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Correspondence with the Government of the Syrian Arab

Republic

DROITS DE 'HOMME "' S HUMAN RIGHTS

HAUT-COMMISSARIAT QOFFICE OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER

NATIONS UNIES ,' \@, ‘(k%\, UNITED NATIONS

. f
HAUT-COMMISSARIAT AUX DROITS DE L’HOMME « OFFICE OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS
Tel: 41-22-9179989, Fax: 41-22-9179007

Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic established pursuant to
United Nations Human Rights Council Resolutions $-17/1, 19/22, 21/26 and 22/24

The Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrlan Arab
Repubhc presents its compliments to the Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab
Republic to the United Nations Office in Geneva and specialized institutions in
Switzerland.

The Human Rights Council in its resolution 23/1 of 28 May 2013 requested the
Commission of Inquiry to urgently conduct a comprehensive, independent and
unfettered inquiry into the events in Al Qusayr and also requested the Commission to
include the finding of the inquiry in its report to the Human Rights Council at its 24™
session. .

In order to conduct this investigation, the Commission reiterates its request to
undertake an official visit to Syria to gather. relevant information. The Commission
further invites the Government, as a central source.of information regarding incidents
that have occurred on its territory, to provide any relevant information in its procession,
which may shed light on the events that have unfolded in Al Qusayr in May and June
2013 .

The Commission wishes to underline its full commitment to the principles of
independence, impartiality and objectivity, as well. as its willingness to cooperate with
the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic in the conduct of its mandate.

The Commission avails itself of this opportunity to extend to the Permanent
Mission of.the Syrian Arab Republic to the United Nations Office in Geneva and
specialized institutions in Switzerland, the assurances of its highest consideration.

Geneva, 2 July 2013

Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic
to the United Nations Office in Geneva

and specialized institutions in Switzerland
Geneva, Switzerland
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NATIONS UNIES ..‘. \) UNITED NATIONS
DROITS DE 'HOMME ~°£: V HUMAN RIGHTS

HAUT-COMMISSARIAT OFPI(E OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER

" HAUT-COMMISSARIAT AUX DROITS DE L'HOMME - OFFICE OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS
’ Tel: 41-22-9179989, Fax: 41-22-9179007 )

Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic established pursuant to_
United Nations Human Rights Council Resolutions S-17/1, 19/22, 21/26 and 22/24

The Independent International Commission of Inquiry on
the Syrian Arab Republic established pursuant to Human
Rights Council resolution S-17/1.and extended through
19/22, 21/26 and 22/24 presents its complements to the
Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic to the United

' Nations Office and other international organisations based

28

in Geneva and has the honour to transmit - -a copy of the-
letter addressed to H.E Walid al Muallem, Minister of

Foreign Affairs (attached).

The Commission - avails itself of this opportunity to
extend assurances of its highest consideration to the
Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic to the United
Nations Office and other international organisations in
Switzerland. :

Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic to the United
Nations Office at Geneva and spec1allzed institutions in
Switzerland
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\y, UNITED NATIONS
HUMAN RIGHTS

OFFICE OF THE HIGH CONMISSIONER

NATIONS UNIES
DROITS DE LHOMME

HAUT-COMMISSARIAT

HAUT-COMMISSARIAT AUX DROITS DE L’HOMME : OFFICE OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS
) Tel: 41-22-9179989, Fax: 41-22-9179007

Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic established pursuant to
United Nations Human Rights Council Resolutions $-17/1, 19/22, 21/26 and 22/24

16 July 2013
Exceliency,

I am writing on behalf of the lndependént International Commission of Inquiry on the
Syrian Arab Republic established by the United Nations Human Rights Council.

The Commission welcomes your Government’s invitation to the Head of the United
Nations Mission to Investigate Allegations of the Use of Chemical Weapons in the Syrian Arab
Republic, Professor Ake Sellstrom, and the UN High Representative for Disarmament Affairs, Ms.
Angela Kane, to visit Damascus with a view to completing the consultations on the modalities of
cooperation required for the proper, safe and efficient conduct of the United Nations Mission to
Investigate Allegations of the Use of Chemical Weapons in the Syrian Arab Republic.

