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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

OBADA MZAIK,

SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC,

Case No. 1:22-cv-00042-ACR

Plaintiff, Complaint for Torture

v 28 U.S.C. § 1605A

Defendant.

DECLARATION OF MOHAMMAD ALI AL-NAJJAR

I, Mohammad Ali Ibrahim Al-Najjar, do hereby declare as follows:

Background of the Witness
I affirm that I have full knowledge of the facts set forth in this Declaration. I also
affirm that if called as a witness, I would testify truthfully to these facts under
oath.

I am Syrian from the city of Marea in Aleppo Governorate, Syria. [ was born on
January 20, 1989 in Aleppo, Syrian Arab Republic (“Syria”) and hold Syrian
nationality. I currently work as a writer in Istanbul, Turkey, after leaving Syria in

2014.
Prior to Detention

In 2011, when the Syrian Revolution broke out, I was residing in the Arab
Republic of Egypt (“Egypt”) for the purpose of studying. [ was pursuing a master’s
degree at the Faculty of Islamic and Arabic Studies at Al-Azhar University in
Cairo before the Egyptian and Syrian revolutions and the spark of the Arab Spring.

In July 2011, after the end of the first academic year, I visited Syria and did not
encounter any problems at the border, either during my entry or exit. I returned to
Egypt afterwards to continue my studies and remained there until July of the

following year.
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In July 2012, I made another visit to Syria and stayed for about three months. In
October of the same year, I decided to return to Egypt via Jordan to register for
my Master’s thesis. I indeed began my journey on October 15, 2012. 1 was
surprised at the Jordanian border when the border control officer arrested me,
claiming there was a name similarity between me and another person who
appeared to be on the Syrian regime’s wanted list for political purposes. The
person had almost the same name as mine and was also originally from the city of
Marea in Aleppo. The main difference was our places of residence, as the wanted

person was residing in Syria while I was residing in Egypt.

The officer in charge reassured me and explained that name similarity was
common and recurring, and that all I needed to do was make one visit to the
department responsible for reviewing name similarities to obtain a document

allowing me to leave the country.
Reasons and Circumstances of Detention

The following day, I went to the responsible department as requested, which was
the new interrogation branch at Mezzeh Military Airport. There, I waited for hours
before they blindfolded me and I was received by a tall major with blue or green
eyes and who was somewhat thin, as I saw him from afar when he entered the
branch. He was called Major Tariq, as I heard from some reviewers and branch
personnel. I did not know any surname or name other than Major Tariq. Major
Tariq briefly interrogated me and asked me to return to the interrogation branch
again the next day to receive the name similarity document that would prove [ was

not the person wanted by the Syrian regime.

The following day, October 17th, I went to the new interrogation branch at
Mezzeh Military Airport to receive the document, only to be surprised by my
arrest without prior warning or reason, despite their full knowledge of the name
similarity issue and their confirmation the previous day that I was not the person

wanted on their lists.

The branch’s force personnel stripped me of my clothes to search me, and they
beat me for a period before throwing me into a solitary cell on the ground floor,

which was cell number 12.
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Detention in Cell Number 12

I spent about ten days in cell number 12, during which I was not interrogated or

informed of the reason for my detention, which remained unclear to me.

Cell number 12 is a solitary cell measuring approximately 120 x 200 cm. Despite
being a solitary cell, I found eight people detained inside it wearing only
underwear. [ was able to identify some of their names and backgrounds to help me

understand what had happened to me.

During this period, we were taken to the lavatories three times a day, and there
were only two lavatories available for the detainees who had to relieve themselves
together in front of each other without privacy, in a very short time determined by
the personnel responsible for taking us from the cell to the lavatories. During our
trips to the lavatories, we were obliged to look at the ground and not raise our
heads, and we were beaten on the way to and from the lavatories. At the end of
the ten days, I was transferred to cell number 35, also in the new interrogation

branch at Mezzeh Military Airport.
Conditions of Detention in Cell Number 35

Cell number 35 was also located on the ground floor of the new interrogation
branch and was also a solitary cell. Despite this and its limited space, I found
fifteen people detained there, some standing and others sitting in alternating

positions to fit us all in that very tight space relative to our number.

