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Society Remembering the Missing

A new generation of ‘war missing’ in Syria
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

W 

hile in Lebanon 
people are strug-
gling to learn the 
truth about what 
happened to those 

who vanished 30 years ago, the civil 
war in Syria is creating a new gen-
eration of “the missing”.

Thousands of families across 
Syria have had no news about rela-
tives for months, amid conflicting 
reports about the number of miss-
ing since the fighting began in 2011.

A report from the Syrian Network 
for Human Rights and Euro-Medi-
terranean Human Rights Monitor, 
to mark the International Day of the 
Disappeared on August 30th, said 
as many as 67,651 “victims of forced 
disappearance” have been recorded 
in Syria during the past four years.

The report said regime forces are 
responsible for about 96% of the 
documented disappearances and 
other armed groups, including the 
Islamic State (ISIS), Kurdish forces 
and al-Nusra Front, are responsible 
for approximately 2,400.

According to the report, indi-
viduals detained by regime forces 
include 58,148 civilians, with 3,879 
children and 2,145 women among 
them. The largest number of abduc-
tions, 25,276, occurred in 2012. 

But Mahmoud Merhi, head of 
the Arab Organisation for Human 
Rights, stressed it was difficult to 
determine an accurate figure of the 
missing “in view of the file’s com-
plexity and the fact that it is entan-
gled with the issue of prisoners and 
detainees”.

Merhi noted, for example, that 
Jaysh al-Islam in Douma, in the 

eastern part of rural Damascus, 
has three detention centres where 
thousands of people are believed to 
be held.

“According to our information, 
there are some 4,000 detainees and 
these figure among the missing, in-
cluding 700 men, women and chil-
dren who disappeared when the 
group seized control of Adra, near 
Damascus, a year ago,” Merhi said.

The number of missing includes 
hundreds of unidentified bodies 
found on so-called death roads in 
the outskirts of Damascus, Merhi 
contended. 

The dead were unknown people 
whom families and human rights 
groups consider missing.

“Activists took photos of the 
dead and posted them on social 
media platforms with the hope that 
they could be identified. A missing 
youth from the town of Kfeir Ya-
bous was identified in that way but 
tens of corpses have been buried in 
an improvised cemetery, dubbed 
the ‘cemetery of strangers’ in Mo-
adamiya, without being identified,” 
Merhi added.

The government set up a Ministry 
of National Reconciliation, while 
civil society groups and local rec-
onciliation committees engaged in 
tracing the missing.

Many disappeared in the intimi-
dating interior of the regime’s “se-
curity branches”, where interroga-
tion and torture are carried out, and 
their families are afraid to inquire 
about them, notifying instead the 
local “national reconciliation com-
mittees”.

Sheikh Jaber Issa, head of the 
Popular Reconciliation committees 
in Syria, said local committees have 
registered 4,200 as “kidnapped”, 
including civilians and military 
personnel, in addition to another 
3,400 whose families have no news 
about them.

“Through our contacts with 
the various parties active on the 
ground, we have succeeded in clari-
fying the fate of some 2,800 people 
who were detained by both, the 
authorities and rebel groups,” Issa 
said.

Tracing the missing in areas out-

side state control, especially in ISIS-
held territory, is an even more com-
plex endeavour. The jihadist group 
is believed to be holding thousands 
of military personnel and civilians, 
including Italian Jesuit priest Paolo 
Dall’oglio, who disappeared in July 
2013.

In Hasakah and Deir ez-Zor, in 
eastern Syria, scores of people have 
disappeared at the hands of ISIS 
and Kurdish People’s Protection 
Units (YPG).

According to tribal leader Sheikh 
Ali Alawa, who heads the al-Shaitat 
tribe in rural Deir ez-Zor, ISIS com-
mitted summary executions of 
members of the group after they re-
sisted the group’s expansion.

“They slaughtered more than 
1,700 people during the invasion 
of our villages in June 2014. Some 
1,200 bodies, including 150 chil-
dren, were later discovered in five 
mass graves and, until this mo-
ment, the fate of 1,000 other mem-
bers of the tribe is still unknown,” 
Alawa said.

Activists of the social media cam-
paign “Deir ez-Zor is being slaugh-
tered silently” have been docu-
menting the names of the missing 
in the city.

“We have registered 425, includ-
ing 400 held by ISIS and 25 who had 
disappeared in the government-
controlled part of Deir ez-Zor,” said 
activist Jad al-Shami, stressing that 
many are believed to be dead.

“For instance, a list of 500 people 
killed by ISIS was leaked to us last 
April by a member of the group. The 
names on that list figured among 
the missing,” Shami said. The Tur-
key-based “Syrian government in 
exile” has set up a special apparatus 
within one of its ministries to keep 
track of the number of missing. A 
recent statement said “those who 
have been reported missing until 
the middle of this year exceeded 

30,000,” some of whom were later 
found to have been killed in the 
fighting.

