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Official register of survivors of conflict-related sexual 
violence (CRSV): none.

Official number of CRSV survivors: no official number of 
CRSV survivors exists.

Estimated real number of CRSV survivors: no formal number 
exists, but documentation from various international bodies 
suggests ten of thousands.

Domestic legal framework for administrative reparation 
programme: none.

Mechanism to implement administrative reparation 
framework: not applicable. 

Domestic avenues for reparation through courts: currently 
no existing avenues for reparations through the courts. A 
very small number of survivors are participating in universal 

jurisdiction cases, primarily initiated in European countries. 
Some survivors may receive reparations, depending on 
applicable laws in each country.

Approximate number of survivors having received any 
formal reparation for CRSV: 0.

Survivor perception regarding state of implementation 
of reparation: in view of the Syrian government’s failure to 
acknowledge conflict-related crimes, in particular sexual 
violence committed by the Syrian regime, survivors do 
not expect reparations issued by the government in the 
near future. There is, however, an expectation that the 
international community will intervene with urgency to 
fill the gap through interim measures to acknowledge the 
harm suffered, restore dignity, and prevent irreparable harm 
including stigmatisation and secondary victimisation.

Ongoing CRSV: Yes. 
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Riyad Avlar (ADMSP co-founder and director) and Heba Sebi (survivor of CRSV) 
during a focus group discussion with survivors in Reyhanlı, Türkiye, 15 July 2023
© Marie Perrault / GSF
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NATURE AND SCOPE OF CSRV

Most segments of Syrian society have been impacted 
by CRSV. Survivors are women, men, girls and boys, 
including members of the LGBTQ community of all ages 
and nearly all geographic locations in Syria. Women 
and girls have been disproportionally impacted by 
CRSV, but men and boys have also suffered sexual 
violence, particularly in the context of detention.

Sexual violence has been committed on a large scale by the 
Syrian regime, several non-state armed groups and terrorist 
organisations. As documented by the Syria Commission 
of Inquiry, the Syrian regime has resorted to widespread 
and systematic sexual violence against civilians from as 
early as 2011, particularly in house-raids, at checkpoints 
and in the context of detention. In detention, women, men, 
and girls and boys as young as nine have been subjected 
to forced nudity, intimate searches, rape, including 
gang rape and rape with objects, the forced witnessing 
of rape and other forms of sexual violence, mutilation, 
and sexual torture, especially violence directed at the 
genitalia including through beatings and electrocution, 
sexualised insults and degrading comments. Women and 
girls were particularly vulnerable to rape, threats of rape 
and sexualised verbal insults at checkpoints and during 
house raids and were subjected to sexual violence and 
exploitation when seeking to find or visit detainees, or to 
establish the fate of disappeared or missing persons.

Non-State armed groups including the Free Syrian Army 
and affiliate groups, the Syrian Democratic Forces and 
related entities, and the Syrian National Army have also 
committed sexual violence, but there is no evidence of it 
being committed systematically or pursuant to a policy. 
Instead, documentation shows it has often been committed 
with elements of exploitation, sectarianism and revenge. 
Several armed groups have also operated detention 
facilities where sexual violence against men, women and 
children was committed, including rape, threats of rape, 
the forced witnessing of rape and sexual torture. Outside 
of detention, some non-state armed groups have forced 
marriages upon predominantly underage girls. Terrorist 
organisations such as the Islamic State in Iraq and the 
Levant (ISIL, also known as ISIS or Da’esh) and Hay’at 
Tahrir al-Sham have also been found been responsible 
for forced marriages, sexual slavery and sexual violence 
including in detention to impose their ideology, particularly 
against religious minorities. These acts, among others, 
were found to be a constituting element of genocide.

HARMS CAUSED TO SURVIVORS, 
FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES

Typically, patriarchal cultural norms and gender stereotypes 
have underpinned sexual violence against both women 
and men in Syria, speaking to deeply anchored concepts of 
‘honour’ and ‘chastity’ attached to women, and ‘masculinity’ 
associated with men. Such norms and stereotypes have not 
only contributed to acts of sexual violence, but have also 
amplified the harm experienced by survivors, particularly 
women and girls. Female survivors are often ostracised and 
rejected by their families and communities and at times, 
subjected to further physical violence, threats to life, or even 
killed in the name of ‘honour’. While men are not ostracised 
in the same way, they too are often pressured not to disclose 
their experiences to maintain that their masculinity is intact. 
This includes pressure to get married, or immediately 
resume their role as breadwinner within the family, and to 
not show any signs of harm suffered or subsequent needs.

