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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 WALID AL-AASHBAN BIN ABDULLAH

I, Walid Al-Aashban bin Abdullah, hereby declare the following:

1. I have personal knowledge of the facts set forth in this declaration. If called as a witness, I shall
testify truthfully to these facts under oath.
2. I was born in the city of Idlib in 1987. I am married. I currently reside in Turkey and work in

real estate construction.
Detention at the Air Force Intelligence’s Facilities at Mezzeh Military Airport

3. I was detained at the Intelligence Branch on June 9, 2012. I was called Prisoner No. 88 in
Prison Cell No. 10. Of everyone who arrived with me, I was the only one from the battalion.

4. In that prison cell, we were separated into prison cells. The prison cell was very small,
measuring two meters by one and a half meters. When I arrived, there were about six detainees,
but the number later increased to 13.

5. The food was relatively good. We would eat about three loaves of bread, over three meals.
Breakfast would consist of eggs, olives and jam. Lunch would be bulgur or rice. At dinner, we
would always be given boiled potatoes. But we would feel severe thirst. There was a bottle
containing one liter of water. This bottle had to be enough for all of the detainees in the cell all
day. When we would go to the restrooms, we would fill the bottle, but it would not be enough
for that large number, because the weather was very hot.

6. We would go to the restroom twice a day. They would measure the time, and we could not

exceed the time specified for us in the restroom. Otherwise, we would be beaten.
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I was not summoned to any interrogation session on the day I arrived at Mezzeh Military
Airport, because I arrived during the night. I was summoned to an interrogation session first
thing the following morning. My hands were cuffed behind me, and my eyes were covered. |
was placed in a place in the same building I was in. I walked about 200 meters, and then they
asked me to stop. At that moment, I felt like I was standing in a yard, because I could feel the
sun's light and heat. I was only wearing underwear. I stood there for many hours until my feet
were almost burned, because the ground was very hot from the heat of the sun that had been
shining above my head the entire time.

The heat of the sun then gradually lessened, so I thought it was the afternoon. I heard the sounds
of screaming, torture, beatings, swearing, and cursing the entire time. The sounds of torture I
heard were enough to make anyone confess to the most serious charges.

I was emotionally tortured while standing there anxiously awaiting my turn. After the
afternoon, one of the soldiers came and took me to the interrogator's office. When I entered, I
heard the

interrogator’s voice, ordering me to take the blindfold off my eyes. When I took it off, I saw the
interrogator. He asked me, “Do you know why I allowed you to remove the blindfold from your
eyes?” I told him, “Why, sir?” So, he said, “Because you will never get out of here.” I said, “I
did not do anything, sir.” I then started talking to him about my love and loyalty for the country.
He then started yelling and cursing at me and ordered me to lie down on the ground. He ordered
one of the agents to beat me. He then ordered that the officers and soldiers from the Air Defense
Battalion, who had been arrested a while before me, be brought in. They started being brought
in one at a time. They were blindfolded, whereby I could see them, but they could not see me.
The first was a major from Homs. The interrogator asked him how they would communicate
with the terrorists. I learned from his statements that they had implicated me in the case,
because they had been sure that when I left on leave, I would never return. This is because they
knew my ideas well and were arrested while I was on leave.

Following these statements, the interrogator began leveling a torrent of accusations against me.
He said that they knew we wanted to control the Regiment, that we were working with the
revolutionaries in Aldamir, that we were funding them, and that we were coordinating to kill
officers and fire rockets on Qasioun.

The interrogator then brought another detainee, who was a captain, as well as agents, one after
the other. He asked them the same question, and they all gave him the same answer, which was

a list of people’s names. They were all blindfolded and did not expect me to be in the room.
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Frankly, I was very surprised by their identical answers against me, stating that they were under
my command.

After they all left, I began denying that. I said I had nothing to do with anything they had said.
The officer began swearing, cursing and using obscene language. He also ordered the agents to
take me away. The agents began taking me away to be tortured. They hung me up by the wrists
and I was suspended (i.e., I was hung up in such a way that my feet could not touch the floor). I
was swinging indescribably.

But the torture did not stop there. One of the agents inserted an electric wand into my
underwear and electrocuted my genitals. With each electric shock, I would jump upwards from
the severity of the pain. My body would then drop down, and I would feel severe pain in my
hands because I was suspended by the wrists, and the weight of my body was borne by my
hands and shoulders. One of the agents intentionally inserted the electric wand into my genitals,
and with every scream, he would put table salt into my mouth, until I could no longer scream.

I remained suspended by the wrists for a long time in the afternoon. I was brought down once at
dinner time, and then they suspended me again. The next morning, they brought me down at
breakfast time, and then suspended me again at lunch and dinner time before they released me
from suspension. I think I was left suspended for at least 36 hours. In the final hours, I asked
them to bring me down so I could confess, but they said, we do not want any confession from
you about anything.

