VIOLATIONS DURING SAA' JANUARY
2026 OFFENSIVE

MAY 2026



MAY 2026

CONTENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 3
1 INTRODUCTION 6

1.1 BACKGROUND

1.2 AUTHORS

1.3 METHODOLOGY

2 CRIMES AND VIOLATIONS 14
2.1 LEGAL FRAMEWORK
2.2 TARGETING OF CIVILIAN AREAS AND INFRASTRUCTURE
2.3 DIRECT TARGETING OF CIVILIANS
2.4 ARBITRARY ARRESTS AND ABUSE OF PRISONERS
2.5 SUMMARY EXECUTIONS
2.6 DESECRATION OF CORPSES AND GRAVEYARDS
2.7 GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
2.8 DISPLACMENT FACILITATING LOOTING AND PROPRIETY CRIMES

3 GOING FORWARD 45



MAY 2026

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report shares the outcome of Rojava Information Center’s (RIC) investigations into
allegations of violations of international humanitarian law (IHL) conducted by Syrian Arab
Army (SAA) forces as they attacked territory in North and East Syria (NES) formerly con-
trolled by the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and governed by the Democratic Autono-
mous Administration of North and East Syria (DAANES) in January 2026.

RIC documented a series of violations which can be divided into the following legal catego-
ries: targeting the civilian population and civilian infrastructure, arbitrary arrests (depriva-
tion of liberty); summary executions; outrages upon personal dignity including abuse and
the desecration of graves, and corpses; and property crimes such as looting and pillage.
Many instances of violence or mistreatment also show clear ethnic and gender-based mo-
tivations.

Key Findings

Disclaimer: The numbers stated below are limited to those cases RIC was able to independently
verify. The true figures are expected to be much higher as photos and videos of dozens of vio-
lations were shared across social media, yet remain unconfirmed hence are not included in the
following (see: Methodology).

 RIC confirmed 18 instances of SAA and its affiliates intentionally directing attacks against
the civilian population and civilian infrastructure resulting in the confirmed death of 31
civilians and the injury of at least 40. Children as young as eight months old were among
the fatalities. RIC believes that at least nine of those killed and six of those wounded
were children.

 Forces under and affiliated to the SAA targeted civilian homes and vehicles, hospitals,
medical staff, and ambulances in the course of January’s conflict.

 Forces under and affiliated to the SAA carried out violations towards civilians and ci-
vilian infrastructure using artillery, drones, small arms, and in some cases stones and
physical beating. RIC also recorded testimonies claiming the use of a chemical sub-
stance appearing to be tear gas in an enclosed space.

 RIC confirmed six incidents of arbitrary arrest (inhumane treatment - deprivation of
liberty), affecting well over 244 people including women, children, journalists, medical
staff, and military aged men

+ The SAA arrested two journalists, one with German nationality and a Kurdish Red Cres-
cent (KRC) medic. The fate of the KRC medic remains unknown, while the journalists are
still detained at the time of writing.

* Forces under and affiliated to the SAA carried out summary executions of a minimum
of 47 individuals. These fatalities are spread across 16 confirmed incidents involving
children, civilians, Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters, and members of the Asayish
(internal security forces).
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+ One SDF fighter filmed himself outside Kobane city, standing over 21 dead bodies speak-
ing about taking revenge for Kobane. Accounts vary as to whether the killed individuals
were armed actors, civilians or being transported from a nearby prison. Either way, this
is a clear instance of summary execution.

+ RIC confirmed 26 cases of forces under and affiliated to the SAA committing outrages
upon personal dignity including abuse, humiliation, and the desecration of graves and
corpses.

+ Seven of those cases involved the violating of corpses including removing the head
from the body of a child, and gouging out eyes.

« On four separate locations, SAA fighters and unidentified individuals destroyed the
graves of SDF fighters.

+ Detained SDF fighters and civilians alike faced physical abuse, verbal abuse, and humil-
iation from forces under and affiliated to the SAA, such as being insulted on a religious
and racial basis, forced to mimic animals, or repeat chants such as the Shahada (Islamic
declaration of faith).

« Women in NES have faced additional levels of violence from forces under and affiliated
to the SAA, ranging from physical abuse, threats of being sold into sexual slavery, and
gender-based slurs while alive, to having their corpses maimed, thrown from buildings,
and most famously the braid (a hairstyle which has come to be associated with the
women of YPJ) of a slain female fighter being cut and shown off on camera.

+ Violations perpetrated throughout the conflict in January have left a scar on the local
population of NES. Furthermore, a lack of accountability remains an impediment on the
path towards a peaceful and democratic Syria.

Therefore, RIC recommends that going forward:
The Syrian Transitional Government (STG) and President Ahmed al-Sharaa can:

[1]1 Immediately release all unlawfully held civilians and SDF fighters, and grant independ-
ent human rights monitors immediate, unrestricted access to all sites holding detained
SDF fighters and civilians. Establish genuinely independent committees to investigate SAA
personnel responsible for ordering, committing, or failing to prevent torture and ill-treat-
ment.

[2] Commit to implementing the Syria-wide ceasefire and progressing with integration ne-
gotiations that would respect regional specificities and guarantee political representation
and protection for all minorities. Ensure women's participation in politics and security forc-
es.

[3] Establish clear and effective mechanisms to ensure oversight and accountability for the
actions of all SAA divisions, and affiliated fighters and require them to fully comply with
international humanitarian law and international human rights law during security and
military operations.
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[4] Conduct an independent and transparent investigation in order to ensure accountabili-
ty, prosecute those involved in violations and strengthen judicial independence in order to
conduct fair trials to prevent impunity.

[5] Identify the remaining factors preventing all of Syria’s internally displaced persons
(IDPs) from returning to their home locations and address them, in line with achieving
the January 29 integration agreement article stipulating IDP return. Ensure protection of
all civilians, put an end to ethnic violence targeting IDPs in Afrin, Aleppo, Tel Abyad, and
Sere Kaniye and guarantee the passage of all necessary humanitarian aid to civilian areas.
Ensure the local governance and police forces in these areas are managed by members of
the local population.

The UN & International organizations can:
[1] Conduct an independent, comprehensive, and transparent fact-finding mission to doc-
ument violations of international law, and identify the responsible parties and the groups

at risk of further violence.

[2] Support national organizations working on documenting violations, as well as relief
organizations, and those promoting civil peace.

[3] Support the demands of those displaced and attacked for justice and accountability in
international institutions such as the International Criminal Court.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In early January 2026, the Syrian Transitional Government’s (STG) Syrian Arab Army (SAA)
attacked the Kurdish-majority neighbourhoods of Sheikh Magsoud and Ashrafiyeh in Alep-
po. The assault ended fourteen years of de facto autonomous governance by residents
there. The two neighbourhoods had become an enclave administratively connected to - yet
geographically separated from - the Democratic Autonomous Administration of North and
East Syria (DAANES), after resisting incursions from Bashar al-Assad’s Syrian army, Jabhat
al-Nusra, and factions of the Free Syrian Army since the beginning of the Syrian Civil War.

After seizing Sheikh Magsoud and Ashrafiyeh, the SAA continued their advance, attacking
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)-held Deir Hafer and Maskana and then pushing east across
the Euphrates River, through Raqqga, Tabga and Deir ez-Zor towards Heseke and Kobane.
Over the three-week attack, the SDF lost an estimated 80% of their previously held territo-
ry. The borders of the region managed by the DAANES were pushed back to northeastern
Jazira, as well as a small area around Kobane city.

Since the STG and SDF published a ceasefire and integration agreement on January 30, Syr-
ians across the country have been watching closely as the two sides continue the tense and
phased process of implementing the deal. The agreement stipulates that both sides with-
draw from the current frontlines, and the DAANES’ civilian institutions and SDF military
structures merge with those of Damascus. The safe return of the thousands of displaced
people is also included - a sensitive and highly pressing point for many.
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The prevading sentiment amongst civilians in the Kurdish-majority regions of northern Syr-
ia however, is one of distinct lack of trust in the STG and its armed forces. During the SAA’s
advance into NES, they committed a series of human rights abuses and violations some
of which may amount to war crimes. Many of these crimes were ethnically motivated and
directed specifically against the Kurdish population. While ethnic discrimination does not
have its own chapter in this report, most crimes appeared to be motivated by ethnic and/
or religious discrimination. This is a running theme throughout the report. While a great
proportion of the Kurdish population living in the Arab-majority cities of Tabga and Raqqga
fled further north upon the SAA’s advance, several Kurdish people who remained there or
who fled from these cities a little late, reported that they were detained by STG forces and
asked about their ethnic identity at checkpoints or on the road. Multiple instances of the
killings of civilians described in the report seem to have been carried out on the basis of
ethnicity.

RIC has reviewed over one hundred photos and videos that purport to show abuses against
SDF personnel and civilians in Syria perpetrated by SAA soldiers or fighters. RIC also col-
lected scores of testimonies from those who witnessed these crimes. We have compiled
this evidence in a spreadsheet which is available to journalists, researchers and other ex-
perts upon request. The numbers you will find in this report e.g. [1, 2, 26] refer to the case
numbers assigned in this spreadsheet.
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1.1 BACKGROUND

The January 30 ceasefire deal was not the first such agreement between NES and the new
Damascus government. Back in March 2025, SDF commander-in-chief, Mazloum Abdi, flew
to Damascus and signed a highly anticipated eight point agreement with Syrian President
Ahmed al-Sharaa, committing to military, security, and administrative integration. A special
committee was established in NES to lead the dialogue with Damascus. Yet the negotiations
in the following months stalled and did not achieve tangible results. Damascus wanted the
SDF to dissolve, saying its members could individually re-apply for positions under the Syr-
ian Ministry of Defense; the SDF pushed to maintain its structure inside a unified national
command. NES' representatives furthermore presented a more decentralized vision for
the country, with regionally devolved administrative, economic, and internal security pow-
ers. This contrasted the STG's desire for more centralized control. Antagonism deepened,
with Damascus rejecting what it called ‘separatism' from NES, while the SDF insisted they
did not have, nor ever had, separatist ambitions?. Meanwhile, sectarian massacres, first
in Syria’s Alawite®*-majority coastal regions* and then in Suwayda against the Druze com-
munity®, left many Kurds fearing that Damascus’ vision for integration would leave them
defenseless against the same fate.

An integration pact specifically for Syria’s second-largest city, Aleppo, had also been signed
in April 2025. Under this, the SDF agreed to withdraw from the two DAANES-governed
neighborhoods, Sheikh Magsoud and Ashrafiyeh, and leave NES' internal security forces
(Asayish) to coordinate with Damascus. Some viewed this process as a test-run for wid-
er-scale integration®. Throughout the latter half of 2025 however, tension built up. Damas-
cus forces constructed earth barricades at checkpoints into the Kurdish neighborhoods,
and periodically cut off access to people, fuel and food.

Abruptly halting integration negotiations on January 47, reportedly under pressure from
Ankara and directly after signing a security cooperation agreement with Israel, Damascus
began a full-scale attack against Sheikh Magsoud and Ashrafiyeh on January 68. After five
days of fighting, which killed at least 45 civilians and injured 120 more according to Hevdes-
ti human rights organization (see below), the Syrian government announced full control
over the city.

