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Enforced disappearance is one of the most serious human rights violations, due to its 
impact on the disappeared person, their relatives, their community, and as a result, society 
as a whole; its impact on them does not end with the end of conflict. The Syrian 
government has used disappearance as a strategy to get rid of its opponents and terrorize 
and silence its opposition since the 1970s. It has been the government’s most important 
weapon in crushing the popular movement against it. Enforced disappearances resulting 
from arbitrary detention, abduction, deprivation of liberty, deprivation of the right to 
protection by the law, to security and to not being subjected to torture and other inhuman 
treatment have been systematically practiced, amounting to a crime against humanity.

The Syrian government›s denial of access to Syrian and international human rights bodies 
to detention centres, the imposition of a complete blackout on these bodies, and the fear 
of reprisals by the government against family members of the disappeared, if the 
disappearance is reported, has made it impossible to know the true number of forcibly 
disappeared persons in Syria. The lowest estimates indicate that more than 100,000 
people have disappeared over the past eleven years, and to date people continue to 
disappear regularly in the most terrible ways.

Other parties, such as the Islamic State (ISIS) and other armed factions, have committed 
the crime of enforced disappearance. This complicated situation has been compounded 
by the protracted conflict, forced migration and the shifting political/military control over 
the same geographical area, in the chaos of the wide spread of weapons and ongoing 
impunity. Thousands of families have lived for years in uncertainty, because of the lack 
of information about the fate of their relatives. 

Enforced disappearance has gendered repercussions that particularly affect women, 
as mothers, wives, sisters and children bear the direct consequences of enforced 
disappearance in addition to the pain of waiting. Women often lead the search for the 
truth and try to find out the fate of their loved ones, while being responsible for caring for 
their children and protecting the rest of the family. Over the course of searching, they 
are exposed to various risks, including arbitrary detention, additional enforced 
disappearances, sexual abuse, physical and sexual extortion and other forms of violence. 

This report sheds light on the consequences of enforced disappearance on women, 
children and affected communities, and highlights the obstacles faced by women in 
particular, and families of the disappeared in general, during their search for their loved 
ones after nearly eleven years of conflict in Syria. It is based on the analysis of interviews 
conducted with family members of forcibly disappeared persons, most of whom are
 women. Special emphasis was placed on women in the families of the forcibly disappeared, 
including those who were previously victims of arbitrary detention and enforced
 disappearance. In an attempt to have a presentative sample, the research team reached 
out to families impacted from diverse parts of Syria, who are differing situations, and whose 
relatives went missing at the hands of multiple perpetrators, in an attempt to have a 
representative sample in order to capture all challenges. 

Introduction
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Methodology

For the purposes of this report, the research 
team conducted 22 individual interviews, 
including 17 women and 5 men who are rel-
atives of 40 victims of enforced disappear-
ance (24 females and 16 males) including 7 
children. The list of victims included people 
who had disappeared between 2012 and 
2021.

The interviews took place in April and May 
2022. Those interviewed were from various 
areas including those under the control of 
the Syrian government, armed opposition 
factions, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS - Al-Nus-
ra Front), the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF), and border camps. It also included in-
dividuals in neighbouring countries, Europe, 
the United States (US), and Canada. 

One of the concerns was to ensure diversity 
of the entities responsible for the crime of 
enforced disappearance. This included the 
Syrian government, ISIS, HTS, Jaysh al-Is-
lam, and the Turkish-backed National Army.
While most of the interviews were conduct-
ed online due to the lack of access to every-
one’s location, where possible interviews 
were conducted in person.

The purpose of interview and usage of the 
information collected was explained to the 
interviewees who all were above the age of 
28. All interviewees gave their informed con-
sent, and the research team was clear that 
participants could stop the interview at any 
point or refuse to answer any questions if 
they were not comfortable doing so.

Interviewees received no remuneration or 
reward for their participation. 

To ensure that the challenges faced by dif-
ferent groups were covered, the people in-
terviewed for the report were selected from 
different backgrounds and social conditions. 
Fictitious names were used in the report to 
protect the privacy of the women and to re-
spect the wishes of the families, while com-
mitting to send the full true information to 
the Office of the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR).
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Main findings

Enforced disappearance is defined under in-
ternational law as the arrest or detention of 
a person, by agents of the State, or by per-
sons or groups acting with the authoriza-
tion, support or acquiescence of the state, 
followed by the refusal to acknowledge the 
deprivation of liberty or by concealment of 
the fate or whereabouts of the disappeared 
person. 

The percentage of forcibly disappeared 
women may be small compared to that of 
men, but they are the most affected by the 
consequences of crime. The analysis of the 
interviews shows the gendered dimension 
of enforced disappearance and how it af-
fects women differently. It impacts them 
psychologically, economically and socially, 
as a continuation of the cycle of deep-root-
ed violence mainly due to gender inequali-
ty and ongoing social injustice prevailing in 
Syrian society.