Sexual violence has been committed with the intent to 
destroy the social fabric of Syrian society and, in part, 
it has. As a result of CRSV, some family structures have 
been completely disrupted or broken, including through 
divorce, deprivation of child custody or visitation, or the 
forced departure of survivors from their communities and 
from Syria altogether. In other families, sexual violence 
has created unease, where at best the topic is not to be 
discussed. Fearing this impact, and to avoid “bringing 
shame” to the family, entire communities have left their 
homes and chosen displacement over the risk of their 
women and girls being subjected to sexual violence.

The taboo around sexual violence discourages CRSV 
survivors from disclosing their experiences and seeking 
support or care for their needs, including urgent 
ones. Additionally, the ongoing conflict and resulting 
insecurity create an environment of fear of reprisals 
and punishment from the conflict’s parties, should 
survivors decide to speak out. Abroad, services may 
be more available to survivors, but remain insufficient, 
unsustainable, or difficult to access. Moreover, the impact 
of hardships resulting from displacement or adapting 
in new countries should not be underestimated.

SURVIVORS’ PERSPECTIVES 

In view of the blatant impunity and the ongoing conflict in 
Syria, survivors have little expectations of reparations from 
the Syrian government. Reparations could only materialise in 

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/A-HRC-37-CRP-3.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/A-HRC-37-CRP-3.pdf
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A%2FHRC%2F46%2F55&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A%2FHRC%2F46%2F55&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/A_HRC_32_CRP.2_en.pdf
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the longer term, under a different political climate, alongside 
accountability, reform, restoration of rights and guarantees of 
non-repetition. However, survivors make clear that they have 
urgent needs that cannot wait and must in the meantime be 
addressed by other actors and the international community.

For instance, most survivors need medical care, in 
particular for genital trauma resulting from sexual torture, 
reproductive health complications, hormonal imbalances, 
and sexually transmitted diseases and infections. Most 
survivors also emphasise the importance of psychosocial 
support, to be provided as soon as possible following 
the CRSV incident(s) and for the long term. Financial 
assistance and protection is also important to survivors, 
particularly in the months following the violence. The 
physical and psychological impacts of sexual violence and 
other intersecting experiences such as being detained, 
abducted, forced into marriage or sexually enslaved, means 
that the life project of most survivors has been entirely 
shattered. For this reason, many survivors identify support 
to resume education, the identification of work opportunities 
or the provision of grants for ‘small projects’ as further 
essential needs. For survivors relocating, especially to a 
different country where language differs, assistance in 
housing, livelihood and legal support are also essential.

“ �Reparations are important to me to be able 
to go on, without psychological burdens. To 
keep going in this life and increase my skills. 
This life is ever changing, and we must keep 
up with this change.” 
A survivor of CRSV

Finally, survivors underscored the need for awareness-
raising initiatives to mitigate the social stigmatisation of 
CRSV survivors and associated secondary victimisation. 
This includes support to solidarity networks and groups, 
including associations of victims, survivors and their 
families and their initiatives. Survivors demand that 
their right to truth is respected and promoted, including 
being heard wherever their interests are affected. As 
described by survivors, being heard can in some instances 
have symbolic and collective reparative value.

SURVIVORS’ INITIATIVES

Survivors and their families strongly request a central 
position in discussions about their rights and any decisions 
affecting them, including discussions relating to the 
conflict resolution. To have a voice of their own, multiple 
associations for survivors and families of the missing and 
the disappeared have emerged. These associations strive 
to shape the narrative on the Syrian conflict including by 
highlighting the importance of survivor-centric perspectives 
on accountability, political processes and reparations.

On 10 February 2021, five associations for victims (including 
missing persons and those still in detention), survivors 
and families of the missing launched the Truth and Justice 
Charter that represents their common vision on questions 
of enforced disappearance, arbitrary detention and related 
crimes, including sexual violence. Key demands set out in 
the Charter include the halting of arbitrary detention and 
violations against detainees, including sexual violence, 
and the immediate release of those arbitrarily detained 
or disappeared; as well as reparations by the State 
(Syria) and international entities, including restitution of 
rights, rehabilitation, and compensation for material and 
moral damages. Emphasis is placed on co-creating any 
reparation programmes with victims and survivors.