1 https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/syria/220920254

2 https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/kurdish-commander-calls-us-intervene-forcefully-syria-clash-
es-2026-01-18/

3 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/mar/09/north-west-syria-un-latakia-assad-regime-loyalists-killings

4 https://www.reuters.com/investigations/syrian-forces-massacred-1500-alawites-chain-command-led-damas-
cus-2025-06-30/

5 https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/22/world/middleeast/syria-massacre-druse.html

6 https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/syrias-kurds-could-be-al-sharaas-partners-in-rebuilding-why-
did-damascus-assault-them-instead/

7 https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2026/01/closed-door-breakdown-syria-kurdish-talks-foreshadowed-aleppo-clashes

8 https://rojavainformationcenter.org/2026/01/explainer-syrian-government-assault-on-aleppos-kurdish-neighbor-

hoods/


https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/syria/220920254 
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/kurdish-commander-calls-us-intervene-forcefully-syria-clashes-2026-01-18/ 
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/kurdish-commander-calls-us-intervene-forcefully-syria-clashes-2026-01-18/ 
� https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/mar/09/north-west-syria-un-latakia-assad-regime-loyalists-killings
� https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/mar/09/north-west-syria-un-latakia-assad-regime-loyalists-k
https://www.reuters.com/investigations/syrian-forces-massacred-1500-alawites-chain-command-led-damascus-2025-06-30/
https://www.reuters.com/investigations/syrian-forces-massacred-1500-alawites-chain-command-led-damascus-2025-06-30/
� https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/22/world/middleeast/syria-massacre-druse.html
� https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/syrias-kurds-could-be-al-sharaas-partners-in-rebuilding-why-did-damascus-assault-them-instead/
� https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/syrias-kurds-could-be-al-sharaas-partners-in-rebuilding-why-did-damascus-assault-them-instead/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2026/01/closed-door-breakdown-syria-kurdish-talks-foreshadowed-aleppo-clashes
� https://rojavainformationcenter.org/2026/01/explainer-syrian-government-assault-on-aleppos-kurdish-neighborhoods/
� https://rojavainformationcenter.org/2026/01/explainer-syrian-government-assault-on-aleppos-kurdish-neighborhoods/
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Troops built up along the Deir Hafer frontline as both sides exchanged artillery fire. Under
a ceasefire agreement, the SDF agreed to withdraw to the countryside around Tabga but
SAA forces ambushed the SDF withdrawal from Deir Hafer. From there, the SAA pushed on
towards Tabga and the east of the Euphrates in Ragga and Deir ez-Zor. A significant pro-
portion of the Arab tribes and tribal fighters in NES declared they would side with Damas-
cus, alongside Arab SDF members who defected en masse. By January 18, SAA troops had
taken Tabga, most of Deir ez-Zor, and had begun to encircle Ragga. The SDF conducted a
disorganized withdrawal from these areas. Later that day a 14-point ceasefire agreement
was published online by government accounts. The SAA continued to advance however,
pushing all the way to the Kurdish-majority Jazira Canton, seizing the key locations of al-Hol
Camp, Raqqa city, the Tishreen Dam, and Shaddadi Prison. They then surrounded Kobane.
On January 20, the SDF declared they would fight to protect their remaining regions and
announced a general mobilization.

Yet another ceasefire of four days, later extended to 15, was then announced on January
20, to open a window for dialogue. Despite this, fighting persisted at two hotspots, claiming
several lives. In the Kobane countryside, SAA forces closed in on the city, putting it under
siege and cutting electricity, water, and internet access. Meanwhile, south-east of Qamish-
lo, an SAA assault unsuccessfully sought to capture the town of Chil Akha which would
have cut the main road linking Syria’s major Kurdish cities and towns to the Iraqi border.

A final ceasefire and integration deal was then announced, and fighting ceased by the end
of January. However, Kobane remained under complete siege for more than 45 days, until
restrictions were gradually lifted.

The offensive was led and commanded directly by the forces of the Ministry of Defense
and Minister of Interior of the STG. In the report, the term ‘SAA’ (Syrian Arab Army) will be
used to describe forces from both the Ministries of Defense and Interior for simplicity. Spe-
cificinvolvment of Internal Security forces will be specified if necessary. Both SAA divisions
and internal security forces participated together under direct command from the STG
presidency, ministers, and military commanders.

When the new Syrian Arab Army was created following the fall of Assad, HTS and the fac-
tions of Turkish-backed SNA (Syrian National Army) were dissolved into divisions under
the Ministry of Defense. Some of these groups were integrated wholesale and simply ‘re-
flagged' under new names®. As such, sections of the Syrian military such as the 72nd and
76th Divisions are composed of factions of the former-SNA that operated for years in Turk-
ish-occupied northern Syria. They have been documented conducting numerous crimes
and human rights violations and were sanctioned by the U.S., E.U., and U.K.'°. Several of
these divisions were also involved in the crimes against the Alawite minority" in March

9 https://www.understandingwar.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/The-New-Syrian-Army-Order-of-Battle_final.pdf

10 https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1699;
https://www.theamargi.com/posts/who-are-the-turkish-backed-militias-and-commanders-sanctioned-by-the-uk-
over-atrocities-in-syria

11 https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/syrias-transitional-honeymoon-over-after-massa-
cres-and-disinformation


https://www.understandingwar.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/The-New-Syrian-Army-Order-of-Battle_final.pdf
� https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1699; 
https://www.theamargi.com/posts/who-are-the-turkish-backed-militias-and-commanders-sanc  tioned-by-the-uk-over-atrocities-in-syria
https://www.theamargi.com/posts/who-are-the-turkish-backed-militias-and-commanders-sanc  tioned-by-the-uk-over-atrocities-in-syria
� https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/syrias-transitional-honeymoon-over-after-mas sacres-and-disinformation
� https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/syrias-transitional-honeymoon-over-after-mas sacres-and-disinformation
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2025.

The participation of the 62nd Division (led by Mohamed Al-Jassem/Abu Amsha and com-
posed of former members of Sultan Suleiman Shah faction), 72nd Division (operating in
Aleppo governorate, composed of former members of Sultan Murad Division of SNA), 76th
Division (operating in Aleppo governorate, commanded by Sayf Bulad Abu Bakr and com-
posed of former members of the Hamza Division), 80th Division (operating in Aleppo gov-
ernorate and composed of former member of Nour al-Din al-Zenki SNA faction) and 86th
Division (operating mainly in Deir-ez-Zor, led by Abu Hatem Shaqra/Ahmed al-Hais and
composed of former members of Ahrar al-Shargiya) in the January 2026 offensive was
confirmed by several sources'. The participation of the 66th Division was also reported™.

Aside from these official state forces, Arab tribal militias also took part in the fighting, par-
ticularly in the early stages of the offensive. By many accounts', their participation was
primed by President al-Sharaa’s advisor for clan and tribal affairs, Ahmed al-Zakour, who
had spent months conducting meetings with tribal leaders across the country, seemingly
to lay the groundwork for such a move. Sometimes such tribal militias acted directly under
the command of SAA forces (according to several testimonies gathered by RIC) and other
times seemingly on their own initiative. They are designated in the report and database as
‘tribal forces affiliated with the SAA.

Turkey's direct involvement in the fighting has not been documented. Nonetheless, evi-
dence suggests a pattern of indirect Turkish engagement, including the reported provision
of weapons to the SAA™ and the use of Turkish drones in some strikes' conducted dur-
ing the war (see below). In multiple locations, notably Aleppo, fighters have been heard
speaking Turkish, and many witnesses also recounted Turkish patches being displayed on
the arms of fighters, who also held or installed Turkish flags. A detained SDF fighter in-
terviewed by RIC also recalled the presence of Turkish military personnel at Azaz prison,
where he was held and interrogated. Multiple reports from the United Nations, Human
rights organizations, and US Department of State have highlighted the existence of deten-
tion facilities along the Turkish border operated by Turkish military police and other secu-

12 https://www.instagram.com/p/DTvaTgqmIR8/;
https://x.com/Mahlihasan9459/status/2013264639337931163;
https://x.com/Ebuselmnbelarus/status/2012762656113930347;
https://x.com/zaid__hassn/status/2012851250631438654;
https://x.com/bdallhbnbwdals1/status/2013032677117399103;
https://x.com/rdwanalshhwan0/status/2012683113852236278;
https://understandingwar.org/research/middle-east/iran-update-january-19-2026/;
https://understandingwar.org/research/middle-east/iran-update-january-20-2026/;
https://understandingwar.org/research/middle-east/iran-update-january-23-2026/;
https://x.com/Gen_AH_86/status/2012953421133865053;
https://x.com/FawazElziyab/status/2012656609827213662;
https://x.com/Rd_fas1/status/2012685454034735612;

13 https://www.enabbaladi.net/792703/
14 https://www.newarab.com/analysis/how-syrias-tribes-turned-tide-against-sdf
15 https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-help-syria-with-weapon-systems-equipment-under-new-ac

cord-source-says-2025-08-14/;
https://x.com/Thewarjurnal_/status/2013331734100889954/video/1 :
https://x.com/war_noir/status/2009333562282266807 ;
https://x.com/war_noir/status/1998852652755755265

16 https://www.syriahr.com/en/376137/
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rity and intelligence bodies, including MIT".

Some individuals and local news sources claimed former ISIS members were involved in
the fighting due to images and videos circulating online of fighters wearing black Shahada
patches. These patches are used by several Salafi Jihadist organisations across Africa, the
Middle East and Asia. RIC was unable to independently verify these videos.

17 https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/coisyria/A-HRC-53-CRP5-Syria-Torture.
pdf;
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/08/syria-turkey-must-stop-serious-violations-by-allied-groups-
and-its-own-forces-in-afrin/;
https://stj-sy.org/en/syria-afrin-illegal-transfer-of-syrian-detainees-to-turkiye-and-subjecting-them-to-sham-tri

als/;
https://kurdishlawyers.org/2026/02/27/al-rai-prison-a-comprehensive-legal-characterization-of-the-deten
tion-system-and-systematic-violations/;
https://www.state.gov/reports/2024-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/syria
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1.2 AUTHORS

Rojava Information Center (RIC) is an independent media organization based in NES. It is
made up of local staff and volunteers from across Europe and North America. RIC was
founded to address the lack of clear and objective reporting on NES, aiming to provide
journalists, researchers and the general public with accurate, well-sourced and transpar-
ent information. We work in partnership with civil and political institutions, journalists, and
media activists across the world to connect them with the people and information they
need.

Detailed information on the geopolitical context, history, and socio-political situation of
the areas covered in this report can be found in previous RIC dossiers:

“The State of the Occupation” reports: From early 2021 onwards, RIC has been docu-
menting rights violations and crimes in Turkish-occupied regions of Afrin and the M4 strip
(Serekaniye/Tel Abyad).

“The Syrian National Army: The Turkish Proxy Militias in Northern Syria”: Published
in July 2022, this is a comprehensive report on the situation of the SNA militias and other
armed groups operating in the Turkish-occupied areas of Syria, which examines in detail
the relationship between the SNA and its political counterpart, the Syrian Interim Govern-
ment, as well as the Turkish authorities.

“When Jihadism Learns to Smile: HTS' Evolution and Current Presence in Northern
and Northwestern Syria”: Published in June 2023, this deals specifically with Hayat Tahrir
al-Sham (HTS) in Idlib, and its influence and alliances growing in the Turkish-occupied areas
of Afrin, long before HTS came to power in Damascus in December 2024.

“From Idlib to Damascus - HTS' Evolution Into the Syrian Caretaker Government”: Pub-
lished just after the fall of Bashar al-Assad, this report charts the rise of HTS' leader Ahmed
al-Sharaa and his first few months of rule in Damascus.

“After Assad - Turkey and SNA crimes against civilians in NES": Published in March 2025
following a concerted attack on the NES region from Turkey and its proxy Syrian militias,


https://rojavainformationcenter.org/category/report/occupation-report/
https://rojavainformationcenter.org/2022/07/the-syrian-national-army-the-turkish-proxy-militias-of-northern-syria/
https://rojavainformationcenter.org/2023/06/when-jihadism-learns-to-smile/
https://rojavainformationcenter.org/2023/06/when-jihadism-learns-to-smile/
https://rojavainformationcenter.org/2025/03/from-idlib-to-damascus/
https://rojavainformationcenter.org/2025/03/after-assad-turkey-and-sna-crimes-against-civilians-in-nes/
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1.3 METHODOLOGY

This report and its associated database are based on our own open-source research as
well as first-hand accounts of events from victims, their relatives, and witnesses. A large
amount of visual evidence has been publicized directly via the STG forces’ and supporters’
channels and media or by relatives of victims who claim to have received such evidence.