The interviewed women related to victims 
agreed that knowing the truth about what 
happened to their loved ones is a basic re-
quirement that cannot in any way be waived. 
They want to know if their relatives are dead, 
alive or imprisoned somewhere, not only for 
all the compelling social and economic rea-
sons, but also because of the emotional bur-
den that weighs on them. Over the course 
of the search they face serious threats and 

have to meet with intermediaries in danger-
ous places, and communicate with influen-
tial people or those who claim to be able to 
help without any guarantees, making them-
selves vulnerable to various violations to no 
avail.

The interviews highlighted the terrible psy-
chological suffering of these families, espe-
cially women, as a result of the loss and pain 
of waiting for years without any information 
about the whereabouts and fate of their 
loved ones. However, none of the families 
received psychological support from spe-
cialized bodies to enable them to overcome 
and deal with psychological trauma, includ-
ing that of children who also witnessed seri-
ous violations, whose effects are difficult to 
break away from even years later.

The interviews also showed the strong rela-
tionship between enforced disappearance 
as a violation of civil and political rights on 
the one hand, and economic, social and cul-
tural rights on the other, and how the protec-
tion of each is essential for the enjoyment of 
the other. 

Most of the families interviewed, especially 
those living inside Syria, suffered from dire 
economic conditions, as many of those who 
disappeared - including women - were the 
breadwinners of their families. The women 
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of the family, despite stigma, social isola-
tion, grief and sometimes inexperience, had 
then to take responsibility for supporting 
themselves and their families, in addition to 
the financial burden of searching for a dis-
appeared person. Women have paid most of 
their savings, including their wedding ring, 
in order to obtain information about their 
missing relative, and have been vulnerable 
to material blackmail and fraud in light of an 
unprecedented economic crisis in the coun-
try. Some families have stopped searching 
until their financial situation improved.
 
Complex legal burdens and administrative 
obstacles impact the entire family when 
they refuse to declare the disappeared per-
son dead. In the absence of certainty, the 
disposition of assets and property, the pay-
ment of pensions and the distribution of the 
inheritance becomes difficult and pending 
for an unknown period. Hence, in addition 
to the human loss, the family loses the fi-
nancial resources it had. Wives and children 
are affected differently: their husbands are 
neither alive nor dead, they are neither sin-
gle mothers nor widows, which makes them 
economically disempowered and vulnerable 
to exploitation. 

These consequences are compounded by 
the discriminatory Personal Status Law, 
whereby guardianship of children is auto-
matically transferred to paternal uncles and 
relatives, subjecting women to the authori-

ty of the husband’s family, who can threaten 
to deprive her of her children in the event of 
disputes.

Although the majority of interviewees re-
ported that they had documented the dis-
appearance, the families’ attitudes regarding 
the process and the entities they had resort-
ed to varied according to their geographical 
location inside and outside Syria and the 
forces in control, if the families were inside 
Syria. Some families do not recognize the 
difference between documentation and ad-
vocacy campaigns for disappeared persons. 
The interviews revealed the families’ deep 
frustration with the United Nations (UN) and 
its agencies, particularly those concerned 
with documentation, as they have been un-
able to help, protect and support victims or 
make progress on cases of disappearances, 
eleven years into the conflict.

A scene in the video filmed in Damascus-one 
day after the issuance of the last presiden-
tial pardon on April 30th, 2022, shows thou-
sands of families of the disappeared running 
behind the prison truck transporting 20 to 30 
prisoners at most, with the hope to find their 
loved ones among them, or at least manage 
to ask the survivors about them. 
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In areas controlled by the Syrian regime

Family members are afraid to check with 
Syrian government authorities or file a com-
plaint, or even just to check with the military 
police, because of the fear of persecution. 
The women of the family carry the burden of 
the search and undertake travel for this pur-
pose. Heba has been forcibly disappeared 
since 2013. 
Her brother, and several other family mem-
bers were detained for months because of 
their attempts to search for her, which led 
them to stop following up on her case after 
their release and displacement to northern 
Syria. 

Families fear persecution if they file com-
plaints with the UN or document their miss-
ing relative with human rights organizations, 
as it is prohibited by the Syrian security ser-
vices to communicate with these bodies, 
considering it as communication with 
“external entities”.

 As a result, families often postpone this pro-
cedure until they leave 
areas under the control of the Syrian gov-
ernment. 

Jeehan, who disappeared in the custody of 
the Syrian government in 2014, has ten chil-
dren. Four of her daughters and a son had 
been detained, all of whom left after their 
release, while only one daughter remained 
in Damascus.  Although she did not initi-
ate any action to search for her mother, she 
was summoned by the security forces after 
her sister, who is living abroad, spoke with a 
UN body. They warned her that if her sister 
abroad did not stop, the consequences will 
be paid by their mother: “We (the Security 
Forces) are in charge of releasing your moth-
er, not the UN”.  