We take this opportunity to respectfully request that the members of the Commission
of Inquiry - Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro (Brazil), Karen Koning Abuzayd (United States), Carla Del Ponte
(Switzerland) and Vitit Muntarbhorn (Thailand) - be granted access to the Syrian Arab Republic
to examine with you the modalities for a future visit of the Commission to your country.

The Commission will present its next report to the Human Rights Council at its 24th
session in September 2013 and such a visit would be of great value for the preparation of the
upcoming report with the input of information that your government would share with us and
that we would be able to observe in an unbiased and impartial manner during our stay.

The Secretariat of the Commission of Inquiry is at the disposal of the Permanent Mission
of the Syrian Arab Republic in Geneva to further discuss the logistics of that exploratory visit of
the commissioners. : ‘

Please accept, Excellency, the assurances of our highest consideration.

Sincerely,

Pao 1 P~
Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro
Chairperson
Independent Commission of Inquiry on
the Syrian Arab Republic

His Excellency Mr. Walid al Muallem
Foreign Affairs and Expatriates Minister
Damascus, Syrian Arab Republic
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'

Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic
to the United Nations in New York

New York, United States of America

Fax +1 212 983 4439

DROITS DE HOMME (&7 )/ HUMAN RIGHTS

NATIONS UNIES ﬁ?{, @ \V UNITED NATIONS
HAUT-COMMISSARIAT M OFFICE OF THE HIGH COMNISSIONER
HAUT-COMMISSARTAT AUX DROITS DE LHOMME + OFFICE OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS
* Tel: 41-22-9 179989, Fax: 41-22-9179007

Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic-established pursuant to
United Nations Human Rights Council Resolutions S-17/1, 19/22, 21/26 and 22/24

The Independent International Commission' of Inguiry on
the -Syrian Arab Republic (hereinafter, the Commission)
presents its compliments to the Permanent  Mission of the
Syrian Arab Republic to the United Nations in New York

The Commission would 1like to express its most sincere
appreciation for the comments offered by His Excellency the

- Ambassador of the Syrian Arab Republic to the United Nations,

Doctor Bashar al-Ja’fari, on the occasion of the briefing at
the United Nations General Assembly on 29 July 2013, pursuant
,to resolution A/RES/67/262 of 4 June. The Commission welcomes
any additional documentation which the Syrian Arab Republic
may deem relevant to its investigation, regarding: violations
of intermational law and the effects of economic sanctiong on
the lives of ordinary Syrians. Information with regard to the
established Anti-Terrorism Courts would also be welcome.

The Commission kindly reminds His Excellency of the
upcoming report, which will be publically released in late

August, and presented to the Human Rights Council in Geneva,

on 16 September 2013.

The Commission avails itself of this oppbrtunity to remnew
to the Permanent Mission the assurances of 1ts highest
consideration.

cc. Permanént Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic
to the United Nations Office in Geneva

Geneva, Switzerland

'Fax +41 22 738 4275
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Massacres

1. The commission continued to carry out its specific mandate to investigate all
massacres.” In the incidents described, the intentional mass killing and identity of the
perpetrator were confirmed to the commission’s evidentiary standards.

Government and pro-Government forces

Deir Baalbeh, Homs, 7-11 April 2012

2. In the Deir Baalbeh, near Homs city, between 20 and 40 men were killed in
circumstances amounting to mass execution. Evidence indicated that the men, found in
groups of two to 13, had been blindfolded and had their hands tied behind their backs,
before being shot at close quarters. Reasonable grounds exist to believe that Government
forces committed the massacre.