“ �[…] Our victims’ voices and narrative are 
at the centre-stage in our vision, and we 
believe that no solution or approach can be 
legitimate without taking into account and 
integrating the principles of this Charter.” 
Truth and Justice Charter

Associations of victims, survivors and their families are also 
key in highlighting the needs of survivors and, at times, 
responding to them. For instance, the Family Center of the 
survivor-led Association of the Detainees and the Missing in 
Sednaya Prison provides individual and group counselling to 
victims of the conflict. Ta’afi, another survivor-led initiative 
involving a network of 120 Syrian survivors around the 
world, supports survivors by responding to their needs, as 
guided by the Maslow hierarchy of needs beginning with 
physiological needs, including food, shelter, or medicine, 
then safety, belonging, esteem and self-actualisation.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1BV9DAbDQ5Ubs3RC3pyu4BSw8e0xRFeJp/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1BV9DAbDQ5Ubs3RC3pyu4BSw8e0xRFeJp/view
https://www.caesarfamilies.org/the-secretary-general-met-with-representatives-of-the-truth-and-justice-charter-group-on-syria-yesterday/
https://www.admsp.org/%d9%85%d8%b1%d9%83%d8%b2-%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%b9%d8%a7%d8%a6%d9%84%d8%a9/
https://www.admsp.org/
https://www.admsp.org/
https://canadacollege.edu/dreamers/docs/Maslows-Hierarchy-of-Needs.pdf
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REPARATION

IN THEORY IN PRACTICE

Pursuant to its obligations under international human  
rights and humanitarian law treaties and those under 
customary international law, the Syrian government shall 
prohibit and address CRSV and is responsible for providing 
full and adequate reparation to all victims and survivors of 
the conflict.

Outside of Syria, some survivors connected to cases 
brought against perpetrators in various EU countries 
through extra-territorial or universal jurisdiction may be 
able to access reparation, subject to the applicable legal 
framework in the relevant country. Whilst a potential 
reparation award may carry important symbolic value 
for survivors more broadly, victims participating in these 
cases represent an infinitesimal proportion of CRSV 
victims of the Syrian conflict.

The Syrian government lacks willingness to fulfil its 
obligations or acknowledge the crimes for which it is 
responsible. This has meant that the overwhelming 
majority of survivors have no access to a remedy or 
reparation at the domestic level.

Given the ongoing conflict, and the Syrian regime’s 
position, it is unlikely that survivors will be able to access 
any remedy and reparation from the Syrian government in 
any near future.

Interim reparative measures by non-duty bearers are 
currently the only avenue to respond to the urgent needs 
of survivors and their families. Survivors should be directly 
involved in developing any such initiative to ensure that the 
process has a restorative value, and the projects address the 
specific needs of survivors in a context-specific manner.

OPPORTUNITIES

Mobilisation of survivors and their families

The creation of victim and survivor associations and ensuring 
their participation in advocacy, policy-making and response 
is crucial for survivor-centric and survivor-led interventions. 
Technical assistance and funding to these platforms also 
constitutes direct support to survivors and their communities.

Establishment of the International, Impartial and 
Independent Mechanism for Syria (IIIM)

The IIIM is mandated to “collect, consolidate, preserve and 
analyse evidence of violations of international humanitarian 
law and human rights violations and abuses”, including 
sexual violence, and to “prepare files in order to facilitate 
and expedite fair and independent criminal proceedings.” 
The IIIM has reiterated its deep commitment to documenting 
and analysing gender-based crimes, including sexual 
violence, on multiple occasions. While sexual violence 
remains under prosecuted, preservation of evidence and 
preparation of cases is an important step to ensuring that 
sexual violence crimes can be prosecuted in the future.

Universal and extra-territorial jurisdiction cases in Europe

Although such cases only tackle a small portion of the sexual 
violence committed in Syria, cases against perpetrators 
in European countries are significant. These cases are 
particularly important to the survivors participating in 
them, for whom the case itself may constitute a form of 

satisfaction, and who may also receive compensation as 
a result. Provided the cases are accessible to the wider 
public, they also have the potential of providing a symbolic 
form of reparation to the wider survivor communities.

International and third-country responses

The international community and various individual 
countries have mobilised to respond to the needs of 
Syrians impacted by the conflict, particularly related 
to humanitarian assistance, litigation, inquiries and 
investigations into violations and crimes, and sanctions 
against the Syrian regime, other conflict parties, 
individuals, and other liable actors. If these actions are 
further coordinated, they have the potential to provide 
survivors with some form of interim reparative measures.

Avenues to reparations at the International Court of 
Justice (ICJ)

On 8 June 2023, Canada and the Netherlands lodged a 
joint application before the ICJ to initiate proceedings 
against Syria for committing multiple violations of the 
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, 
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment since 2011. 
Alongside the application, they requested provisional 
measures. The hearings before the ICJ, postponed at 
Syria’s request, are set for October 2023. Should Syria be 
found guilty, the ICJ could mandate reparations, including 
those for victims of torture and sexualised torture.

