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Covid-19 has brought into sharp 
focus the bravery and selflessness 
of health-care workers who -- at 
great risk to their own health -- are 
on the front lines of this once-in-a-
hundred-years pandemic, celebrated 
with nightly cheers ringing from 
Manhattan to Milan.

It has also laid bare the contrast with 
decimated health systems in places 
like Syria, where doctors have, for 
far too long, been targeted with 
violence and where hospitals have 
been bombed.

The truth of this pandemic is that it 
cannot be defeated anywhere unless 
it is defeated everywhere. This is why 
an attack on health care anywhere is 
an attack on health care everywhere 
-- and why the targeting of health 
workers and their facilities globally 
must be brought to an end and the 
perpetrators held accountable.
Nowhere has the international 
community failed more appallingly 
at protecting health workers than 
in Syria, where doctors and nurses 

have labored for nearly a decade un-
der the constant threat of airstrikes 
and shelling.

According to the World Health Orga-
nization, there were 494 attacks on 
Syria’s health system between 2016 
and 2019, which include at least 13 
bombings of hospitals supported by 
our group, the International Rescue 
Committee (IRC).

Between December and the end of 
February, 84 health facilities in nor-
thwest Syria were forced to suspend 
their operations due to hostilities.

So real and persistent is the threat of 
airstrikes, health facilities have been 
forced to move underground or go 
mobile.

Such attacks were always illegal, 
immoral and inhumane, and the 
reality of Covid-19 underscores their 
impact. The disease is stretching the 
limits of even the most high-func-
tioning and well-resourced health 
systems.

It is not hard to imagine the devas-
tation that will unfold if hundreds of 
thousands fall ill in northwest Syria, 

where 3 million people are displaced 
and live in cramped and unhygienic 
conditions. There, social distancing 
and handwashing are luxuries.

So, too, is seeking medical attention. 
Half of northwest Syria’s health faci-
lities have been forced offline due to 
damage or insecurity. And while the 
IRC is urgently working to establish 
an intensive care unit in one of the 
facilities we support, there are just 
30 ventilators and 105 ICU beds.

Most are already occupied, leaving 
few, if any, beds available for 
Covid-19 patients. Humanitarian 
organizations like ours depend on 
cross-border delivery mechanism for 
supplies of medical and other hu-
manitarian supplies. A UN Security 
Council resolution cut the number 
of border crossings providing access 
into Syria from four to just two at 
the beginning of 2020, creating dan-
gerous choke points in the supply 
chain as Covid-19 looms.

Five steps should be taken to ensure 
a precedent of accountability for 
heinous crimes against those risking 
their lives on the front lines -- only 
made more urgent by the threat of

The world is celebrating the valor of health workers. But in Syria, they’re still being killed

Covid-19: press to hold accountable anyo-
ne who attacks health facilities, appoint a 
permanent body or special representative 
to speak out about the issue and investi-
gate, preserve evidence from its inquiries, 
incorporate explicit calls for the protection 
of health workers in UN resolutions and 
official discussions, and ensure the free 
flow of medical and other humanitarian 
supplies and staff into Syria
.
Covid-19 has shown us, in the starkest 
terms, the value of health workers. And this 
virus, which respects no borders, has also 
made clear that our global health depends 
on health-care systems everywhere. We 
should all demand world leaders commit 
to ensuring attacks on health-care workers 
and facilities will not be tolerated.

Nothing will build back the hospitals de-
cimated by airstrikes or bring back health 
workers who lost their lives. But with a glo-
bal pandemic spreading, the international 
community owes it to them and to all our 
health workers on the front lines around 
the world to prevent future attacks.

Excerpt taken from: https://www.cnn.
com/2020/04/29/opinions/the-world-is-ce-
lebrating-the-valor-of-health-workers-but-
in-syria-theyre-still-being-killed/index.html

Kafr Nabl Surgical Hospital in Syria has been repeatedly hit during the war, leading it to move underground. 
On May 5, Russian airstrikes caused further damage. Kadour/Agence France-Presse. Getty Images.
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weekly scheduleSyria civil war: Germany holds unprecedented state torture trial

 
“We cannot afford hostilities which 
would surely lead to another surge in 
displaced vulnerable communities”, 
UN Envoy for Syria Geir O. Pedersen 
said via video-teleconference. “We 
could not afford this scenario before 
the pandemic; the price could only be 
higher now”. 

COVID-19 caseloads in Syria have been 
relatively low, with 42 cases reported in 
Government-controlled areas thus far; 
one case in the north-east and none 
reported in the north-west; but Mr. 
Pedersen maintained that the trend 
lines would be important to monitor in 
the coming weeks. 

While the Syrian Government, the 
opposition and other de facto autho-
rities are taking significant steps to 
combat the virus, a lack of sufficient 
testing, health professionals, medical 
equipment and supplies are hamstrin-
ging the response.

“The healthcare system is degraded in 
some areas and destroyed in others”, 
explained Mr. Pedersen, reiterating the 
need for “full, sustained and unimpe-
ded humanitarian access”.

Excerpt and photo from: https://news.
un.org/en/story/2020/04/1062862
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Two men accused of committing cri-
mes against humanity for the Syrian 
state have gone on trial in Germany. It 
is thought to be the first case world-
wide examining the use of torture 
under President Bashar al-Assad’s rule.

The two - identified as Anwar R and 
Eyad A - allegedly worked as govern-
ment intelligence officers.
Both fled Syria in the midst of its on-
going civil war and applied for asylum 
in Germany, where they were arrested 
in 2019.

Lawyers for the two men declined 
to talk to reporters before the case 
opened in Koblenz on Thursday. Presi-
dent Assad and his government have 
repeatedly denied the use of torture. 

Outside the court a group of refugees 
and human rights activists welcomed 
the start of the trial. Among them was 
Syrian rights lawyer Anwar al-Bunni, 
who says he was himself arrested by 
Anwar R in Damascus.

Mr al-Bunni has said that after he 
arrived in Berlin as a refugee in 2014, 
he spotted Anwar R on the street, but 
did not immediately recognise him. 

“Today’s proceedings should serve as 
an important reminder that more is 
needed to ensure accountability for 
the conflict’s horrific atrocities,” said 
Balkees Jarrah from the NGO Human 
Rights Watch.

German authorities are investigating 
dozens of former Syrian officials 
under the principle of “universal ju-
risdiction” - which allows any country 
to prosecute those accused of war 
crimes, crimes against humanity and 
genocide.

The German Association of Judges 
says cases are also being investigated 
in Iraq, Libya, Afghanistan, Mali and 
other countries. 

“War criminals get no shelter in Ger-
many,” association head Sven Rebehn 
told the DPA news agency.

German prosecutors say that Anwar 

R, 57, was a high-ranking officer in 
charge of the GID’s Al-Khatib prison in 
the capital Damascus. He is suspected 
of being involved in the torture of at 
least 4,000 people in 2011-12, and has 
been charged with 58 counts of mur-
der as well as rape and sexual assault.

Eyad A, 43, is said to have worked for 
Anwar R’s department and has been 
charged with torture in at least 30 
cases. 

Key evidence against the pair came 
from the tens of thousands of photos 
taken by a military defector known as 
Caesar, who fled Syria in 2013.

Anwar R and Eyad A reportedly ente-
red Germany as asylum seekers in July 
2014 and April 2018, respectively.

If convicted, the 57-year-old faces life 
in prison, while Eyad A could get up 
to 15 years behind bars.

Excerpt taken from: https://www.bbc.
com/news/world-europe-52393402
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Activists outside the court produced banners describing Syria as a “torture state.” Reuters.