Al-Hamamiat, Hamah, 13 March 2013

3. Government forces stationed in Al-Hamamiat, a village located four kilometres east
of Karnaz, Hamah, unlawfully executed six male farmers, residents of Al-Hamamiat. The
men were internally displaced to Kafr Nabudah but had returned to Al-Hamamiat on 13
March. They approached troops stationed at a checkpoint, apparently seeking access to
their farms. The commission has reasonable grounds to believe that Government forces
stationed in Al-Hamamiat unlawfully killed the men in violation of international law.

Bab Amr, 27 March 2013

4. Government forces regained control over Bab Amr neighbourhood, Homs city, for
10 days during the second half of March. As per observed patterns, after heavy shelling,
Government troops entered the neighbourhood as FSA fighters withdrew. Save for a
number of elderly, most civilians had fled.

5. On 27 March, pro-Government forces, including the National Defence Forces,
gathered several people, including seven elderly members of the Bzazi family. The seven
were executed and their bodies burnt at the family house. The deceased were between the
ages of 50 and 88 years old and included four women and three men. The Commission
found reasonable grounds to believe that pro-Government forces unlawfully killed the
Bzazi family members.

Khirbet Al-Teen, Homs, 10 April 2013

6. The Qadrou family, part of a community of Bedouins was executed in the area of
Khirbet Al-Teen, in Homs countryside. The family included eight children (aged between
two and 18 years old). Videos of the victims clearly show that they had been shot at close
range and three of the child victim’s throats were slit. The village, along the Tartus-Homs
highway, where the victims were found is surrounded by villages that support Government
forces.

GE.13-16409
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7. There are reasonable grounds to believe that pro-Government forces have
unlawfully killed the Qadrou family.

Jdeidat Al-Fadel, western Damascus countryside, 21 April 2013

8. Accounts collected confirmed that thousands of internally displaced persons were in
the area of Jdeidet Al-Fadel when Government forces launched a military operation on 15
April. With the participation of the 100" Regiment and 4™ Brigade, all access points to the
area were blocked by Government forces whereas heavy shelling from army bases west of
the town targeted residential areas inside, causing a number of casualties. Some accounts
state that the FSA had successfully overtaken a checkpoint outside Jdeidet Artouz which
prompted the Government’s response. As fighting intensified, particularly between 15 and
21 April, thousands of civilians along with a number of anti-Government fighters were
blocked inside the town. Hundreds of Government snipers were positioned on the town’s
exit points. Snipers and soldiers positioned at the town exits killed many civilians trying to
flee the hostilities. Anti-Government forces attempted to accompany thousands of civilians
out of the area of combat but the blockade and the military operation made this impossible.

9. Collected evidence gave reasonable grounds to believe that Government forces
executed a number of inhabitants once they took control of the town, including the Imam of
the Mosque and his family.

Al-Bayda, Banias, Tartus, 2 May 2013

10.  On the morning of 2 May, the army surrounded Al-Bayda and blocked the main exit
points. Extensive shelling preceded the operation leading many civilians, especially those
living at the edge of the village, to flee to surrounding agricultural areas. At approximately
7am Government forces entered with a force of 60-70 soldiers, establishing sniper positions
around the main village square. Government forces proceeded to raid various streets in the
village as members of the National Defence Forces joined the operation. Hundreds of
civilians were arrested while some were executed in various locations. Evidence indicates
that between 40-60 bodies were laid out in one room, a mobile phone shop, near the square.
The bodies appear to have been burned. The victims appeared to have been first arrested
and then executed in the square area. Some of the victims also appeared to have been hit in
the head with blunt, heavy objects. Bodies of 30 women, also apparently executed, were
found in a house not far from the centre while tens of bodies were strewn in the streets.
Between150-250 civilians were allegedly killed. Testimonies were consistent that members
of the National Defence Forces were actively involved in the raids and in many cases
leading them.

