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Executive summary: 

With the outbreak of the protests in northern Syria in 2011 until the withdrawal and the defeat of 
the Syrian government forces in 2013, the number of missing persons increased in those areas, 
with reference to the involvement of the government forces in this issue, as dozens were missed 
in detention centers, including humanitarian workers, activists and defectors, while the phase in 
which ISIS took over large parts of Deir ez-Zor governorate, the entire governorate of Raqqa and 
parts of Hasakah governorate, until the end of its control in March 2019, witnessed a huge rise in 
cases of disappearances, killings and the disappearance of corpses, to the extent that foreign 
journalists and activists were also disappeared, in addition to women and children from the 
Yezidis of Sinjar, northwest Iraq, who were brought by ISIS to Syria and were sexually enslaved. 
The list of the missing was also included different ethnic communities like Arabs, Kurds, 
Assyrians, Yezidis, foreigners, and from various political and military groups. 

It is indicated that there are more than 100,000 missing persons, according to the UN estimates in 
2021, as a result of the current conflict in Syria. With the Syrian government and the parties to the 
conflict are in charge of the crime of the enforced disappearance and the difficulty of relying on 
the them in the process of revealing the fate of the missing persons, the burden has mainly 
become the responsibility of the families of the missing, civil society organizations and the efforts 
of the international organizations, and this comes in the absence of central data that contributes 
to determining the numbers of the missing accurately and neutrally, in a way that contributes to 
the search for those whose mortal remains have not yet been found, or to verify and reveal their 
fate.

This research paper discusses the roles played by women working in civil society organizations in 
northeast Syria, especially the female activists in the fields of women's rights and human rights. 
The paper also stands on the role of the women in following up on the issue of missing persons 
and raising it to the international and local bodies, focusing on the work mechanisms they adopt 
to reveal the fate of the missing and forcibly disappeared persons, in addition to the problems 
facing women’s participation and obstacles to providing assistance to the families of the missing, 
under the auspices of the International Commission on Missing Persons (ICMP) in cooperation 
with the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor Affairs, the US Department of State 
(DRL).  

As a result of the widespread participation of women in public life in northeastern Syria, they 
have come into contact with various issues of concern to the population, including the issue of 
the missing persons and the interaction with their families.  
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The research relied on the qualitative approach by conducting structured and field interviews 
with leading women working in the field of women's rights, human rights, and female activists in 
the field of civil society. The research took into account the distribution of the female participants 
from the three governorates of Hasakah, Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor, and it focused on the diversity of 
the qualitative sample.  

The research depended on publicly available materials derived from open sources, including The research depended on publicly available materials derived from open sources, including 
articles and news reports. In case there was a discrepancy between information and numbers, the 
researchers verified all information from direct sources. 



https://www.icmp.int/ar/press-releases/syrian-civil-society-representatives-families-of-the-missing-discuss-way-forward-on-detainees-during-icmp-facilitated-discussion/
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Civil society in north and east Syria has a role in this issue according to a similar role played 
by the civil society organizations in Iraq, Lebanon, the Balkans and other regions that 
witnessed armed conflict.  

This research paper discusses the roles played by women working in civil society This research paper discusses the roles played by women working in civil society 
organizations in north and east Syria, especially activists in the fields of women's rights and 
human rights. The paper also stands on the role of women in following up the issues of the 
missing persons and raising them to the concerned international and local bodies, in 
addition to focusing on the work mechanisms they adopt to reveal the fate of these missing 
and the forcibly disappeared persons, the problems facing women’s participation and 
obstacles to providing assistance to the families of the missing under the auspices of the 
ICMP in cooperation with the DRL.  

The issue is particularly important for women as they are most affected due to the enforced 
disappearance of their husbands or sons. Also, the importance of the issue reflects women's 
empowerment and their ability to deal with vital issues. 
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Methodology: 
The research relied on the qualitative approach by conducting structured and field 
interviews with leading women working in the field of women's rights, human rights, and 
female activists in the field of civil society. The research took into account the distribution 
of the female participants from the three governorates of Hasakah, Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor, 
and it focused on the diversity of the qualitative sample.  