The trips to the lavatories were also timed, and we would go out naked, stripped
of clothes except for short underwear. We were also obliged to look at the ground,
and the responsible personnel would beat us on the way to and from the lavatories,
as was the case in cell number 12. Their harsh blows would wound our bodies,
causing bleeding and then infection of the wounds. During my stay in cell number
35, we were allowed to bathe, and that was the only time I was able to bathe
throughout my detention period at the new interrogation branch at Mezzeh
Military Airport. There was no source of drinking water in the cells, so we would

fill small cans with water when we went to the lavatory so that we could drink.
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I remember that on the day when they allowed us to shower, [ witnessed an episode
of torture that the regime’s personnel seemed to carry out periodically. The
regime’s personnel beat us, focusing on beating a specific person severely with a
stick in front of our eyes. The beating intensified until the stick broke and its end
became sharp like a blade, but this did not stop them from beating him, which led
to slashing the detainee’s back, hands, and chest. According to what this person
told me, he was from the Ar’our family from Hama, and I don’t know more about

him than this surname.

I also witnessed another incident of torture during my stay in cell 35, where one
of the people I shared cell number 35 with lost sensation in his palms, which were
paralyzed due to “shabeh” - that is, suspending the detainee from the ceiling or
wall by the wrists so that his feet do not touch the ground, leading to swelling and
severe pain in the hands and shoulders, and the suspension restraints cutting into
the flesh and sometimes exposing the detainee’s bone - as well as prolonged
standing in the cell or sitting in inhumane positions. One day, the personnel
stormed the cell and extracted him from it. He was in a critical condition of illness
and fatigue, and on the verge of death. I still do not know today where they took
him or if he is still alive. [ heard from him that his name was (Mohammad Hikmat
Mohammad Ghareeb) from Damascus. However, sometimes names may be false
because interrogators prevent detainees from saying their real names to those with

them, under threat of torture.

There was also another detainee with me in cell 35 - he told me his name was
Ibrahim Hashem Awad from the village of Al-Ghizlaniya in Damascus - and I
understood from him that the personnel had arrested him instead of his son, whom
I learned was considered a defector. He and a group of prisoners were on the verge
of death, so they took them to the hospital. I later heard from a prisoner nicknamed
“Abu Hamza” from Kafr Sousa in Damascus that he heard in the hospital that he
had died, as he heard hospital personnel calling his name and no one answering.

Another personnel member replied: “The owner of this name is dead.”

I also met in the cell the defected Wing Commander Abu Imad from the Hariri
family. I don’t remember the full name, but he was originally from the city of Al-

Qusayr in Homs Governorate, Syria, who was kidnapped in the Al-Zahera area in
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Damascus by Air Force Intelligence personnel, as I heard from him. I also met a
person who told me his name was Ibrahim Mesto from Qudsaya in Rural
Damascus, who worked as a barber. He had lost his mind under torture and would
urinate on us and scream at night. The majority of the detainees were civilians and
were not members of the Free Syrian Army or any other movement opposing the
Syrian regime. On one occasion, I heard one of the military assistants in the branch
from the city of Tartus, called Maher, saying to the retired and detained officer
Abu Munir, “All of you people of Damascus will enter detention until you pledge
allegiance to Mr. President with the military boot in your mouth.” I realized that
these arrests were not limited to the activities of movements opposing the regime
but also included civilians who had no political activity. The goal was just

intimidation.
Interrogation and Torture Sessions in Cell 35

I was interrogated nine times during my stay in cell number 35. The interrogation
took place in the interrogation room, which was on the same ground floor of the
new interrogation branch. The responsible personnel would accompany me to the
interrogation room after blindfolding me so that I could not see where I was going,
which did not prevent me from seeing completely as I could see the position of
my feet from under the blindfold placed on my eyes. Due to sleeping standing or
sitting in the cell and the lack of a place to lie down for more than two months, I
developed a herniated disc in my back, which still accompanies me to this day. I
also developed skin diseases, internal infections, pain in the nerves and tendons of
the hands, and weakness in sensation on the back of the palms and forearms due
to suspension, torture, and restraints. These diseases and ailments still accompany

me to this day.