On that day, they brought me down one hour after dinner. Then, I was taken back to the same
interrogator's room. I immediately told him, “Tell me, sir, what do you want me to confess to so
I can confess immediately?” He told me, “You wanted to take control of Regiment No. (16) and
you wanted to shoot (S200) rockets at Ghouta and Qasioun.” I said, “Sir, first of all, rockets are
only in the air and cannot be aimed at a ground target.” The interrogator then accused me of
being part of a group that wanted to hit Qasioun. I told him, “Yes, we can hit Qasioun, because,
if we want to check whether or not the radar is working, there is a fake target in Qasioun to
check the accuracy of the radar.” The interrogator then said, “You guys are also planning to
bomb the Republican Palace, and hit the Fourth (4th) Division and the Republican Guard.” I
denied that. He then told me, “You were planning to kill the Alawite officers' crew in the
battalion.” So, I told him, “No, sir.”

He then asked me to lie down on the ground and hit me forcefully with a cable. At that moment,
my body was exhausted and unable to withstand that. I began crawling on my abdomen like a

snake. He then told one of the agents, “Bring me the Qaris [a metallic rod about one meter long,
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with a cable attached to its end]. He held the Qaris by the metallic rod, wrapped the cable
around my feet, and then lifted my legs, causing my body to rise slightly at an angle of
approximately 45 degrees, and began beating me.

In that instance, the pain from the Qaris was excruciating, many times more severe than the pain
from a beating. I began feeling like he was almost penetrating my bones from the severity of the
pain. I asked him to put me down, and I confessed that we were planning to kill Alawite officers
in order to control the regiment.

After that, the interrogator asked me to provide the names of the officers and agents in the Al-
Ishara Department who were supposed to cut off communications in the Al-Fouj area. I began
giving him the names of people I knew for certain were defectors and completely unreachable.
Then, the officer ordered that I be returned to the cell.

All of the interrogation sessions occurred within the first days of my entry into the branch, and 1
remained in that prison cell for about 10 days. I was unable to get to know anyone because of
my health situation. I was exhausted from being suspended by the wrists and from the torture.
Because of being suspended by the wrists, I still bear the signs of the restraints to this day.
After about 10 days, my name was called in the morning. When I came out, they moved me to
Prison Cell No. 30. It was very small two meters by one and a half meters. We were 12
detainees in there. Some of us were standing and others were sitting. We took turns because it
was so crowded.

My condition was relatively good compared to the other detainees. Most detainees in Prison
Cell No. 30 showed signs of severe torture. I stayed in that prison cell for 80 days, and some of
the people would go to interrogation and torture sessions.

On the 20th day of my presence in that prison cell, I was summoned to another interrogation
session. When I came out, I saw from under my blindfold an elderly detainee who was
suspended by the wrists and screaming.

As for me, the interrogation session was aimed at having me confirm what I had confessed to in
prior sessions.

Two days later, I saw the elderly detainee whose body bore unforgettable marks of torture. He
told us that they had placed him in a coffin and informed him that it was equipped with a timer.
They threatened that if he didn’t confess about the weapons, he would be buried alive. The
man's psychological state was severely deteriorated, and he was overwhelmed with extreme

fear.
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I remember that one time, in late Ramadan, I heard the sound of the torture of women for the
first time. One of them was cursing and swearing at an interrogator called Abu Musa. She was
also calling for help, crying and screaming. It was a very difficult day for us. Her screams made
everyone in the prison cell cry.

While I was in that prison cell, a large number of detainees came to the branch from the city of
Hama. Not a day would pass without an airplane landing at the airport to transport detainees.
They were also divided among the prison cells. They would be tortured and starved in such a

way that they resembled skeletons.
Transfer to the Air Force Intelligence’s Al-Qassaa Branch in Damascus

I spent about three months between Prison Cell 10 and Prison Cell 30 at the Air Force
Intelligence’s branch in Mezzeh. Then, the names of a large group of detainees were called,
including my name. We were blindfolded that morning, taken by bus, and dropped off in a
place resembling a cellar. Indeed, we went down to what seemed like a basement, while we
were handcuffed and blindfolded. As soon as I had the opportunity, I asked one of the jailers,
“Do you know my cousin? He is called so-and-so.” I barely finished my phrase when a large
number of agents gathered and started beating me everywhere on my body.

I was taken to a prison cell, and they beat me all the way there until they opened the door to the
prison cell. I was kicked into the prison cell. At that point, I fell to the prison cell floor.

I saw six detainees in that solitary cell, and I learned from them that we were in the Air Force
Intelligence’s Al-Qassas branch in Damascus.

