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Map of the Syrian Arab Republic
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Attacks on Damascus city and Rif Damascus by armed and
terrorist groups

1. On 22 January, at approximately 1:30 p.m., members of Faylaq al-Rahman and/or
Haya’t Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) based in Jobar (eastern Ghouta) launched improvised mortar
shells towards the Bab Toma borough of the Old City of Damascus. The attacks struck the
Old Gate Square, where buses were gathered to await children from al-Riay’ah al-Khasa’
school in nearby Bab Shargi. One shell landed in the main Bab Toma roundabout, killing at
least nine civilians, including women and girls, and wounding 29 others. Victims, the
majority of them students, were taken to the nearby Saint Louis “French” Hospital.
Hundreds of students began exhibiting signs of trauma after the attacks, whereafter schools
in Bab Toma were closed for at least three weeks.

2. Members of Ahrar al-Sham, on 1 February, at approximately 4:30 p.m. in Harasta
(eastern Ghouta) launched mortars on the impoverished, predominantly Alawite populated
Esh al-Warwar neighbourhood of Damascus city, situated approximately three kilometres
from Harasta. Beginning in the late afternoon, witnesses recalled hearing a series of
explosions, and described an average of one shell exploding “every five to ten minutes.”
Most shells struck the Hay al-Deiriyah (Deir al-Zour Quarter), a few hundred metres from
Tishreen Military Hospital. The attacks killed at least seven civilians, and injured 13 others.

3. Later that week, on 6 February, members of Faylaq al-Rahman and/or HTS in Ayn
Tarma (eastern Ghouta) launched mortars on al-Homsi neighbourhood in Jaramana (Rif
Damascus). The attacks killed two boys aged 6 and 9, both of whom were students in Badi’
Radwan school. Adjacent to Jaramana, Ayn Tarma served as the closest armed group held
position to Damascus at the time. The boys’ father recalled finding his children bloodied
and covered in shrapnel wounds, and recounted the trauma suffered by his wife who often
woke at night, hallucinating and calling out for her sons.

4. Through the use of unguided mortars, the abovementioned attacks carried out by
Faylag ar-Rahman and/or Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham and Ahrar al-Sham killed and maimed
hundreds of civilians, amounting in each documented instance to the war crime of
launching indiscriminate attacks. The attacks seriously contravened the most basic human
rights of persons, including the right to life, liberty and security of person. Numerous
similar attacks were documented during the period under review (A/HRC/38/CRP.3, paras.
53-57). The repeated, indiscriminate shelling of Damascus city and Rif Damascus by these
groups further amounted to the war crime of intending to spread terror among civilians
residing in Government-held areas.! Moreover, even if carried out with the purpose of
inducing Government forces to cease their unlawful attacks, armed and terrorist groups did
not have the right to resort to countermeasures against persons not taking a direct part in
hostilities.

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), Prosecutor v. Stanislov Galic,
Appeals Judgment, IT-98-29-A, 30 November 2006, at paras. 99-109.
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1

Information note submitted by Turkey on Operation Olive
Branch

The Commission made to member states requests for information regarding its
investigations during the period under review. In that regard, the Commission received the
following response from the Government of the Republic of Turkey regarding its
operations in Afrin (Aleppo Governorate).! That response appears verbatim below.

1. As the conflict in Syria continues unabated in its eighth year, the spill-over effects of
war have exceeded the borders of Syria and its immediate vicinity. The terrorist
organizations that found fertile ground due to conflict conditions have been a serious threat
for the regional and international security, as well as the territorial integrity of Syria.

2. Turkey’s national security has been under the direct threat of Syria-based terrorist
organisations, among which DEASH and PKK/KCK’s Syria affiliate PYD/YPG come at
the forefront.

3. In countering the threat of terrorism, our response has always been proportionate,
measured and responsible in line with the right of self-defense as outlined in Article 51 of
the UN Charter. As such, Turkey has successfully concluded the Operation Euphrates
Shield (OES) in 2017, through which 2015 km? of land was cleared from DEASH and a
safe haven free of terror could be established, enabling displaced Syrians to return. More
than 182.000 Syrians have already returned from Turkey.

4. However, the terrorism threat from Syria targeting our borders was far from over.
The threat posed by the PYD/YPG terrorist elements deployed in the bordering Afrin
region, to the lives and property of the brotherly people of the region as well as our citizens
living close to the border area was heightened due to the increase in the number of
harassment fires and attacks.

5. From the beginning of 2017 to January 2018, Hatay and Kilis provinces of Turkey
as well as the Turkish military posts and bases in the region and the military observation
posts in Idlib were targeted from Afrin with almost 700 harassment fires and attacks, as of
the beginning of 2018.

6. There was also the risk of DEASH elements, which had come from other parts of
Syria and nested in the Afrin region, to attack our country and our border regions, and to
transit to Europe through our country.

