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  (Translated from Arabic) 

Summary of reply from the Syrian Government concerning conditions in Aleppo 
Central Prison 

 In reply to your letter, the Syrian Government wishes to provide the following 
clarifications. 

I. Accuracy of allegations about conditions in Aleppo Central Prison 

 Aleppo Central Prison is situated some 15 kilometres north of Aleppo and contains 
2,653 inmates, mainly from the terrorist organizations known as Ahrar al-Sham and Jubhat 
al-Nasr and including some Turkish and Chechen nationals. 

 In June 2013, armed terrorist groups established their presence in the area around 
Aleppo Central Prison, since which time they have blockaded the prison and closed off all 
roads leading to it. They also tried to raid Al-Kindi Hospital near the prison and to cut off 
the main supply route for foodstuffs to the prison. To make matters worse, they have 
prevented visitors from bringing any food and medical supplies into prisoners. Moreover, 
the supply of water and of electricity and fuel for generators have been interrupted 
completely. Lastly, armed groups have placed heavy weapons in surrounding villages, 
deployed a range of weapons and set up booby-trapped cars in the neighbourhood, thus 
hampering the movement of prison security guards.  

 The actions of armed groups have caused major material damage and collateral 
damage: some prisoners have been killed by crossfire as bullets have penetrated their cells; 
some injured prisoners are in the prison clinic, where infections and diseases are rife and 
food is scarce; prison guards suffer under the same conditions as prisoners. Armed groups 
are preventing prisoners who need to be treated outside the prison from leaving.  

 The heavily armed blockade of the prison is causing serious material and human 
losses. As at 30 January 2014, 528 prisoners had died, 91 in bombardments by armed 
groups of the prison and 437 from lack of food and medicine. In addition, 211 prisoners had 
been wounded, 75 prison guards had died and 100 had been injured.  

 The bodies of 16 armed men have been exchanged for the bodies of 28 prison 
guards. 

II. Measures to preserve human rights guarantees for prisoners at Aleppo Central 
Prison 

 Syrian prisons are overseen by the Ministry of Justice, through the Office of the 
Public Prosecutor, as well as by the Judicial Inspections Department of the Ministry of 
Justice and by judges from the criminal courts of first instance.  

 Syrian law provides for a range of rights for prisoners at all stages of the 
proceedings. Measures are in place to ensure that prisoners are not subject to mental and 
physical coercion. In cases where such coercion is reported, the prisoner concerned sees a 
forensic physician immediately and the legal proceedings are brought, if warranted based 
on the evidence. 
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III. Measures taken in dialogue with armed groups to ensure that humanitarian aid 
reaches prisons 

 The authorities are in constant contact with the Syrian Red Crescent in an effort to 
contain the humanitarian catastrophe occurring in the prison, which has gone for six months 
without medicine or food. Armed groups are preventing Red Crescent aid from reaching the 
prison: they steal the supplies, search Red Crescent vehicles and break them up for spare 
parts. They also subject Red Crescent staff to degrading treatment, such as by forcing them 
to undress and accusing them of apostasy. 

 To address these issues, the Aleppo Central Prison administration contacted the Red 
Crescent and the Attorney-General in Aleppo. An agreement was reached that a judicial 
committee would enter the prison to inspect the situation from a legal point of view while a 
medical panel would undertake a visit to examine health conditions at the facility. The 
judicial committee and the medical panel set out for the prison with an aid convoy carrying 
food and medicine. The convoy came under heavy fire from the armed groups; some 
members of the convoy were injured and the convoy returned from where it had come 
without having accomplished its mission. 

 Nevertheless, the Government is doing its utmost to end the blockade. Since the 
outset, it has given United Nations organizations the opportunity to open up a window 
through which to bring in aid. To that end, they were able to contact the armed groups. The 
Government also requested the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) to bring 
in humanitarian aid.  

 In response to that request, ICRC sought to step in and negotiate an agreement with 
the armed groups on a number of points. In exchange for allowing the release of 25 
prisoners who were in a critical condition, armed groups made a number of demands. They 
insisted that vehicles entering the prison must not bear United Nations or other insignia; 
that a female ICRC delegate must wear jihadist clothing; and that the bodies of armed men 
who had died in an attempt to infiltrate the prison should be returned. However, the 
negotiations failed and no further attempts were made by international organizations to 
bring humanitarian aid into Aleppo Central Prison.  

 The Government, acting in coordination with the Governor and the Police Chief of 
Aleppo, established a voluntary legal-forensic medicine team and conducted negotiations 
with armed groups through mediators to get the team into Aleppo Central Prison. They 
managed to enter the prison and used helicopters to bring in food and medical relief 
supplies. A total of 878 prisoners were transferred to another facility in Aleppo and were 
subsequently released. In addition, 56 bodies of persons who had died while the prison was 
being shelled were removed from the prison. Team members faced considerable danger and 
harassment in the course of their work (a list of incidents is provided). They were not able 
to treat many of the injured inside the prison, because not enough medicines got in. The 
armed groups shot at some aid helicopters. Moreover, recent reports indicate that they were 
caught digging tunnels as part of a plan to blow up the prison and kill everyone inside. 