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.aspx?CountryID=170&Lang=EN
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.aspx?CountryID=170&Lang=EN
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/en/ihl-treaties/treaties-and-states-parties?sort=state&state=18030
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/en/customary-ihl/v1/rule93
https://iiim.un.org/who-we-are/mandate/
https://iiim.un.org/who-we-are/mandate/
https://iiim.un.org/who-we-are/mandate/
https://iiim.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Statement_prevention_accountability_and_gender.pdf
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KEY CHALLENGES 

Ongoing conflict and impunity

The Syrian conflict is far from over and the Syrian regime 
and other conflict parties continue to commit sexual 
violence among other violations and crimes. Survivors have 
no real access to a remedy or reparation in this context.

Stigmatisation of survivors

Stigmatisation of women and girls in particular subjects 
them to a secondary cycle of victimisation and abuse 
by their families and communities. Men and boys 
remain reluctant to speak of the sexual violence they 
endured because of perceptions of their ‘manhood’ 

being violated. These societal reactions are harmful 
and are a barrier to disclosure and healing process.

Disruption of life projects

Most of Syria’s population is now displaced, either internally 
or abroad. Most survivors have lost or been separated 
from other family members, and have also lost their 
housing, education, and work. Against a harsh economic 
situation, many turn to irregular work that is not sustainable 
and puts them at risk of further exploitation and abuse. 
Women and children are particularly vulnerable, and 
livelihood and education grants are not widely available.

Collective activity with CRSV survivors, Mersin, Turkey, March 2021
© ADMSP 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Please refer to the report for detailed list of recommendations.

TO ALL PARTIES TO THE CONFLICT 

•	 Immediately halt the perpetration of gross human rights 
violations and crimes under international law, including 
sexual violence, through prevention and response 
measures in line with international law and standards.

•	 Release all those arbitrarily or unlawfully 
detained and prevent detention-related 
violations, including sexual violence.

•	 Cooperate with international entities, including 
allowing unhindered humanitarian access throughout 
the country to ensure the provision of services 
and the cessation of sieges on civilians.

TO THE SYRIAN GOVERNMENT

•	 Comply with international humanitarian, customary, 
and human rights law obligations, including 
in relation to victims’ right to an adequate 
and effective remedy and reparation.

•	 Implement recommendations from the UN-mandated 
Commission of Inquiry on Syria and other UN 
entities, including recommendations from the UN 
Secretary General in the annual report on CRSV.

TO THE INTERNATIONAL AND DONOR COMMUNITY

•	 Come together with Syrian civil society organisation 
to establish an international fund or programme to 
provide interim reparative measures, both of material 

and symbolic value, to victims of gross violations of 
international human rights law and serious violations of 
international humanitarian law, including CRSV survivors. 
A roundtable convening the relevant stakeholders, 
including survivors, can be a first step towards the 
establishment of such a fund or programme.

•	 Consider repurposing of assets from perpetrators as a 
way of financing a fund or programme to provide interim 
reparative measures. In this regard, proceedings in 
France relating to the confiscation of ill-gotten assets 
of Rifaat al Asaad could constitute a unique opportunity 
to finance urgent reparative measures for survivors.

•	 Address the lack of reparation for CRSV survivors 
by funding, supporting, and promoting interim 
reparative measures by non-duty bearers that 
respond to survivors’ urgent needs and expectations 
for reparations, as defined by survivors.

•	 Where jurisdiction exists, investigate and prosecute 
perpetrators of sexual violence within the Syrian 
conflict as war crimes, crimes against humanity, 
genocide, or torture. Take measures to ensure that 
key information on the trials is accessible to Syrians, 
including to survivors not participating in the case.

•	 Proactively facilitate the meaningful participation 
of sexual violence survivors in all relevant peace 
processes and political talks. Implement the Truth 
and Justice Charter, which was drawn by five Syrian 
associations for survivors, victims, and their families.
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Global Survivors Fund
Route de Ferney 140 | CH-1202 Geneva
www.globalsurvivorsfund.org
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This country briefing is an excerpt from the Syria Study 
on opportunities for reparations for survivors of conflict-
related sexual violence. To read the full report, please scan 
this QR code. 

www.globalsurvivorsfund.org
https://twitter.com/glsurvivorsfund
https://www.instagram.com/globalsurvivorsfund/
https://www.facebook.com/globalsurvivorsfund
https://www.linkedin.com/company/globalsurvivorsfund/