The solitary cell measured 1.70m x 1.20m and its ceiling consisted of mesh that was about
twenty-five (25) centimeters above our heads. It was also very dark in that place.

The suffering occurred when we went to the restroom. We would be taken out individually
twice a day, and we were required to exit [the prison cell], enter the restroom toilet, and then
return within 11 seconds. If we took longer, which happened often, we would be placed inside a
wheel [tire] (a type of torture) and we would be beaten severely.

As for the food, it consisted of two meals a day. Each prisoner would get the equivalent of two
loaves of bread a day.

I stayed at that place for a long time, about three (3) months, without being summoned for any
interrogation session. We just followed a single routine. We would be beaten in the wheel [tire]

at least once a week.
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Three days before getting out of the Al-Qassas branch, I was summoned and blindfolded. While
blindfolded, I heard someone tell me that a pardon had been issued for me, and that I would be
getting out based upon it, but that [ would first have to provide some information about a certain
person. So, I told him, I did not know him. So, he told me that he was known for chanting at
demonstrations. I reiterated that I did not know him. So, the jailer told me, you seem not to want
to get out with the pardon. He asked that I be returned to the prison cell without being sent for a
torture session.

The next day, my name was called at night, and I was taken out of the prison cell. When I got to
the office, they asked me to sign some papers, I was not blindfolded. Then, I was returned to my
room.

One day later, at night, I was summoned again. I was taken out of the building by vehicle. I was
blindfolded. However, I could see a little bit from under the blindfold. When we arrived at the
destination, I entered a building. I did not know where I was, but I heard the jailer’s voice, and
it was familiar to me from the Intelligence Branch. His name was Abu Shouaib. He was from

Jabal Al-Sheikh in Quneitra. So, I expected that I would be returned to the Intelligence Branch.
Return to the Air Force Intelligence’s Branch in Mezzeh

I started wondering why I was being sent back to the Intelligence Branch. I remained standing
in a hallway for at least one and a half hours. Then, I was brought into the interrogation room.
The officer’s voice was unfamiliar, but he spoke to me in the same way as an officer from the
Al-Qassas Branch. He told me that there had been a pardon, and that he could forward my name
so you could benefit from the pardon from me. He asked me for information about a person. I
felt like they were using this person's name as bait to learn whether or not I would confess
against him. This is even though everyone knew I did not know him and would not confess
against him. When I did not tell him anything, he said, it seems to me that you do not want to
benefit from the pardon. He then ordered that I be transferred.

This time, I was transferred to a group cell. It was on the ground floor. It measured about four
meters by five meters, but there were over 100 detainees in it.

While I was in that group cell, I developed a very high fever. The left side of my torso then
started to swell. The doctors told me that it was likely an abscess. My condition began to
gradually deteriorate until I was taken out and given protein. The group prison cell leader would
also provide painkillers and anti-inflammatory medications. I suffered for a month and a half.

Even one of the doctors, whose name I do not recall, would cry about my condition when he
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would examine the abscess. I started losing a lot of weight, and I was given more space than
others in the group cell so I could lie down, because I could no longer move.

One and a half months after the abscess started, while I was lying down, I felt something like
water coming out of the abscess. I put a sweater on it, and it filled up with so many secretions
that I could almost wring it out. Despite that, the size of the abscess did not change. My
colleagues in the prison cell treated me by squeezing the abscess until a large blood clot came
out of it.

The next day, an Alawite jailer was brought in. He began exerting his control and gathering the
detainees in a small area of the prison cell. He and his men took control of the larger area. He
was beating the detainees, tying up their hands and legs to bread sacks, and beating them
severely. He was mean and spiteful. I was unable to find out his name.

The next evening, one of the detainees was brought back, but he looked very strange. He was
brought back wearing orange women’s underwear. His foot had been broken since the moment
I entered the group cell. The group prison cell leader had forced him to sing a demeaning song
by a female singer. The scene of the detainee standing in the middle of the room with a broken
foot and wearing women’s underwear was so degrading to him that I wept about the point we
had reached, particularly when he began singing the song. The group prison cell leader was not
satisfied with this level of humiliation. He told the sheikh, “That’s not enough. We want to see
dancing.” That sheikh was unable to move. When he did not respond to these orders, he was

slapped by the director of the group cell and his assistants.
Phase of Transfer to the Military Police in Qaboun

Several days after this incident, my name was called along with a group of names. It was
morning. We were transferred to a place inside the building, which I felt was a lot roomier. We
were blindfolded and our hands and legs were shackled to a group chain. We were transferred
to another place. We did not know where it was. But, when we arrived, we were taken off the
bus, and we learned that it was the Military Police building.

As soon as we entered, the blindfolds were removed from our eyes. Most of them knew each
other. We were about 30 detainees, who were surprised to find me among them, because they
had expected me to defect as soon as I had gone on leave.