RIC reviewed approximately 180 pieces of visual evidence connected to alleged violations.
Reverse searches used to date the appearance of evidence do not, in themselves, con-
stitute proof of authenticity, and the report relies almost exclusively on visual evidence
that has been geolocated, dated, or corroborated through the identification of victims. We
make it clear in the report and database where we have been unable to independently
verify evidence that we still consider worth presenting (rows which have been highlighted
red indicate a case has not been verified, more information as to why the case is not con-
sidered to be verified by RIC can be found in the ‘How?’ column). The database of rights
violations includes all cases for which there is reliable photographic or video evidence,
and/or eyewitness testimonies collected by RIC researchers (61 verified and 11 unverified
instances are presented). While this database is by no means comprehensive, it gives a
snapshot into the human rights abuses conducted throughout the SAA's advance into NES.

In the course of conducting over 25 interviews with individuals directly affected by such vi-
olations, RIC verified cases reported in the press and uncovered new violations potentially
amounting to war crimes. RIC field teams spoke to survivors of SAA heavy weapons shell-
ing in Aleppo, medical staff, IDPs who faced attacks as they fled Raqga and Tabqga, family
members of victims, Asayish and SDF fighters and NGO staff, civil officials, and civilian ac-
tivists working to assist those affected. Some names have been redacted or changed upon
request from witnesses who wish to protect their identity.

RIC can provide access to the full text of 15 interviews quoted in this report upon request
from press, researchers, and NGOs.

In order to verify these pieces of evidence, the report is also based on a collaboration with
local human rights organizations and activists. RIC worked with and shared information
with the Hevdesti-Synergy Association, Rights Defense Initiative, and Ibrahim Sheikho (Af-
rin Human Rights Organisation).

13
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2. GRIMES AND VIOLATIONS
2.1 LEGAL FRAMEWORK

Protection in armed conflict is grounded in international humanitarian law (IHL), which lays
down rules and standards for conduct of hostilities. There are three sources of IHL: trea-
ties, custom, and the general principles of law.

The four 1949 Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols (AP) provide the treaty
basis of modern IHL. However, the Conventions apply almost exclusively to international
armed conflicts (IACs), rather than to non-international armed conflicts (NIACs). The ex-
ception to this is “Common Article 3", which is found in all four of the 1949 Geneva Con-
ventions, and which provides minimum IHL requirements in NIACs. The Second Additional
Protocol (APIl) provides detailed IHL requirements in NIACs, but it is not applicable in Syria
because the Syrian government is not a party to it.

Customary IHL is binding on all parties to an armed conflict irrespective of what treaties
they have signed. The International Committee of the Red Cross' searchable database of
customary IHL'® is the most comprehensive collection of the rules of customary IHL and
their corresponding practices. Several key principles of IHL outlined by the ICRC regarding
the treatment of civilians are: [1] to distinguish between civilians and combatants, [2] to
take all feasible precautions to protect civilians against the effects of attacks, and [3] to
not cause damage that is excessive in relation to the direct military advantage expected™.

The use of “the general principles of law recognized by civilized nations” as a source of
law is provided for by Article 38(1)(c) of the Statute of the International Court of Justice.
However, it is difficult to identify general principles accurately, and as such their role in the
implementation of IHL is limited, and is not considered in our analysis.

While many powerful states have not ratified the Additional Protocols, much of what is
written within them is already contained in customary IHL. Violations and abuses of IHL are
frequent within many armed conflicts. Serious violations of IHL are war crimes.

In Aleppo, Raqga, Tabga, and the southern countryside of Heseke and Kobane, forces op-
erating within or alongside the SAA have committed violations potentially amounting to
war crimes. We present evidence for this across eight main areas: targeting of civilians,
targeting of civilian areas and infrastructure, unlawful arrests and abuse of prisoners,
summary executions, desecration of corpses and graveyards, gender-based violence, and
displacement facilitating looting and property crimes.

18 https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/en/customary-ihl

19 https://www.icrc.org/en/law-and-policy/protected-persons-civilians
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2.2 TARGETING OF CIVILIAN AREAS AND INFRASTUCTURE

Civilian infrastructure is entitled to protection under IHL: parties to a conflict must at all
times distinguish between civilian objects and military objectives, and attacks may only
be directed against military objectives, not civilian objects. Further, indiscriminate attacks
which are of a nature to strike military objectives and civilians or civilian objects without
distinction are prohibited. However, this does not automatically protect all civilian infra-
structure. Attacks which are not indiscriminate in nature and which result in merely inci-
dental damage to civilian objects may not automatically breach IHL. Rather, in the conduct
of military operations, constant care must be taken to spare the civilian population, civil-
ians and civilian objects. All feasible precautions must be taken to avoid, and in any event
minimize, incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians, and damage to civilian objects.
Civilian infrastructure used for military purposes, such as roads used both for transporting
military units and civilians, can constitute legitimate targets during a military operation.

Hospitals are entitled to a higher standard of protection than general civilian infrastruc-
ture. Under IHL, warring parties are required to care for the wounded. Intentionally di-
recting attacks against hospitals is prohibited, and medical personnel and ambulances are
entitled to be respected and protected in all circumstances. The mere presence of armed
guards at hospitals does not deprive them of protection. Hospitals can only be deprived
of protection if used to carry out acts harmful to the enemy, and only then after a warning
has been issued and unheeded after a reasonable time.

RIC recorded and verified 8 instances of civilian infrastructure and civilian areas being tar-
geted by shelling or drone strikes resulting in death or material damage. The total number
of strikes, which RIC was not able to verify, is certainly much greater. 13 people were killed
in the course of these attacks and a further 28 wounded. Six of the fatalities were children
under the age of 18. At least four of these cases directly targeted hospitals.

Aleppo

Civilians who remained in Aleppo’s neighborhoods of Sheikh Magsoud and Ashrafiyeh
throughout the SAA's attack describe bombardments that indiscriminately targeted civil-
ian buildings, streets and vehicles. They all mention the frequent use of suicide drones
attacking their houses or the places they sought refuge, such as the hospital. RIC verified
seven instances of the SAA targeting civilian areas and infrastructure during the attacks
on the neighborhoods from January 6 to January 11. In the course of those confirmed in-
cidents RIC recorded at least seven civilian deaths due to artillery and drone strikes in the
area. However, the human rights organization Hevdesti?® has estimated a minimum of 45
fatalities, and over 120 wounded.

S. Khalid Fajr Civilian Hospital in Sheikh Magsoud was among the infrastructure targeted
during the assault on the neighborhoods. A large number of civilians sought refuge in the
hospital, which was hit several times by SAA artillery and drone strikes, as recorded on

20 https://hevdesti.org/en/jan2026-escalation-in-northeastern-syria-civilian-harm-from-aleppo-to-alhasakah/
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video [3, 4] and confirmed by witness testimonies.
Laly Mustafa, a citizen from Sheikh Magsoud, recounts:

“On January 8, many people left the area, and the SAA began shelling us at around 1 p.m.,
continuing until 8 p.m. Drones struck the hospital’s generator, causing a complete blackout. The
situation kept getting worse inside the hospital, and then they hit the water tank, so we also lost
access to water. Later, they struck the area around the hospital, specifically the ambulances.

We stayed in the hospital for two days, despite the terrible conditions we were in; without water
or food, with wounded people lying on the floor, not enough doctors or medicine, and children,
many civilians, and wounded Asayish. During those two days, drones were constantly striking
the building and its surroundings.”

One of these strikes, on January 8, killed two individuals who were reported to be medical
staff but have not, to RIC knowledge, been identified by health authorities [3]. A doctor,
Yusuf Abdurrahman, witnessed the strike: “On January 8, | was sitting in an office in the hos-
pital watching television and the news when suddenly the hospital courtyard was shelled. Two
hospital staff members were martyred and two others were wounded.” After this the hospital
generator was also shelled, leaving the hospital without power. When hospital workers
tried to use the hospital's other generator that too was destroyed.

CCTV footage of the 08.01.2026 strike on S. Khalid Fajr Hospital
that claimed the life of two persons [3].

Mohammed Ghassan, a nurse and inhabitant of the neighborhood who went to treat the
wounded in the hospital reccounts: “We treated wounds using the light from cigarette lighters
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and other extremely basic tools. At times, we even ran out of those. Sewing wounds by the light
of a lighter [this references the tiny, weak flashlight found at the base of most lighters in Syria]—
can you imagine that?”

Scores of civilians arrived at the hospital, some seeking treatment for shrapnel wounds,
some because they believed the hospital to be safe. Yusuf Abdurrahman describes: “Most
civilian injuries were caused by shrapnel and bombardment, not by gunfire. This is clear evi-
dence that this was a war of elimination [...] Many people died on the roads because they could
not reach medical care. Others died in the streets. We witnessed this ourselves. It was extremely
painful.”

However, shelling and drone attacks continued, forcing people to take shelter in the base-
ment of the hospital until January 10. Yusuf Abdurahman add: “Eventually, we ran out of
water. For three days, we survived by drinking IV fluids, and for four days we had no food at
all. When injured civilians were brought to the hospital, drones were striking indiscriminately.”
Mohammed Ghassan added: “The water tap was only 30 meters away, but we could not reach
it because anyone who moved was being targeted.”

After multiple strikes from the SAA, a fire also broke out inside the hospital. By this point
scores of civilians were taking shelter inside the hospital. Multiple sources inside the hos-
pital also reported tanks rolling up to the hospital and firing at it. Witnesses claim chem-
ical substances were released in the hospital vicinity, which reached the basement. This
was reported in several news sources as tear gas. One baby, the eight-month-old Abdul
Rahman Barakat, was reported dead, likely from inhalation of the substance. No autopsy
was made but videos from the hospital show adults wafting the substance away from the
child who died a few days later [43]. According to Amnesty International, tear gas can have
serious health consequences, including death, for those exposed to high concentrations
in enclosed spaces or for an extended period of time with the potential for more severe
effects on children, the elderly and pregnant women.

Injured Asayish were also taken to the hospital alongside civilians. According to several
sources, when the hospital was attacked, Asayish members returned fire in what they
described as self-defence. Under IHL, the defence of a hospital facility with light arms in
the face of an assault would not be sufficient to justify any attack against the hospital that
had already taken place, or the continuation of such an attack. RIC also received reports of
ambulances and paramedics being attacked in Sheikh Magsoud as they tried to transport
the wounded as well as being prevented from reaching Aleppo in order to evacuate the
wounded.

Qamishlo

Though distant from the front lines, Qamishlo also came under drone attacks targeting ci-
vilian sites. On the evening of January 20, a drone strike believed to have been carried out
by Turkey hit the Kurdish Red Crescent Prosthesis Hospital [33] shortly after another strike
targeted an Asayish checkpoint elsewhere in the city. RIC visited the site the following day
to document the damage and took photographs, some of which are included below.

17
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Damages on the Kurdish Red Crescent Prosthesis hospital in Qamishlo following the drone strike
conducted on the 20.01.2026 [33] (Rojava Information Center)

Kobane

As the SAA moved closer to Kobane, attacks on the villages surrounding Kobane city caused
many villagers to flee to the city. On January 26, SAA shelling on Kharab Ashk village killed
five civilians, including two children [37]: Fatima Othman (60), Jamila Ahmed Othman (53),
Banafsh Sheikh Bozan (28), and the children Solin Sheikh Bozan (4) and Kaniwar Sheikh
Bozan (2). A family member told RIC that their bodies could not be retrieved from under
the rubble. A further five civilians were wounded, one of whom, 17-year-old student Fatima
Haj Mahmoud, lost both her legs. One day before, SAA shelling on al-Qasimiya village had
killed another child and injured three [36].