The interrogation took place in tragic and humiliating conditions where I would
stand naked for long hours in the bitter winter cold, during which I was beaten,
suspended, insulted, and tortured in various degrading and painful ways. The
psychological and physical pain of torture would reach such a level that I would
scream silently and wish for death to rest from the torment. The questions - or
better called compulsory demands - directed at me during those interrogations

were to confess to my relationship with people I did not know or had not heard of
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before those torture sessions. I was also being tortured to confess to my
relationship with the Tawhid Brigade of the Free Syrian Army and its leader Abdul
Qader Al-Saleh, as he was from the same village as me, although I had never seen
him during the revolution as he was in Syria and I was in Egypt. I had not seen
him during my visit to Syria as my family’s house was in Old Aleppo and the Free
Syrian Army was in the countryside. I was also being tortured to force me to
confess to my relationship with any movements fighting the Syrian regime such
as the Al-Nusra Front or to confess that I had opposing political activity, which
did not happen as I was mostly occupied with my studies abroad and my residence
in Egypt as a student since the end of 2010, then in 2011 and 2012 until the

outbreak of the Syrian Revolution and my arrest in October 2012.

More than one person interrogated me, either individually or collectively. They
were headed in several interrogation sessions by Major Nidal, whose name the
detainees told me - based on my description of his interrogation method - when I
met with them in the cell after one of the torture sessions I was subjected to at his
hands. An officer named Raed Daboul also participated in my interrogation once

as a co-interrogator. He was bald with a reddish face and had a light beard.

I was also interrogated by a person who I was told was Turkmen, meaning he
belonged to the Turkish ethnic group residing in Syria. His name was Mohammed,
according to what I heard from other detainees. I cannot confirm his surname or
rank to this day, but I realized that the reason for his severe torture of me and
attempt to paralyze my hand during torture was personal. He believed - as he told
me - that my cousins who work in the Free Syrian Army had killed his cousin,
who was a colonel in State Security in Aleppo. After my release, I understood that
this Turkmen colonel was the one who had contacted my cousins and asked for
their help in defecting, and to announce that he had been killed by them to cover
up his defection from the regime and enable him to get his family out of Aleppo

for fear that the regime would retaliate by killing his family.
The Communal Cell

I was transferred to the communal cell 5, which is a room on the ground floor of

the new interrogation branch at Mezzeh Military Airport, estimated to be about
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5x7 square metres. There were about 120 detainees in the communal cell, and the
majority of detainees in communal cell 5 were doctors, engineers, intellectuals

and businessmen.

Communal cell 5 was not much different from the previous ones, where detainees
were subjected to systematic torture such as beating and assault when going to
interrogation and inside the cell by forcing detainees to stand for long hours in the
cold, which no human can endure. However, the communal cell itself was torture
as it was extremely cramped and its limited space was not enough for this huge
number of people. The regime’s personnel also organised independent torture

sessions even outside interrogation times in a specific manner.

We were given three meals a day of limited quantity, which sometimes weren’t
enough for us, and we always felt hungry, which caused the detainees to become

emaciated and severely ill.

I was interrogated twice during my stay in communal cell 5, and the officer in
charge of the interrogation in the branch was the one who conducted the
interrogation, in addition to Mohammed, the Turkmen who had interrogated me
before. The interrogation was accompanied by torture, in which the two torturers
followed the same methods previously described, such as beating, shabeh
[hanging by the wrists], insulting, and keeping me standing for long hours in the
snow and cold, naked except for short underwear, which caused various diseases
and made me lose part of the sensation in my hands until today, with recurrent
inflammation in the nerves and tendons of the hands that prevent me from doing

my work normally.