We were all the sons of a single calling, and most of them were the regiment’s agents, officers

from the battalion, and the surrounding protection troops. We were then taken to the fourth
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floor for presentation to the Military Court. They began bringing us in, in alphabetical order. I
was one of the last to be presented to the judge.

When I went in to see the judge, he told me, “Were your statements to Air Force Intelligence
true and correct? I told him, “No, sir. I only confessed under duress and torture. After the judge
was done with everyone, we were transferred to the prison at the Military Police. During our
transfer there, we were severely beaten by the agents while they were taking us to the prison.
My name was called from above. So, I told him, “Here, sir.” So, he told me, “Come up here”.
When I went up the stairs, [ was surprised to find my paternal cousin there. I sat in his office.
My paternal cousin was a jailer and had a good relationship with the officers. He had finished
his service more than five years prior. At that point, he brought me food. I sat with him and ate
in a yard near the prison cells.

He then left and came back with a piece of paper. So, he told me, “This is a visitor’s card in the
name of your mother and brother. They will visit you when you go to Sednaya Prison. Frankly,
I was not very surprised when he told me that I would be transferred to Sednaya Prison, because
I expected that it was similar to a civilian prison, and that we would be done with the Security
branches.

I stayed at the Military Police for two nights. On the morning of the third day, we were
blindfolded, and a covered vehicle came to transport us. The mistreatment began as soon as we

went into the prison.
Phase of Transfer to Sednaya Prison

This was April of 2013. As soon as we entered prison, they asked us to cover ourselves. We
would put our hands on our eyes and our heads on the ground in such a way that we could see
no more than one (1) meter in front of our feet. We were brought into a lobby and from there
into a yard to the right. We were all kneeling with our hands on our eyes. We were then asked,
“Who has been here before? I think there was someone [who had been there before] because
they would take some of the detainees to the other side of the yard and beat them. Then, they
moved us downstairs. I do not remember where we were taken. Then, they put us together and
started beating us.

Then, they started counting up to five. As soon as they were done counting, we were supposed
to be naked. Then, they beat us and moved us to the prison cell. During our transfer, we were
subjected to the worst types of beatings and torture. Almost everyone had wounds, was bleeding

or had a broken bone when they got to the prison cell.
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We were six detainees, and we had a hard time seeing each other because the place was dark
and cold. There was a weak light in the ceiling. The room measured no more than one and a
half meters by two meters and contained a small toilet in the corner of the prison cell.

We slept on our side, and about three days later, they gave us our clothes. When we put our
clothes on, we began suffering a lot from the lice. So much so that we would hear the sound of
lice every time we stepped with our feet. They would pop under our feet.

We would get one meal from an opening at the bottom of the door. Whichever detainee would
extend his hand to take the food would have his hand beaten badly. So, we started taking turns
to bring the food, which consisted of a few olives and a little bit of bulgur or rice topped with a
bit of boiled potato.

The six of us remained in that prison cell for about 28 days. We were never taken out of the
prison cell, but we would be beaten while fetching the food. We suffered a lot from the lice and
the severe illness that one of the detainees developed (which was diarrhea so severe that,
towards the end, he had to stay in a separate toilet). We would hear the sounds and [see] the
images of torture in the corridors.

On the last day, we were in that prison cell, they took us out and asked us to take all of our
clothes off. Then, we went upstairs, and they put us in a group prison cell. We were only given
underwear. The detainees from the Air Defense battalion were assembled in that group, with the
exception of two officers who were taken to another prison cell.

About an hour after we were assembled in that prison cell, they brought in food and instructed
us that as soon as the outer door of the prison cells was opened, we should turn to face the wall
while kneeling and cover our eyes with our hands. This was in order to intimidate us. One of the
detainees was chosen, and they beat him severely in the same group cell.

Then, each detainee was asked about the city he was from. Then, they chose a detainee from the
city of Deir ez-Zor to be the group prison cell leader. We later learned that the wing leader was
from Deir ez-Zor. The wing leader would come in every day and ask him about the violators.
He would answer that there were no violations. Then, he would be beaten and tortured severely,
almost to the point of death. He would pass out upon being left.

This went on for three days. We then agreed with him that detainees would be chosen each day
for the torture. The torture was carried out with different tools, including beatings with cables or
iron pipes.

At that time, the health of one of the detainees began to deteriorate significantly. He developed

a bad infection in his molar, which led to abscesses in his mouth that spread throughout his
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mouth. Then, his face began to swell. Then, his chest became infected. While eating food, he
tried to put a bit of food in his mouth, but he could not swallow it or take it out. He died at that
moment.