It will be almost impossible to 
have an accurate figure of the peo-
ple unaccounted for in the Syr-
ian war, where hundreds of armed 
groups and gangs have indulged in 
kidnappings and killings for differ-
ent reasons — political, social and to 

extract ransom.
With a living example in Leba-

non, Syria will probably be strug-
gling to clarify the fate of its “miss-
ing of war” for decades.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

A demonstrator holds a picture of a missing relative during a 
protest against Syria’s President Bashar Assad in Baba Amro, near 
Homs, in 2012.
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Unending ordeal for families of the missing in Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Beirut

O 

dette Salem never gave 
up searching for her 
missing children until 
the last minute of her 
life. She died six years 

ago while crossing a road to the 
tent in Beirut where families of 
thousands of Lebanese who disap-
peared during the 1975-90 civil war 
had been campaigning to clarify 
their fate.

For each family there is a painful 
moment when a loved one — a fa-
ther, a brother, a mother or a child 
— disappeared. Dalal Mortada, re-
members hers clearly. Now 45, with 
children and grandchildren of her 
own, she was 12 when her brother 
Youssef went missing during the 
1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon.

“Youssef disappeared in Khalde 
(south of Beirut) along with 18 oth-
er comrades while fighting against 
the Israelis. He was 21,” Mortada 
said.

“We searched for him every-
where, paid a lot of money to have 
some news, without success. Every 
time, there was a repatriation of 
bodies from Israel, we hoped to find 
him but he was not among them.”

Mortada said her mother died 
without knowing what happened 
to her son but made her other 
children promise to continue the 
search. “She had this only wish in 
her life, to see Youssef before she 
died,” Mortada said.

For Racha Jomaa, the pain is 
vivid. She was 5 years old when her 
mother went missing while travel-
ling from Sidon to Beirut in 1986. 
As a child, Jomaa could not under-
stand why her mother was absent.

“They told me she had travelled 
but, when I became 15, I knew what 
happened and have since started 
contacting NGOs [non-governmen-
tal organisations] and families of 
missing people to push for a clarifi-
cation of their fate,” she said.

Her brother gave up on find-
ing their mother five years ago but 
Jomaa, now 35 and the mother of 
an 8-month-old boy, is not budg-
ing. She said, friends and relatives 
try to discourage her. “I tell them 
this is my mother and it is my right 
to know if she is still there. Even if 
she is dead, I want to know,” Jomaa 
said.

A quarter of a century after the 
war, there is no official count or list 
of names of the missing in Leba-
non, although they are believed to 
total as many as 17,000. That figure 
is largely overestimated, according 
to NGOs and human rights organi-
sations. The government passed a 
law in 1995 declaring anyone miss-
ing for more than four years legally 
dead. Most of the missing are likely 
dead after being kidnapped by rival 
Lebanese militias during the war, 
which saw multiple sectarian mas-
sacres. Lebanese officials, some of 

whom are former militia leaders, 
have been reluctant to deal with the 
issue, fearing that digging too deep 
could inflame old hostilities.

Many families believe their miss-
ing kin are held in Syrian prisons. 
Damascus had the upper hand in 
Lebanon for many years, during 
and after the civil war.

Justine Di Mayo, director of Act 
for the Disappeared, a Lebanese 
human rights association, contends 

that the delay in resolving the issue 
is due to the lack of political will 
in addition to economic, political 
and security crises the country has 
faced since the end of the civil war.

“The issue of the missing is far 
from being a priority in Lebanon,” 
Di Mayo said. “When we tell the 
public we are working on clarifying 
the fate of the disappeared, they re-
spond ‘Since they are all dead what 
are you looking for?’ or ‘We have 
crises and more than 1 million refu-
gees’ from Syria to worry about.

“It is very difficult for them to 
understand that even if they are 
all dead, the families need to know 
what happened to their loved ones 
in order to find closure.”

The families have pushed for a 

national commission on Lebanon’s 
disappeared and a draft law calling 
for the creation of such a body to 
investigate the fate of the missing 
and locate and exhume the mass 
graves and identify remains is be-
fore parliament. However, given 
Lebanon’s general parliamentary 
deadlock, the law is not expected to 
pass soon.

Humanitarian organisations have 
stepped in to help resolve the issue.

The International Committee for 
the Red Cross (ICRC) has conduct-
ed extensive forensic interviews 
with families of the disappeared 
and awaits government approval 
to establish a DNA database to help 
identify bodies when mass graves 
are opened. 

Act for the Disappeared started a 
project to locate burial sites and de-
termine who might be buried in the 
graves. The hope of knowing what 
happened to their loved ones is 
what keeps the families of the miss-
ing fighting.

“Even if he is dead, we hope to 
bury his (her brother’s) remains and 
have a tomb for him, which we can 
visit,” Mortada contended.

“I always feel that she (her moth-
er) is alive. Thirty years of our life 
together are gone. I have to know 
what happened to her. This is the 
least of my rights,” Jomaa said.
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“The issue of the 
missing is far from 
being a priority in 
Lebanon.”

A Lebanese woman holds a picture of a relative who went missing 
during the civil war, during a demonstration in 2014.


