[TRANSLATION]

UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

OBADA MZAIK Civil No. 22-cv-00042
Plaintiff, Complaint For Torture,

28 U.S.C. § 1605A

V.

SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC,

Defendant.

DECLARATION OF GRAVEDIGGER

I, “Gravedigger”,! hereby declare as follows:

1. Thave personal knowledge of the facts set forth in this Declaration. If called as a witness,
I would testify competently to these facts under oath.

2. 1 have testified regarding my experience as a gravedigger on two prior occasions. On
September 9 and 10, 2020, I testified anonymously before the Higher Regional Court in
Koblenz, Germany, during the trial of Anwar Raslan and Eyad al-Gharib, where I used the
pseudonym “P14.” On June 8, 2022, I testified anonymously before the U.S. Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, using the pseudonym “The Gravedigger.” Journalists from
the New York Times interviewed me in Berlin, Germany for an article on mass graves in

Syria that was published in March 2022.2

!'T am using the pseudonym “Gravedigger” for purposes of this declaration because I fear for my safety.
2 https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/16/world/middleeast/mass-graves-syria-war-crimes.html
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Assignment to Burial Coordinator Role

3.

In 2011, I worked for the Damascus Bureau of Burials in Syria, where my job was to
coordinate the burials of deceased persons in Damascus governorate. In this role, my
responsibilities included arranging the transport of bodies, coordinating family members’
access to grave sites, and registering deaths.

That year, Syrian intelligence officers approached my civilian supervisor at the Bureau and
asked him to nominate someone who could “be strong” to work for them. Without
consulting me, my supervisor nominated me for the role. In my experience, when

intelligence agencies assign you to a role in this manner, you are not permitted to decline.

. After I had been nominated, three Syrian intelligence officers came to my office and

presented me with an official order, containing the official stamps of each of the four Syrian
intelligence divisions — the Air Force Intelligence (“AFI”), the Military Intelligence
Department, the General Intelligence Directorate, and the Political Security Directorate.
The letter was signed by all four intelligence divisions. Although there were no individual
names listed with respect to the intelligence agencies, Ali Mamlouk’s name and signature
was present on behalf of the National Security Bureau, which oversees all the intelligence
agencies.

Under the order, I was tasked with the oversight of twenty employees and the coordination
of burials of corpses in mass graves.

The officers who presented me with the order and assigned me to this role are Brigadier
General Ammar Suleiman, Colonel Mazen Samander, and Colonel Ayman al-Hassan. I
used to meet Colonel Mazen Samander and Colonel Ayman al-Hassan more than Brigadier

General Ammar Suleiman, and both of them sometimes wore the Air Force Intelligence’s
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insignia. They all worked in buildings located at the Tishreen Military Hospital complex.
I believe that all three officers were from the AFI, which had the most power out of the
intelligence divisions, but that they represented the interests of all four Syrian intelligence
agencies.

After being assigned to this position, I reported directly to these three AFI officers, and
met with them regularly. No one else from my team at the Bureau of Burials was permitted
to meet with these officers.

Under the AFI officers’ supervision, I was given a gun and an intelligence vehicle, so that
I would no longer need to stop at government checkpoints. I was the only person permitted

to drive this vehicle.

Burial Employee Oversight

10.

11.

12.

During my seven years coordinating burials, I oversaw the same team of twenty employees.
The staff generally stayed the same unless an employee violated the rules, for example, by
taking a picture on their phone, talking on the phone, or generally using a phone at a grave
site.

Employees who violated a rule were disappeared and replaced. For example, I once
observed an employee begin crying on his first job. That employee went missing and was
replaced. Another employee reported that a family member was disappeared. That
employee also went missing.

Typically, I would first receive communications from one of the two intelligence officers,
Colonel Mazen Samander or Colonel Ayman al-Hassan, by walkie talkie, informing me
that they had bodies that needed to be taken by my team. I would then organize my staff to

receive the bodies.
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My employees did not have specialized roles and all alternated tasks. On site, there was
also an excavator operator who was employed by another civilian agency. Drivers of

refrigerated trucks were also employed by another agency.

Corpse Delivery and Burial Processes

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

Typically, after I was contacted by Colonel Mazen Samander or Colonel Ayman al-Hassan
regarding bodies that needed to be buried, I would have to go to one of the hospitals where
those bodies were collected.

During my time coordinating burials, I personally visited three military hospitals —
Tishreen Military Hospital, Harasta Military Hospital, and Mezzeh Military Hospital (also
known as Hospital 601). I also visited four civilian hospitals — al-Muwasa Hospital, al-
Mujtahid Hospital, Daraya National Hospital, and the Children’s Hospital.

At each hospital, I visited the areas where the bodies to be buried were collected.

Some of the bodies that I saw at the hospitals were children, aged between 3 months and 7
years old. They were collected in boxes. I could see signs of torture on their bodies,
including on infants aged three to four months old.

Bodies from AFI were typically transported through Harasta and Tishreen Hospitals.
Hospital 601 was smaller than Harasta and Tishreen Hospitals, so had less space.

The corpses that were registered for burial were recorded on a list. I would receive the lists
when I received the bodies at Najha Cemetery or al-Qutayfah Cemetery.

This list would include (i) the number of recorded bodies to be buried; and (ii) either a
number or symbol indicating the branch that the bodies arrived from.