11.  Findings indicate that armed opposition was not present or actively engaged in
hostilities in the village of Al-Bayda or its vicinity in the lead-up or during the alleged
massacre. Some of the accounts suggest that Government forces were chasing a small
activists’ cell in the village which it accused of facilitating the defection of regular soldiers
from the army. It is evident, however, that the type of military operation and the alleged
massacre that ensued were not in the context of an armed confrontation. Government forces
with the support of the National Defence Forces operated freely throughout the day on 2
May in and around the village. There were no reported deceased pro-Government forces.
The area where the village is located was under the full control of government forces.
Accordingly, there are reasonable grounds to believe that government forces and affiliated
militia including the National Defence Forces are the perpetrators of the Al-Bayda
massacre
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Ras Al-Nabe', Banias, Tartus, 3 May 2013

12.  The incidents at Ras Al-Nabe' are closely connected to the events of Al-Bayda the
preceding day. News spread that the National Defence Forces, with the support of the army,
were moving towards the village as part of the same operation. Hundreds of civilians
attempted to leave the village through the regular checkpoints but were pushed back. Some
of the inhabitants managed to flee through dirt roads as main access roads to the village
were blocked. Government forces proceeded to shell the village from various locations,
including from a bridge connecting the village to other areas including Al-Bayda. Shelling
lasted for approximately an hour before pro-Government forces moved in.

13.  As they raided the village, civilians were captured and executed. The commission
reviewed evidence of families that had been executed, including children, as part of the
operation. Testimonies of those who witnessed the aftermath described bodies lying in the
streets for days before the inhabitants could safely return to collect them. Some of the
bodies appeared to have been hit with heavy or sharp objects, especially in the face and
head area. According to reports the numbers killed is between150-200. As in Al-Bayda,
there is no indication that the armed opposition was active in the village. The operation did
not occur in the context of a military confrontation. Government forces were in full control
of the area.

14.  Based on an analysis of the evidence, there are reasonable grounds to believe that
pro-Government forces perpetrated the 3 May killings in Ras Al-Nabe'.

Khirbat Al-Souda, Homs, 15 May 2013

15. On 15 May, anti-Government armed groups attacked a checkpoint at the railway
linking Homs and Tartus. In retaliation for this incident, Government forces from the
checkpoint shelled and raided Khirbat Al-Souda, a small village five kilometres north of
Homs city, killing 16 people, including two women and a three-year-old child, and burned
their bodies.

16. In eight incidents detailed above, reasonable grounds exist to believe that the war
crime of murder was committed by Government and pro-Government forces, including the
National Defence Forces.

Anti-Government armed groups

Hatla, Dayr Az-Zawr, 11 June 2013

17.  On June 11 at approximately 5:45 am, several anti-Government armed groups,
including members of Jabhat Al-Nusra, attacked the Shi'ite areas of Hatla, a mixed, but
Sunni-majority, village located in eastern Dayr Az-Zawr. In the ensuing fight, anti-
Government armed groups defeated the outnumbered and outgunned Shi’ite fighters. More
than 20 were killed and some were captured. Ten anti-Government fighters were killed
during the attack.

18.  During the takeover, anti-Government armed group fighters conducted home
invasions, killing and summarily executing (by shooting at close range) many Shia
including at least 30 civilians, among them children, women and elderly. Fighters also set
civilian houses and a Shia mosque on fire as they shouted sectarian slogans.

19.  There are reasonable grounds to believe that the anti-Government fighters who
attacked Hatla unlawfully killed at least 20 civilians in violation of international law. In
relation to the 11 June killings in Hatla, anti-Government armed groups involved have
committed the war crime of murder.
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Incidents remaining under investigation

20.  In some incidents that remain under investigation, the fact of the illegal killing was
confirmed; however the perpetrator could not be identified. In other cases the
circumstances of the killing is not sufficiently clear to make a determination as to its
legality.

