Eyewitness Report

In Support of a Process of Dialogue
And Reconciliation in Syria
by Mairead Maguire
This report, dated May 25, 2013,
and the one that follows, were circulated by JUST International (International Movement for a Just
World), created and headed by
Chandra Muzaffar in Malaysia
(countercurrents.org). JUST has
supported and promoted many international efforts to address injustices around the world, with a focus
on the continuing Palestinian
crisis, and on imperial efforts to
foment dissent and violence within
the Islamic world.
Mairead Maguire is a Nobel
Peace Laureate and spokesperson
for the Mussalaha International
Peace delegation to Lebanon/Syria
May 1-11, 2013 (www.peacepeople.com).

forward it to the international community in our Concluding Declaration.
During our visit we went to refugee camps, affected communities,
met religious leaders, combatants,
government representatives, opposition delegations, and many
others, perpetrators and victims, in
Lebanon and Syria.

1. Visits to refugee camps: In
Lebanon we visited several refugee camps, hosted by Lebanese or
Palestinian communities. One
woman said: “Before this conflict
started, we were happy and had a
Mairead Maguire: “The war in Syria is
good life; there was free educanot as depicted, a civil war, but a proxy
war with serious breaches of international tion, free healthcare, subsidies for
laws and the humanitarian international
fuel, in Syria, and now we live in
laws.”
poverty.”
Report and Appeal to the interHer daughter and son-in-law (a
national community to support a process of dialogue
pharmacist and engineer), standing on a cement floor in
and reconciliation in Syria between its people and
a Palestinian refugee camp, with not even a mattress,
the Syrian government and reject outside interventold us that this violence had erupted to everyone’s surtion and war.
prise, and spread so quickly, they were all still in shock,
but when well-armed, foreign fighters came to Homs,
After a 10-day visit to Lebanon and Syria, leading a 16they took over their homes, raped their women, and
person delegation from 8 countries, invited by Muskilled young males who refused to join their ranks, so
salaha Reconciliation Movement, I have returned hopethe people fled in terror.
ful that peace is possible in Syria, if all outside
They said that these foreign fighters were from
interference is stopped and the Syrians are allowed to
many countries: Libyans, Saudis, Tunisians, Chechens,
solve their own problems, upholding their right to selfAfghanis, Pakistanis, Emiratis, Lebanese, Jordanians,
determination.
Turkish, Europeans, Australians; and these gangs are
An appeal to end all violence and for Syrians to be
financed and trained by foreign governments. They
left alone from outside interference was made by all
attach suicide vests around people’s bodies and threaten
those we met during our visit to Syria. We have tried to
to explode them if they don’t do what they are told.
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there is freedom to do their work
throughout Syria for all NGOs and
the Syrian Red Crescent in co-ordination with the Ministry of Social Affairs, and under such dire circumstances, they are doing their best,
providing services to as many people
as possible. However, there is a great
shortage of funds for them to cope
with this humanitarian tragedy of refugees and internally displaced population.
The economic sanctions, as in
Iraq, are causing great hardship to
Voice of America
many people, and all those whom we
The UN High Commissioner on Refugees puts the official figure of Syrian refugees at
met called for them to be lifted. Our
1 million. This family is staying in cramped quarters in Tripoli, Lebanon.
delegation called for the lifting of
One refugee woman asked me, “When can we go
these illegal US-led sanctions that target the Syrian
home?” (To my great delight, a few days later in Dapopulation for purely political reasons in order to
mascus, I met a woman working on a government proachieve regime change.
gramme which is helping refugees to return to Syria,
and over 200 have returned to date.)
2. Hospitals: We visited the hospitals and saw many
Religious and government leaders have called
people injured by shootings, bombings, and armed atupon people not to flee Syria, and it is to be hoped
tacks. A moderate Sunni Imam told me how he was abmany will heed this call, as after seeing so many Syrian
ducted by jihadists, who tortured him, cut off his ear,
refugees living in tents and being exploited in so many
tried to cut his throat, slicing his legs, and left him for
ways, including sexually, I believe the best solution is
dead. He said when he goes back to his mosque they
the stability of Syria so its people feel safe enough to
will slaughter him. He told us “these men are foreign
stay in Syria. If refugees continue to flee Syria, then
fighters, jihadists from foreign countries, well armed,
surrounding countries could be destabilized, causing
well trained, with money; they are in our country to dethe domino effect and destabilizing the entire Middle
stroy it. They are not true Muslims but are religious exEast.
tremist/fundamentalists terrorizing, abducting, killing
Many people have fled into camps in surrounding
our people.”
countries like Turkey, Jordan, or Lebanon, all of which
