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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

OBADA MZAIK, Case No. 1:22-cv-00042-ACR
Plaintiff, Complaint for Torture

v 28 U.S.C. § 1605A

SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC,

Defendant.

DECLARATION OF HANADI ZAHLOUT
I, Hanadi Zahlout, do hereby declare as follows:
Background of the Witness

1. T have personal knowledge of the facts set forth in this declaration. If called as a

witness, [ would testify truthfully to these facts under oath.

Reasons and Circumstances of Detention

2. Iam from the city of Snoubar Jableh on the Syrian coast. I was a department head
at the Agricultural Education Directorate of the Ministry of Agriculture, but [ was
dismissed from my position due to my first arrest on 08/04/2011. That arrest was
at the Political Security Branch in Al-Fayhaa for two months, followed by three

and a half months in Adra Prison.

3. Upon my release from Adra Prison, I was surprised by my dismissal from work. I
hired a lawyer to address the arbitrary dismissal I had experienced. A request was
submitted to the Ministry of Agriculture, where Riyad Hijab was the minister at
the time. My request was approved and forwarded to the Prime Minister’s office,
where Adel Safar was the Prime Minister, but it was returned with a rejection. At
that time, my lawyer and I agreed to meet on 02/16/2012 at the office of the Syrian
Center for Media and Freedom of Expression, located on 29 Ayar Street in
Damascus. I was a volunteer at that centre and was still affected by what had
happened to me during my first arrest at the Political Security Branch. I had my

personal laptop with me, which contained work files related to alternative media,
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which is the revolution’s media, and especially newspapers. Downstairs were the
rest of the employees, numbering 16 men and women employees at the time. It

was approximately 2:00 PM.

We heard sounds coming from downstairs, so we went down and I saw Air Force
Intelligence personnel wearing military uniforms and carrying weapons at the
building entrance. The centre’s office was on the first floor. There was an officer
and other personnel in Mazen Darwish’s office. They gathered us in one place,
intimidating and shouting at us, preventing us from talking to each other. They
took us down to the street, where there was a large bus they forced us to board,

which then drove towards Mezzeh Military Airport.
Detention at Mezzeh Military Airport

When we arrived at the airport, they blindfolded us and took us into a room. They
were searching the men, and the search process lasted about 4 hours. I could hear
sounds of severe torture, screaming, and beating, as they were torturing
blindfolded and restrained detainees. I could observe some of the events around

me during my detention there.

At this point, we female employees were separated from the male employees, who
were taken to a location unknown to me. I was extremely exhausted and tired,
both physically and psychologically, due to my first arrest, which had affected my
mental state. They then led us one by one to another nearby building and we
walked for a few minutes. When the guard brought me into the room, I saw two
individuals whom I realized were women. They removed the blindfold from my
head, and I saw them, but not clearly. One was tall, and the other was short with
black hair. Both were speaking in a coastal accent and wearing civilian clothes.
One of them asked me where I was from. I said I was from Snoubar Jableh on the
Syrian coast. They appeared shocked and astonished, as my area was home to
many officers and volunteers in the security forces, army, and National Defence
Force. They wondered how a girl from that area could be a member of the Syrian

Revolution and against the regime.

Then the short girl took a knife and tore all my clothes, including my underwear.

This was the most horrific thing that had ever happened to me in my life. It had a
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severe psychological impact on me, making me feel helpless and broken. My body
was trembling more from fear than from cold, even though the temperature was
around zero degrees Celsius. There was also verbal abuse and insults in that room.
Afterwards, the dark-skinned girl asked me to put my clothes back on, so I tied

my torn clothes together in an attempt to cover my body.

The guard then took me to a large hall with a big desk that I could see from under
the blindfold. I heard the voices of the other female employees. Then they returned
us to the cell, which measured 2 x 2 metres and had no lavatory. The lavatory was
outside, and they would allow us to go out to relieve ourselves, but we were afraid
to go out because of the torture and blood we would see in the corridor. I saw
detainees being tortured in the corridor several times, with blood filling the

corridor.