This was about ten days after we had been taken to the group prison cell. Even though the group
prison cell leader had previously told them about his situation, when they dragged him to the
middle of the group prison cell, they beat him. Then, they coldly and sarcastically told the
group prison cell leader that he would recover. This was the first death inside the prison. It had
a significant impact on me, because he lay there in front of the group prison cell for at least a
day, after which they dragged his body away. We hoped that he would be transferred to the
hospital, but he was left and did not return.

The torture methods we were put through in that group prison cell included the following:
When the weather was cold, the jailers would come into the room and asked A.A. [illegible] to
fill plastic bottles with cold water. Then, they poured them on us and on the blankets and left us
wet with water. They then asked us to sleep on them [i.e., the blankets] when they yelled out the
order “Sleep.” As soon as we heard that order, we would all have to wrap up in the covers. It
was a cold and difficult night for us. It caused several detainees to become sick the next day. A
number of detainees developed severe diarrhea, which killed one of them three days later.
Several days later, another detainee began losing a lot of weight and then died from severe
diarrhea. Another detainee who developed diarrhea began going mad in his last days. He would
say strange and nonsensical things until he ultimately died about 10 days after that night. I also
learned that an officer from Homs, with the rank of captain, died at the Air Force branch,
because he was detained with us, but we did not see him while we were being transported to the
Military Police.

I remember that, once, jailers came by for a surprise inspection, so they found prayer beads,
which consisted of threads we would pull from the blankets and then in which we would make
thirty-three (33) knots. They also discovered that we would communicate with those near us via
a bathroom window overlooking them. When the jailer entered the room, he asked the group
prison cell leader about the violations. The latter told him, “There are none.” When he [i.e., the
jailer] lifted the lid to the toilet in the room, the group prison cell leader said, “There are M.SH
[illegible] sewing needles. At that point, they took him out along with a number of detainees.
He was agitated and so were other detainees. They [the jailers] took them [the detainees] out of

the group prison cell. We then began hearing their voices, which filled the
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prison. All Sednaya jailers descended upon them. When they [i.e., the detainees] returned, their
faces were completely deformed and none of them could walk on their feet, with the exception
of A.A. However, as A.A. was being returned to the group cell, one of the jailers kicked him in
the back. As he fell and leaned his hand against the wall for support, his eyes met those of the
jailer. This moment sealed his fate. The jailer told him, look at me, before delivering a powerful
kick to his chest that caused his immediate death. When they closed the door, we rushed to him
and found his ribcage severely crushed. This jailer was known for his bad treatment, and many
detainees died at his hands. I know nothing about him other than his voice and his accent, which
indicated he was an Alawite. This incident occurred shortly before we got out, i.e., in late May
2014.

One time, we heard the sound of severe torture coming from the adjacent dormitory. Then, the
prison cell door opened, and they called out my name. They asked me to take off my upper
clothing and to kneel. I was then severely beaten. The jailer told me, “Three of your friends in
the adjacent dormitory have died, and one more detainee will die, but he is waiting for you to
die first. We know that you were communicating with the dormitory next door. There are two
detainees with you. Confess who they are now. I told him, “There is no one else but me, so he
beat me again. He told me, No. There is another detainee in Deir ez-Zor and another one from
Latakia.” Two other detainees then raised their hands. They dragged us to the visitation room
downstairs. I was sure I would die that day. If I would scream while being tortured, this would
be enough for the torture to be increased. So how would it be now that they have discovered I
am in communication with the adjacent room? When I entered the visitation room, I had to face
the wall. I then noticed and felt that the jailer had left the room. I tried to lean over a little to
find out what was going on from another detainee. At that moment, the jailer entered and told
me, “Come here.” I came closer. I was blindfolded. He then kicked me hard in the face with his
shoe, and I fell to the floor. He told me, “When your turn comes, remind me what you have
done.”

A little bit later, my name was called. I walked about 100 meters. I was then brought into a
room and made to kneel. I had put my hands on my eyes. I could only see at foot level, but
when I came into the room I was kneeling. While I could not see because I was facing the wall,
I was able to figure out that there was a person sitting in front of me without seeing him. He
spoke to me in a way that made me feel I was not in prison. He calmly told me, Son, you’ve
committed a violation and you guys have come to Sednaya Prison. You guys are also

reoffending in prison. This is not permissible.” He then said, “Why were you smuggling bread
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into your prison cell?” I did not dare tell him that it was because of the extreme hunger and
punishments we were being subjected to. Instead, I told him, “It is a kind of curiosity, sir.” He
told me, “You guys will now return to the dormitory. No one will hold you accountable but I
don’t want these things to happen again.” So I told him, “Yes, sir. As you wish.”

When I returned to the dormitory, I was surprised, because I was not subjected to any torture or
punishment.

The next morning, my name was called along with that of other detainees. The group prison cell
leader ordered that we be placed in the middle of the dormitory. Then, they ordered us to take
off our clothes, except underwear. They told the group cell leader, “These guys can’t wear
anything until we return.”