The government spokesman also confirmed that
are trying to manage the huge influx of Syrian refuthey have in detention captured foreign fighters from 29
gees. Although the host countries are doing their best
countries, including Chechens, Iraqis, and many others.
to cope, they are overwhelmed by refugee numbers.
The Ministry of Health showed us a documentary on
(UNHCR’s [UN High Commissioner on Refugees] ofthe terrible killings by jihadists and the terror caused by
ficial figure of refugees is 1 million). Through our
these foreigners, with the killing of medics and destrucmeetings we have been informed that Turkey invites
tion of medical infrastructure of the Syrian State which
Syrian refugees into the country and forbids them to go
has made it difficult to answer the needs of the populaback home. It is documented that Syrian refugees in
tion.
Turkey and Jordan are mistreated. Some young Syrian
refugee girls are sold for forced marriage in Jordan.
3. Meeting with the Opposition: Our delegation
From OHCHR [Officer for the High Commissioner on
participated in an open forum with many representaHuman Rights] reports that we know that more than 4
tives of the internal opposition’s parties. One political
million Syrians are displaced inside their own country,
opponent who was in prison for 24 years under the
living in great need.
Assad regime, and has been out for 11 years, wants poA representative from the Red Cross told us that
litical change . . . but without outside interference and
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the use of violence. We met with “armed” opposition
people in a local community who said they had accepted the government’s offer of amnesty and were
working for a peaceful way forward. One man told me
he had accepted money from jihadists to fight, but had
been shocked by their cruelty and the way they treated
fellow Syrian Muslims, considering them as not real
Muslims. He said foreign jihadists wanted to take over
Syria, not save it. . . .
4. Meeting with Officials: Our Delegation met, and
spoke, at the Parliament, and also with the Governor,
Prime Minister, and seven other ministries. We were
given details of the new Constitution and political reforms being put in place, and plans for elections in
2014. Government ministers admitted that they had
made mistakes in being slow to respond to legitimate
demands for change from the civil community, but
these were now being implemented. They told us when
the conflict started it was peaceful for change, but
quickly turned into bloodshed, when armed men killed
many soldiers. . . .
When we enquired from the Prime Minister regarding the allegation that the Syrian Government had used
sarin gas, he told us that as soon as news came from
Aleppo that allegedly gas had been used, his government invited immediately the UN to come in to investigate, but heard nothing from them. Most recently however, a UN investigator, High Commissioner Carla Del
Ponte, has confirmed that it was rebels, not the Syrian
government, who used sarin gas. . . .
The Ministers and Governor said that President
Assad was their President and has their support. There
were many people we spoke to who expressed such
sentiments. However, some young people said they
support the opposition, but in order to protect the Unity
of Syria from outside destruction, they will support the
government and President Assad, until the election next
year, and then they will vote for the opposition. They
said the Doha Coalition in Qatar does not represent
them, and that no one outside Syria has a right to remove
President Assad but the Syrian people, through the elections next year. The journalists in Syria are in great
danger from the religious extremist/fundamentals,and
during my visit to a television station a young journalist
told me how his mother was killed by jihadists, and he
showed me his arm where he had been shot and almost
killed.
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5. Meeting with religious leaders: We attended in
the Omayyad Mosque in Damascus a prayer gathering
led by the Grand Mufti of the Syrian Arab Republic, Dr.
Ahmad Badr Al-Din Hassoun, and the Greek Catholic
Patriarch Gregory III Laham with the delegate of Greek
Orthodox Patriarch John X Yazigi, and clerics of all traditions. The Assembly prayed for the peace and unity of
Syria and the non-interference of outsiders in their
country. They stressed the conflict in Syria is not a religious conflict, as Muslims and Christians have always
lived together in Syria, and they are (in spite of living
with suffering and violence, much of which is not of
their own making), unified in their wish to be a light of
peace and reconciliation to the world. . . .
The Muslim and Christian spiritual leaders are very
conscious that if the religious extremist/fundamentalists gain momentum and control Syria, the future of
those who are not supportive of fundamentalists, like
moderate Muslims, Christians, minorities, and other
Syrians, is in great danger. Indeed, the Middle East
could loose its precious pluralistic social fabric, with
the Christians, like in Iraq, being the first to flee the
country. This would be a tragedy for all concerned in
this multi-religious, multi-cultural secular Syria, once a
light of peaceful conviviality in the Arab world.