Yaman has been missing since 2015, in the 
custody of HTS. Similarly, his brother was in-
terrogated and detained for 25 days by the 
Air Force Intelligence Branch in Latakia for 
communicating with an opposition member 
in Idlib province, with the intention of me-
diating his brother’s release. This of course 
made Yaman’s wife refrain from any initiative 
on her part. On another occasion, the family 
was prevented from going to Damascus and 

Challenges faced by families
of disappeared persons

The families spoke of a range of security, social, economic, psychological and other 
obstacles they face in their search for the disappeared. These challenges vary de-
pending on their location, the authorities in control, the political affiliation of the 
family, as well as the personal circumstances of its members.

 Security challenges
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organizing a sit-in in front of the Republican 
Palace, after a lieutenant colonel from the 
political security branch visited the family’s 
home, warning the wife of the great reper-
cussions of such an initiative. Yaman’s wife 
was also defrauded by an officer who had 
promised her to include her husband’s name 
in a prospective prisoner exchange, but she 
was unable to file a complaint for fear of ar-
rest.

The suffering of women is also linked to the 
patriarchal nature of Syrian society. At the 
level of power and relationships between 
family members, social injustice prevails 
as one of the social, cultural and economic 
structures.

One of the interviewees described the pres-
sure exerted by an influential relative on the 
women of the family. The relative sought to 
prevent them from claiming or taking any 
action for the disappeared daughter, lest 
they harm his interests. 

While May has been missing since 2013, her 
uncle - a former People’s Assembly mem-
ber and faculty dean at Damascus Univer-
sity - refused to intervene on her behalf so 
that his status would not be affected, or his 
family accused of including anti-govern-
ment members. He also prevented his poor 
sister (May’s mother) from asking about her 
daughter and threatened to deprive her of 
her right to the family home where she lives. 
He also threatened to withhold the small 
financial assistance he has provided since 
her detention, as May was the breadwinner 
of the family. 

The family remains in constant fear of being 
punished and retaliated against for the cir-
culation and posting of information about 
their daughter on social media against the 
family will.  

After Doctor Omar’s disappearance in 2017, 
his remaining family members fled to north-
ern Syria. His wife Qatoof was detained since 
2017 when she was nine months pregnant. 

Omar’s mother-in-law was left alone in the 
face of potential security risks. She sent her 
eldest son away out of fear for him, so that 
she could search for her daughter, son-in-
law and granddaughter without worrying 
about her son getting arrested. When she 
finally obtained the right of her granddaugh-
ter’s guardianship, she had to undergo a 
thorough investigation as to why she want-
ed her. How is her relationship with the fa-
ther’s family currently? Why is she interested 
in this child? There were many more ques-
tions. She was forced to sign a pledge not to 
send the child abroad or hand her over to the 
father’s family, but she was unsure whether 
she was forbidden to hand her over to her 
mother as well. This was one of the reasons 
why Omar´s mother-in-law could not return 
to Syria. 

The family was unable to communicate with 
any human rights organisation, due to secu-
rity fears. All communication was carried out 
by Qatoof’s uncle, a doctor based in Spain. 
After Qatoof’s release, everyone dreaded 
getting in contact with her for fear of being 
pursued by the security forces, because she 
was in areas outside government control 
and the mother did not feel safe until after 
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she left Syria in coordination with a Turkish 
party. When she arrived at the Lebanese Syr-
ian border, despite having a guardianship 
paper with her, the border officer asked her: 
“Where are you taking the girls: do you want 
to sell them?” At this moment the Turkish 
person who helped them arrived and saved 
her from answering. Until now, no relative or 
stranger in Homs has accepted to help her 
with obtaining any paper belonging to her or 
her husband because of security concerns.

Many women interviewed reported that 
they, or members of their families, had been 
beaten, threatened, and abused, and their 
houses raided by “shabiha” and intelligence 
agents due to their links to disappeared per-
sons. Several cases of sexual extortion and 
attempted rape of women by individuals 
promising to provide them with information 
about their disappeared relatives, were also 
reported.

The biggest concern of families remains the 
fear of reprisals against the disappeared 
person and their execution in prison, if the 
family reports the disappearance and files a 
complaint.

In other areas outside the regime control 
and families abroad

Security challenges do not end with the 
exit from the regime areas. A number of in-
terviews have indicated that some family 
members have been subjected to security 
investigations by authorities in neighbour-
ing countries from time to time. 

One woman, who had no connection to any 
activity, was summoned to a security inter-
view, and was asked about people she had 
never heard of, “They asked me about the 

Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), and about 
someone from the Rifai family and I didn’t 
know anyone. I later learned that he was the 
Mufti and that these were Kurdish organiza-
tions.” 

Women, especially activists, who fled from 
regime areas to the north where armed fac-
tions and HTS are in control, have been sub-
jected to pressure and security threats. They 
have been summoned for investigation and 
prevented from engaging in activism. One 
received armed threats that she must close 
the office of the organization she founded 
for women survivors.