Abel village, Homs, 25 March 2013

Al-Burj, Talkalakh, Homs, 30 March 2013

Jib Khasara, Hamah, 22 May 2013

Saroaf Checkpoint, Nawa, Dara’a, 1 June 2013
Mazra, Aleppo, 24 June 2013

Al-Haswiyah, Homs, 14 July 2013

Incidents to be investigated during next reporting period as of 31 July 2013
Al-Bayda, Tartus, 21 July 2013

Khan Al-Assal, Aleppo, 22 July 2013

Til Aran, Aleppo 31 July 2013
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Inquiry into events in Al Qusayr

L. Pro-Government forces, including Hezbollah, launched a major offensive against the
region of Al-Qusayr, Homs governorate, from 4 April to 8 June 2013, forcing the
withdrawal of anti-Government armed groups from the town and the surrounding
countryside.

2. In its Resolution A/HRC/23/1, the Human Rights Council requested the
Commission of Inquiry to “urgently conduct a comprehensive, independent and unfettered
inquiry into the events in Al Qusayr” and requested the findings of the inquiry be included
in its report to the Council at its 24" session.

3. This Annex details the offensive according to information collected during the
investigations, taken together with documentary material such as photographs, satellite
imagery and video recordings.

Background

4. Al-Qusayr is located in Homs province at a strategic juncture for the warring parties’
forces operating in the central governorates. The town is located close to the Lebanese
borders along the main line of communication between Damascus and both northern and
coastal governorates.

5. Since early 2012, anti-Government armed groups have controlled parts of the
locality and extended their presence to its countryside, reducing the presence of
Government forces to the eastern neighbourhood of Al-Qusayr city around the security
square. Control of the town enabled the armed groups to ensure cross-border movement of
arms and logistics while also disrupting the Government’s supply lines from Lebanon’s
Bekaa Valley.

6. Government forces responded by imposing a siege on Al-Qusayr towns and
surrounding villages. The Syrian army prevented the flow of food and water into the areas
from the northern and eastern access points, while Hezbollah did the same following the
assumption of control of access points to the south and west. For over a year, Al-Qusayr
and nearby villages came under heavy shelling and aerial bombardment by Government
forces. Both the Government siege and shelling of the area intensified in the weeks prior to
the ground attacks.

7. From April to mid-June, anti-Government armed groups fired homemade rockets
and artillery shells into villages, such as Hermel, under Government and Hezbollah control.
Some rockets fell on Al-Qasr, a village inside Lebanon, causing civilian casualties.

8. In the Al-Qusayr western countryside, tensions increased between anti-Government
armed groups and pro-Government armed elements in the Shia villages. This led to
Hezbollah’s incremental involvement. As a result of clashes between the warring parties,
local inhabitants from the predominantly Sunni villages around Al-Qusayr were internally
displaced to safer areas in Al-Qalamoun, northeastern Damascus countryside, with
thousands fleeing to the town of Ersal in Lebanon.
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9. Inside the town of Al-Qusayr, various anti-Government armed groups collaborated
during operations under the supervision of Al-Qusayr Military Council. The main groups
included Al-Farouq Battalions, Al-Waleed Battalions, Fajr Al-Islam Brigade, Bashair Al-
Nasr Battalions, Al-Haq Brigade and a group of Jabhat Al-Nusra fighters. Immediately
prior to the Government offensive, there were approximately 2,000 — 2,500 anti-
Government armed group fighters inside Al-Qusayr.

10.  In March 2013, the siege around Al-Qusayr town and the surrounding countryside
tightened. Villages west of the Al-Assi River, predominantly populated by Sunni Muslims,
were particularly affected. These included Al-Burhaniya, Al- Radwaniyeh, Saqraja, Ayn
Al-Tannur, Arjoun and Al-Hamidiyah.

11.  In the weeks prior to the May 2013 offensive, there were severe shortages of food,
water and medicine inside the town of Al-Qusayr. By early May, Hezbollah had taken
control of the Ain Tanour and Hamah water stations, four kilometres west and two
kilometres north of Al-Qusayr town respectively. Water to the town, already limited, was
cut entirely. Sanitation levels declined rapidly, resulting in a corresponding increase in
infectious diseases. As medical supplies ran low, the ability of hospitals and clinics to treat
civilians injured by shelling and by crossfire was severely compromised. Pro-Government
forces refused to allow Red Crescent ambulances to enter Al-Qusayr to evacuate the
wounded.