Sheikh Bozan family's destroyed house in Kharab Ashk, One of the children wounded in shellings on al-Qasimiya
shelled on 26.01.2026 [37] (Hawar News Agency) village on 25.01.2026

Kobane was encircled by the SAA from January 20, with key access routes cut off and the
flow of essential supplies severely restricted, placing the city under siege. Kobane, which
serves as a hub for nearly 350 surrounding villages, experienced a significant influx of
displaced families with some seeking refuge in public buildings, including schools, while
others slept in the streets in vehicles. Very soon, the influx of refugees and siege created
shortages of food, medical supplies, and fuel. The city experienced electricity shortages
lasting several days which also disrupted water systems. Internet access was largely cut off
for most of the population.
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The situation was further exacerbated by heavy snowfall and significantly reduced access
to basic services. As a result, the humanitarian situation deteriorated significantly, affecting
an estimated population of around 150,000 people in the Kurdish city. A resident of rural
Kobane who fled to the city, Sipan Ali, described the strain on services and humanitarian
aid inside the city: “When people were taken to hospitals the doctors could do very little, the
lack of medicine made them helpless.” He further described how displaced families who fled
surrounding villages were sheltering in schools under difficult conditions amid shortages
of essential supplies. According to the Kurdish Red Crescent, four infants died on January
24 due to a combination of extreme cold and shortages of basic supplies.

19
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2.3 DIRECT TARGETING OF CIVILIANS

Direct targeting of civilians includes deliberate attacks against civilians using small arms
or artillery. During the attacks in January, civilians in NES were killed and injured by SAA
forces. The concerning frequency of civilian deaths and injuries indicates that, in several
instances, this was the result of intentional targeting of civilians. Throughout the conflict,
SAA forces conducted attacks displaying disregard for civilian life causing both death and
displacement, which may constitute a war crime.

Ten cases in RIC's database show direct targeting of civilians by both intentional and in-
discriminate shooting. At least 18 fatalities were confirmed, and 12 more wounded. The
majority of these cases took place on the Abyad road on January 18, which serves as the
main and most accessible route connecting Tabga and Raqgga to the Jazira region. In one
violation civilians gathered in front of the S. Khalid Fajr hospital in Aleppo were directly tar-
geted by SAA, killing seven or eight people.

The NES Local NGOs Coordination Group (LNGOCG) implemented a Unified Assessment
and Response Mechanism (UARM) among IDPs who fled to the regions of Jazira and Ko-
bane in January. While human rights organizations later undertook comprehensive efforts
to verify and document the violations which occurred, self-reported data collected from
IDPs provides important insight. Among the 6,209 families surveyed, 115 reported cases
involving injury or loss of life of civilian individuals.

Aleppo

While the civilian neighborhoods were subjected to indiscriminate bombardment, the na-
ture of the violence shifted once SAA ground forces entered on foot. Civilians then faced
direct targeting within the neighborhoods, resulting in numerous deaths and injuries.

In one testimony, Aljin Rashid (26), a Sheikh Magsoud inhabitant, describes how she was
shot at by SAA forces:

“We gathered on the street of the S. Khalid Fajr hospital. The aim was to exit the neighborhood
as a group. There were eight people from my family. At that moment, the SAA military forces ar-
rived from the right, from Jazira Street, and fired bullets at us. They had long hair, were wearing
military clothes, and there were many of them. Around seven or eight people were killed and
even more were wounded. | took my children by the hand and in an attempt to escape gunfire
we ran in their direction. When we reached them, they separated the women from the men and
searched us. | saw that, for the men, they were checking the shoulder area where you would get
a bruise from carrying a weapon or an ammo vest. They let my husband go, but they arrested
many men solely on the basis of a bruise.”

Nergiz Aslan (44), an inhabitant of Sheikh Magsoud, who left with the evacuation caravan
on the night of January 10 told RIC about two different instances of strikes on civilian vehi-
cles [49]:
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"[We were running], heading toward the hospital. When we got close to the hospital, we saw that
a convoy of people had formed. It was full of cars and families. In front of the Martyrs’ Families
Association building, a drone struck two cars, one sedan and one van. We were running, trying
to reach the hospital as fast as possible and these two cars had passed in front of us, heading to-
ward the hospital, and we saw the families inside. Then the drone struck them. The cars caught
fire, and everyone inside was killed, we were informed later. | didn’t see it myself, it happened be-
hind us just after we had passed, but later we saw the destroyed cars. It was between my house
and the hospital, in the middle of Kherbi, the western part of Sheikh Magsoud."

"[Later, in the hospital], we were told by medical personnel that one family tried to reach the
hospital was struck by a drone. They went to rescue them but it was too late, they had all died. All
the burned bodies were brought to the hospital and placed in the cold room, | saw them. There
were three children, their mother, their aunt, and their grandfather. Only the father from that
family is left alive, because he was notwith them, as he was an Asayish. His name is Mazlum. He
was with us in the evacuation caravan. Now he is in Heseke."

Additionally, civilians have been targeted at checkpoints often facing verbal and physical
abuse?'. Nergiz Aslan recounts what happened to her family, among them her two young
daughters, on their way from Aleppo to Afrin:

"[My sister] told me that at the Jazira checkpoint there was no one, but further along the road
they encountered STG forces who had set up another checkpoint. They saw them arrest a family
and take away a young man, despite his mother’s screams and pleas. They beat the mother
and tortured her son in front of their family. Then they searched my family’s car and threatened
them, saying that if they found anything they didn't like, they would kill them."

"My daughter told me on the phone, “Mama, they put a gun to my back. They frightened me.” In
the end, they were allowed to pass, but they drove to Afrin in an atmosphere of fear. They said
that the people who did this were military personnel, wearing uniforms."

Tabqga, Raqqa, Deir ez-Zor, Heseke

During the SAA's advance into Raqqga, Tabga, and Deir ez-Zor, and subsequent attempts
to take Kobane and Heseke, RIC recorded four civilian fatalities, and confirmed a further
12 were injured by means of indiscriminate shooting. The road from Raqqga to Heseke, the
Abyad Road, is one particular area where RIC documented many crimes against civilians.
Almost all the civilians interviewed by RIC about the Abyad Road passage on January 18
have been targeted by indiscriminate shooting, even though their cars were clearly civilian.
In most of these cases, the victims stated that they saw or believed their perpetrators to be
tribal fighters affiliated with the SAA. Later that day, at approximately 1 p.m., SAA fighters,
including members of the General Security, reached the area, set up a checkpoint at the
crossroad of the Abu Khashab axis and took part in violations.

In one testimony collected by RIC, Shirin Sileman (48), a civilian fleeing from Tabqga, de-

21 https://stj-sy.org/en/syria-arrests-and-abuse-of-kurds-during-aleppo-escalation-january-2026/
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scribes an incident in which two cars transporting her family members were targeted by
indiscriminate shooting five kilometers east of Sabah al-Khair village [17]. The unidentified
perpetrators, thought by Sileman to be SAA affiliated tribal fighters, approached the con-
voy in a Black Toyota Hilux and shot them at point-blank range. At least three civilians were
wounded.

On the same road, close to the Sabah al-Khair village on January 18, four buses transport-
ing students from Raqqga’s al-Sherq University to Heseke were targeted by indiscriminate
fire [25]. Their vehicles were clearly identifiable as civilian. Sidar Ali (21) told RIC:

“We left Ragqa around 10am. There were four buses with around 15 to 16 people in each, and
a car with one of the university managers and a family of Kurdish people. After Sabah al-Khair,
we heard some fighting, so we went back and forth for a long time. We drove back to Ragqga and
then, when we realised SAA forces were taking over the city, back again towards Heseke. After
the checkpoint, we were shot at, as was another bus.”

“Nobody was wounded because we threw ourselves on the floor, but two buses got stuck in the
mud. We went out and, at this moment, SDF cars arrived from Heseke’s direction. They took the
ones of us who could not fit in the other two buses and we went towards Heseke. We passed
through two villages where there were clashes on every side. They [tribal fighters] were shooting
at the cars of the SDF with heavy weapons. There were still two obviously civilian buses. | think
they were tribal fighters as they were all wearing galabiyas [traditional Arab garb]. In the third
village that we passed, on the side of the road, | saw the bodies of two SDF fighters that had their
throats cut, and our car itself drove over one of the bodies that was lying in the middle of the
road. A suicide drone flew over us and hit the car of the university administrator and the family
that was standing in front. Luckily the people inside had the time to throw themselves out of the
car, but the university’s administrator was wounded by shrapnel. More SDF fighters arrived from
Heseke, shot another drone, and we continued to Heseke under their escort.”

Near Makmanat al-Deir, along the Abyad road, the family of Abeer Sayid Ahmed, who was
fleeing from Raqga, was wounded during an attack by unknown shooters [15]. She gave
her account of the nighttime attack:

“After passing the checkpoint, a few kilometers later, we were shot at again from the right side of
the road (southeast). We could not see anything except the red tracers of bullets.Bullets hit the
car in three or four different places, all coming from the southeast. The driver did not stop, and
we continued until the car broke down due to damage to the fuel tank and tires. It was terrifying.
My first thought was to check my children for injuries. | saw two red lights approaching. | hugged
my children and bent down to protect them. I then felt something burning hit the top of my head.
I thought | was dead. It would have struck my forehead if | hadn't bent down. The bullet also
pierced the bag behind my head, which contained $200 in my wallet, now with a bullet hole.”

“I looked at my daughter’s face, covered in blood, and my son Hamada, whose body and face
were stained with blood and marked by shrapnel. He said, ‘Mom, | want to sleep,” but | told him
not to. We got out of the car, where an injured SDF fighter begged me for help, but we couldn't
do anything. My husband complained that his arm was immobile and painfully wounded. | saw
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a large gunshot wound, bleeding heavily, which had damaged both muscle and bone. He had
been shot while protecting our other daughter on his lap. | removed my hijab and used it as a
bandage, but the bleeding would not stop.”

“We began walking aimlessly in the rain and mud, calling everyone we knew, saying goodbye
[to relatives], because all of us were wounded, barely moving, and lost. | texted my eldest son,
asking him to forgive us if we never returned.”

After walking several kilometers, Abeer’s family sought refuge in the house of a civilian
family in a nearby village and was able to reach Heseke the following day thanks to an am-
bulance of the Kurdish Red Crescent.

Sobhi Hanan Hanan (42), a disabled civilian whose account was recorded by RIC, was
stopped at an SAA checkpoint on the Abyad Road on January 18, where he was beaten,
robbed and racially abused [9]:

“When we reached Sabah al-Khair, SAA forces (arriving from the Abu Khashab road) had estab-
lished a checkpoint. They stopped us, forced us out of the truck, and searched us.”

“There was a gun in the car, an AK-47. They said to me and the driver, 'You are PKK." We replied,
‘No, we are civilians.’ They took the driver away. They threw me onto the side of the road and hit
me with their guns, very hard, on my head and back. They shouted, ‘You are PKK,” ‘you son of a
bitch,” ‘pig.’ Then my children arrived, screaming, ‘Dad! Dad!’" | pushed them away and told the

soldiers, ‘Don’t beat me in front of my kids.”

“They asked for my identity card, inquired where | was from, and said, ‘You are not from Afrin,
you are from Aleppo.’ They asked why we were in a military vehicle, and | explained, ‘It's because
we were going the same way and | got a ride.” Eventually, they realized | was a civilian and let me
8o, saying, ‘OK, be with your kids.”