They opened the door to the dormitory at lunchtime and ordered us to lift our legs. One of the
jailers called me, and then they started beating me and others by hitting our feet. Almost
everyone in the prison heard the sound of the whip hitting our feet. The pain in my feet and
knees was so bad that I could not sleep for three (3) days.

Throughout that period, we heard moans of pain from the detainees in the adjacent dormitory.

I recall that once we went a whole month with better treatment. The head of the prison would
make rounds in the prison, and he began checking our health condition. He then moved us to a
health dormitory, and we were given treatment and medication. The food system also began to
improve. We heard that the director of the prison had changed and that he was a Christian.
However, this did not last long. After a while, things began to get worse again. Indeed, we
heard a rumor that the Christian director of the prison had been killed by an assistant at Sedyana
[sic] Prison. We did not know whether that story was true. However, the situation had indeed
changed for the better for at least 15 days.

As for my family, about two months into my presence at Sedyana [sic] Prison, my mother was
able to get permission to visit me through my paternal cousin. Before I was taken down [to see
her], outer clothing was taken from one of the detainees, because I was only in my underwear. |
was asked to wear them, and I was taken down while blindfolded. When I arrived, we were
asked us to face the wall and kneel. From his words, I felt that I was not alone. Indeed, the
instructions were spoken using the plural form. He asked us to pretend that we were well, that
we were being treated well, and that we were eating well. We were also warned not to mention
any name. Then, they moved us to another place. When they took our blindfolds off, we were in
front of a curtain. We were asked to adjust our clothes so we looked good. Then, the curtain

was pulled to the side. I was accompanied by an agent. There was mesh in front of me as well
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as more mesh for visitors, separated by a corridor being guarded heavily. I was very affected
when I saw my mother. After the visit, my mother left me some money, but the guard took half
of it.

During my nearly thirteen months of detention at Sedyana [sic] Prison, my mother would visit

me every 45 days.
Departure from Sednaya and Return to the Air Defense Battalion

That is how the days went by in Sedyana[sic] Prison, with torture, fear and killings at any
moment. Once, on June 11, 2024, they came to distribute the food and the food was unusually
good in terms of quantity and type. They gave us chicken. As soon as we began eating the food,
the jailers came in. As usual, we faced the wall and covered our eyes when we heard their
voices as they passed the rest of the dormitories and called out to some detainees. When they
reached our dormitory, they kicked the food with their feet and poured the dishwashing soap in
the room onto the food. At the same time, they started swearing and cursing.

They began calling one name after another. Since we were all part of one case, all of our names
were called. We were then taken out of the dormitory and gathered in a room on the ground
floor. We were all afraid and did not know what fate awaited us. I wondered whether we would
be transferred to the Tadmor Prison. Then, in the same place, they shaved our hair and beards,
while we were forced to cover our eyes with our hands. Then, we were taken to a hall on the
same floor. It looked like a lecture hall. There, we were allowed to see for the first time.

The hall was filled with Military Police members and officers, who told us that the President
had issued a decree pardoning the inmates. They began their lectures on the Ruler’s virtues and
generosity. Then, they told us that we would be taken back to the military sector so we could
complete the compulsory service, and they returned our belongings to us. I had a sum of money,
and it was returned to me. Then, they transported us by covered vehicle (cooler) to Military
Police. We arrived at Military Police in the early afternoon and were taken out of the vehicle.
There was a large number and voices filled the place. At that point, Assistant Jaafar came and
beat us all randomly. When evening came, we were taken to the Air Defense Directorate in Al-
Malihah. When we arrived at the Air Defense Directorate, we slept there for one night in a yard
outdoors until morning came. At that point, they transported us via a heavily guarded,
uncovered vehicle, after giving us political instructions.

During that trip, they pointed weapons at us. They were led by a financial officer who had the

rank of major. I no longer remember his name. When we arrived, we were put in a place that
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looked like an auditorium. At noon, the security officer at the time, a man by the name of Emad
Askar, came and began reading out our names. Then, they began assigning each of us to his
previous battalion, and a vehicle came to transport him to his first battalion. When I arrived, I
found that the battalion commander had changed, and that he was called Colonel Hassan Aassi.
He was from Safita and was an Alawite, but he was generally fair despite his racism [sic].
When Colonel Hassan Aassi called me to his office, he told me, “You used to be the battalion’s
accountant, correct? I told him, Yes, sir. So, he told me, “Some tasks are missing.” Then, I told
him, “I will take care of it.” Then, he told me, “Alright. You can work on them after you rest.
You will be reinstated to your previous job.”

