
whether there were civilians or civilian buildings and objects in the area? Was there any
intelligence shared from the ground – or from outside sources – that helped make this
determination?
8. Was the military aware that there were civilians or civilian buildings and objects in the
target area? If so, in the military’s assessment, how many civilians were in the area?
9. What precautions did the Syrian military take to minimize civilian harm, including
casualties and damage to civilian objects?
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10. Has the Syrian military investigated the impact this attack had on civilians or civilian
buildings and objects in the area, including civilian casualties? If so, what were the
findings? On what information did you base these findings?
11. Please explain the processes, if any, by which civilians harmed by the strike can submit
claims for compensation or so-called “condolence” payments.
If no:
12. Who conducted the attack?
13. Was the Syrian military involved in providing information, intelligence, or equipment
that was used in the attack?
14. Were Syrian military officers or agents of the Syrian government involved in the
coordination of the attack, including but not limited to airspace deconfliction?
15. Was the Syrian military part of the planning or preparation to carry out this attack?
16. Did Syrian military forces exercise any decision-making authority over the attack?
17. Who had final authority to authorize the attack?
18. Was the Syrian government debriefed about the attack? At what levels?
19. Has the Syrian military investigated the impact this attack had on civilians or civilian
buildings and objects in the area, including civilian casualties? If so, what were the
findings? On what information did you base these findings?
In addition to these questions, we would like to know if the Syrian armed forces have a policy of
conducting investigations into strikes which resulted in large numbers of civilian casualties,
regardless of whether evidence suggests violations of the laws of war. If so, how does the
process work and are the findings made public?
Human Rights Watch has identified four other individuals who bear command responsibility for
the actions of Syrian military forces in the Idlib area between March 2019 and March 2020:
•
•
•

Syria’s President and Commander-in-Chief of Syria’s armed forces, Bashar al-Assad;
Syria’s Minister of Defense and second in command of Syria’s armed forces, Lieutenant
General Ali Abdullah Ayoub;
Syria’s air force commander, Major General Ahmed Balloul.

Have any steps been taken by these individuals or other individuals in the military chain of
command to address violations of international humanitarian law and/or other criminal acts
associated with the military operations in the Idlib area from March 2019 to March 2020?
We would be pleased to reflect the responses that you provide in our report if they are received
by September 7, unless you prefer that they remain confidential.
Thank you in advance for considering our request. Should you have any questions or comments,
please feel free to reach out to my colleague Sara Kayyali at
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All the best,
Ida Sawyer
Acting Crisis and Conflict Director
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Kenneth Roth, Executive Director
Deputy Executive Directors
Michele Alexander, Development and Global Initiatives

Sergey Viktorovich Lavrov
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation
Smolenskiy Bul'var, 32/34,
Moscow, Russia, 119002

Emma Daly, Media (Acting)
Barbara Pirto, Operations (Acting)
Bruno Stagno Ugarte, Advocacy
Dinah PoKempner, General Counsel
James Ross, Legal and Policy Director
Division and Program Directors
Brad Adams, Asia
Nicole Austin-Hillery, United States

Re: Russian Military Operations in Idlib, Syria

Mausi Segun, Africa
José Miguel Vivanco, Americas
Sarah Leah Whitson, Middle East and North Africa
Hugh Williamson, Europe and Central Asia
Heather Barr, Women’s Rights (Acting)

Dear Minister Sergey Lavrov,

Shantha Rau Barriga, Disability Rights
Richard Dicker, International Justice
Lama Fakih, Crisis and Conflict
Bill Frelick, Refugees’ Rights
Arvind Ganesan, Business and Human Rights
Steve Goose, Arms
Amanda Klasing, Women’s Rights (Acting)
Zama Neff, Children’s Rights
Graeme Reid, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Rights
Daniel Wilkinson, Environment and Human Rights (Acting)
Advocacy Directors
Maria Laura Canineu, Brazil
Louis Charbonneau, United Nations, New York

I am writing on behalf of Human Rights Watch, which as you know, is an
international nongovernmental human rights advocacy organization whose
work involves investigating and documenting human rights abuses in over 90
countries across the world, including Syria and Russia.
We appreciate the dialogue we have had with the Foreign Ministry on Syria.