Kurdish families living in Afrin are afraid to 
ask about their relatives who disappeared in 
custody of the National Army for fear of be-
ing arrested as well. Even when the families 
confirm that the detainees are held in a spe-
cific prison, they refrain from visiting the de-
tained relative for fear of arrest and abuse.  

Despite the safety felt by family members 
who obtained refuge in Europe, the US and 
Canada, they still feel many restrictions and 
remain cautious in terms of communicating 
with other relatives in regime-controlled ar-
eas, inquiring about their disappeared loved 
ones, or using social media to advocate for 
the cause. They fear exposing family mem-
bers to government retaliation and consider 
them as hostages as long as they are under 
its authority.

Families of the forcibly disappeared are sub-
jected to enormous physical and emotional 
extortion by individuals who claim to be in-
termediaries who are able to provide them 
with information about their loved ones. 
Families abroad cannot verify the back-
grounds of such intermediaries in Syria to 
know whether they are lying or if they ac-
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tually have links to the regime, so they have 
to deal with them without the possibility of 
checking anything. 

 Social challenges

Families whose members were arbitrarily 
detained and forcibly disappeared by the 
Syrian government are subjected to social 
isolation due to community fear of commu-
nicating with or visiting them. This affects 
their psychological stability, makes them 
feel alienated and bitter, and pushes them 
to decide to emigrate. Some families are per-
secuted and blamed by relatives and friends 
with different political affiliations. 

Women are isolated by their neighbours and 
sometimes shopkeepers will not deal with 
them out of fear. 
The disappearance of women in particular 
has an additional impact on single women 
and girls in the family, as men refrain from 
associating with them.
 
Linda’s father stated that in the past he had 
refused many marriage offers for his educat-
ed, beautiful, reputable, and wealthy daugh-
ters, but no one has knocked on his door 
since his eldest daughter’s arrest and en-
forced disappearance. He immigrated with 
his family for their sake, since there was no 
future in Damascus for them anymore. 

The wife of one of the disappeared said
 “I became a lonely woman. As a refugee, 
my legal status is not clear. I am not single, 
divorced or widowed, I do not know what 
my social status is. I appreciate people’s
compassion, but it bothers me that they 
pity me. 

Before I left Syria, my colleagues avoided me 
because my husband is an opposition figure 
and a detainee.” 

The wife of one of the forcibly disappeared in 
custody of the Syrian government described 
being subjected to social isolation abroad, 
imposed on her by the conservative Syrian 
society because of her different affiliation as 
a minority.

Fear has led to the displacement and separa-
tion of many families, due to the dispersal of 
their members between regime-controlled 
areas and other areas, sometimes in camps 
or in other countries of asylum. Furthermore, 
Kurdish families who have disappeared rela-
tives in custody of Turkish-backed factions 
are isolated because the family is accused 
of terrorism and supporting the SDF. Their 
mass detention has left them isolated from 
their surroundings, and people, including 
those close to them, refrain from contact-
ing them and giving them moral or financial 
support for fear of being charged. 

Mohammed, a father of three disappeared 
women, said that his sons lived with him in 
areas controlled by the US-backed SDF, while 
his daughters lived with their husbands in 
areas controlled by the Turkish-backed Na-
tional Army. He added, “They tore the family 
apart and we cannot visit each other. After 
the women’s detention, how will the men 
dare to visit their sisters even if they get re-
leased?”

Women are blamed if they choose to marry 
after their husbands have disappeared for 
many years, sometimes under the pretext of 
depriving the disappeared person’s parents 
of his children or of their dissatisfaction with 
the background of the new husband and his 
ways of raising their grandchildren. Only one 
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woman reported that her husband’s family 
was not opposed to her marriage after their 
son disappeared for over nine years, and 
that it was the family that asked her to file a 
complaint to divorce him and pursue her life. 
 
One woman had two brothers who were 
forcibly disappeared (one in custody of the 
Syrian government and another by ISIS), 
three other brothers who were killed, and 
her husband was abroad. She stated that 
she was prevented from going to give birth 
at her parents’ because there was no male 
guardian (Muharram) accompanying her 
from the camp. The authorities in charge of 
the camp severely restricted the movement 
of women. 

 Psychological challenges
Women who are relatives of the forcibly dis-
appeared experience great psychological 
stress, which may lead to suicide attempts 
and may cause diseases or health problems 
of psychological origin that are difficult for 
doctors to diagnose and solve. It is also as 
difficult to treat the acute pain that accom-
pany these illnesses. The psychological sup-
port provided in these cases, if any, is mere 
group sessions with the support of volun-
teer local teams, while most interviews indi-
cated no specialized psychological support. 