7. Against this backdrop, the Turkish Armed Forces launched “Operation Olive
Branch” (OOB) on 20 January 2018 against these terrorist elements. The objective of this
operation was defined as to ensure our border security, neutralize terrorists in Afrin and
thus save the brotherly Syrians from the oppression and cruelty of these terrorists.

8. The operation has been carried out on the basis of the international law, in
accordance with our right to self-defense as outlined in Article 51 of the UN Charter and
the relevant UN Security Council resolutions 1373(2001), 1624(2005), 2170(2014) and
2178(2014) as well as in full respect to Syria’s territorial integrity.

9. During the planning and execution phases of the operation, only the mentioned
terrorist elements and their hideouts, shelters, emplacements, weapons, vehicles and
equipment were targeted. Civilian structures, buildings in which civilians were detected or
religious, cultural and historic sites were never targeted. Globally accepted targeting
methods were applied during the conduct of the operation. Targets were determined
through  reconnaissance works of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) and
instantaneous/dynamic intelligence.

The Commission considered the above information provided by the Republic of Turkey directly
relevant to its report. Such requests for information may be appended to the Commission’s public
reports at its discretion and with the consent of the concerned state..
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10.  All precautions were taken to avoid collateral damage to the civilian population. The
campaign has been exemplary in that regard. To minimize collateral damage, maximum
precision in targeting was applied, even to the extent of often slowing down the operation.

11.  However, PYD/YPG launched a disinformation campaign with visual material shot
at different times and locations, claiming that civilians or civilian infrastructure were
targeted, which does not reflect the truth. On the contrary, following the start of the
operation, PYD/YPG perpetrated more than 90 rocket attacks to our Kilis and Hatay
provinces, killing and injuring many of our citizens.

12. The military phase of OOB was concluded on the 58th day of the campaign,
following the liberation of Afrin city on 18 March.

13.  OOB has shown to the entire world how a counter-terrorism operation can be
conducted without harming civilians and civilian infrastructure.

14.  The next phase of the operation, which is now underway, is focused on ensuring
security and stability (de-mining, establishing order, local governance and security, return
of IDPs and refugees originally from Afrin). It is guided by the success of the OES model.

15.  “Local ownership” is the overarching principle for bringing back stability to
liberated areas. Since the beginning of OOB, our motto has been “Afrin belongs to the
people of Afrin”. During this second phase, our efforts are aimed at translating this motto
into reality.

16.  In line with this principle, the formation of local security and governance structures
have been supported.

17.  Seven Local Councils composed of representatives of the local people are now in
place. As an example, the Local Council in Afrin city, presided by a Kurdish representative,
is composed of eleven Kurds, eight Arabs and one Turkmen, demonstrating the
demographic nature of the region.

18.  Restoring security and establishing local governance facilitates the return of the
people of Afrin back to their homes as has been the case in the OES area.

19.  Despite Turkey’s efforts, many others who had left Afrin and taken shelter in
surrounding areas cannot go back to their homes as they are blocked by PYD/YPG and the
regime.

20.  To bring life back to normal, de-mining continues to be the most important issue.
Search operations for mines and improvised explosive devices (IEDs) in and around Afrin
city center are underway.

21.  We have provided, through our national agencies, continuous humanitarian aid and
fundamental health services to the region in order to prevent civilian suffering. We have
also facilitated the cross-border delivery of UN humanitarian assistance.

22.  Relevant Turkish agencies are working hand in hand with the local population to
restore public services and to improve the infrastructure. Maintenance and repair works for
water-well drilling and sewage systems are underway. Excavation and road repair works
continue simultaneously with mine clearance activities. Reconstruction of houses
demolished due to PYD/YPG-planted IED explosions has also started. Work is underway
for providing electricity from Turkey to Afrin, where no grid power has been available for
the last six years.

23.  In close cooperation and coordination with the true owners of Afrin, Turkey will
continue to support and encourage the implementation of a wide range of stabilization
projects in Afrin.

24.  Operation Olive Branch demonstrates that Turkey will not tolerate any terrorist
organization finding safe haven in this region of vital importance for her national security.
Turkey will not consent to the pursuit of unilateral agendas that are against the will of the
Syrian people. Turkey’s efforts will contribute to the preservation of the territorial integrity
and political unity of Syria by rolling back the territorial expansion of a terrorist entity
which pursues a separatist agenda.
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25.  The eradication of terror generating from Syria will be made possible by the
elimination of the conditions that have led to the emergence of terrorist organizations. This
could be achieved through a negotiated, credible and lasting political solution.

26.  Turkey remains staunchly committed to finding a political solution to the conflict in
Syria through a genuine political transition as outlined in the Geneva Communique and the
UNSC Resolution 2254, and will continue its dauntless efforts to make this a reality as soon
as possible.
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