Preparatory operations and bombardment

12.  In reaction to the coordinated attack by anti-Government armed groups on southern
districts of Homs city in March 2013, a Government offensive on Al-Qusayr was initiated
in early April. This offensive formed a key part of the Government’s strategy to secure
Homs governorate.

13.  Government forces, supported by foreign combatants including thousands of
Hezbollah fighters, captured the majority of villages in the countryside in order to cut the
armed groups’ supply lines and prevent their withdrawal. From 11 April to 13 May,
Hezbollah fighters controlled the Sunni villages located in the southwest of Al-Qusayr
(west of Al-Assi River), while the Government regained territory in Homs city and
challenged the armed groups’ positions from the northeast. These tactics ultimately
blockaded the armed groups in a triangle formed by the towns of Al-Qusayr, Buwaydah Al-
Sharqgiyah and Arjoun. The tight siege imposed on the town of Al-Qusayr prevented the
transfer of reinforcements and weapons to the armed groups.

14.  Shelling and airstrikes on Al-Qusayr town and surrounding villages also escalated in
the weeks prior to the ground attacks. The villages to the southwest of Al-Qusayr were
shelled with mortars and came under aerial bombardment from jet fighters and helicopters.
Al-Qusayr also came under sustained attack, from shelling, surface-to-surface missiles and
aerial bombardment. In the ten days prior to the ground attacks, shelling and bombardments
on the area were near continuous.

Attack on Al-Qusayr city

15.  On 19 May, Hezbollah fighters along with Government troops and National Defence
Forces launched a final attack on Al-Qusayr from several directions, reportedly forcing a
negotiated withdrawal of anti-Government fighters. Witnesses stated that the armed groups
withdrew in exchange for the lifting of the siege and the evacuation of civilians and injured
persons.

GE.13-16409



A/HRC/24/46

GE.13-16409

16.  The ground attack by the pro-Government forces was accompanied by an extensive
campaign of shelling and bombardment involving the use of artillery and airpower.
Corroborated interviews indicated the use by Hezbollah fighters of a highly explosive
shoulder fired missile, likely to have been thermobaric in nature. This weaponry caused a
significant number of casualties among anti-Government fighters and civilians, as well as
extensive destruction of buildings.

17.  Within 24 hours, on 20 May, Government forces and Hezbollah fighters managed to
take control of Al-Qusayr town, with the exception of its northern neighbourhood where
anti-Government armed groups redeployed. Fighting continued throughout May, with both
sides reinforcing their positions in and around the town. Further Government
reinforcements were redeployed from Damascus and Dara’a, including from the Syrian
Republican Guard.

18.  Approximately 300 anti-Government fighters, including elements from the Al-
Tawheed Brigade from Aleppo and the Al-Usra Army from Dayr Al-Zawr, arrived to
support the armed groups inside Al-Qusayr. Despite those reinforcements, anti-Government
armed groups began to lose ground to Government forces and Hezbollah. Government
forces benefitted not only of their superior weaponry and their ability to sever the armed
groups’ supply lines into Al-Qusayr but also from Hezbollah’s expertise in street-to-street
insurgency fighting. Approximately 500 armed group fighters were killed by shelling and
by gunfire during the ground operations. An estimated 800 to 1000 fighters were injured,
rendering them hors de combat. The Government later indicated that approximately 1,000
anti-Government fighters were captured. It has not been able to confirm these numbers. The
whereabouts and treatment of many captured fighters is currently unknown.

19. The remaining fighters were unable to hold ground in the face of the pro-
Government onslaught. Squeezed between northern Al-Qusayr and Buwaydah Al-
Sharqiyah, the fighters, together with civilians and hors de combat fighters, were forced —
or allowed — to withdraw from Al-Qusayr on 5 June along a narrow corridor still under
opposition control to reach the villages of Dabaa, Salhiyah and Buwaydah Al-Sharqiyah.