“They stole everything from us: $800 | had on me, two phones, etc. We were left with only our
clothes. At the checkpoint, there were STG fighters in green military clothes, with long hair and
beards, general security forces, and tribal fighters. It was the tribal fighters who carried out all
the beatings and theft. They took all of our cars, about six or seven vehicles.”
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2.4 ARBITRARY ARRESTS AND ABUSE OF PRISONERS

Warring parties are legally prohibited from arbitrarily detaining civilians. They are obliged
to immediately and unconditionally release such arbitrarily detained civilians and allow
them to return home. International humanitarian law also requires that all detainees are
treated humanely and protected from abuse.

SAA forces have abused and ill-treated SDF and civilian captives, both during their capture
and while in detention. This constitutes grave violations of IHL, given that torture of any
kind against detainees is strictly prohibited. Both physical and psychological abuse ap-
pears to be a widespread phenomenon, acting to undermine prisoners’ dignity.

Ongoing communication barriers and a pervasive climate of fear continue to prevent the
establishment of an accurate count of missing persons. Of the 1,070 detainees reportedly
still held in STG facilities whose names were shared with the SDF during prisoner exchange
negotiations in early March, 133 remain in custody. However, families report that many
disappeared persons were never included on these lists. In addition, the deaths of dozens
of fighters have yet to be officially confirmed. As a result, available estimates vary signifi-
cantly. The Human Rights NGO Hevdesti-Synergy said that ‘541 cases of missing persons
or enforced disappearances were waiting verification in Aleppo alone, including 26 women,
as "dozens of additional cases [had] been documented in the governorates of Raqqa, Deir ez-
Zor, and Heseke" at the date of publication of their report on February 2422, At the time of
writing, RIC estimates this figure to be over 600, this estimate includes fighters not formal-
ly declared dead, detainees held incommunicado, and individuals believed to have been
summarily executed.

RIC was able to verify six separate occasions of arbitrary arrest, resulting in the detention
of over 244 individuals, among them three medical personnel and two journalists.

Scores of videos shared on social media appear to show SAA forces abusing civilians held
captive and SDF prisoners in several ways. In almost all the videos [e.g 6, 9, 67], SAA per-
sonnel directed degrading slurs towards the detainees. Many of these were directly related
to the Kurdish identity of the prisoners. Kurdish prisoners are repeatedly referred to as
“pigs”, implying they are unclean and not Muslim. Other common insults were “Qandil dogs”
or “Qandil pigs” [50], referring to PKK headquarters based in the Qandil mountains of Iraq.
In other videos, SAA are forcing captives to bark like dogs or to repeat degrading chants
[47, 56], forcing them to recite the Shahada (Islamic declaration of faith) [8] or beating them
[e.g 8, 9, 30, 67]. Another video shows an Alawite prisoner being mocked and abused,
seemingly for his religion [61], in many videos and interviews detainees recalled they were
systematically asked their ethnic and religious identity. If RIC was unable to independently
verify the exact location of these videos or identities of individuals shown within them, the
large amount of videos despite the strict interdictions of recording made to SAA fighters
show the widespread character of this treatment.

22 https://hevdesti.org/en/jan2026-escalation-in-northeastern-syria-civilian-harm-from-aleppo-to-alhasakah/
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In the NES Local NGOs Coordination Group’s (LNGOCG) Unified Assessment and Response
Mechanism (see above), 498 families surveyed reported cases of physical and verbal vi-
olence and 72 families cases of arrest or enforced disappearance. This last figure is not
representative of the overall scale of such incidents, as the majority of cases occurred in
Aleppo which was outside the scope of the NGO's survey.

Aleppo

Following the SAA's takeover of Sheikh Magsoud and Ashrafiyeh, hundreds of military-age
men, as well as some women and children [7] were taken prisoner, with no attempt to
distinguish civilians from fighters. Videos of these incidents show some prisoners being
forced to repeat degrading chants and being hit [7, 8].

Several scenes from Sheikh Magsoud between 6 and 10 January. In the first, a child is clearly visible among
detained individuals; in the second, an SAA member films himself while men are forced to walk in line
and repeat the Shahada; in the third, a man in the line is being beaten by SAA personnel.

The family members of individuals subsequently released told RIC that such ill-treatment
was widespread, as Destin Ahmed (see: Direct targeting of civilians) recounted:

“[On January 9] we were in the street [trying to find a safe place to stay in Sheikh Magsoud neigh-
borhood] when [some SAA fighters] came towards us and asked, ‘Are you civilians?’ We said, ‘Yes,’
and he said, ‘Wait, we will search you for guns.” We said, ‘We don’t have any.” He pointed at Ali,
the son of my aunt, and told him, *You, you'll go get bread, because the children are crying.” It
was true that we hadn’t had any bread for three days. We sent another child with him. We had
to send them, because otherwise they would have been arrested.”
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“After 15 minutes, the child came back. We asked him, ‘Where is Ali?” He told us, ‘They took Ali.
We asked what happened and he said the man who had taken him was waiting next to the bak-
ery with a soldier, an informant, who had singled him out, because he was a cameraman from
a family close to DAANES and his sister was a martyr.”

Ali remained unaccounted for, so Destin Ahmed decided to leave the neighborhood on
January 10 with several relatives of hers, among them Ali's wife and two small children. “Ali
was released after 25 days in Aleppo. He told us that he had been beaten, but he didn’t give any
details because people are afraid to speak over the phone. He said that he was going through
the reconciliation process but we don't trust this process, and we don’t trust the STG’s factions.",
she said.

This 'reconciliation process', organized by the STG in former DAANES territories following
their takeover, appears aimed at consolidating control over former SDF and DAANES-linked
populations and territories. Individuals suspected of connections to the SDF, DAANES in-
stitutions, or affiliated security structures are required to present themselves to the au-
thorities, disclose past affiliations, and surrender any weapons in their possession. Dur-
ing the process, General Security officers also reportedly question individuals about their
professional and personal networks, including the identities of SDF and DAANES workers,
commanders and in general supporters of the former adinistration.In return, those who
complete the process are reportedly given assurances that they will not face arrest, harass-
ment, or further repercussions from government authorities. In practice, the process func-
tions both as a mechanism for identifying and monitoring perceived political or military
opponents and as a means of disarming the population and reasserting state authority
over formerly autonomous areas.

Destin Ahmed add: “We wanted Ali to come here, because all his family is here, but he said, ‘I
can't'. On the reconciliation paper it's written that you can go anywhere in Syria except for the
areas controlled by DAANES, and they told him, ‘That’s because the SDF are your enemy, and we,

7

the STG, are the ones who saved you™,

While some of those arrested were later released, a small number were later rearrested
and the whereabouts of those still detained are unknown. Qasim Muhammed Habib and
Ramandan Hasko were both arrested by Damascus forces while bringing the body of Mo-
hammed Ali Hassan Habib (Abu Ali), a well-known singer, back to the deceased’s home-
town in Bilbil, Afrin, after he was killed by SAA shelling in Sheikh Magsoud. The Kurdish Red
Crescent also reported to RIC that three of their medics, Rami Hussein al-Ali, Abd al-Rah-
man Mohammed, and Yusuf Hanan Hamuko, were arrested in Aleppo and released after
one week on January 11.

Family members of residents of Sheikh Maqgsoud and Ashrafiyeh report that their rela-
tives are afraid to contact them by phone. They say that STG internal security forces
have been inspecting phones for messages or images suggesting sympathies with the
SDF, while also going door to door questioning civilians about their family members.
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Tabqga, Raqqa, Deir ez-Zor, Heseke

Another Kurdish Red Crescent medic, Taher Rakan, went missing on the Abyad road on
January 18, and his whereabouts remain unknown.

German freelance journalist Eva Maria Michelmann and Kurdish reporter Mehmet Nizam
Aslan also disappeared for more than three months, although their fate has since become
clearer. They were last seen in Ragga on the same day after taking refuge in a youth center
alongside civilians and several SDF members [45]. The building was first attacked by tribal
fighters affiliated with the STG, before SAA forces reached and stormed it as well. Lat-
er that day, negotiations were held between the SAA, reportedly led by Mohammed Ab-
dulghani, head of Aleppo Internal Security, and the SDF in order to evacuate those trapped
in the building to Agtan prison, where many other civilians and fighters had already sought
refuge. The two journalists were last seen being placed into two separate SAA vehicles
in front of the youth center. They never arrived at Aqtan prison and subsequently disap-
peared for more than three months, while the Syrian Foreign Ministry denied holding them.

On April 22, following public outcry and repeated appeals by Michelmann’s family and law-
yer for intervention from the German government, it emerged that the German national
had been detained in Aleppo prison and had later been transferred to Damascus. She was
eventually granted a visit from representatives of the German embassy. Polad was also
reportedly seen in Aleppo prison by released SDF detainees, but he remains imprisoned
there. According to these accounts, he sustained injuries to the abdomen and arm under
unclear circumstances.

Demonstration in Qamishlo calling for the release of prisoners and among them Mehmet Nizam Aslan
and Eva Maria Michelmann, the two journalists arrested on January 18. (Rojava Information Center)

2]
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RIC interviewed Ali Iso [28, 46, 47, 56], an 18-year-old SDF detainee who had spent about a
week in detention in several locations and was then released:

“When our base fell [on Mansoura frontline], we retreated to the checkpoint, but there was no
one left. All the Asayish had either fled or been killed. The tribal fighters [affiliated with the STG]
were there, and only six of us remained. | was the last one to be captured. The tribal fighters told
us to drop our weapons, saying, ‘We will protect you,” but | didn’t want to surrender. | had called
my father-in-law on the phone just before reaching the checkpoint - while the tribal fighters
saw us - and the call was still connected when they were threatening us and trying to make us
surrender.”

“They told me, ‘Drop your weapon or I'll kill all your friends,” and at the same time, my father-
in-law heard everything and told me to drop my weapon, so | did. One of the tribal fighters told
him over the phone, ‘We won't hurt him,” and then took the phone away from me. Two of them
seized me - targeting me because | had resisted - searched me, took the grenades | had, and
brought me to a house about 200 meters from the checkpoint. They beat me in the first room
and asked, ‘Why didn’t you drop your weapon?’ | said, ‘Because | wanted to protect myself,” and
then they beat me again. The people | had shot at before were there, so they were angry. They
were shouting, ‘Allahu Akbar,”’and beating me with their hands and feet, all over my body [...]”

SAA forces arrested Ali Iso and several other SDF fighters and force them to repeat a chant
at the glory of Mohammed Al-Jassem/Abu Amsha, the commander of the 62nd division [47].

Later, in a Turkish-monitored detention facility where they were held (believed to be in
Azaz), Ali Iso witnessed a scene, recorded on video, in which captured SDF fighters were
forced by SNA fighters to sing, in Arabic, a song glorifying SNA commander Mohammed
al-Jassem, also known as Abu Amsha [28]. Some men that had already been recorded on a
video with fighters loyal to Abu Amsha can be recognized performing the degrading acts.
Ali Iso told RIC that he was present at that moment but refused to perform such acts that
“went against [his] dignity” and told them, “You can beat me, | don’t care, but | won't do that.”
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Some witnesses also report about these abuses, as Sobhi Hanan Hanan, who saw seven
SDF fighters being arrested and mistreated on the Abyad road:

“They removed seven SDF fighters from their vehicles, two women and five men. They threw the
women on the ground, pulled them by their hair, and beat them [in front of us]. Then they put
them all in a car and drove them towards Raqqa. They captured more SDF fighters along the
convoy, abusing them each time, and then transported them by car towards Ragqa.”