Moreover, some wives of disappeared men 
are also subjected to severe psychologi-
cal stress, as the family does not want to 
believe that he is dead. One of the women 
said, “They do not allow me to believe this, 
despite the death statement from the civil 
status department at the ministry of interior, 
because they do not trust state institutions 
and there is no transparent and clear infor-
mation about what has happened since the 

arrest.” Some families continue to press and 
follow up with Islamist factions to include 
the names of the disappeared in prisoner ex-
changes. In the previous example, the wife, 
mother, and sisters had been included in ear-
lier exchanges. The same woman continued 
her description of the situation saying, “Ev-
ery couple of months they tell me that they 
have put his name on the list of exchanges, 
and a few days afterwards I learn these ef-
forts failed. So, I feel like he died again, and 
I grieve as if it were the first time, I received 
the news of his death. The cycle of mourning 
does not end and will not end until his fami-
ly and I are sure of his fate... People die only 
once and not every couple of months”. She 
felt confused about how to raise her chil-
dren. She couldn’t tell them that he might 
be dead because of her fear of informing his 
family, and at the same time she couldn’t 
make them wait for an illusion. 

She added “When I was released and met 
my daughters, they were not surprised, al-
though they were young when I was gone. 
But even my daughter, who had not seen me 
since she was 40 days old, knew about my 
existence and waited for me, because my 
mother used to show them my pictures, de-
scribe me to them and talk about me all the 
time, so that they would not forget me. She 
was able to do that because she knew that 
I was alive. However, how can I talk to them 
about their father and push them to wait 
for someone that I do not know if there will 
come a day when they really meet, or if they 
have lost him forever! I’m afraid of giving 
them false hope because it will be painful, 
and I cannot tell them he is dead, because I 
am not sure. I need to believe it first, and his 
parents need to believe it, and then I will be 
able to tell the children (...). I’m afraid to deny 
him the prayers of his daughters if he is alive. 
I say to my oldest daughter, ‘do not be upset 
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if he is not released’, and she says, ‘but will 
he be released or not?”

Another woman, married to one of the forci-
bly disappeared, was detained then released 
via one of the exchanges. She said she was 
constantly worried about her young daugh-
ter, who was born during her detention and 
stayed with her only 40 days in the horren-
dous conditions at the Air Force intelligence 
detention centre, where she was sick, and 
her colour was scary. “Now she feels differ-
ent from her sisters in everything. I hold the 
government and the SOS [Children’s Villag-
es] responsible. This child lived every year 
and a half of her age in a different place, a 
year and a half at the SOS Children’s Villages, 
a year and a half at her grandmother’s, and 
a year and a half in Turkey. How can a child 
grow normally in abnormal conditions?!”

She added, “This child needs affection, but 
who will make up for this absence of affec-
tion?” Her mother has trouble sleeping and 
became a heavy smoker. However, the spe-
cialist told her that he could not help her 
daughter,and the mother agreed with his 
statement.  She said, “Yes, I have no problem 
in the world but this injustice. If it ends, all 
my problems will end! I will never forget they 
detained my daughter for a year and a half... I 
will never forget... I can forgive my imprison-
ment and that of my husband, but I will nev-
er forgive what happened to my daughter.”

Qatoof was detained for 3 years, while her 
husband has been forcibly disappeared to 
this day. Her mother was also greatly affect-
ed by the enormous pressure she endured 
while following up on the situation of her 
daughter and son-in-law and raising her 
grandchildren. Qatoof onserved, “My moth-
er is not the same mother I knew before. She 

does not smile anymore and is no longer the 
perfect dynamic pharmacist who performed 
her work outside and inside the house to 
the fullest and found time to engage in so-
cial events and visits. After my detention, 
she has not been herself. She would not en-
gage in anything. You feel all the time that 
joy is her enemy, and that raising children is 
a burden. She is sad because the future of 
the family is lost, and she had to change her 
future plans late in life.”

The suffering of the mothers of the disap-
peared is beyond all possible description. 
May’s cousin stated that her mother re-
mained for years in a state of shock, waiting 
for her daughter’s mistaken detention to be 
rectified. She had no activity or voice. She 
repeatedly begged her brother, who was in a 
position of power and wealth, to help her but 
to no avail. She got sick and died because 
she was unable to do anything about her 
daughter’s disappearance. After the moth-
er’s death, the father’s mental and physical 
health deteriorated, and he went into a se-
vere depression that prevented him from 
doing anything other than smoking. 

Another woman, whose son has been miss-
ing since 2013, refuses to stay warm in win-
ter, stating that her heart does not allow her 
to feel warm if she does not know whether 
her son is well covered. 

The mother of Dunia, who has been disap-
peared since 2018, speaks with great sad-
ness about her daughter. The last news she 
received was that her daughter was in a dire 
psychological condition. The mother was 
devastated because of Dunia´s detention. 
Although the court supposedly released her 
in 2017, she is considered a hostage waiting 
for a swap that does not seem to be tak-
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ing place, and she has not known anything 
about her children for 5 years. The mother is 
also in a bad psychological state, as she has 
not only lost her daughter but also her only 
son and her son-in-law. She must now raise 
two children and be both mother and father. 
She lost her city, her home, and her stabili-
ty - and her family are afraid to contact her 
because she lives in an area controlled by an 
extremist Islamist faction. She feels margin-
alized, with no sense of belonging, and ex-
cluded even from playing a role in the search 
for her daughter, which makes her very sad.

