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Situation in the Syrian Arab Republic

According to UN estimates, at least 130,000 people have died in the Syrian Arab Republic during nearly three years of
ongoing clashes between regime opponents and Syrian forces.

Initially, peaceful demonstrations transformed into a national uprising and the pursuit of freedom has turned into a
bloody civil war which is threatening more and more people — especially religious and ethnic minorities of Syria.

The Society for Threatened Peoples, as a human rights organization which advocates the rights of persecuted or
threatened ethnic, linguistic and religious minorities, is particularly concerned about the fate of the non-Arabic and non-
Sunni population of Syria. Ethnic and religious minorities make up at least 45 percent of the Syrian population. Under
the regime of the Assad family, who pursue a rigorous Arabization policy, minorities in Syria have long been exposed
to oppression, physical attacks and expulsion. Thus, for the minorities, the beginnings of the protests were also
accompanied by a hope for a more tolerant country.

Now however, the ethnic and religious minorities have reason to believe that their situation in a new Syria will hardly
improve. At the moment, the Syrian minorities are confronted with a new threat, namely the totalitarian Islamist
ideology which Jihadists from all over the world want to establish in Syria by force, and which partially falls on fertile
ground within the Syrian opposition.

The majority of the 20 million Syrians are Arabic and adhere to Islam. However, the population is mostly of the Sunni
faith. Druze, Ismaelites and Alawites — president Bashar al-Assad also belongs to the latter - are part of the Shia
minority. The non-Muslim population consists primarily of Christians; the

Yazidi form the smallest religious minority in Syria with only a few thousand members.

The Kurds form the biggest ethnic minority. They have also become an independent party in the conflict, as many of
them only have Kurdish interests in mind, and are striving for home rule in their areas of settlement, following the
example set by the autonomous region of Kurdistan in Irag. In late January 2014, the three Kurdish regions in Northern
Syria declared themselves to be autonomous regions. This was mainly initiated by the PYD (Democratic Union Party):
Jazeera, Kobani and Afrin, all three of them sharing a border with Turkey, proclaimed their new status without
including the opposition or the regime. The latter has not officially reacted yet while the former publicly disapprove of
any autonomy. Islamistic opposition groups such as ISIL and other organizations associated with al-Qaida are waging
an open war against the autonomous regions and are persecuting Kurds as well as Christians.

The remainder of the ethnic minorities also face an uncertain future. Many Christian Armenians and Assyro-Arameans,
who are often considered as indigenous due to their long past in Syria, are threatened by flight and displacement.
Furthermore, many Circassians are fleeing from the civil war and its effects. The Turkmen, many of whom live in the
war zones in the northwest of the country, also experience clashes on a daily basis. Hence, all minorities in the country
are already either directly affected by the war or threatened by its consequences. After the end of the civil war, which is
becoming increasingly remote the longer the conflict wages, all minorities have to receive the same rights so that the
country can find peace.

The regime’s fighters as well as opposition groups are receiving support from international agents. This support
manifests itself not only in weapon supplies but also in the promotion of their interests and voices through e. g. the
United States or Russia. Minorities such as the Kurds, Christians, Yezidi and others do not have any backup of this
kind. Thus, their position in the conflict is easily ignored: due to pressure from Turkey the US did not allow the
participation of a Kurdish delegation, representing about 20 percent of the population, at the Geneva Il talks.

The violence of the regime as well as that of the Islamist combat units of the opposition against the civil population has
to be discontinued with immediate effect. For an interim solution, direct access to the besieged regions from both the
regime and opposition troops must be guaranteed. Especially in the regions of Yarmuk and Homs, besieged by regime
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troops, and in the Kurdish regions of Afrin, Kobani (Ain al-Arab), Nubl and al-Zahraa, besieged by opposition troops,
the civilian’s starvation is being used as a weapon which has to be stopped with immediate effect.

Society for Threatened Peoples is convinced that peace in Syria can only be successful if the interests of all
parts of the Syrian population are retained. The minorities, especially the approximately four million Kurds and
Christians, have to be considered when talking about the future of Syria.

Society for Threatened Peoples Society for Threatened Peoples therefore calls on the Human Rights Council to call for:

e All opposition groups have to guarantee the observance of human rights. Opposition groups,
including the Kurdish PYD, have to ensure freedom of speech and demonstration as well as all other
human rights for everyone in the areas controlled by them. They have to grant access to international
and local commissions to examine the prisons which they operate.

o All plans by western governments for an intervention in Syria may only be considered if a complete
plan for the solution of the existing conflict inside Syria is “on the table”. Minorities and the whole of
the civilian population must be protected not only from Assad’s air force, but also from the marauding
armed bands of any background. After military intervention, the population in Syria must not be left
to their fate, as was the case in Somalia.

e Support for any opposition group or the Syrian government must presuppose a new constitution in
which the linguistic, cultural and administrative rights of the Kurds as well as the Assyro-Arameans
and other minorities are guaranteed. Christians, Yezidi, Alawis, and Druze must be able to enjoy
complete freedom of worship.

e There must not be impunity in a future state of Syria. All people responsible for war crimes and
violations of human rights are to be called to account.

e  Turkish Prime Minister Erdogan has to be appealed to in order for him to open up the Turkish borders
to the Kurdish regions of Jazeera, Kobani and Afrin, so that humanitarian aid can reach the distressed
population. In these regions, where not only Kurds live but also refugees from the whole country find
shelter, irrespective of their religious or ethnic background, people are lacking the most essential
things, such as food or medication. Providing for these is not possible, especially since access to the
regions from the South is blocked by the Syrian regime and opposition fighters and from the North by
Turkish troops.

e An international Syria conference must be convened as quickly as possible. At this conference, a
peace process should be initiated in which all Syrians are involved, including all minorities as well as
the opposition and the regime. Furthermore, all foreign participants must contribute to a constructive
solution to the conflict.

e Future international talks about a solution can only take part with representatives of ethnic and
religious minorities present as equal participants.




