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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 WITNESS OSAMA SAWAN
I, Osama Sawan, hereby declare as follows:

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

I would testify truthfully to these facts under oath.
Reasons and Circumstances of Detention

2. I am a resident of Al-Muadamiya in Damascus. I was arrested by the Air Force
Intelligence from my residence located in Al-Zammar district of Al-Muadamiya on April

18, 2012.

3. Days before the building raid, there was a funeral for one of those martyred by the
regime—apparently a military service member who had been collaborating with
revolutionaries and was discovered and killed, though I cannot recall his name. When I
arrived at Al-Omari Mosque in Al-Muadamiya district to participate in the funeral, a
security vehicle arrived. Two agents exited while an officer remained seated in the

vehicle. They asked for my identification, at which point I fled from them.



[TRANSLATION]

On April 18, 2012, Air Force Intelligence raided the building where I resided. There was
a group of wanted young men from Homs there. From my apartment window, I observed
a civilian vehicle and a pickup truck mounted with a heavy machine gun among the
vehicles conducting the raid. The agents were wearing camouflage military uniforms and
carrying rifles. When they ascended to my apartment, they knocked on my door. I was

there with my mother and my two-and-a-half-year-old son.

The agents entered the apartment, searched and vandalized it, destroyed furniture, and
stole numerous items including money belonging to my brothers and me, as well as our
wives’ gold. The stolen amount at that time was estimated at 7 million Syrian pounds,
plus gold valued at 3 million Syrian pounds. Assistant Anwar Aziz Alawi from Air Force
Intelligence was among the agents who raided my home. He worked at Damascus
International Airport in Air Hospitality while simultaneously serving at Mezzeh Military
Airport. I had heard of him when I worked at Damascus International Airport before the
Syrian Revolution began in 2011. The officer whom I had seen at the mosque entrance
when they asked for my ID was leading the raid on my house. He wasn’t wearing rank
insignia but was dressed in camouflage military uniform. He then said to me: "Is this
you?" I replied: “What do you mean?” He said: “Are you the one who ran away from in
front of the mosque when we stopped?” I denied this, telling him there were two others
in Al-Muadamiya who looked like me. He then called one of the agents who was in the
house and asked him: “Is this the man who fled from in front of the mosque?” The agent
replied: “Yes, this is him.” They then arrested me, and an argument ensued between us.
They proceeded to verbally abuse me and my mother with the most offensive language,
blindfolded me so I couldn't see anything, bound my hands, took me down to the street,

and placed me in the vehicle.

They also arrested one of my neighbors who lived in the same building. I was beaten and
humiliated in the vehicle. The torture continued throughout the entire journey to the

Branch. They beat me with their hands, feet, and rifle butts.

Detention and Torture at Mezzeh Military Airport
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They took us to the Mezzeh Branch at Mezzeh Military Airport, which I determined from
the route the vehicle took. Upon entering Mezzeh Military Airport, I was taken to the
registration office to provide my information. There, we were received with what they
called a “torture reception,” where everyone beat me with whatever implements they had:

hoses, sticks, their feet, and hands. I remained in the office for about two hours.

There was a group of new recruits at the airport who participated in torturing me, my
neighbor, and other detainees with us. The torture continued for about two hours until I

was bleeding, and one of them extinguished a cigarette on my ear.

Afterward, they placed me in the vehicle with two or three security agents in the back
seat. I heard them saying they wanted to raid my father’s house and had brought me to
show them its location, but I refused. It’s worth noting that my father had been detained
at the Air Force Intelligence Branch in Mezzeh for six months at that time. Because of
my refusal to accompany them, they beat me again brutally using rifle butts, removed me

from the vehicle, and tortured me until my body was covered in blood.

They then took me to the first dormitory and handed me over to the soldiers, who tortured
me as their predecessors had done. They stripped me of my clothing, searched me while
hurling insults and verbal abuse, then placed me in the dormitory after removing my

restraints and blindfold.
Description of Detention Dormitory

There were two dormitories, first and second, as well as a medical dormitory which
constituted large rectangular halls located on the ground floor with no construction above

them.

The first dormitory where I was held measured approximately 12x5 meters with a window
at the top. The number of detainees fluctuated according to arrests, but we never
numbered fewer than 80 detainees. One month our number reached 210 detainees. There
was a courtyard in front of the dormitories, though it was enclosed. We were tortured in

this courtyard. I was subjected to torture during the first 80 days after entering the
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dormitory, with torture occurring almost daily. The courtyard had chains attached to
windows and doors for suspending and hanging detainees. They used various torture
methods including sticks, green hoses, suspension by chains, and handcuffs for extended
hours. Multiple detainees died [were martyred] in custody due to brutal torture at this

facility.