The research depended on publicly available materials derived from open sources, including The research depended on publicly available materials derived from open sources, including 
articles and news reports. In case there was a discrepancy between information and 
numbers, the researchers verified all information from direct sources. 



https://guide-humanitarian-law.org/content/article/3/missing-persons-and-the-dead/
https://www.refworld.org/docid/4d8b43002.html


http://parliament.gov.sy/arabic/index.php?node=201&nid=11333&ref=tree&
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Military Missing Persons in Syrian Military Law  

The missing in the laws of the Autonomous
    Administration of North and East Syria

Separate from what is ratified about the military in the above mentioned civil articles, with the 
increase in the number of missing persons, Legislative Decree No. 15 of 2019 was issued, which 
stipulated in paragraph A of its first article describing the missing person as "the military person 
whose fate was unknown, whether he was dead or alive, or his location is unknown, because of 
war, military operations, or similar situations, or at the hands of a terrorist gang or hostile 
members, or because of military service." Thus, the missing person whose death was verified, has 
benefited from the advantages that are given to the "martyr" and his relatives from the rights and 
privileges stipulated in the laws and regulations in force, and paragraph (e) has equated "martyrs privileges stipulated in the laws and regulations in force, and paragraph (e) has equated "martyrs 
and the missing."  

In turn, when the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES) approved 
the law of the duty of self-defense, after it was approved by the members of the General 
Council, in June 2019, it defined the missing person in Article 1 of this law/paragraph (i), as 
the missing person is every person whose news is completely cut off and does not know if he 
is alive or dead. The provisions of Syrian law apply to the case of the missing, whether 
civilian or military, in the laws of the Autonomous Administration.  
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Legislative Decree No. 15 of 2019 adding two articles to the Military Service and Internal Security Forces Military Service Laws, in addition to amending 
two articles from the Military Pensions Law and the Internal Security Forces Military Pensions Law, July 31, 2019 https://bit.ly/3EKTjKt

11  In detail... The Law of Self-Defense Duty for the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria, Hawar News Agency (ANHA), June 22, 2019: 
https://bit.ly/3yexsZt  

https://www.egov.sy/law/ar/309/0/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B1%D8%B3%D9%88%D9%85+%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B9%D9%8A+%D8%B1%D9%82%D9%85+15+%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%85+2019+%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B6%D9%8A+%D8%A8%D8%A5%D8%B6%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%A9+%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%AA%D9%8A%D9%86+%D8%A5%D9%84%D9%89+%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86%D9%8A+%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AE%D8%AF%D9%85%D8%A9+%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B3%D9%83%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9+%D9%88%D8%AE%D8%AF%D9%85%D8%A9+%D8%B9%D8%B3%D9%83%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%8A+%D9%82%D9%88%D9%89+%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%86+%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AE%D9%84%D9%8A+%D8%A5%D8%B6%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%A9+%D8%A5%D9%84%D9%89+%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84+%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%AA%D9%8A%D9%86+%D9%85%D9%86+%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86%D9%8A+%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%A7%D8%AA+%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B3%D9%83%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9+%D9%88%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%A7%D8%AA+%D8%B9%D8%B3%D9%83%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%8A+%D9%82%D9%88%D9%89+%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%86+%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AE%D9%84%D9%8A.html?fbclid=IwAR3oFvF
https://www.hawarnews.com/ar/haber/d8a8d8a7d984d8aad981d8b5d98ad984-d982d8a7d986d988d986-d988d8a7d8acd8a8-d8a7d984d8b0d8a7d8aad98a-d984d984d8a5d8afd8a7d8b1d8a9-d8a7d984d8b0d8a7d8aad98ad8a9-d984d8b4d985d8a7d984-d988d8b4d8b1d982-d8b3d988d8b1d98ad8a7-h20204.html
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Problems and obstacles in the Syrian legal framework 

On September 16, 2021, the Minister of Justice of the Syrian government issued a circular 
No. 30, in which it is required to obtain a prior “security approval” in cases of a getting an 
agency for a missing person or absent, while this requirement violates the provisions of the 
Syrian Personal Status Law itself, as it does not require obtaining any security approval of 
any kind (Articles 202 to 206). 