Regarding food, it came once a day, but I did not eat at all during my time in the
Mezzeh Branch. There was no medical care or healthcare. We were the only ones
in that cell, and there were many cells on both sides of the corridor, all for men.
Once, I saw several corridors in that place, not knowing where they led. The
sounds of torture were constant in the place, 24 hours a day, never stopping for a
moment. This was severe psychological torture for me, as I feared that the same
torture or killing might happen to me. I was extremely broken down in the cell,
especially because of what had happened to me in the first interrogation room. My

body was constantly trembling, and I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking.
Interrogation at Mezzeh Military Airport

On the evening of the same day, they took me for interrogation in another building.
I walked for a few minutes and saw Mazen Darwish sitting on a chair outside the
building with an armed guard next to him. It seemed they intentionally wanted us
to see him in this humiliating, degrading, and helpless state, as he was the director

of the Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of Expression.

It was snowing at the time, and there were massive demonstrations in Mezzeh due
to the funeral of martyrs killed by security forces. When I entered the interrogation
room, I was blindfolded. They removed the blindfold from my eyes, and there

were two interrogators, one with the rank of Lieutenant and the other First
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Lieutenant, as I recall. They asked me where I was from, and I told them Snoubar
Jableh. They were very surprised. At that time, my uncle was the general manager
of Latakia Port, my brother was a Staff Colonel in Air Defence, my other brother
was in the Naval Forces, and I had a brother discharged from the army. This made
them shocked that I was here in the branch as a detainee and that I had supported

the Syrian Revolution.

All the male and female interrogators spoke with a coastal accent. At that time,
they took my information and returned me to the cell. The other detained female
employees were also interrogated. On the third day, they took us, the female
detainees, to another building near the cell building and brought us into a very
large and luxurious room, unlike the other rooms. I did not rule out then that this
might be the office of Major General Jamil Al-Hassan. At that time, we were told
that we would be released that day, and it was evening. We were required to report
to the Air Force Intelligence Branch at Mezzeh Military Airport every day starting

from the next day.
Release from Mezzeh Military Airport
Around 11:00 PM that day, they took us towards the airport gate and released us.

At 8:30 AM the next day, we were at the gate of Mezzeh Military Airport. They
took our IDs and mobile phones, and we remained until 4:30 PM in a small room
with sofas. We were not interrogated or subjected to anything else; we just waited
from the beginning of the workday until its end, then we would leave and sign
before our departure. We could hear sounds of torture, beating, and screaming
throughout our time there. We remained in this situation until 04/22/2012, when
they told us they would present us to the military court. At that time, an armed
clash occurred between the Free Syrian Army and the regime forces in the vicinity
of Mezzeh Military Airport. We hid behind one of the sofas in the room until the
clash, which lasted about an hour, ended. Then they took us out to the courtyard,
where traces of the clash were still visible, including bullet casings and holes in

the wall.

The officers and personnel were very confused at that time, and their treatment of

us was difficult and harsh. They put us on a bus that moved a short distance inside
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the airport. We were not blindfolded at that time. The bus stopped, and security
personnel boarded with one of the detainees, who had severe signs of torture on
his face and body. They kicked him, blindfolded him, and put him at the back of
the bus. They did the same with the rest of the detained colleagues from the Syrian
Center for Media and Freedom of Expression, except for some who remained in

the branch at that time.

They then took us to the Military Police in Al-Qaboun, Damascus, and then to
Adra Prison, where I remained from 04/22/2012 until 05/12/2012. I was released
on conditional bail, and they stamped my hand. For five years after that, I had
terrifying nightmares related to my arrest and the raid on my house by Air Force

Intelligence. This arrest had a severe impact on my psychological state.

I, Hanadi Zahlout, declare under penalty of perjury under the laws of the United States

of America that the foregoing is true and correct.

Executed on 05/17/2024 in (Pau, France).

[hw:] 17 May 05 2024 Pau - France
HANADI ZAHLOUT
[signature]
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