20.  Until the last day of the offensive, scores of women, children and elderly had been
able to exit Al-Qusayr through military checkpoints in Domaynah Al-Sharkiyah and
Shamseen. However, those at risk of arbitrary arrest and unlawful detention — themselves a
gateway to a range of other violations — had little choice but to remain inside the town. This
included civilian men, boys over 12 years old and women related to wanted persons, such
as defectors. They formed part of the convoy leaving Al-Qusayr in the last days of the
battle.

The fall of Al-Qusayr

21. It has been difficult to estimates the size of the convoy that exited Al-Qusayr on 5
June, primarily because of the sheer number of people moving in a narrow formation out of
Al-Qusayr towards Buwaydah Al-Sharqiyah. However, there are reasonable grounds to
believe that the total number was between 13,000 and 15,000 people. Corroborated
accounts indicate that at least 10,000 civilians, mostly males over 12 years and over, were
part of this convoy. This large group moved along dirt roads to avoid army positions.

22.  From 6 to 8 June, the convoy of internally displaced moved towards the Homs-
Damascus Highway through Domaynah Al-Sharkiyah, Hamra and Al-Hussayniyah. The
few persons remaining in these villages joined the convoy.

23.  After taking control of the town of Al-Qusayr, pro-Government forces successively
recaptured the remaining villages including Dabaa (6 June) and Buwaydah Al-Sharqiyah (8
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June). The displacement of thousands of civilians and fighters, including hundreds of
injured, followed.

24. At dawn on 7 June, the first group of civilians and fighters, numbering
approximately 500 people, arrived at the Homs-Damascus highway. The majority of the
group was able to cross, in spite of shelling from nearby army checkpoints, which caused a
number of casualties. Continued shelling and the resulting deaths led the remaining
thousands still waiting to cross to retreat a few kilometres to a farming area next to Al-
Hussayniyah where they stayed until the following night.

25. At around 9pm on 8 June, the group of displaced tried once again to cross the
highway but were targeted by shelling from army positions in nearby Shamseen and
Shinshar. In an effort to facilitate the crossing of the highway by waiting civilians, anti-
Government fighters reportedly attacked the Shamseen checkpoint. By dawn, more groups
of civilians and injured fighters were still unable to reach east of the highway. They
returned to the area of the farms, where they spent two more days suffering from lack of
water, food and medication. In one instance on 8 June, army tanks and troops from
checkpoints in the area attacked the civilians and fighters hiding in the farms, but they were
pushed back by anti-Government fighters.

26.  On or around 8 June, following a negotiation, armed groups returned the bodies of
two Hezbollah fighters in exchange for the safe passage of 34 seriously injured armed
group fighters to the Lebanese Red Crescent. The injured fighters suffered beatings while
under Hezbollah’s control but were taken alive to the border and handed over to the Red
Crescent for medical treatment.

27. It was not until on or about 11 June that the groups of fighters and civilians were
able to cross the highway and entered the localities of Shamseen, Hissiyah and Al-Dibah.
They settled there for a few days before leaving to other areas across the country and
towards Ersal in Lebanon.

Casualties

28.  The commission has, to date, been able to verify the killing of 450 people during the
offensive on Al-Qusayr town. Approximately half were civilian casualties, killed primarily
in the shelling and aerial bombardment of the town in the early days of the offensive.

29.  While civilians were killed by gunfire, it has not been possible to determine who
fired the shots or the circumstances under which the shooting took place. These civilians
may have been killed in crossfire during the intense street-to-street battles.

Findings
Unlawful attacks

Pro-Government forces

30. In its shelling and aerial bombardment of both Al-Qusayr and the Al-Qusayr region
in the months and weeks preceding the military offensive — and in particular during the
intense shelling which occurred in the ten days prior to the ground attack — Government
forces conducted themselves in flagrant disregard of the distinction between civilians and
persons directly participating in hostilities.

