(Translated from Arabic)
Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic to the United Nations Office at Geneva

1. With regard to the incident addressed by the rapporteurs — the Hussain Khattab
incident — and the request for additional information and comments on the allegations
contained in the communication and details of any action taken, particularly with
regard to investigations and prosecutions and other issues relating to the killing, we
wish to make the following remarks:

No information is available about this incident or the person mentioned in the
communication, and therefore no action has been taken. As is clear from the content of the
communication, this incident, which is criminal in nature according to the description
provided, took place in the city of Al-Bab, which is located in the countryside of Aleppo. In
order to clarify the situation in this city, we would like to inform the rapporteurs who authored
this communication of the following facts:

The city of Al-Bab is currently under the control of Turkish-linked terrorist groups
operating under the name of the “National Army”, the most prominent of which are the
Hamza Division, the Sultan Murad Division, Ahrar al-Sham, the Levant Front, Ahrar al-
Sharqiyah, the Lions of the East Army, the Army of Islam, the Sultan Mehmet Fatih Division,
the Mu’tasim Division, the Muntasir Brigade, the Northern Brigade and the Descendants of
Saladin Brigade. This is in the aftermath of direct military aggression by Turkey, which
resulted in the city falling under Turkish occupation and under the control of these terrorist
groups. The illegal measures taken by the Turkish Government in respect of the city of Al-
Bab include linking its administration to the Turkish province of Gaziantep, providing the
above-mentioned terrorist groups and a number of illegal structures operating in the city
under the name of “security forces” or “police forces” with training and logistical support,
and coordinating closely with them at the highest levels, including issuing executive orders
to the leaders of these groups and structures.

Under the control of these armed terrorist groups, the city of Al-Bab has been
transformed into an area devoid of any form of rule of law and in a state of insecurity resulting
from the continuous fighting between the leaders and members of these groups over interests
and resources, competition to control the fate of civilians and the imposition of illegal taxes
on them, and the attendant indiscriminate proliferation of weapons, killings, kidnappings and
bombings, all in full view of the Turkish occupation army.

Hence, the current situation in the city is the responsibility of the Turkish occupying
forces, which are present, either directly or indirectly, through these illegal groups and
structures operating under their orders and direct supervision, whose sole task is to help
perpetuate and maintain the Turkish occupation, whatever the human cost of its practices.
Turkey has a relationship of control over these groups, which means that it has legal
responsibility for everything they do.

The rapporteurs who authored this communication should have sought clarification of
the situation in the area where the main incident referred to in the communication occurred.
Verifying such aspects is considered central to building a logical inquiry into a particular
incident, in line with the rapporteurs’ duty to establish the facts, based on objective, reliable
information emanating from relevant credible sources that they have duly cross-checked to
the best extent possible. This was not done in this communication, especially since what we
have reported about the situation in the city of Al-Bab and the areas under the control of the
Turkish occupying forces and associated groups is not difficult to verify.

2. With regard to the statement in the joint communication that at least seven
journalists have been murdered in recent months: the Syrian Government hopes to be
provided with details of these incidents so that it can verify these allegations.

3. With regard to the inquiries contained in paragraphs 4 and 5 of the
communication, we note our reservations concerning the term “human rights
defenders”, for which there is no international consensus on its definition, and wish to
state the following:
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Guaranteeing freedom of the press:

Freedom of opinion and expression is guaranteed under the provisions of the
Constitution and relevant Syrian laws, in particular the Media Act (No. 108) of 2011, which
regulates everything related to freedom of expression through written, audio and electronic
media. Any attack on a journalist in the course of his or her work is considered an attack on
a public official, and thus the relevant legal provisions must be applied.

The Act also establishes that freedom of the media is protected by law and that the
opinions published by the media may not be used as a reason to interfere with this freedom,
except within the limits of the law. No one has the right to ask the media to disclose its
sources of information except through the court and in a private hearing. Media work is
carried out on the basis of the basic rules of freedom of expression and the fundamental
freedoms guaranteed in the Syrian Constitution, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
and the relevant international conventions ratified by the Government of the Syrian Arab
Republic. In addition, the media takes account of the right of citizens to access information
on public affairs, the national and patriotic values of Syrian society and the responsibility to
disseminate knowledge, express the interests of the people and protect national identity.