 The Syrian judicial authorities have done everything possible to facilitate the release 
of the prisoners, suspend their sentences and expedite the implementation of presidential 
decrees that would grant them amnesties. Groups of prisoners convicted of petty offences 
have been released before their sentences were completed, with the help of the Red 
Crescent.  

 Recently, two judicial committees were established to review at prisoners’ cases. As 
a result 366 prisoners were released. The operation was conducted in coordination with the 
Bar Association. Moreover, a lawyer has been appointed to work with the authorities to 
ensure the defence of prisoners’ rights. 
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IV. Legal grounds for the detention of detainees at Aleppo Central Prison 

 Convicted prisoners who are serving prison sentences are afforded full human rights 
guarantees, in accordance with international human rights standards. 

 Persons held in pretrial detention who appear before investigating judges and other 
judges in the pretrial process are processed in conformity with Syrian criminal law.  

 Nobody at Aleppo Central Prison is being detained arbitrarily or held in 
administrative detention, and all detainees are placed in detention pursuant to an order 
issued by the courts in accordance with Syrian law. 

 Legal provisions that guarantee due process:  

• The Syrian Constitution (art. 53); 

• The Syrian Criminal Code (arts. 357, 358 and 391); 

• The Syrian Code of Criminal Procedure (arts. 72, 73, 149, 423, 424 and 425). 

 The Constitution (art. 53) 

 1. No one may be investigated or arrested, except under an order or decision 
issued by the competent judicial authority, or if he was arrested having been caught in 
flagrante delicto, or except where the intention is to bring the person before the judicial 
authorities on charges of committing a felony or misdemeanor. 

 2. No one may be tortured or subjected to degrading treatment, and the law shall 
define the punishment for those who carry out such acts. This offence is not subject to any 
statute of limitations. 

 3. All persons who are arrested must be informed within 24 hours of the reasons 
for their arrest. They may only be questioned in the presence of counsel, if requested, and 
may not be held for more than 48 hours by an administrative authority except by an order of 
the competent judicial authority. 

 4. Any person who has found to have been wrongfully convicted pursuant to a 
final judgement and who has served his sentence shall have the right to apply to the State 
for compensation for the damage suffered. 

Syrian Criminal Code 

Article 391 

 The prison term for battering a person in order to extract a confession is from 3 
months to 3 years in prison. 

 If an act of violence leads to an illness or injury on the part of the victim the 
minimum penalty will be 1 year in prison. 

Article 357 

 A term of imprisonment with hard labour will be imposed on any public official who 
illegally arrests or detains a person. 

Article 358 

 It is illegal to admit a person to a prison without a court order or to hold a person 
there beyond the expiry date of that person’s sentence. The penalty for these offences is 
from 1 to 3 years in prison. 
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Syrian Code of Criminal Procedures 

Article 423 

 Members of the judiciary can order prison guards to carry out measures relating to 
investigations and trials. 

Article 424 

 Anyone who discovers a case of unlawful detention is legally obliged to report the 
matter to the Office of the Public Prosecutor or a judicial officer. 

Article 425 

 An official informed of a case of unlawful detention must immediately go to the 
place of detention and secure the person’s release. 

 If there is a legal reason for the detention, the prisoner must be brought before the 
competent judicial authorities. 

 The circumstances must be documented. 

 Failure to comply with the above will be considered conspiracy to carry out 
unlawful imprisonment and prosecution proceedings will be brought against the 
perpetrators. 

Article 70 

 Defendants and their representatives are entitled to participate in all parts of the 
investigation except for questioning of witnesses. 

 They also have the right to read the investigation case file if they were not able to 
participate in the above. 

 The investigating judge can order an investigation on his own motion and that 
decision is not subject to review. The judge must however share the findings with the 
parties. 

Article 72 

 The investigating judge can interrupt communication with an accused person in 
detention for up to 10 days, renewable once. 

 This provision does not apply to the lawyer of the accused who can see the client at 
any time and without any monitoring. 

Article 73 

 If the accused submits a motion concerning competence to hear the case or any 
related matter, the investigating judge must decide on the motion within a week of filing. 

 The judge’s decision can be challenged without the investigation being interrupted. 

Article 149 

 If a referral court decides that the act is not an offence or that there is insufficient 
evidence to proceed, it will release the accused unless that person is being held on another 
matter. 

 If the court decides that the act is a petty or major offence, it will refer the case to a 
justice of the peace or court of first instance and either release the accused or seek a prison 
term, depending on the class of the offence. 
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 If the act is a serious crime and there is sufficient evidence to proceed, the court 
must send the accused to appear before a criminal court. 

    






