The morning after my entry into the dormitory, they blindfolded me, bound my hands,
and transported me by vehicle to the interrogation office within the airport, though I
couldn’t determine its exact location. I was interrogated by an officer, which I understood
from the context of the conversation, as personnel addressed him in a manner suggesting
his rank. From his accent, he appeared to be an Alawite from the Syrian coast, as most

officers there were Alawites.

After completing my interrogation, he ordered them to take me to the torture room. They
continued torturing me for half a day until I lost consciousness several times. They
employed “falaqa,”—beating the soles of my feet with sticks, cables, and hoses—and
tortured my entire body until it turned blue from the abuse. They then returned me to the
dormitory, where I remained for about 80 days. Random torture occurred without cause,
using the same methods as before, including suspension by chains. I was brutally tortured

during this period, as were other detainees.
Deaths [Martyrdom Cases| in Custody from Torture

I witnessed numerous cases of detainees who died [were martyred] in custody due to
torture during this period. One detainee from Al-Muadamiya remained for two or three
days without food or water, suffering severe genital swelling from torture and beatings to

that area, and died on the third day in the first dormitory.
Detention and Brutal Torture in the Old Interrogation Branch

After the eighty-day period in the dormitory, they led me away blindfolded and

handcuffed, along with a group of detainees.
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They chained us together with a long metal chain and took us to the Old Interrogation
Branch, considered hell for its torture and killing. Upon arrival, they removed us from the
buses and began another round of severe and violent beating and torture. We were placed
in a communal cell measuring 3x2 meters, holding 40 detainees. I was interrogated daily
for approximately ten days. Everyone underwent multiple interrogations and experienced

the same torture, humiliation, and other inhumane treatment I endured.

The day after my arrival at the Old Interrogation Branch, they called my name and a guard
came. We had to face the wall to avoid seeing him. When he asked for my name and I
responded, he kicked me violently and ordered others to blindfold and bind me before

dragging me across the floor.

I was taken to an interrogation room containing an officer and someone recording my
confessions on a computer, with a guard standing beside me for torture purposes. The
interrogation covered my personal information, entire life history, revolutionary
activities, revolutionary names, current events, and my connection to them. The
interrogator had an Alawite accent, but I couldn't see anything as the blindfold was large

and tightly secured to my face.

The interrogator would order the guard to beat me if he disliked my answers. The
interrogation and torture continued for two hours. The beating was extremely brutal and
savage, using hands, feet, and pipes. They even extracted my upper front teeth with pliers.
When the interrogator finished, he ordered me removed from the office to an open
courtyard in front of it, still blindfolded and bound. This area was called the “breathing
yard.” They made me stand on a chair, ordered me to raise my hands, and suspended me
by handcuffs from a chain attached to a metal sheet in the ceiling. They then removed the
chair from under my feet, leaving me hanging by my hands, and said “Fly, little bird.”
After about 10 minutes, I told them my right hand felt as hot as if they’d placed an electric
heater on it and was causing me pain. They asked about my left hand, and when I said it
wasn’t hot, they told me to keep “flying.” I later discovered they had forced the metal
handcuff edge into my hand so deeply it reached the bone beneath my palm, and I

eventually lost consciousness.
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I regained consciousness in the evening to find myself still suspended but now from a
door. It seems they tortured me while I was unconscious and then moved me to the door.
A group of guards had gathered to torture me brutally. They enjoyed torturing me while

drinking mate tea and poured hot water on me.

Until this moment, I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything since entering the Old Interrogation
Branch. My hand continued bleeding and oozing pus for about a month and a half, causing
constant pain, with absolutely no medical care provided - —even if a detainee died, this

was considered normal to them.

They also placed me in a Christian wooden coffin for half an hour as a form of
psychological torture, saying I would die soon. This severe and brutal torture was

experienced by all detainees with me.

I remained in this branch for 40 days, with interrogations during the first ten days
following similar patterns of torture and questioning inside the room. On the final day of
interrogation, they took us to an open courtyard in extreme heat and burning sun, where
we were tortured at midday. The officer who closed the interrogation had a high-pitched

voice and an Aleppo accent.
Transfer to the New Interrogation Branch

After forty days, they returned us to the New Interrogation Branch using the same method
they had used to take us to the Old Interrogation Branch. My total detention period at the
Mezzeh Branch lasted three years and forty-five days, during which I witnessed numerous

incidents and endured various forms of torture.