31.  On 17 April, the aerial bombardment of Buwaydah Al-Sharqiyah killed at least 12
people, including two women and two children. On June 7, at least a dozen civilians
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displaced from Al-Qusayr were killed when the army shelled orchards on the outskirts of
the town. Between 5 and 12 June, Government shelling targeted internally displaced
persons fleeing Al-Qusayr, the vast majority of whom were civilians and hors de combat
fighters. Civilians were killed in the shelling as they attempted to cross the Damascus-
Homs highway in search of a safe haven.

32.  During the attack on Al-Qusayr and the villages around it, the Government deployed
extensive aerial and artillery capabilities. This included imprecise weaponry such as
surface-to-surface missiles which destroyed not only individual targets but also blocks of
buildings. That the majority of civilians were killed in the shelling and aerial bombardment
underlines the failure to take adequate precautions to protect civilians.

33.  As set out in the chapter on Unlawful Attacks, Government forces consistently
transgressed the fundamental principle of the laws of war that they must at all times
distinguish between civilian and military objectives.

34.  Government forces and Hezbollah also positioned military objectives inside the
villages to the south-west of Al-Qusayr, endangering the civilian population and violating
international legal obligations.

Anti-Government armed groups

35.  Anti-Government armed groups shelled villages west of Al-Qusayr, home
predominantly to a Shia community, without taking precautions to protect civilians living
inside. On 27 May, a Lebanese girl aged 17 was killed in a rebel mortar attack on the
Hezbollah stronghold of Hermel. On 11 June, one man was killed and several people were
injured during a rocket attack also on Hermel.

36.  Anti-Government armed groups used mortars, rockets and snipers in a manner that
failed to distinguish civilian and military objectives, thereby committing unlawful attacks.

37. Armed groups also operated within civilian areas, including in the town of Al-
Qusayr itself, violating international legal obligations to avoid positioning military
objectives within or near densely populated areas.

Imposition of sieges

Pro-Government forces

38.  Government forces and Hezbollah had imposed a siege on the Al-Qusayr area since
late 2012. In the weeks prior to the military offensive, the siege tightened considerably with
harrowing consequences for the civilians remaining inside Al-Qusayr town and the
surrounding villages. The cutting off of medical supplies into Al-Qusayr town, in particular,
had dire consequences for the ability of the hospitals and clinics to treat those injured by
shelling and gunfire.

39.  As detailed in the section on Sieges and Attacks on Food Security, pro-Government
forces have a legal obligation to allow and facilitate the unimpeded passage of humanitarian
relief. The use of starvation as a method of warfare is clearly prohibited under the laws of
war. There is strong evidence to suggest the siege was imposed for the specific reason to
render the conditions of life unbearable, weakening the armed groups and forcing civilians,
who were so able, to flee.

40.  Government forces and Hezbollah have imposed sieges and blockades in the Al-
Qusayr region, without complying with their obligations under international humanitarian
law.
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Torture and other forms of ill-treatment

Pro-Government forces

41.  Following a negotiated exchange of 34 seriously injured armed group fighters for
the bodies of two Hezbollah fighters on or around 8 June, the injured hors de combat
fighters were beaten by Hezbollah members prior to their transfer to the Lebanese Red
Crescent for medical treatment. Such conduct is in flagrant disregard for the protections
accorded to the sick, wounded and hors de combat fighters from ill-treatment.

Massacres and other unlawful killings

42.  Civilians were killed in the indiscriminate shelling of Al-Qusayr and its
surroundings. It has not been possible to determine, beyond the requisite standard of proof,
the circumstances in which those killed by gunfire died. Given the fierce fighting that took
place in Al-Qusayr, there is a strong possibility that those killed may have been caught in
crossfire between the warring factions. There is no evidence, as yet, to indicate that fighters
on either side were killed in circumstances that would have deemed those killings unlawful.
Investigations are continuing.
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Annex IV

[English only]

Digital Globe World View 1 — 27 July
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Annex V

Map of the Syrian Arab Republic

[English only]
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