Ali Iso has also been victim and witness to torture in Azaz where he was brought by SAA
forces [46]:

“Then they took us to a prison in Azaz, where we were interrogated by a Turkish officer and an
Arab translator. They asked our names, whether we were Muslims, and whether there were Alaw-
ites among us. | said ‘yes’ to that last question, otherwise they would have killed me. I also gave
them the name of the commander who had run away, and listed all the commanders’ names.
They slapped and beat me, but | didn’t give the exact locations of active positions. At one point,
they removed my blindfold; one man had a cable in his hand, and the Turkish officer ordered
them to beat me every time they didn’t like my answers. The Turkish officer was blond with blue
eyes, wearing the green uniform of the Turkish army. | gave them information because | had no
choice, but only old ones. Then they put me in a single cell and untied my hands. Everyone in the
prison appeared to be SDF fighters, and there were both men and women.”

“I stayed four days in the cell. They gave me food twice a day, and each time they brought food,
they also beat me. After the first day, they took me out and said, ‘Muslims, come here and pray.’
I went to pray, and afterward, they were nicer to some of us who knew how to pray. Each time
there was a call to prayer, | asked to go, to avoid being beaten again. Once they saw | was pray-
ing, everything improved - they treated me better and let me go to the bathroom. Each time |
went, | looked around, trying to understand what kind of prison it was and who was there, but
the doors were black with small windows, so | could see nothing but people’s eyes. | didn’t ask
about the dates because it would have looked suspicious. All the guards were Turkish, except one
translator, one food distributor, and another man. After four days, they took me to Idlib.”

As civilian and SDF prisoners were released in March and April 2026, new stories of vio-
lence have been reported by local and international news outlets. Prisoners interviewed
by RIC on April 11 as they were reuniting with their families testified of "torture", “lots of
beating”, and bad conditions of detention (“we had one loaf of bread and 2 olives for a whole
day"). RIC was not able to conduct long comprehensive interviews with the newly released
prisoners but believes the testimony of prisoners should be gathered in any future investi-
gation. Photos were published showing both civilian and military prisoners being released
by STG with at least one child among the former detainees?.

23 https://x.com/i/status/2042941961322061987
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2.5 SUMMARY EXECUTIONS

Summary executions refers to the swift execution of individuals without a fair trial. Com-
mon Article 3 prohibits the passing of sentences and the carrying out of executions without
previous judgment pronounced by a regularly constituted court, affording all the judicial
guarantees which are recognized as indispensable by civilized peoples.

RIC was able to independently verify 16 cases of summary execution conducted by the
SAA, affiliated tribal fighters, and unidentified individuals. These executions resulted in
the death of 47 people including a child who was beheaded after his execution. 16 of these
fatalities were confirmed as civilians, at least one was a member of Asayish and the re-
maining 29 were members of the SDF.

Numerous videos and images reviewed by RIC appeared to show additional summary ex-
ecutions of SDF fighters by SAA soldiers. Often, bodies were lined up neatly and appear to
have been shot in the head at close range. One video, that RIC wasn't able to independently
verify, shows YPJ fighters being shot at while they are lying on the floor. One of the women
is still alive when a SAA fighter shot her in the head, amounting to summary execution.
There are also several images of dead people with their hands tied or handcuffed [e.g. 64].
Testimonies of civilians who took the Abyad road on January 18 corroborate videos that RIC
was unable to verify, which show summary executions as well as bodies lined up along the
side of a road that is likely the Abyad road. They confirm the systematic arrest, frequent
lining up of SDF fighters on the ground, and the summary executions of many of them.

In one video, several SDF fighters appear to have been executed with shots in the head while they had their hands
tied in the back. RIC wasn't able to date or geolocate the video [64].
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Several videos or images shared online show bodies lying along what appears to be the Abyad road. While it is not
possible to verify executions in the first two images, the last image appears to show individuals, probably SDF or
Asayish fighters, lined up and executed. RIC was not able to precisely geolocate or date these images.

Aleppo

Numerous witnesses, second-hand accounts, as well as videos that RIC was unable to in-
dependently verify, report summary executions allegedly carried out in Aleppo between
January 6 and 11. Reportedly, these incidents primarily targeted Asayish fighters who had
either been taken captive or had voluntarily surrendered. RIC’s ability to document these
violations was limited by a heightened level of control over the circulation of footage during
the initial offensive. Additionally, the climate of fear among civilians living in areas under
STG control discouraged potential witnesses and families from speaking publicly about the
killing of their relatives. At the time of writing, the bodies of many deceased Asayish fight-
ers have not yet been returned to their families.

In a testimony, Destin Ahmed (47), a Sheikh Magsoud inhabitant, reported how SAA fight-
ers violently entered a house where she sought refuge with approximately 50 other peo-
ple, mostly civilians, including children, as well as some wounded Asayish fighters [70]:

“In the morning, we realized that the STG factions had reached the place where civilians had
gathered. We heard them shouting ‘Allahu Akbar’. Some of them suddenly entered the house
where we were staying. There were three of them. We stood up, and they said, ‘Are you civilians?’
We said, ‘Yes, we are all civilians.” They looked around, and one said, ‘Why are these Qandil pigs
[a reference to the headquarters of the leadership of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) which is
based in the Qandil mountains of Iraq] hiding among the civilians?’, pointing at some men. We
said, ‘No, no, they are civilians,” and he answered: ‘Shut up, otherwise we will destroy the house
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on top of you.” There were three soldiers, wearing military clothes with a green ribbon on their
arms. They had long hair and long beards.”

“They left the house and closed the door. We waited, not speaking too loudly. Shortly after they
returned and asked the name of a man who was about 35 years old; he was a civilian. He an-
swered in Kurdish, so they took him away, saying, ‘You don’t speak Arabic, so you are a Qandil
dog."

"They brought him back half an hour later. He had many wounds on his face, and blood was
running from them, and he was also wounded in the leg. The same men came back and took the
wounded man again. His wife was beside him, holding the coffin of their baby. His father and
mother were also there. The woman said, ‘Don’t take my husband again,” but they pushed her
aside and took him again.”

“From the shop connected to the house where we were staying, the sound of bullets came, like
tak tak tak [imitating a series of single shots rather than a burst of gunfire]. We don’t know if they
killed him or did something else. They returned and said, “Everybody go back to your houses,
there is nothing anymore, no SDF anymore.” This was around noon or 1 p.m. on January 9.

One series of photos shared to social media show a case of either torture or corpse muti-
lation. A man with a noticeable tattoo on his chest is photographed as having been taken
captive. In these initial photos, he has been stripped down to his underwear and the tattoo
on his chest is clearly visible. A final photo shows him dead on the ground with the chest
tattoo visible again. He has one eye gouged out, two deep wounds in his chest and another
on his throat where flesh has been torn off [6]. Several Asayish personnel confirmed to RIC
that he had worked for the Asayish in Aleppo. Fellow Asayish member, Karker Mohammed,
who was wounded on January 6 and treated in S. Khalid Fajr hospital confirmed seeing the
victim alive on that date after he visited someone else in the hospital.

An Asayish fighter was arrested in Aleppo, killed and either tortured or mutilated post-mortem by SAA forces [6].
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Tabqga, Raqqa, Deir ez-Zor, Heseke

A majority of testimonies given to RIC detailed crimes which occurred along the Abyad
road, which connects Ragqa to Hasakeh and served as a key escape route for civilians and
SDF fighters fleeing SAA attacks. The map below illustrates the locations of documented
violations, including direct targeting of civilians, abuse of prisoners, and summary execu-
tions reported along this road on January 18.

Geolocation of several documented violations on Abyad Road on January 18. (Rojava Information Center)

In one incident verified by RIC, a Kurdish family of 12 were attacked by SAA forces while
fleeing Ragga and driving towards Heseke on January 18 [22]. Their car was stopped at a
checkpoint near Abu Khashab crossroad. The military commander present at the check-
point asked if they were Kurdish or Arab. The family replied that they were Kurdish, but had
no political affiliation. The commander responded by ordering that the adults be execut-
ed, causing the individuals in the car to attempt to get out and flee. Soldiers then opened
fire on them, killing Mohammed Ismail Salih (50) directly, and then Sara Shahin Salih (49)
who was shot in the back of the head. Shortly after, four other family members, Mahmoud
Ahmed Salih (26), Youssef Mohammed Salih (20), Leyla Mohammed Salih (17), and Evin Mo-
hammed Salih (10), were killed by the gunmen.

RIC reviewed voice notes that Shirin Salih, one of the surviving family members, sent to her
brother-in-law while the killings were taking place. Shirin can be heard screaming that her
family members have been killed, and saying: “A bullet has hit me in the back, | might die. My
kids are in their hands.” A family member who was not present at the scene told RIC that
Shirin and the other five surviving family members who were wounded were taken by the
soldiers in the direction of Deir ez-Zor, before being dumped on a countryside road. A local
family passing by later took them to the Deir ez-Zor General Hospital. Community Peace-
maker Teams (CPT), a rights NGO based in Iraqgi Kurdistan, further documented that the
victims' corpses were mutilated: the soldiers flayed the skin from Leyla and disemboweled
her, and gouged out one of Mahmoud'’s eyes.
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The six victims of the Salih family; bodies of family members on the floor by their car
and the corpse of Mahmoud Salih, whose eye was gouged out by SAA fighters.

Akhin Mustafa, a refugee from Afrin who fled from Tabga on January 17 and was travelling
with her family on the Abyad road on January 18, was stopped at an SAA checkpoint [41,
44]:.

“One kilometer past Sabah al-Khair, we stopped so our father could rest, as he had been driving
the entire way. When we resumed our journey, we were suddenly attacked. It was 1:50 p.m. They
had five or six armored vehicles and numerous cars equipped with heavy weapons, containing
about 200 soldiers. They wore no distinctive insignia. Some wore SAA military uniforms, while
others had commando camouflage apparel. They approached from the Abu Khashab road and
fired bullets and heavy weapons at us, including DShK [a heavy machine gun] rounds.”

“Some men arrested my husband. They took several prisoners from the back of the convoy,
including 10 SDF fighters. They also removed a younger man, an SDF fighter, from his car, but
decided not to kill him because of his age. He witnessed the execution of SDF fighters with his
own eyes and later recounted it to us when he returned to the car. [...]”

“I did not personally witness anyone being killed, but at one point, we heard bursts of ma-
chine-gun fire nearby. There was no ongoing fighting at that moment, so it sounded as if they
were executing people.”

Sobhi Hanan Hanan (see: Direct Targeting of Civilians), who stopped at the same check-
point, also witnessed a summary execution: “In front of us there was an SDF car with a DShK,
they took the driver out, who was wearing military clothes, and they slit his throat.”

Salwa Kherib (39), a civilian fleeing Ragga on January 18, also withessed summary execu-
tions:
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“The first attack occurred just past the al-Karamah checkpoint. They stopped us [a convoy com-
posed of civil and military cars], dragged several young Kurdish SDF fighters from their vehicles,
and executed them in front of my eyes. The assailants were dressed in civilian clothes; some
resembled tribal fighters, while others looked more like SAA personnel. They had long hair and
systematically searched vehicles, removing any young men they suspected of being SDF fighters.
They were shouting, ‘You're Kurdish, get out of the car; the Arabs may go,” while hurling insults
such as, ‘You pigs, apostates, you do not know God.”

“They also attempted to take my neighbor, who worked with the internal security forces, but
because he was with his children, who were crying and screaming intensely, they eventually
released him. At one point, they assembled 11 SDF fighters, lined them up against a wall, and
executed them by firing-squad.”

After she was shot at and members of her family wounded on the Abyad road, Abeer Sayid
Ahmed and her family (see: Direct Targeting of Civilians) left their broken down car along-
side the road, where they saw two wounded SDF soldiers trying to hide. As the Ahmed
family were walking away from the road, they saw another vehicle arriving beside their
own. Several people exited the new vehicle and inspected the area around the cars. Abeer
Ahmed later learned from a man who had returned to the location to fix the family’s bro-
ken car that he had seen the bodies of the two SDF fighters covered in lacerations. He was
unable to say if the mutilation had occurred before or after death.