After a long and fruitless struggle to find her 
younger sister, Khadija feels devastated and 
guilty as she decides to move to France. Par-
is has always been her sister’s favourite city. 
Her sister is an architect and a poet, and it 
was her life dream to go to Paris. Khadija 
said that she constantly feels miserable.

“I was like the angel of death who carried the 
terrible news to the family”. This is how Yara, 
a media activist reporting on the war, de-
scribed her feeling. She did not expect that 
she would have to tell her family about the 
loss of their fifth son. The eldest brother col-
lapsed - he was the only son who remained 
alive. He fully succumbed to his grief, even 
abandoned his family, gave up on the Syrian 
cause and could not engage in any activity, 
refusing to see any specialists. The women 
of the family (Yara and her mother) had to 
calm the men and alleviate the consequenc-
es of the collapse. They had to bear the bur-
dens of their family and the families of her 
five brothers who were martyred. She also 
stopped documenting the violations against 
women in the camp, as a result of intense 
psychological pressure and her frustration 
about its relevance. 

She feels a lot of frustration because of the 
poor work on the case of the disappeared 
and the grim political landscape. 
Despite being outspoken and having the 
platform to reach out and talk about the fam-
ily tragedy, she silently endures the psycho-
logical burdens and refrains from seeking 
help, for fear of being accused of exploiting 
her access for personal benefits. She feels 
that there are restrictions on her stories. 
She wants to talk spontaneously about the 
beauty of her brothers and how they pam-
pered her, not what the media likes to hear. 
“I like to talk about them, about their lives, 
our memories and how we used to spend 
our time together.” 

What distresses the family the most is living 
with the thought that their refusal to leave 
while they were waiting to learn about their 
missing brother, may have caused the loss 
of the four other brothers while he was dead. 

All the people who were interviewed in 
this report were deeply worried about the 
fate of the disappeared, and suffered from 
post-traumatic stress disorder including 
nightmares, flashbacks, panic attacks and 
feelings of guilt. They do not know if they 
have done all they can for their missing rel-
atives, or if in some way they have caused 
them harm. They also feel constantly anx-
ious and have trouble sleeping, due to the 
horrifying experience when their relative 
went missing, their experiences during the 
war, killings, and torture they witnessed, 
their own detention or possible sexual ex-
tortion while pursuing their relatives’ cases. 

Children also suffer from the emotional loss 
of their disappeared loved ones, which may 
cause them psychological and cognitive de-
velopment disorders if they do not receive 
appropriate psychological support. 
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Most of them witnessed the brutal arrest 
and enforced disappearance of relatives, 
and all of them suffer from bitterness, disap-
pointment, and a sense of despair.

 Economic challenges
The absence of a breadwinner has in many 
cases caused great economic pressure on 
families, especially on women who take on 
this role for their families. The seizure of fami-
ly funds sometimes changed the family’s ma-
terial conditions, placing them in a difficult 
economic situation. This is especially the 
case for families who were blackmailed by 
powerful people in the regime and forced to 
pay bribes in the hope of obtaining informa-
tion about the disappeared relative or being 
able to visit them. Others faced extortion by 
intermediaries and influential figures from 
various parties who offered to put missing 
relatives’ names on exchange lists. Despite 
their dire financial situation, they also had to 
pay legal fees to obtain information, which 
often proved to be unreliable. Women heads 
of household were subjected to exploitation 
by men in order to meet the material needs 
of the family, because of the conditions and 
material destitution these women faced.

In Walid’s case, the family’s properties were 
confiscated, and everything related to them 
was seized. They even confiscated the debts 
owed to the family business. Just like that, 
the family went from wealth to poverty.

The brother offered a thoroughbred Arabian 
horse as a bribe to a national security offi-
cial in exchange for the release of Walid’s 
detained wife, Alia, and his detained sister. 
He thought it was so guaranteed when they 
told them that they would be released after 
30 days, the detained women distributed 

their prison belongings and clothes – sim-
ple as they may be – to the other detainees. 
However, when they were not released, Alia 
got extremely sick and depressed and al-
most died. 

Alia’s family had a share of the material loss-
es as well, because of her and Walid’s deten-
tion. Her family took care of their daughters 
and paid several thousand dollars in various 
unsuccessful attempts to release them or at 
least to transfer Alia from Adra Central Pris-
on to Homs Prison to ease the travel burden. 
Alia’s mother searched for other parents of 
detained persons in her city who wanted to 
visit their children in Damascus, in order to 
share the taxi fare. Alia also has a brother 
who suffers from autism and Aspergers Syn-
drome. Their mother was a pharmacist and 
used to take care of him. He went to the pri-
vate Al-Rabih Association of Autism. But af-
ter Walid and Alia’s detention, she could no 
longer afford the association’s high costs, 
as she was then taking care of her grand-
daughters as well. This was an additional 
hardship, as he was one of the few autistic 
children in Syria who was integrated in an 
ordinary school thanks to his mother’s great 
care. He had reached the elementary cycle 
when Walid and Alia were arrested. Then he 
stopped going to the specialized centres, 
because he needed private tutors to pursue 
his education due to his special situation. 