Farida Deif, Canada
Kanae Doi, Japan
John Fisher, United Nations, Geneva
Meenakshi Ganguly, South Asia
Bénédicte Jeannerod, France
Lotte Leicht, European Union
Wenzel Michalski, Germany
Måns Molander, Sweden and Denmark
Elaine Pearson, Australia
Benjamin Ward, United Kingdom (Acting)
Board of Directors
Amy Rao, Chair
Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, Vice Chair
Oki Matsumoto, Vice Chair
Amy Towers, Vice Chair; Treasurer

Human Rights Watch has carried out research on ground and air attacks in Idlib
governorate in northwestern Syria, and we plan to publish a report on our
findings in the coming weeks. I am writing to seek your response to several
questions regarding this research, set out below. In the interests of thorough
and objective reporting, we would appreciate if you could provide us with a
reply by September 7 so that we can reflect your views and comments in our
forthcoming report.

Catherine Zennström, Vice Chair
Bruce Rabb, Secretary
Akwasi Aidoo
Lishan Aklog
George Coelho
Natasha Dolby
Kimberly Marteau Emerson
Loubna Freih
Leslie Gilbert-Lurie
Paul Gray
Caitlin Heising
Karen Herskovitz
Susan Kane
Betsy Karel
David Lakhdhir
Louisa Lee-Reizes
Alicia Miñana
Joan R. Platt
Neil Rimer
Shelley Frost Rubin
Ambassador Robin Sanders
Bruce Simpson
Joseph Skrzynski AO
Donna Slaight
Siri Stolt-Nielsen

We have documented 46 ground and air attacks conducted by the SyrianRussian military alliance that directly or indirectly hit or damaged civilian
objects and infrastructure in Idlib between March 2019 and March 2020. Most
of the attacks were in and around four main population centers: Ariha, Idlib
city, Jisr al-Shughour, and Maarat al-Nu`man. Two attacks were in Maarat
Misreen, 10 kilometers north of Idlib city, and four attacks were in four camps
for displaced people near the towns of Dana, Hass, and Sarmada. In total, the
46 strikes killed at least 224 civilians and wounded 561 others, according to
reports from witnesses, family members of victims, residents, local authorities,
and health care and rescue workers. Injuries ranged from severe physical
injury, which may have cost the victim a limb, to fragmentation wounds and
others associated with the effects of blasts.

Marie Warburg
Andrew Zolli

The strikes Human Rights Watch documented damaged 12 healthcare facilities,
two ambulances, 10 schools, and a preschool, forcing many to shut down, in
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some cases permanently. At least five markets, four camps housing displaced people, four
residential neighborhoods, two industrial areas, one prison, a church, a football stadium, and
the office of a nongovernmental organization (NGO) were also damaged during the attacks.
Human Rights Watch found that these attacks revealed a pattern of disregard for the laws of
war and repeated apparent war crimes, that may amount to crimes against humanity. The
attacks also seriously impaired enjoyment of the rights to health, education, and an adequate
standard of living, including access to housing and food.
Human Rights Watch interviewed 113 victims and witnesses to the attacks, healthcare and
rescue workers, teachers, local authorities, and experts on the Syrian and Russian militaries.
Human Rights Watch also examined dozens of satellite images verified 550 photographs and
videos that were taken at the relevant locations and posted during or just after the attacks.
Please find in the attached Annex details of each of the 46 attacks we documented, including
the area of the attack, the civilian object that was damaged, and the approximate time and date
of the attack. For each attack, we would appreciate answers to the following questions in as
much detail as possible, as well as any other information that will shed light on the attack and
subsequent investigations:
20. Is the Russian military aware of an attack that occurred at the given time in the given
location?
21. Did the Russian military conduct the attack described?
If yes:
22. What was the intended target of the attack? Was the target hit?
23. Did the Russian military have information about enemy combatants being present in the
area prior to the attack? If there were combatants, how many were estimated to be in
the area?
24. Did the Russian military have information about military objectives present in the area
of the attack? If there were military objectives, what was their nature, use or purpose?
What was the expected military advantage?
25. Was the attack on a pre-planned target or was it carried out as a target of opportunity
or as close air support for troops on the ground?
26. Before conducting the attack, what steps did the Russian military take to ascertain
whether there were civilians or civilian buildings and objects in the area? Was there any
intelligence shared from the ground – or from outside sources – that helped make this
determination?
27. Was the military aware that there were civilians or civilian buildings and objects in the
target area? If so, in the military’s assessment, how many civilians were in the area?
28. What precautions did the Russian military take to minimize civilian harm including
casualties and damage to civilian objects?
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29. Has the Russian military investigated the impact this attack had on civilians or civilian
buildings and objects in the area, including civilian casualties? If so, what were the
findings? On what information did you base these findings?
30. Please explain the processes, if any, by which civilians harmed by the strike can submit
claims for compensation or so-called “condolence” payments.
If no:
31. Who conducted the attack?
32. Were Russian military forces involved in providing information, intelligence, or
equipment that was used in the attack?
33. Were Russian military officers or agents of the Russian government involved in the
coordination of the attack, including but not limited to airspace deconfliction?
34. Were Russian forces part of the planning or preparation to carry out this attack?
35. Did Russian forces exercise any decision-making authority over the attack?
36. Who had final authority to authorize the attack?
37. Were Russian officials debriefed about the attack? At what levels?
38. Has the Russian military investigated the impact this attack had on civilians or civilian
buildings and objects in the area, including civilian casualties? If so, what were the
findings? On what information did you base these findings?
In addition to these questions, we would like to know if the Russian armed forces have a policy
of conducting investigations into strikes which resulted in large numbers of civilian casualties,
regardless of whether evidence suggests violations of the laws of war. If so, how does the
process work and are the findings made public?
We understand that the individuals who commanded the Russian grouping of forces in Syria
from March 2019 to March 2020 are:
•
•
•