At the time of writing, around 1100 detained civilians and members of the SDF have been
released from STG custody, however an unknown number are reportedly still held captive.
Accounts of summary executions that happened during detention are rare but likely to
have occurred considering the large number of summary executions we have document-
ed. Ali Iso, a member of SDF detained by the STG, recounts one such instance. He says he
was witness to an execution he claims was carried out by Mohammed al-Jassem (known as
Abu Amsha), former SNA leader and commander of the SAA's 62nd Division:

“In Harariya, (a power station on Road 4 between Deir Hafer and Aleppo)... they told us [pris-
oners], ‘Wait, Abu Amsha is coming to kill all of you.” (A video shared on STG fighters’ Telegram
channels shows this moment; both the video and transcript are in the drive.) They tied our
hands, forced our heads to the floor, and after half an hour, they took us out of the car and re-
moved our blindfolds. More vehicles had arrived, and there was Abu Amsha himself, in a black
SUV, accompanied by four more cars: one Hummer, and three white jeeps. His vehicles had Turk-
ish flags, and the men with him wore green camouflage uniforms with both Syrian and Turkish
patches on their sleeves.”

“l only looked at Abu Amsha, | could have recognized him anywhere. He asked each of us, ‘What
was your position in the SDF?’ I said, ‘Il only carried an AK-47." The STG fighters said, ‘Don’t believe
him, he was on the BKC.” Two of the other SDF fighters answered: one said ‘sniper,” another ‘sab-
otage unit.’ They were speaking Arabic, so | didn’t know if they were Kurdish or Arab. Abu Amsha
took a Kalashnikov from someone, led the men a few meters away, and shot them point-blank.
Then he came back and told the STG fighters to take us to Homs, interrogate us, and bring us
back to him once they had learned everything. We stayed in this place for about an hour. They
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handcuffed us, blindfolded us, and took us away.”

Unindentified individuals beat up and kill a SDF fighter in Deir ez-Zor countryside [30].

Sidar Ali, a Sherqg University student, (see: Direct Targeting if Civilians) told RIC that she saw
the bodies of two SDF fighters with their throats slit on the side of the Abyad road. The
SDF published one video on their social media channels, which they claimed showed bod-
ies that had been beheaded [27]. In the video, multiple corpses of SDF fighters are visible,
and one appears to have had her head partially severed from her body. The cameraman is
showing off the corpses in the video. RIC was unable to independently verify the location
of this video or the identities of individuals appearing in it as the SDF have not yet released
the identities of most soldiers killed in January's fighting.

The body of the Kurdish civilian Mohammed Ahmed Qaso,
killed in Raqga and whose eyes were both gouged out. [29]
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Another video shows the summary execution of SDF soldier Ishag Ahmed, who is on the
ground and beaten by armed men that appear to be tribal fighters [30]. As he tries to walk
away, several men shoot and kill him. A relative confirmed to RIC the identity of the victim
and the SDF issued a statement regarding his death.

The murder Mohammed Ahmed Qaso, a 55 year-old civilian, who worked as an archive
officer at Ragga’s Academy of Education, was also verified [29]. His nephew, Shirzad, told
RIC that Mohammed was killed on January 18, the day Ragga was taken by the SAA. After
or before the killing, both his eyes were gouged out. The killers photographed his eye-less
body and sent the picture to his children. Shirzad says the clothes his uncle was wearing
were not his work clothes, therefore he was not in his place of work at the time of his mur-
der. His family, who all fled to Kobane upon the SAA's advance into NES, have not been able
to retrieve his body.

Farid Rabie Bakir (16) was another victim of summary execution [13]. He was killed and be-
headed in Ragqa by SAA fighters according to the testimony of his family, who retrieved his
body 11 days later and buried it in Afrin. The same happened to the Kurdish cook Masoud
Rashid Mohammed (43), who was killed and beheaded in the Ragga countryside, most
likely by SAA forces [12].

Kobane

One notable incident of what was likely a summary execution was perpetrated by SDF
soldiers [34]. It came to attention when two videos were spread on social media channels.
The first clip was captured at night. It shows a line of bodies, dressed in an array of winter
clothing, lying in a line. At least one has their hands tied behind their backs. No military
uniforms can be seen. The person behind the camera speaks of taking revenge for the city
of Kobane. The second clip appears to have been taken in a similar location, but in daylight.
An SDF fighter is on camera, counting the bodies from one to 21, in a mocking way. The
SDF acknowledged the authenticity of the video and stated that it was filmed in Kharous
village, south of Kobane. The SDF claim?* the bodies shown in the clip are “armed individuals
who were killed during the repulsion of an attack carried out by Damascus-affiliated factions”.
The SDF statement further condemned the filming of the bodies, and said the fighter who
did the filming was relieved of his duties and taken to a military court. According to other
accounts, the individuals were civilians held in an SDF prison and were killed in an act of
revenge. In any case, the way the bodies were lined up, along with the fact that their hands
were clearly handcuffed behind their backs, points to unlawful summary executions.

24 https://x.com/SDF_Syria/status/2014820919701586229
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2.6 DESECRATION OF CORPSES AND GRAVEYARDS

IHL requires that the dead be disposed of in a respectful manner and their graves re-
spected and properly maintained. The desecration of corpses may constitute a war crime
because it violates the dignity of the dead, and is therefore considered an outrage upon
personal dignity. Warring parties have the obligation to take all possible measures to pre-
vent the dead from being desecrated as a norm of customary international law in all kinds
of armed conflict.

RIC confirmed seven cases in which corpses were violated by forces under and affiliated
to the SAA. Four of those cases affected members of the SDF or Asayish and the remain-
ing three cases targeted civilians including at least one child. SAA forces used a variety
of methods to desecrate the bodies including two instances of removing the eyes from a
corpse, two instances of beheading and in another case cola was poured on burning bod-
ies. Additionally, four separate incidents involved SAA fighters and unidentified individuals
vandalizing the graves of dead SDF fighters. Reports that RIC was unable to independently
verify also describe bodies left in the streets of Sheikh Magsoud until January 14, as well as
allegations of mass graves and burials carried out in a degrading and undignified manner®.

A substantial amount of visual material appearing to show the desecration of SDF corpses
was shared on Telegram channels affiliated with the SAA. So far, RIC has been able to ver-
ify seven instances of desecration of a corpse. One of the most serious violations verified
by RIC is the desecration of the body of the Asayish female fighter Deniz Chiya, who was
thrown from a building by an SAA fighter while others filmed, cheered or insulted her [69].
Her identity has been confirmed by her family and the Asayish command.

The body of Asayish fighter Zeyneb Kirdeli (Deniz Chiya) is thrown from a building by SAA members,
who can be heard cheering, on 10.01.2026 [69].

25 https://hawarnews.com/kr/li-helebe-4-hezar-u800-goren-benav
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An SAA fighter is dragging the body of an individual, likely an Asayish fighter, down a staircase. RIC was
unable to verify the date and location of the video, though it likely was filmed in Aleppo in January [52].

Another episode concerns the bodies of both Kurdish civilians and SDF fighters who were
killed and then burned on the Tabga-Raqgqa road. In a video, individuals can be heard film-
ing the scene while calling them ‘pigs’. Cola is poured on one of the burning bodies [35].
The identity of two of the victims, Egid Reco and Aya Ezzat Siraj, were confirmed by their
families in two separate interviews with Community Peacemakers Team (CPT) and Afrin
Human Rights Organization. Videos of the crimes had been sent directly to the families by
the perpetrators, who held the bodies ransom. CPT reported that the body has been held
ransom for $1,000. The perpetrators are likely members of the SAA. The practice of with-
holding dead bodies from families and holding them for ransom has been common to the
SAA and affiliated groups according to what IDPs have told RIC.

Visual materials showing the deliberate desecration of the graves of SDF fighters buried in
“martyrs' graveyards” in NES were also shared widely on social media [11, 31, 39, 40]. RIC
was able to verify and geolocate all four instances: in Aleppo’s Sheikh Magsoud neighbor-
hood; in Sheddadi; in al-Hakimiyeh, Ragga city; and in Abu-Khashab, Ragga countryside.
For the cases in Aleppo and Raqqa, the perpetrators are unknown. The visual evidence
shows only the aftermath of the desecrations. In Shaddadi however, a video clearly shows
two men (both wearing military uniforms and one carrying a weapon) desecrating the
gravestones and insulting the bodies [31].
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2.] GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

Common Article 3 requires that persons taking no active part in the hostilities, including
members of armed forces who have laid down their arms and those that are out of com-
bat because of sickness, wounds, detention, or any other cause, shall in all circumstances
be treated humanely, without any adverse distinction founded on race, colour, religion or
faith, sex, birth or wealth, or any other similar criteria.

Seven of RIC's verified violations qualify as gender-based violence, many other cases in-
volved women but RIC could not confirm that misogyny was part of the motivation of the
crime. This being said, the instances of sexual and gender-based violence is likely much
higher than this report suggests as these cases often go unreported due to fear and social
stigma. In two of the seven incidents women were threatened with sexual slavery, two
other cases involved the violation of deceased women’s bodies and the remaining cases
involved women being body-searched, verbally abused with misogynistic slurs, and phys-
ically abused. Gender-based violence affected fighters and civilians alike, in four cases the
victims were members of YPJ or Asayish the other victims were confirmed civilians or have
not yet been identified.

In the NES Local NGOs Coordination Group's (LNGOCG) Unified Assessment and Response
Mechanism (see above), 75 of the 6,209 families surveyed reported cases of sexual vio-
lence. Most of these incidents were reported by IDPs who sought refuge in Qamishlo, indi-
cating that the majority of the violations likely occurred along the Abyad road during their
displacement.

Numerous accounts of gender-based violence have been shared on Telegram channels.
Most of these concern the abuse of detained YPJ fighters. Videos appear to show women
being insulted, beaten, and threatened to be sold as ‘sabaya’ (women taken as war spoils
or for the purpose of sexual slavery) [72] or ‘given’ to higher commanders. One video that
also caught a great deal of attention on social media showed two detained members of YP)
in a car [59]. The cameraman is describing the women as a 'gift' to someone called 'Abu
Mujahid'. The date and identity of the victims has been confirmed as they were released
on April 11. The sheer volume of visual material that emerged in January suggests such
practices are widespread among SAA fighters.

One case that was widely documented is that of an SAA fighter, Rami al-Dash, who cut and
displayed the braid of a YPJ fighter as a trophy. In the video Rami implies that he has al-
ready killed her [32]. The video caused widespread outrage amongst Kurdish communities
in Syria and abroad, as well as women'’s rights activists and feminist groups. Ten days later
the culprit was arrested by the Syrian Transitional Government security forces. He remains
the only such individual to have been arrested by the STG amidst the wave of crimes and
abuses conducted and recorded in January. This is likely due to the wave of condemnation
and international pressure that rose as the video spread worldwide. However, no informa-
tion about investigating or sentencing him has been released to date and he was released
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shortly after incarceration?.

Two women taken prisoner are filmed The SAA fighter Rami al-Dash is
by armed men in a staged video and holding the braid of a killed YPJ
threatened of sexual exploitation [72]. fighter as a trophy in Raqqga [32].

RIC received witness testimony describing YPJ or Asayish female fighters being grabbed
by their hair by SAA personnel. Other videos show women's bodies being stepped on and
kicked [58]. SAA soldiers have appeared particularly keen to photograph and film their fe-
male captives and YPJ corpses. The case of Asayish member Deniz Chiya (see: Desecration
of Corpses and Graveyards), whose body was thrown from a building while SAA fighters
cheered and insulted her, serves as a chilling illustration of the systemic abuse and dehu-
manization of women, as well as the desecration of their bodies.

Frames from the same video show SAA fighters stepping on the body of a deceased YPJ fighter and re-
peatedly shooting another in the head [58].