After Alia’s release and her arrival to the 
north, she lived with her husband’s family. 
Her father-in-law gave her no more than a 
week to rest and then sent her to work for an 
organization because he could not afford to 
provide for her. A few months later she left 
Syria. While she had to bear all the burdens, 
Alia is fortunate to have received significant 
help from a Turkish entity who facilitated her 
reunion with her daughters and mother and 
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brought them from Syria. They also helped 
issue her residency card, the lack of which 
usually strains women in this situation. Alia 
now has two jobs to ensure her financial in-
dependence.

Alia responded emotionally when we asked 
her about having to work. She responded, 
“My husband was very protective. If only he 
knew the humiliation I was subjected to be-
cause of his disappearance.  Do you know 
how men come in crowds when they see a 
broken woman alone? Whenever I ask for 
something, I am surprised that I should give 
something in return. I learned by heart the 
order of things. They bring a gift for the girls 
and then an expensive gift for me to make 
amends, then comes a secret marriage pro-
posal and so on...”

Despite the poor living conditions and often 
destitution of the families with whom we 
spoke, including those in camps in northern 
Syria, they were reluctantly trying to help 
the rest of their family members inside the 
regime areas.

Dunia, who has been missing since 2018, 
comes from a well-off family who lost every-
thing when she and her husband were de-
tained. They escaped with only the clothes 
on their backs and left behind two houses, 
a farm and her husband’s business. They 
could not dispose of them or rent or sell 
anything. Dunia’s house was confiscated, 
and her mother-in-law was evicted from it. 

The house was sealed, and no one was al-
lowed in. Currently living in a rented house 
in HTS-controlled areas, they said, “We are 
lucky if we receive one relief basket, because 
the relief organizations usually disregard the 
HTS areas.” Although her husband is unem-
ployed, Dunia’s mother is determined that 
her granddaughters will have the minimum 
components of a decent life, and she strives 
to compensate them for the loss of their 
mother and father. This made her health de-
teriorate early, due to the extreme fatigue 
of raising them. One person had asked for 
18,000 USD for Dunia’s release, which was 
far beyond the family’s capacity. The family 
had raised the amount from donations, and 
paid it to the person, but despite that, Dunia 
remained in prison

The inability to establish the legal status 
of their husband hinders women who are 
breadwinners from some inheritance-re-
lated revenues, the transfer of property, or 
benefits and subsidies granted by some re-
settlement countries to the lone mothers. 
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Knowing the fate of the disappeared

Everyone interviewed said that their top pri-
ority is knowing the fate of the forcibly dis-
appeared in a legal, official and documented 
manner from the entity responsible for their 
disappearance. This can make a real differ-
ence in ending the catastrophic period expe-
rienced by the families of the disappeared, 
either by the release/return of their relatives, 
by knowing the specific prison where they 
are held, or by proving their death and hand-
ing over the body to their family with all the 
details of the circumstances of the death. 

Another priority is providing information 
about the places of detention or care of chil-
dren and the possibility of tracing missing 
children to end this series of horrors. Only 
their release will alleviate the suffering of 
families that have missing children. 

Legal support

Families need all the help they can get in 
clarifying their legal status. They need to be 
able to obtain official documents and 
papers, such as passports, original universi-
ty degrees and death certificates. 
These cost a lot in Syria, which people often 
cannot afford. 

Additionally, there is an urgent need to raise 
awareness of the appropriate steps to report 
the disappearance of persons to interna-
tional bodies, protect family members from 
reprisals and exploitation inside and outside 
Syria, and learn how to follow up on cases 

of the disappeared, especially of 
missing children.

Economic support 

Many families (included women-headed 
households) need economic support to be 
able to meet their livelihood needs, especial-
ly those inside Syria. They need decent and 
rewarding employment opportunities that 
protect them from exploitation, regular aid 
to meet their livelihood needs, or a fund to 
support the children of the missing persons 
while waiting for job opportunities to arise. 
Women in Syria expressed their preference 
for employment in productive projects that 
allow them and their families with financial 
sufficiency, and which would relieve them of 
the humiliation they feel when they receive 
food baskets and some meagre aid. 

The dire economic situation contributes sig-
nificantly to the poor psychological status 
of these families, and even more to that of 
women. The lack of basic needs and stabili-
ty, or the difficulty of accessing them, greatly 
affects their psychological situation and the 
development of children in these families.

Social support 

Families dispersed because of migration 
and asylum need support and the means for 
family unification, especially parents who 
lost their children. This will help them en-
dure the pain and try to settle and recover in 
a safe environment.