From the moment of my release, I began looking for a way to defect, but I did not want to draw
attention to myself and wanted to earn their trust so I could move around easily. They feared me
and were careful when dealing with me. In their opinion, I was a person who was planning to
take over the entire regiment and who did not care whether he killed any officer in the regiment.
When they handed me a weapon and ammunition, I was almost certain that the ammunition was
blank. I always felt like I was under surveillance. They would even send some agents to find out
what I was thinking, but I was extremely careful when speaking with agents and officers. So
much so that an Alawite officer, with whom I had a good relationship and who was an Arabic
teacher, told me, “If you’re thinking about anything, don’t tell me about it even if I ask you to. I
reckon you understand what I mean.” We would always have discussions, but I was always
wary of him.

Once, there was an Alawite lieutenant with whom I had a good relationship prior to his arrest.
He surprised me by asking, “When will you go?” I told him, “Where to?” He told me, “To
Idlib.” So I told him, “If I were to go to Idlib, I’'m sure they would slaughter me.” So he told
me, “You are a national hero to them.” Being fully aware that someone had sent him to find out
what I was thinking, I told him, “I am comfortable and want for nothing. I couldn’t be better.”
Pressure began to surround me. I had to try to find a way out and to get the officers’ eyes off
me. So I said to myself, I have to develop relationships with women, because if they found me
interested in women, this means that I have nothing to do with revolutionary activities. So I
became acquainted with a woman in Damascus. I took sexually explicit photos with her. When
I returned, I told the battalion security officer that I now had a girlfriend in Damascus and that I
needed to go to Damascus from time to time to meet up with her. I showed him the photos. At

that point, he was very happy, and I felt that he was a different man towards me. He told me,
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“As you wish. You will have 15 days of leave from time to time.” This happened after about
three months.

I spent 11 months in the service after being released from detention. The period I spent in prison
was counted towards the service. The explanation for my absence during that time was that I
was on a mission. [ was also given half of my salary every month. So, I served for almost five
years, including the period I spent in prison.

After my release from prison and service in the battalion, my situation was very good. Indeed, |
was able to gain everyone’s trust. All of the officers wanted me to be comfortable, and I left
them with no doubt. But, my main concern was finding an opportunity to be rid of this entire
situation. At the time I was hearing about what was going on inside Syria, nothing was going on
in the battalion. Even when I would go to Damascus, it would be relatively safe. However, I
was very aware of what was going on in the field. At that time, I applied to Agent Fatteh Al-
Khalaf for a 24-hour leave to Damascus. At first, he did not approve it. But then, all of the
officers interceded on my behalf, because I started feeling that my relationship with them was
steadily getting stronger and that they trusted me. After all of that, I felt that it was time to

defect, and that my situation was no longer raising suspicions.
Defection from the Air Defense Battalion in Al-Dumayr

In late March 2015, my mother told me to contact one of my relatives to help me defect. I
contacted him in strict confidence. I deleted our telephone call for fear of attracting attention,
particularly since Colonel Hassan Aassi would sometimes take my phone from me under the
pretext of reading the books uploaded to it. My relative, [illegible], asked me if I could
somehow come to the city of Hama. So I told him, “Yes.” He asked me when I would be able to
leave the battalion, so I would tell him when I would leave.

At the beginning of April 2015, the Colonel asked me to prepare a leave register. He told me,
“Don’t you want to go on leave this month?” So I told him, “No, I don’t have too right now, but
I may accompany you when you go on your leave to Tartus in early May. I will have been paid
at that time.” He told me, “In any event, put your name down for leave on April 9th. When your
day off comes around, you can decide whether or not you even want to go.” When April 9th
came around, the Colonel told me, “Don’t you want to go on leave.” So I told him, “No, sir.” So
he said, “Then a soldier will go on leave instead of you that day.” So I said, “As you wish, sir.”
At the time, I communicated with my relative who told me to find an excuse to go out with the

battalion on the 12 of the same month. Two days before the appointed time, I contacted my
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sister and told her to send me messages in the evening, when I thought the Colonel would have
my phone, to tell me that my mother was sick.