The Union of Syrian Journalists, a trade union organization, also plays an important
role in regulating journalistic work. There are a number of civil society organizations that
engage in media activities in the form of correspondent networks or community media
associations.

The Union of Journalists reports on any cases involving journalists and has a duty to
follow up on the cases of any journalists subjected to assault, threats or attempted murder, in
addition to standing by journalists in court in the event of a civil complaint against them for
journalistic content.

Ensuring safety, security and protection against threats:

The work of all State institutions is regulated by administrative orders and regulations
to ensure that it is consistent with public and private legal frameworks to achieve the purpose
of these laws and the institutions concerned with their application.

There are legally defined controls regulating the entry and exit of journalists and
ensuring their protection if they enter the country through an official border crossing after
obtaining prior approval for entry (as is the case in other countries).

The Ministry of Information of the Syrian Arab Republic has been receiving
journalists and continues to facilitate their authorization to enter the country to convey the
true picture of what they see on the ground and protect them during their work. The aim of
these controls is to protect journalists from any danger from the moment they enter the Syrian
Arab Republic until they leave.

The measures taken by the Ministry of Information include:

Participating in the UNESCO international conference on the protection of journalists
and the prosecution of their killers and in the conference outcome document.

Ensuring the safety of journalists entering through Syrian border crossings, providing
approvals and sending somebody from the Ministry of Information to accompany them, with
an official mission to facilitate their movement during their stay.

The Syrian media regulations set forth all the rights and freedom of journalists,
including their rights to freedom of expression and to protection, and establishes that those
who physically or morally abuse them must be held accountable.

Media professionals are trained on the security and safety measures to take in danger
zones and while covering military operations.

All journalists are instructed to wear distinctive protective vests that clearly identify
them as journalists and ensure that they are not targeted.

Soldiers of the Syrian Arab Army are instructed through the political and military
media and bulletins not to target journalists and to observe the rules of international
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humanitarian law related to the protection of journalists in areas where those rules apply, as
journalists are one of the categories afforded special protection.

Maps are distributed to journalists to inform them of high-risk areas and prevent them
from entering such areas unless accompanied by persons who can secure their protection
without making them legitimate military targets. Journalists wear blue helmets and vests to
ensure that they are identifiable as such.

Throughout the events in Syria, and from early on, armed terrorist groups have
targeted State institutions by burning, destroying and demolishing the institutions and
assassinating their staff, with the aim of erasing any appearance of State sovereignty in the
areas targeted by these groups, replacing it with a state of chaos that has sometimes involved
the establishment of illegal “judicial” or “administrative” structures that have served only as
a tool for spreading intimidation and chaos and for implementing the agendas of terrorist
groups and the States that support them.

These fears receded as the State regained control of the vast majority of regions,
restored normality, and restored the most important manifestations of State sovereignty,
namely the application of laws and ensuring the proper functioning of the institutions that
implement them and the performance by their staff of their duties in accordance with the
legal and regulatory frameworks and the safeguards they contain that ensure that the right to
life is their top priority.

Areas where there are still signs of foreign occupation or the presence of terrorist
armed groups, such as the area mentioned in this communication, remain a fertile
environment for the risks associated with a state of insecurity and the absence of the rule of
law, most notably threats to the right to life. The Syrian State is working to end this situation
by restoring full authority and protecting its citizens from its consequences.

For the record, 40 Syrian and non-Syrian journalists have been killed in Syria by
terrorist groups and a further 70 wounded. States that claim to want to protect journalists and
undertake initiatives in this regard at the international level, while at the same time supporting
terrorist groups that deliberately target journalists, have not been held accountable. Lists with
the names of martyred journalists and where they were killed are drawn up in order to
continue to prosecute their killers.
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The Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic to the United Nations
Office and other International Organizations in Geneva presents its compliments to the
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, and with
reference to Note Verbale (AL SYR 1/2021) dated 17 March 2021, on the Joint
Communication from a group of Special Procedures on the case of Mr. Hussain
Khattab, would like to attach herewith the response of the Syrian Arab Republic to the

above-mentioned Communication.

The Permanent Mission of the Syrian Arab Republic to the United Nations
Office and other International Organizations in Geneva avails itself of this opportunity
to renew to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

the assurances of its highest consideration.

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights.
Special Procedures Branch.
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