I witnessed a rape incident involving a woman from Damascus, identifiable by her accent.
I was called, positioned at the dormitory door, blindfolded, bound, and forced to kneel.
They brought a woman and raped her in the dormitory courtyard. The perpetrator was an

Alawite assistant and guard. I could hear her screams and pleas not to rape her. There was



27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

[TRANSLATION]

a section for women detainees and their children—we would hear their voices

periodically.

I also witnessed another incident involving a young man from Al-Zabadani who was
killed by a guard named Mustafa Azar. The guard told him, “You must die after I strike
your head ten times with the pipe.” He tortured him in the courtyard in front of my
dormitory, and I could hear him counting the strikes as he beat Mohammed Hamdan.
After delivering ten strikes to his head, they brought him into the dormitory. He died the

next day, with blood flowing from his mouth and nose.

A mosque imam from the Artuz area also died from severe torture. They brought him to
us with his body blue from torture. He remained for three days without eating or drinking,

like a lifeless corpse, until he died.

There were constant smells of decomposing and burned corpses emanating from

everywhere.

One day, a detainee with me was near death from severe torture and began taking his last
breaths. The dormitory supervisor (shawish), a fellow detainee named Ghazwan,
attempted to speak with the guard Fayez Mohammed, who had previously been
imprisoned with us and was from the Air Force personnel. Fayez Mohammed asked if the
detainee was dead. When told no, but that he was near death, Fayez Mohammed shouted
not to bother him with such trivial matters, saying, “When he dies, rape him and then

come tell me he's dead.”
Harsh Detention Conditions: Food Deprivation and Lack of Medical Care

Regarding food at the Mezzeh Branch, it was poor in quality and quantity. For breakfast,
we received a small piece of dry bread with a spoonful of halawa, a spoonful of yogurt,
or 4 olives. For lunch, we received a cup of rice or bulgur with a small piece of bread,

and in the evening, one potato and a very small portion of soup.

Regarding bathroom access, there was no set number of daily visits - it depended on the

guards’ mood and collective punishments they imposed, sometimes denying us bathroom
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access for an entire day. Most commonly, we were allowed three visits daily. Each time,
we had to place our hands behind our backs and bend forward with our heads down to
prevent us from seeing anything. The guard would count to four - we had to relieve
ourselves within just four seconds. Anyone who took longer was tortured and received
falaqa beating on their feet with pipes. We had to use the toilet with the door open to

avoid wasting seconds opening and closing it.

As for medical care, there was absolutely no medication or physician oversight for injured
and sick detainees. Those with injuries would have pus, blood, and maggots emerging
from their wounds, which would become infected and potentially fatal—none of which

concerned them.
Transfer to Military Justice

On 05/31/2015, they called about fifty names, including mine. They chained us together
with a long metal chain, blindfolded us, led us outside, and placed us in three buses to the
Military Justice Department in Mezzeh. We waited in the buses for over an hour. They

then took us to Al-Qaboun, where we remained for several days.

On 06/03/2015, we were transferred to Adra Prison, where I stayed until October 21,
2016.

Release

On the final day, I was transferred to court where the judge gave me a document ordering

no further security pursuit, and I was released.
Ongoing Physical and Psychological Ailments
I continue to suffer from physical and psychological problems.

Since arriving in Greece on May 15, 2017, I have been receiving psychological treatment
for the horrors I experienced in detention. My treatment was overseen by doctors in the
Greek camp from Doctors Without Borders and another medical organization whose

name I cannot recall.
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39. I developed seizure-like symptoms where I would lose consciousness during episodes and

my body would convulse.

40. [ underwent surgery on my right hand at a hospital in the Netherlands, where they opened
the bottom of my palm to decompress the nerve damaged by the handcuffs. All my teeth
were also extracted in the Netherlands due to damage from medical neglect in prison and

the complete removal of my upper front teeth during interrogation. I now have dentures.

41. I still experience fear and panic while eating or sleeping, as the visual memories remain
stuck in my mind. I feel I'm still being pursued by security forces and that someone wants
to torture and kill me. I continue to have disturbing nightmares related to my prison

experiences.

I, Osama Sawan, declare under penalty of perjury under the laws of the United States of America

that the foregoing is true and correct.

Executed on Tuesday, October 08, 2024, in Purmerend, Netherlands

Osama Sawan
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