Needs of the families of 
disappeared persons
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Some families noted the importance of rais-
ing awareness of the exploitation of women 
with missing relatives and providing them 
with social and legal protection. It is vital to 
raise awareness about the situation of fami-
lies of the disappeared that suffer from stig-
ma and isolation, especially inside Syria. 

Addressing the gender dimension of deten-
tion may be one of the most complex issues 
because it is linked to an entire patriarchal 
system where blaming women is greater and 
more frequent. Women activists are blamed 
for their activism, and their wider family 
holds them responsible for the threats the 
family may face. In contrast, society does 
not deal with male detainees in this manner.

Women are also blamed by Islamist groups 
for their involvement in the movement. 
Women are blamed for taking the place of 
belligerent men in the exchange of prison-
ers, while they experience the bitterness of 
waiting for years in security branches after 
their names are included in these exchanges 
without having a say in it. Then when the ex-
change does take place, these groups brag 
about the liberation of women and promote 
the exchanges as a victory for the groups. 

Families need greater solidarity with their 
cause from the society, where their demands 
are embraced. The families need support 
without discrimination based on who the 
perpetrators are. 

Psychological support 

All the interviewed families need free spe-
cialized psychological support, that does 
not require exhausting logistical arrange-
ments to secure it. They also need health 
care for all family members.  

The moral recognition of the sacrifice made 
by these families, by international bodies 
and local and community organisations, is 
important for their psychological recovery. 
They also require social support which will 
help their recovery. It is important in bring-
ing them, especially the women, out of the 
social isolation they face. This will improve 
their mental health.

One of the women we interviewed said, “It 
may be too late to learn how to get back on 
our feet. My mother and I turned to spiritual-
ity and Eastern cultures for our inner peace, 
but we still hope for psychological support... 
Not just for us, but for all the families and 
parents of those who went missing.”

The need to restore trust in international in-
stitutions 

Many interviewees pointed to the need for 
international and UN institutions to restore 
the trust of families in them. These entities 
should take concrete steps to reveal the fate 
of families’ loved ones. 

They also stressed the importance of contin-
uous communication with families and the 
bilateral exchange of information, instead 
of considering families as solely a source of 
information. They need to know what hap-
pened from their information, what actions 
were taken, and to be kept informed of any 
developments in the case. This will have a 
great impact in providing moral support to 
them and help them remain resilient. 
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   Ensure the right to know the fate and where-
abouts of the missing and make genuine in-
ternational efforts to find a radical solution 
to this humanitarian issue. 

 Establish an international mechanism on 
the issue of the forcibly disappeared in Syr-
ia and address its impact on the parents and 
families in an integrated manner at all legal, 
economic and social levels. 

 Protect children born while their mothers 
have been subjected to enforced disappear-
ance, provide information about their places 
of detention or care, identify them and trace 
those who are missing. 

 Take serious measures to force the Syrian 
government to provide data on the fate of 
the missing and use all the instruments of 
pressure that the UN has to achieve this end 
,such as requiring the serious commitment 
of the regime in this case to provide interna-
tional assistance as an example.

 Adopt a victim / survivor-centred approach 
in all steps of mechanism building and col-
laborate closely with family and victim/survi-
vor associations. 

  Ensure the right of the families of those ab-
ducted by ISIS to know the fate of the miss-
ing, by conducting systematic investigations 
with ISIS members detained in the prisons. 

  Take urgent steps to protect mass graves in 
Syria in order to safeguard and preserve evi-
dence. 

 Ensure the right to know the fate of the 
missing who are in custody of armed groups, 
such as Jaysh al-Islam, by investigating their 
leaders in Turkey and other countries. 
Establish an international database of the 
disappeared in Syria in custody of all parties, 

including contact information of parents to 
facilitate updates and encourage parents to 
document disappearances safely. 

  Press the Syrian government to cooperate 
with the UN special procedures and respond 
to all outstanding claims that it has not re-
sponded to. 

  Provide free specialized psychological sup-
port to family members of disappeared per-
sons, especially mothers, wives and children. 

   Provide economic support to the families of 
the disappeared, and support projects that 
provide decent job opportunities for women, 
especially the breadwinners. 

   Seek to secure regular financial allocations 
for children and families of the disappeared, 
especially those residing inside Syria. 

   Establish a fund to support the education of 
the children of the disappeared. 

  Provide special facilities for the reunifica-
tion of family members of the forcibly disap-
peared, especially mothers and fathers, and 
not limit it to the husband or wife and chil-
dren under 18. 

  Leverage the experiences of Syrian human 
rights defenders accumulated over more 
than eleven years in this cause, by establish-
ing a regular dialogue platform with them. 

  Establish mechanisms of communication 
and follow-up with the families by documen-
tation entities.

  Finance small projects for women from 
these families, so that they can support their 
family without being exploited and provide 
material support that is sufficient to meet 
the needs of these families.

Recommendations  
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