Usually, the number of recorded corpses listed was an obvious and significant

underestimate of the actual number of corpses we received. I believe that this system of
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undercounting is how the regime disappeared and buried so many more people than were
recorded. I also believe that the regime would have killed me if I had commented on the
obvious discrepancy between the number of recorded bodies and the actual number of
bodies. Based on the undercounting practices that I observed, I believe that an accurate
figure would be approximately double what was officially recorded.

After I submitted the list to the AFI officers, the bodies would be delivered to grave sites
at Najha or al-Qutayfah Cemeteries in trucks, where I and my team would unload them.
Deliveries of corpses would typically arrive at the cemeteries between lam and 3am, or
between 3am and Sam, or in both time periods.

Deliveries from Sednaya Prison to al-Qutayfah cemetery would usually be coordinated on
Tuesdays and Thursdays. These corpses were typically delivered within a day of execution.
Corpses from other prisons were often left out, unrefrigerated, for roughly two to three
days before they were delivered to me. These bodies would often arrive in a state of
decomposition. They reeked and worms, blood, and bile spilled out of the delivery trucks.
When the trucks arrived at the Najha or al-Qutayfah Cemeteries, the truck driver or the
AFT officers would hand me the list of corpses to be buried. I would then write the date
when the bodies were registered at the hospital, the date that I received the bodies for burial
at the graves, the number of recorded bodies, and the branch that the bodies originally came
from.

At the end of each week, I would add the total number of recorded bodies up and report
the weekly total. The recorded number of burials would range from roughly 1,200 to 6,000
bodies. The recorded numbers would usually be an obvious underestimate of the actual

number of bodies that [ could see.



27.

28.

[TRANSLATION]

My workers and I buried all kinds of people, including women, children, and the elderly.
Women'’s bodies would often be exposed when they were buried.

After that, I would produce four copies of the list of corpses that had been buried. I would
keep the first copy; the second copy would be sent to the Municipality of Damascus; the
third copy would be sent to the Republican Palace; and I would personally return the last

copy and the origin to the AFT officers at Tishreen Military Hospital.

Numbers and Symbols on Corpses

29.

30.

31.

32.

The bodies that I received were marked with a number or symbol indicating the branch that
the body originally came from. The letter “z” (the first letter of “Air Force” in Arabic)
meant that the body had come from AFI, though it did not indicate which AFI branch
specifically. Following the same coding system, the letter ““<” meant that a body came
from the Palestine branch. The letter “~” meant that the body came from the State Security
division, often the Al-Khateeb branch.

I personally saw bodies with markings indicating that they had come from AFI, from the
Palestine branch, and from the State Security division.

It is difficult for me to estimate the total number of bodies that I received from AFI over
my seven years coordinating burials.

I never saw a designation indicating that a body came specifically from AFI Mezzeh,
possibly because these bodies were buried on-site. Two excavator drivers once informed
me that they had dug graves and buried bodies under the runway at AFI Mezzeh. On
another occasion, an excavator driver told me that they dug graves at AFI Mezzeh, as well

as at the al-Qutayfah and Najha Cemeteries. I would also occasionally hear workers from
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AFI Mezzeh speaking over the walkie talkie system, and these workers said that they had
buried people on their land.
Secret Burials

33. Approximately once per week, I would receive a call to attend a “secret burial.” These
burials were for victims whose identities the Syrian regime did not want discussed or
recorded.

34. At these secret burials, there would be no papers and no workers. Senior Syrian intelligence
officers would typically be present, including some at the Brigadier General rank.

35. These secret burials would take place at al-Qutayfah and Najha Cemeteries. Most of them
took place at Najha Cemetery, where there was even stricter security.

36. 1 believe that French, American, and British journalists were among those buried at the
secret burials. When I was coordinating the secret burials, I heard officers discussing this
amongst themselves over the walkie talkies. The officers would often use words describing
animals when referring to an American victim. I am not sure precisely where or how these
foreign nationals were buried.

Departure from Syria

37. After seven years of being forced to work as a gravedigger for the Syrian intelligence
divisions, and bearing witness to these atrocities, I was able to escape Syria, and travelled
with my family to Europe.

38. Since then, I have not been able to forget what I witnessed. I am often kept up at night
thinking about the horrors I have seen. I am committed to sharing my story with the world

to expose the brutality of the Assad regime.
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I declare under penalty of perjury under the laws of the United States of America that the foregoing

1s true and correct.

Executed on April 9, 2024, in Berlin.

[signed]

The Gravedigger



Translator Declaration
Manchester, United Kingdom

Date: November 25, 2024

I, Muhammad Shihadeh, hereby declare and say:

1. lam atranslator and interpreter. | hold a B.A. in English Language and Literature
from Damascus University (Syria) and a Master’s degree in Interpretation from
Damascus University. | have worked in the translation field for about 12 years.

2. lam competentin Arabic, as itis my native language. | am also competentin
English by way of more than 10 years of language study and experience working
as an English-Arabic translator.

3. In November 2024, | translated into English an Arabic document, which
translates to English as: DECLARATION OF GRAVEDIGGER, dated April 9, 2024.

4. The attached translation is a true and accurate English version of the original
drafted in Arabic.

| declare under penalty of perjury that the foregoing is true and correct.

Executed on the 25th day of November 2024, in Manchester, United Kingdom.

A

Signature of Muhammad Shihadeh
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