Syrian human rights organizations considered the circular as “violating the rights of the Syrian human rights organizations considered the circular as “violating the rights of the 
families of the missing and the absentee, and violating the Syrian law and the 2012 
constitution,” while a Syrian human rights organization considered that Article 205 referred 
to the above mentioned harms women’s rights in the first place, as the requirement of 
security approval under circular No. 30 on wives and mothers increase “the risk of these 
women being subjected to verbal violence or physical and moral extortion of the 
wife/mother, and may sometimes transcend to other violations.” Also, the circular "will 
inevitably impede subsequent legal procedures, such as the transfer of inheritance or the inevitably impede subsequent legal procedures, such as the transfer of inheritance or the 
issuance of identification papers and the movement of bank accounts." Issuing a bank card 
and receiving salaries and pensions on behalf of the missing and absentee."  

In the Syrian legal framework, there is little protection available to missing persons and their 
families. According to an assessment prepared by the ICMP, since 2011, families have been 
facing "increasing challenges in reporting missing persons, obtaining any information about 
their conditions, or obtaining court rulings to act as legal representatives in financial, 
property and financial affairs." 
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In detail... The Law of Self-Defense Duty for the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria, Hawar News Agency (ANHA), June 22, 2019: 

Syria: A circular of the Ministry of Justice imposing “security approvals” for doing agencies for the absentees and missing persons, Syrians for Truth and 
Justice, October 22, 2021:

13  Missing Persons in Northeast Syria: An Assessment Process, published by ICMP on 25 March 2020: https://bit.ly/3EN4pOT 

https://bit.ly/3yexsZt  

https://stj-sy.org/en/syria-the-ministry-of-justice-newly-requires-security-clearances-for-receiving-powers-of-attorney-for-missing-and-absent-persons/ 
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https://www.hawarnews.com/ar/haber/d8a8d8a7d984d8aad981d8b5d98ad984-d982d8a7d986d988d986-d988d8a7d8acd8a8-d8a7d984d8b0d8a7d8aad98a-d984d984d8a5d8afd8a7d8b1d8a9-d8a7d984d8b0d8a7d8aad98ad8a9-d984d8b4d985d8a7d984-d988d8b4d8b1d982-d8b3d988d8b1d98ad8a7-h20204.html
https://stj-sy.org/en/syria-the-ministry-of-justice-newly-requires-security-clearances-for-receiving-powers-of-attorney-for-missing-and-absent-persons/
https://www.icmp.int/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/icmp-gr-mena-065-6-arab-w-doc-stocktaking-missing-persons-in-north-east-syria.pdf


https://www.icmp.int/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/icmp-gr-mena-065-6-arab-w-doc-stocktaking-missing-persons-in-north-east-syria.pdf
https://truthafterisis.org/en/the-search-for-truth/


https://syriaaccountability.org/wp-content/uploads/Missing-Persons_AR_Public_0213.pdf


https://www.icmp.int/ar/press-releases/syrian-civil-society-representatives-families-of-the-missing-discuss-way-forward-on-detainees-during-icmp-facilitated-discussion/
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General recommendations  

Seeking to establish a central, accurate and secure database, 
documenting the names of the missing persons and submitting 
official reports on the cases, distinguishing between those whose 
deaths were verified and those registered as missing, provided 
that the database contains the available and accurate 
information obtained by civil society organizations, male and 
female activists, international organizations, local teams such as 
the Initial Response Team, and other social actors such as clans 
and families of the missing. 

Conducting technical and personal training for female activists 
and those interested in the issues of searching for missing 
persons, the method of collecting data and verifying information 
about the families’ testimonies, provided that the training 
receives the support and sponsorship of specialized international 
organizations and is under the supervision of the UNIIIC, in 
addition to transferring the activists’ experiences in other 
countries that have witnessed similar cases of enforced 
disappearances and mass graves, such as Iraq, Lebanon, Bosnia, 
Mexico and Colombia.  

Providing the required and necessary financial support to 
encourage the initiatives and organizations to move forward in 
the path of training, documentation, investigation and dealing 
with secret and mass graves and ruins.  

Creating a framework for networking between female activists in 
the field of ascertaining the fate of the missing persons and 
framing the relationship among them, and networking and 
cooperating with search teams and with relevant AANES offices, 
so that a cell is formed that can exchange information and data 
and verify it before placing it in the central database.
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