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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

OBADA MZAIK, Case No. 1:22-cv-00042-ACR

SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC,

Plaintif, Complaint for Torture

v 28 U.S.C. § 1605A

Defendant.

DECLARATION OF SAFOUH MUHAMMAD HALEMA

I, Safouh Muhammad Halema, do hereby declare as follows:

1.

I 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

On September 28, 2011, at the age of 17, I participated in morning and evening
demonstrations near a restaurant complex in Hutaytet Al-Turkman town, opposing
the Syrian regime. State Security and Air Force Intelligence raided the
demonstration from two directions. There did not appear to be coordination
between the State Security and Air Force Intelligence, as they immediately opened
heavy fire on each other upon arrival.

I fled and hid underneath a parked car in the area. After a few minutes, the gunfire
ceased and I witnessed Air Force Intelligence personnel arresting one of my
friends, his brother, and several others present. As the forces were leaving, one of
the personnel spotted me under the car, shouted, and many Air Force Intelligence
members gathered around me. They pulled me out from under the car and arrested

me.
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As the forces were leaving, one of the personnel spotted me under the car, shouted, and
many Air Force Intelligence members gathered around me. They pulled me out
from under the car and arrested me.

4. The security forces searched me and the other detainees, verifying our identities.
They released anyone not born in Hutaytet Al-Turkman. I remained with two
others. They piled us on top of each other and began beating us savagely. The
beating was so severe that they dislocated my shoulder. They also wounded one
detainee's head after striking him with a rifle butt. They continuously beat us with
batons until my body was swollen. My right finger also split open and bled
profusely.

5. Before moving us, a person known as Abu Ali Jawiya, an Air Force Intelligence
assistant whom we all knew from before the 2011 Syrian Revolution due to his
frequent visits to the village to collect extortion money, arrived. He stood on a car
and said, “you sons of Hutaytet Al-Turkman are all terrorists,” and began beating
us. The other personnel joined in, using batons, hands, and feet. At this point, the
beating and torture became unbearable. Afterwards, they marched us towards the
Conferences checkpoint on the road to Mezzeh Military Airport, which is
controlled by the Air Force Intelligence. Our eyes were blindfolded with our shirts.
My shirt was transparent, which allowed me to see some things.

6. They then put us in a small room where all the Conference checkpoint personnel
took turns beating us with whatever tools they had, such as electrical wires, hoses,
and plastic pipes. They also shocked us with electric batons. They tortured us for
about 45 minutes before taking us to the Air Force Intelligence branch at Mezzeh

Military Airport.
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Torture Upon Arrival at Mezzeh Military Airport

The torture didn't stop throughout the journey from the moment of our arrest until
we reached Mezzeh Military Airport. Upon arrival, they ushered us into a room.
Our hands were tied behind our backs. Two officers were smoking shisha; one was
elderly. I could see them through my shirt but couldn't make out their facial
features clearly. The elderly officer stood up, grabbed a quarter-inch electrical
cable from under the desk, and began beating us brutally. The officers forced us to
strip completely, subjected us to a body cavity search, then had us dress and took
us to a corridor.

The security personnel threw me to the ground and one stood on my back. I
screamed in agony as blood poured from my entire body. One of the personnel
shoved his military boot-clad foot into my mouth to stifle my screams while
several others tortured me. When I uttered offensive remarks about Bashar al-
Assad, the personnel became relentless in torturing me with hoses, sticks, and
electricity. Afterwards, the officer emerged with a quad cable and struck me
several times, saying, “take him to the cell.” My shoulder was swollen and
dislocated. I also saw one of the other detainees with his head split open and
bleeding.

Detention Conditions at Mezzeh Military Airport

When I entered the cell, it measured one and a half meters long by one meter wide.
There were 12 similar cells. The place was surrounded by a wall with an open
courtyard, like an old Arab house. Two other detainees were with me in the cell.
We fell into a deep sleep upon entering. When we woke the next morning, the cell
door was open. We went out to the courtyard where the personnel came and opened

all the cell doors to bring out other detainees. The detainees were all wearing
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underwear and had very long beards. There were approximately 30 other
detainees.
There was a washer and a lavatory in the courtyard where we washed the blood
from our bodies. After about an hour, a guard with an Alawite accent—Ilike all the
interrogators and guards there—came shouting, “where are the animals we brought
yesterday?” When he saw us, he began cursing God and asked, “who did this to
you?” The guard took us to a doctor in another building about a street away from
where we were detained after he placed my shirt over my face.
When we entered the doctor's room, the doctor slapped my face and struck my
dislocated shoulder, telling me to leave. He refused to treat me despite my
dislocated shoulder and injured finger. I also saw the doctor stitching another
detainee's head without anaesthesia or sterilization. The detainee’s screams echoed
from the pain. An hour later, they separated us, and I was transferred to a cell two
meters long and one and a half meters wide, containing nine other detainees. I
stayed there for nine days, with the number of detainees fluctuating daily, reaching
up to 25 detainees at one point.

Interrogation at Mezzeh Military Airport
The next day, I was summoned for interrogation. In the interrogation room, an
officer said, “if you want to rest, confess to everything.” I replied, “what should I
confess to? I haven't done anything.” He ordered me to lie on my stomach and
raise my feet. He spent 15 minutes beating my feet with a plastic pipe until they
swelled. Then he said, “you fired on our personnel during the raid and injured one.
The other personnel saw you carrying a weapon on your shoulder.” I denied
everything, even participating in the demonstration, but he had my mobile phone

and said, “there are pictures of you at two demonstrations on the phone.” I admitted
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to those, but he wasn't satisfied. I kept increasing the number of demonstrations I
participated in until I reached eight because he was continuously beating me with
a hose while I lay on the ground. I spent about three and a half hours in the
interrogation room being subjected to severe torture.