An Overview
Following many authorized reports in the mainstream media and our own evidence, I can stress that
the Syrian State and its population are under a proxy
war led by foreign countries, and directly financed and
backed mainly by Qatar, which has imposed its views
on the Arab League. Turkey, a part of the Lebanese opposition, and some of the Jordanian authorities offer a
safe haven to a diversity of jihadist groups, each with its
own agenda, recruited from many countries. Bands of
jihadists armed and financed from foreign countries
invade Syria through Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon’s
porous frontiers, in an effort to destabilize Syria. There
are an estimated 50,000 foreign jihadist fighters terrorizing Syria.
Those death squads are destroying systematically
the Syrian State infrastructure (electricity, oil, gas, and
water plants, high-tension pylons, hospitals, schools,
public buildings, cultural heritage sites, and even religious sanctuaries). Moreover, the country is submerged
by snipers, bombers, agitators, and bandits. They use
aggression and Sharia rules, and hijack the freedom and
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dignity of the Syrian population. They torture and kill
those who refuse to join them. They have strange religious beliefs which make them feel comfortable even
perpetrating the cruelest acts, like the killing and torturing of their opponents.
It is well-documented that many of those terrorists
are permanently under stimulants like Captagon. The
general lack of security unleashes the terrible phenomenon of abduction for ransom or for political pressure.
Thousands of innocents are missing, among them the
two Bishops Youhanna Ibrahim and Paul Yazigi, and
many priests and Imams.
UN and EU economic sanctions, as well as a severe
embargo, are pushing Syria to the edge of social collapse. Unfortunately, the international media network is
ignoring those realities, and is bent on demonizing,
lying, and destabilizing the country, and fueling more
violence and contradiction.
In summary: The war in Syria is not as depicted, a
civil war, but a proxy war with serious breaches of international laws and the humanitarian international
laws. The protection of the foreign fighters by some foreign countries among the most powerful gives them a
kind of an unaccountability that pushes them with impunity to all kind of cruel deeds against innocent civilians. Even war conventions are not respected, resulting
in many war crimes and, even, crimes against Humanity.

Conclusion
. . .We witnessed that the Syrian people have suffered very deeply and continue to do so. The entire population of 23 million people are under tremendous
threat of continued infiltration by foreign terrorists.
Many are still stunned by the horrors and suddenness of
all this violence and worried that their country will be
attacked and divided by outside forces, and are all too
aware that geopolitical forces are at work to destabilize
Syria for political control, oil, and other resources. One
Druze leader said, “If Westerners want our oil—both
Lebanon and Syria have oil reserves—let us negotiate
for it, but do not destroy our country to take it.”
In Syria memories of next door Iraq’s destruction by
US/UK/NATO forces are fresh in people’s minds, including in the minds of the one and a half million Iraqis
who fled Iraq’s conflict, including many Christians, and
were given refuge in Syria by the Syrian Government. . . .
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Report from Syria

On the Road
To Damascus
by Antonio S.C. Rosa
Antonio Carlos Silva Rosa is the editor of the Peace
Journalism website, TRANSCEND Media Service, and
the Eurolatina Convener for the TRANSCEND Network for Peace, Development and Environment. His
report, excerpted here, is dated May 22, 2013.
I participated, May 1-11, 2013, in the Mussalaha International Peace Delegation to Lebanon-Syria alongside
fellow TRANSCEND member Nobel Peace Laureate
Mairead Maguire, from
Ireland, and 15 others
from eight countries.
Keenly aware of my responsibility, especially
to my newly made
Syrian and Lebanese
friends left behind, I
shall try to report, describe, make sense of
what I saw, heard, and
experienced; also offer
views and insights based
on interviews. . . .
First
impressions
Antonio S.C. Rosa: “Bashar
first: the people, the civil al-Assad
is not the sole
society, women, men, culprit. . . . He is a well-liked
the youth, elderly, chil- leader all over, which is evident
dren, workers, the Arab in different cities, in talks with
street, as it is called. . . . differing kinds of persons, and
by their attitudes and actions.”
After some time I noticed a striking absence
of anger or negative excitement in the air; people going
about their daily business as if nothing was happening,
as if life were normal. . . .
. . .Nonetheless, the country has been as if divided
by checkpoints in every strategic entrance and exit. To
give an idea, our Damascus hotel was surrounded by
International

47