Colonel-General Sergei Vladimirovich Surovikin (from at least March 2019 until April
10, 2019);
Colonel-General Andrei Nikolaevich Serdyukov (from April 10, 2019 until September
2019);
Lieutenant-General Alexander Yuryevich Chaiko (from September 2019 until at least
April 2020).

Have the individuals who commanded the Russian grouping of forces in Syria from March 2019
to March 2020 taken any steps to address violations of international humanitarian law and/or
other criminal acts associated with the intervention in Syria from March 2019 to March 2020?
Have other high-level officials in the chain of command done so? If so, when and by whom?
We would be pleased to reflect the responses that you provide in our report if they are received
by September 7, unless you prefer that they remain confidential.
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Thank you in advance for considering our request. Should you have any questions or comments,
please feel free to reach out to my colleague
Sincerely,
Ida Sawyer
Acting Crisis and Conflict Director
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Annex III: Confirmation of Receipt from Russian
Government
From: ministry@mid.ru <ministry@mid.ru>
Sent: Monday, August 17, 2020 3:34 PM
To: Ida Sawyer
Subject: Re: Письмо Human Rights Watch Министру иностранных дел РФ С.В.Лаврову
Обращаем внимание на то, что обращения частных лиц, направленные на адрес
ministry@mid.ru, рассматриваться не будут. Для отправки обращений частных лиц следует
пользоваться «Электронной приемной» интернет-портала МИД России:
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flk.mid.ru%2F&amp;data
=02%7C01%7Csawyeri%40hrw.org%7C70cf4bfd7576455527f608d842e47e68%7C2eb79de4d804
4273a6e64b3188855f66%7C1%7C0%7C637332896447106857&amp;sdata=7Yab%2BnCTNvnKsG
4nPhl57cDQz241Bg9Y9oz4ZFZgaVs%3D&amp;reserved=0
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“Targeting Life in Idlib”
Syrian and Russian Strikes on Civilian Infrastructure
From April 2019 to March 2020, the Syrian government and its ally Russia conducted a major
military offensive to retake Idlib governorate in northwest Syria—one of the last areas
controlled by anti-government armed groups. “Targeting Life in Idlib” investigates 46 air
and ground attacks on hospitals, schools, markets, and other civilian objects and
infrastructure in Idlib that killed and injured hundreds of civilians and forced thousands to
flee their homes. The attacks reveal repeated violations of the laws of war that were apparent
war crimes and may amount to crimes against humanity.
The report names 10 senior civilian and military officials who may be responsible for these
violations under the doctrine of command responsibility: they knew or should have known
about the abuses and took no effective steps to stop them or punish those directly
responsible. The report calls on governments to impose targeted sanctions, including assets
freezes, on those most implicated in the violations. States should also consider pursuing
cases under universal jurisdiction for civilian and military officials responsible for war crimes
and crimes against humanity.

hrw.org

(above) A blood-stained workbook found at
the site of an airstrike that damaged Muslim
Qir Preschool, Khaled Bashir Halabieh and
Omar Bin Abdul Aziz Primary Schools on
January 5, 2020, killing 13 people and
wounding another 25.
© Mustafa Halabieh/Syrian Civil Defense
(front cover) A woman and her daughter
walk through a street filled with rubble in the
town of Ariha in the southern countryside of
Idlib governorate on April 5, 2020.
© 2020 Aaref Watad/AFP via Getty Images