They were asking questions about the same content that were asked during my
torture before to force me to confess to any work against the regime or any
political activity and the type of political mission they thought I had carried out.
Finally, I was unjustly charged with two accusations: Financial support for the
revolution and terrorism, as I had helped some Syrian refugees fleeing to Egypt,
where the intelligence sees that helping refugees including women, children and

other civilians is financial support for terrorism. The second charge was: Covering
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up criminals or terrorists, meaning some of my cousins who are members of the
Free Syrian Army.

They told me that my patriotic duty required me to come to the intelligence myself
to provide information about my cousins who oppose the regime, although I told
them that I didn’t even know that my cousins were in the Free Syrian Army and I
didn’t know where they were and that I hadn’t met them. I couldn’t object for fear
of being subjected to a new round of torture and for my natural desire to be

released and leave detention as soon as possible.
Description of the New Interrogation Branch at Mezzeh Military Airport

I entered Mezzeh Military Airport through the gate on the Mezzeh Autostrade
road. Upon entry, you find an empty ground extending twenty metres to several
rooms that appear random and prefabricated, used for interrogation or as offices
for the personnel. After about fifty metres - approximately - from the rooms, there
is a white building on the left side for keeping detainees’ belongings; and the

interrogation branch is located next to this white building.

The interrogation branch is a two-story building according to what the detainees
talk about: a basement and a ground floor. The building has an entrance door 1x2
square metres leading to a corridor, and opposite to it are the communal cells. To
the left, there is another long corridor with interrogation rooms and various cells,
which is in the shape of an open square with cells on its right and left sides, and
cells 14 and 15 were designated for women. I heard that the basement has the same

design as the ground floor, although I cannot confirm as I did not see the basement.

In terms of administrative structure, the branch had a general director whose name
[ don’t know, and there was the prison director, who was Colonel Suhail, although
I am not aware of the full name, but he is from the Druze sect according to what |
heard. It includes other administrative personnel such as Assistant Nasr Esber,
Assistant Abu Shuaib who is a displaced person from Quneitra, and Assistant
Maher who is from Tartous. The general manager was Jamil Al-Hassan, who
interrogated a number of people, including an elderly Palestinian detainee called

Abu Abdul Rahman who holds a PhD in law. Air Force Intelligence personnel
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kidnapped him from Yarmouk camp, broke his body, pulled out his nails and

arrested his children, according to what he told me.
Exchange and Release

On January 16, 2013, I was transferred to the Military Police Branch in Al-Qaboun
area, where I stayed for three days, after which I was transferred again to Adra
Prison and stayed there for two months and ten days. Then I was transferred to the
court, where Judge Radwan Barakat ruled that I was innocent of the charge of
financial funding for the revolution and of covering up a felony or terrorists.

He wrote in the report that what was written in the interrogation file was done
under torture, the effects of which were still visible on the detainee’s body. Instead
of being released according to the judge’s decision, I was taken out of the court
through a back door, and was led blindfolded and handcuffed to Branch 248 where
I stayed for ten months underground in cold and humidity. I suffered from many
diseases - the effects of which still accompany me until now - and I came close to
death several times due to weak immunity, humidity and never seeing the sun.
From there, I was transferred to Mezzeh Military Airport again, where I was
transferred by military cargo plane to Aleppo International Airport, and from there
to the Military Security Branch in Aleppo to be exchanged for another prisoner as
I learned after my release. The exchange failed, so I stayed in the Military Security

Branch in Aleppo for seven months.

On 11 September 2014, I was finally exchanged for an Alawite officer named

Waddah Al-Assad and released.

I, Mohammed Ali Ibrahim Al-Najjar, declare under penalty of perjury under the laws

of the United States of America that the foregoing is true and correct.

Executed on this [hw:] 14/5/2024 in [hw:] (Istanbul — Turkey).

[signature]

[hw:] (Mohammed Ali Al-Najjar bin Ibrahim)
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