Two days later, I was summoned for interrogation again. They knew about my
distribution of anti-Syrian regime leaflets at that time. The interrogation revolved
around these leaflets. The torture was harsher and more severe. As a guard beat
me with a quad cable whip all over my body without mercy for over an hour
without interrogation because the interrogator was busy. They would splash water
on my face and feet to prevent me from losing consciousness so I would suffer
more. Afterwards, the interrogator said, “do you want to die here?” and told the
guard to take me away.

The security guard took me, blindfolded and handcuffed, out of the building. We
walked on asphalt, then entered a building and descended about five steps
underground. He removed my blindfold and I saw a room with a group of detainees
in a miserable condition—their appearance terrifying. Some were suspended by
their hands, hanging by metal chains from their hands and feet in the air. Others
suspended by their feet, and one person appeared to be dead, lying on the ground
with his face covered in blood, motionless.

The guard said to me, “I'll hang you like them,” then blindfolded me again and
took me back to the interrogation room. The interrogator sarcastically asked, “did
you see them?” I said, “yes." They tortured me again. I spent about five hours
under interrogation and violent torture.

The guards then returned me to the cell and I immediately fell asleep from extreme

exhaustion and pain. In the evening, the guards took me back for interrogation.
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The interrogator began lecturing me about the homeland and patriotism, slapped
my face twice, and told the guards to return me to the cell. I was interrogated eight
times in that cell, all following the same pattern of torture, but each time the torture
was more severe and harsh. The last time, [ was hung by my hands on the door for
about nine hours, from afternoon until around midnight. Everyone who passed by
would beat me.
The day before I left that cell, they summoned me to the interrogator's room and
had me fingerprint papers that I didn’t know the contents of. They returned me to
the cell. A detained lawyer among the detainees in that cell advised me to deny all
charges against me in court. There was also a young man in the cell, approximately
17 years old.

Continued Torture at Mezzeh Military Airport
We were allowed to use the lavatory only twice a day, morning and evening. There
were three guards at the beginning, middle, and end of the corridor, carrying hoses,
plastic pipes, and sticks. They would beat us brutally every time we went to the
lavatory, both going and returning. We wore only underwear when going to the
lavatory. The time allowed for relieving ourselves was less than a minute.
There was no medical care in the cell. We washed our wounds with the water
allocated for drinking because they wouldn't allow us to wash them elsewhere,
leading to infection and inflammation. When they asked who needed a doctor, we
would say we did. They would look at us, then insult us and return us to the cell.
Upon returning to the cell, I heard detainees in the neighbouring cell screaming
that a detainee had died. The guards came and tortured them for screaming. On the

ninth day of my stay in that cell, they announced our names and chained me with
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other detainees to a long metal chain. We were in two groups, each with 25
detainees.

18. We boarded a bus that drove for less than ten minutes before they unloaded us and
put us into a room 10 meters long and 3 meters wide, with two lavatories—one
unusable—and a shower that was also unusable.

19. There were 100 detainees in that cell, and we were 25, so we became 125
detainees. I wasn't interrogated in that cell, where I stayed for 19 days, but I was
tortured twice:

1. First time: When an assistant named Yanar, an Alawite from Jableh, saw me
and called me from the cell, he took my prayer beads and asked me to extend
my hands through the cell's opening. He grabbed my hands and pulled them
violently several times, causing my head to hit the cell. Then he took me out
of the cell and tortured me with an electrical cable for five minutes, beating me
all over my body before returning me to the cell.

ii.  Second time: We were praying Friday prayer, and a detainee was giving a
sermon in a low voice, but the guards heard us. We were in the bathroom at the
time. They said, “all detainees in the bathroom, come out.” We were seven
detainees then. They began beating us with plastic pipes and cables for an hour
and a half while torturing us.

20. There were daily interrogations of detainees in both the first and second cells.
Detainees would return to the cell staggering, swollen, and bleeding. The food was
similar to that in the previous cell but in smaller quantities. A piece that was
enough for 4 people was distributed among about 15 detainees. A doctor came

once but didn't examine the detainees. He would throw anti-inflammatory pills or
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paracetamol through the door and applied ointment to my finger, which was
swollen and injured from torture, by reaching through the cell door.
Release from Mezzeh Military Airport

The day before I left the detention centre, an assistant came and asked if there were
any school or university students, as there were exams at the time. We said yes
and gave him our names and school names for verification. The next day, he came
and took me and others. They took us out of the building blindfolded. We were
about 40 detainees who were school students. An officer came and gave us a
patriotic speech, then they called our families to come and take us. However, not
all families responded at that time, including mine, so they put me with others in
a courtyard until the next morning. My father came and met with a high-ranking
officer, whom I heard was Jamil Al-Hassan's deputy. He allowed my father to take
me home after giving him a patriotic speech and urging him to prevent me from
demonstrating again.

My detention has severely affected my mental health to this day. I've become more
nervous than before, my behaviour has changed, and I've become more aggressive
due to the torture, terror, and fear I experienced in detention, especially since it

happened during my childhood. Even my family has noticed this change.

I, Safouh Muhammad Halema, declare under penalty of perjury under the laws of the

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

Executed on: May 27, 2024 in (Afrin) Syria, Aleppo countryside.

Safouh Muhammad Halema
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