The next morning, I went to see the Colonel and signed for the mail. I then went to the rear
prison. It was my habit to go collect the mail and not return before 2 p.m. However, I came
back running around 11a.m. from the rear to the battalion, which was about one kilometer
away. I arrived tired and panting when I arrived. I even began acting like I was unwell,
exhausted and unable to speak. So, the Colonel told me, “Tell me what happened.” So, I told
him, “My mother is very sick. She was taken to the city of Hama by ambulance. I want to go on
leave now to see her.” So, he said, “We will see if you can go on leave.” So, I told him, “If I'm
not granted leave, I will have to flee.” I pretended like I really needed to go on leave. So, he told
me, “I’ll see what the Brigadier says.” When he contacted his office manager, Walid Al-
Hamdan, he told us, “Wait till he finishes shaving his chin.” So, I told him, “Is the Brigadier
shaving his chin while my mother is sick, may die and I can’t see her?”” So the Colonel told me,
“Calm down a bit.” A short while later, he contacted the Brigadier and requested the leave. He
told him I had been granted leave on the ninth of that month, but that I had not agreed to go. So
the Brigadier told the Colonel, “Send him to me.” The Colonel gave me the leave register and
told me to go see the Brigadier. When I got there, I handed him the leave register. At that point,
he looked at me and said, “Why didn’t you go on your leave on the ninth of this month, son?”
So I told him, “I had no intention to go on leave, but an emergency has forced me to request
leave.” So he told me, “Why didn’t you want to go on leave?” So I told him, “Where would I
go, sir? My village is filled with terrorists. But now, I will head to the Hama hospital, in other
words, to the areas controlled by the Syrian government. If you know someone who can
intercede on my mother’s behalf, please intervene.” My story left no room for any doubt, as I
tried to avert all suspicion from me. The Brigadier agreed to grant me leave with no trouble. He
told me, “Are three days enough?” So, I told him, “At this moment, anything is enough. I will
keep in contact with you.” Then, I told him, “I would like to go on leave today.” So, he said,
“You can’t do that. Your life will be in danger from the armed men in Al-Dumayr.” There was
an agreement between the city’s residents and the regiment that civilians and soldiers would
cross during specific hours, and we were outside that specified period. So, he told me, “You
have to wait until tomorrow morning.” At that moment, I took the leave [documentation] from
him. It indicated a three-day leave to the city of Hama. That night, I was careful to seem
stressed and worried about my mother, in case anyone was watching me. I even tried to stay

awake that night. In the morning, I left on the regiment’s overnight bus. They stopped it at the
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Al-Qutayfah checkpoint. From there, the men from the unit stopped a private transportation
company bus, and I boarded with them.

When I arrived in the city of Hama, I boarded a small minibus to go to the city of Suran, which
is part of the Hama governorate. I did all of this at the direction of my relative, who promised to
help me defect. Part of the city of Suran is controlled by the Free [Syrian] Army, and the other
part is controlled by the Syrian government’s army. After passing through the Regime’s
barricades easily, my relative was waiting for me at the entrance to Suran. He was accompanied
by the driver of a pickup truck filled with gas cylinders in the back.

At that moment, I took off my military shoes and clothes, which suggested 1 was a shabih
[Syrian militia member]. I was wearing jeans, a black sweater and desert military boots. After
taking off these clothes and putting on regular civilian attire, we set off with the driver. We
went through Suran, across 23 Syrian Army checkpoints, between Suran and Abu Dali (which
is full of Regime shabih (milita men). This was dangerous for me, particularly if they were to
discover that I was headed toward the Free Army’s areas.

My trip in the pickup in the city of Suran was the most difficult situation I had experienced
since defecting, because of the danger of the location separating the Free Army from the areas
controlled by the Syrian government. But it passed easily because the agents at the barricades
were focused on receiving money in exchange for allowing the numerous gas cylinders to cross.
When we got to the last Syrian Army barricade and stopped, questions were asked about me
and my identity card was requested. So, my relative told him, “He is a soldier and is here on
lawful leave. He has to pass in order to see his mother who is dying.” So, he told me, “Come in
but hide your leave [documentation] and anything indicating that you are a soldier, my son.”
My relative told me that danger awaited me in the areas controlled by the Free Army, because |
was approaching my village, and everyone knew that I was a soldier in the Regime’s army.
These were the areas affiliated with the Idlib Governorate (Al-Mawali). We headed on a road
that would enable us to avoid all of the Free Army’s barricades. When we reached the edge of
the village of Tel Sultan, my relative told me that he would not be able to take me into the
village for fear of any liability before the Free Army. They dropped me off at the southern edge
of the village. From there, I was able to pass by the house of one of my extremist relatives in the
village. I told my sister, who came with her husband, and they took me into the village of Tel
Sultan by motorcycle.

Relatives and then villagers gathered to learn that I had arrived in the village as a defector. It

was at that point that I announced my defection. My paternal cousins fired shots in the air,
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celebrating my defection. The next day, one of my relatives came over and asked me for details
about the Sedyana [sic] Prison, and said, “You are under our protection.” About a month later, I
got married. Then, one week after my marriage, my wife and I headed to Turkey, at the request
of my mother, who feared for me.

95.  Ientered the state of Antalya, Turkey, in mid-May 2015. I still reside there now.

I, Walid Al-Aashban bin Abdullah, hereby declare under penalty of perjury pursuant to US law that the

foregoing is true and correct.

Prepared on Wednesday, October 30, 2024

Walid Abdullah Al-Aashban [signature]
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