26 https://x.com/vvanwilgenburg/status/2022793799567585603
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Sobhi Hanan Hanan's testimony, included above (see: Arbitrary Arrests and Abuse of Pris-
oners), mentioned the mistreatment of women which he witnessed at an SAA checkpoint
at Sabah al-Khair at the hands of tribal fighters [20]. He describes two female fighters be-
ing thrown to the ground, beaten and their hair pulled.

In addition to female fighters, civilian women also faced harassment and humiliation. Akh-
in Mustafa (see: Summary Executions), recounts being insulted by SAA who stopped her
while she was travelling in a civilian convoy on the Abyad road [41,44]:

“They also directed numerous sexist insults at us, calling women ‘whores’ and using other offen-
sive terms | cannot repeat.”

Nergiz Aslan (see: Direct Targeting of Civilians) recounts when she was controlled by SAA
members on the night of January 10 when coming out of Khalid Fajr hospital in Sheikh Mag-
soud to board buses of the humanitarian convoy heading towards Deir Hafer:

“They also wanted to take the civilians. Everyone was searched, and men were searching the
women. They insulted us, using words like ‘pigs’ and ‘Qandil dogs.” One member of the STG forc
es said to a young man, ‘Gel,” meaning ‘come’ in Turkish. Some members of the STG forces were
speaking Turkish, and others had an Egyptian-sounding Arabic accent.”

“l'was in the line with the other women, and | said to one of the soldiers, 'It is shameful [for men]
to search women.' He answered, ‘We are looking for weapons.’ | replied, ‘We do not have weap-
ons,” and they responded, ‘All women have weapons.” We were searched a second time, then
again at the Jazira checkpoint, and again before boarding the buses.”

Many videos also corroborate a mocking attitude directed at women, and women's rights
as a concept. In one video shared on Telegram a man in a military uniform sits at a desk
and tears a sheet of paper into many small pieces saying ‘For us, this is women'’s rights.’
Several videos also show armed men spreading women's underwear on the floor and in-
sulting portraits of dead YPJ fighters based on their appearance. According to NES Jineolo-
ji center, several women'’s institutions have also been pillaged and vandalized in Aleppo,
Tabga, Raqqga. Instances like this are likely to cause valid concerns for the women of NES
about their future and their rights under the STG.
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2.8 DISPLACEMENT FACILITATING LOOTING AND PROPERTY CRIMES

In conflict, violations of IHL frequently trigger displacement, either directly or indirectly,
including pre-emptive displacement. Customary IHL in the context of a NIAC prohibits
parties from ordering the displacement of the civilian population, in whole or in part, for
reasons related to the conflict, unless the security of the civilians involved or imperative
military reasons so demand. Furthermore, if the manner in which displacement is carried
out violates other rights such as to liberty and security, and the prohibition against torture
and inhuman and degrading treatment, then forced displacement is also likely unlawful on
other bases. Pillaging and the seizure of property is prohibited by international humanitar-
ian law, such that ‘pillaging a town or place, even when taken by assault’ constitutes a war
crime. For an act of appropriation to constitute pillage it must be done for private or per-
sonal use. As such, pillage will also almost inevitably constitute a crime under a country’s
domestic criminal law.

According to the UNHCR, over 190,000 civilians became internally displaced persons (IDPs)
due to January's fighting alone.

In the NES Local NGOs Coordination Group's (LNGOCG) Unified Assessment and Response
Mechanism (see above), 1,063 of the 6,209 families surveyed reported cases of property
being burned and vandalized, while 3,273 reported theft and looting of property. These
high figures are likely representative, as numerous videos circulated online show pillaged
homes, and because IDPs, fleeing in haste, left their tents and houses vulnerable to looting
at the hands of civilians and fighters alike.

Aleppo

The exit of the vast majority of the Kurdish population living in Aleppo’s Sheikh Magsoud
and Ashrafiyeh neighborhoods, as well as Ragga and Tabga, many of whom were already
IDPs living in camps or temporary accommodation, constitutes forced displacement.

Sources also indicate that most of the houses in surrounding rural areas were allegedly
looted, some even burned, with local testimonies attributing responsibility to unidentified
armed actors, reportedly including forces alleged to be aligned with the STG forces.

Many of the displaced from Sheikh Magsoud have not returned to their homes over fears
that internal security forces may arrest or harass them. They remain displaced, taking shel-
ter in the houses of friends or relatives in other parts of Aleppo. Some have fled to villages
outside of the city. A number of IDP families from Afrin have also tried to return to Afrin.
However, incidents of looting and theft from the homes of former Sheikh Magsoud resi-
dents continue to be reported.

A resident of Sheikh Magsoud, who asked to remain anonymous, told RIC how armed men
had stormed her home and looted it. “/ was inside a house with some of my cousins when
three armed men pointed their guns at us. They were speaking Turkish and took any money and
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valuables they could find.”
Tabqga, Raqqa, Deir ez-Zor

After the takeover of the Tabga, Raqga, and Deir ez-Zor regions by the SAA, numerous in-
cidents of looting have been reported. Most IDPs interviewed or consulted by RIC reported
that they knew or suspected that the properties they had left behind no longer existed or
that their homes had been looted.

Heseke

One case of looting on January 18 was reported in the Ghuweran neighborhood of Hese-
ke. Lilav Ahmed (30), Heseke resident told RIC: “At 12 o’clock, some people [three adults and
some children] entered our house in order to steal from us. We were three families staying in the
house, in total eight people. The intruders had civilian clothes, long hair and long beards. I told
them ‘Aren’t you ashamed to come inside homes while the people are still inside to rob them?’
They answered.: ‘No, it's free goods that were sent to us by God’ and he said to his friends, ‘go
guys, take whatever you want’. The children who accompanied them were screaming ‘Allah Ak-
bar’. They took many items from our houses into their cars and left.”

Kobane

There have also been reports and videos of looting in the countryside surrounding Ko-
bane as civilians have begun to return to their villages. They show houses that had been
pillaged?’.

27 https://t.me/Intel_Rojava/3704;
https://t.me/KurdishFrontNews/24812;
https://t.me/Intel_Rojava/2904
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3. GOING FORWARD

In the one and a half years since HTS led the offensive that toppled Assad from power in
Syria, the country has been going through a process of reorganization of both civil and
military institutions. This transitional phase has been wrought with challenges. Even as
civil society organizations and actors have expressed hope for a democratic and peaceful
future, internal conflicts and widespread violations against ethnic and religious minorities
have persisted, most recently in the January 2026 SAA attack. Some of the incidents iden-
tified in this report potentially constitute war crimes. Put together however, the various
forms of evidence build upon one another to constitute a multifaceted assault on all civil-
ians’ right to a free, safe, and peaceful existence. The various fields of concern identified
here - targeting of civilians and civilian infrastructure, targeting medical staff, arbitrary
arrests (deprivation of liberty), summary executions, desecration of corpses and graves,
gender-based violence, looting and property crimes and forced displacement - combine
to build a worrying picture. These compound abuses directed at civilian persons, property
and livelihoods are committed by forces formally integrated within the new SAA. Hence,
Ahmed al-Sharaa and the STG are formally responsible for their activity. So far, the Syrian
Ministry of Defense has not addressed the specific issue of the SNA's track record of crimi-
nality and have instead chosen to establish several of its leaders as commanders of whole
divisions.

The STG forces’ massacre of Alawite civilians in the coastal region last March, similar at-
tacks on Suwayda’s Druze community in the summer, and now the events of January in
NES, have thrown doubt on the stated commitment of the government towards preserving
and defending Syria’s diversity and ensuring democracy in the country. The crimes perpe-
trated by the SAA and affiliated fighters during their attack on NES in January 2026 warrant
a response from the international community to both protect human rights and achieve
justice. State and non-state international actors have a responsibility to act on the evi-
dence presented herein of offences committed by the SAA and, through legal and political
channels, to hold them accountable for their actions.

Going forward, it must be a priority to ensure minorities across Syria, not only the Kurds,
are protected and represented as the country rebuilds itself. Accountability and justice
can prevent future violations and widen the opportunities for a genuine peace to be built
in Syria but they cannot suffice by itself. Local actors' propositions and demands that fol-
lowed the January 29 agreement emphasize the need for a measure of genuine local gov-
ernance and security institutions in order to directly protect communities and ensure real
political participation for all. Over the past 14 years, Syria's Kurdish-led forces have played
a significant role in protecting civilians locally and contributing to the broader fight against
ISIS. Uncertainty surrounding the future of groups such as the YPJ and YPG is raising con-
cerns about the safety of Kurdish communities and the potential resurgence of extremist
networks.

In a country deeply affected by more than a decade of conflict, widespread human rights
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violations, corruption, and recurring ethnic and religious violence, there is an urgent need
to prioritize inclusive and accountable governance. Strengthening local governance struc-
tures can support the development of a more representative and participatory system;
one that respects the rights of all communities, acknowledges past discrimination, and
works toward justice and equal protection for every citizen.

The Syrian Transitional Government (STG) and President Ahmed al-Sharaa can:

[1] Immediately release all unlawfully held civilians and SDF fighters, and grant independ-
ent human rights monitors immediate, unrestricted access to all sites holding detained
fighters and civilians. Establish genuinely independent committees to investigate SAA per-
sonnel responsible for ordering, committing, or failing to prevent torture and ill-treatment.

[2] Commit to implementing the Syria-wide ceasefire and progressing with integration ne-
gotiations that would respect rights of self-governance and protection for all minorities.
Ensure women's participation in politics and security forces.

[3] Establish clear and effective mechanisms to ensure oversight and accountability for the
actions of all SAA divisions, and affiliated fighters and require them to fully comply with
international human rights law during security and military operations.

[4] Conduct an independent and transparent investigation in order to ensure accountabili-
ty, prosecute those involved in violations and strengthen judiciary’s independence in order
to conduct fair trials to prevent impunity.

[5] Identify the remaining factors preventing all of Syria’s IDPs from returning to their home
locations and address them, in line with achieving the January 29 integration agreement
article stipulating IDP return. Ensure protection of all civilians, put an end to ethnic violence
targeting IDPs in Afrin, Aleppo, Tel Abyad and Serekaniye and guarantee the passage of all
necessary humanitarian aid to all civilian areas. Implement the same structures of local
governance, military and police forces in these areas as in Heseke and Kobane regions.

The UN & International organizations can:
[1] Conduct an independent, comprehensive and transparent fact-finding mission to doc-
ument violations of international law, identify the responsible parties and groups at risk of

further violence

[2] Support national organizations working on documenting violations, as well as relief
organizations, and those promoting civil peace

[3] Support the demands of those displaced and attacked for justice and accountability in
international institutions such as the International Criminal Court.
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Foreign states involved in the region can:

[1] Closely monitor violations of the January 30 ceasefire and the respect of the integration
process

[2] Ensure the participation of minorities in the governance and defense of the regions in
which they live, in line with the first steps that led to the nominations of Sipan Hemo as
Vice-Minister of Defense and Nureddin Ahmed as Heseke's governor. Guarantee the ex-
istence of local military and police forces that can prevent further massive violations and
violence.

[3] Closely monitor the activities of the new Syrian army and push the Syrian Ministry of
Defense to take responsibility for them; while many foreign states have been keen to quick-
ly establish relations with the Damascus interim authorities, they must take care this does
not lead to a legitimization of the abuses conducted by the SAA

[4] Push for and assist with a full Turkish withdrawal from the Turkish-occupied areas of
northern Syria where several bases and prisons are still in activity

The DAANES, YPG & YPJ can:

[1] Take a zero-tolerance policy with regards to criminality and rights violations committed
by the forces under its wing and establish genuinely independent committees to investi-
gate such crimes.

[2] Commit to continuing the integration process peacefully

[3] Contribute ideas of mechanisms for ensuring the rights and existence of minorities
across Syria are protected during dialogue with the STG.
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