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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

CATHLEEN CoLVIN, individually and as Civil No. 1:16-cv-01423 (ABJ)
parent and next friend of minors C.A.C.
and L.A.C., heirs-at-law and beneficiaries
of the estate of MARIE COLVIN, and
JUSTINE ARAYA-COLVIN, heir-at-law and
beneficiary of the estate of MARIE COLVIN,

Plaintiffs,
V.

SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC,

Defendant.

DECLARATION OF ABDEL MAJID MOHAMMED ABDEL MAJID BARAKAT

I, Abdel Majid Mohammed Abdel Majid Barakat, declare as follows:

1. | am over 18 years of age and have personal knowledge of the facts set forth in
this Declaration. If called as a witness, | would testify competently to such facts under oath.

2. | am a Syrian national currently living in a foreign country as a refugee. | am in
hiding because | believe that I am wanted by the regime of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad for
defecting from the Syrian government.

3. | speak Arabic fluently.

4, | am a former employee of the Central Crisis Management Cell (the “CCMC”), a
committee created by the Assad regime with the purpose of coordinating a military-security
response to the civil uprising in Syria in early 2011. | have personal knowledge of and can speak
to its members, organization, functions, and operations from April 2011 through to my defection

on February 6, 2012, including its campaign to crack down on the media. Based on documents
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that | saw while in office, | have knowledge of President Bashar al-Assad’s involvement in those
operations, as well the involvement of other officials at the highest levels of government.
Background

5. In April of 2011, I was pursuing a master’s degree in international relations at the
University of Damascus when | learned of a job opportunity in the Syrian government. Earlier
that spring, President Bashar al-Assad had created by decree a new office: the CCMC. Its
mission was to coordinate a national strategic response to the demonstrations that erupted across
Syria beginning in March 2011. | learned through a friend that the Office of the Secretary of the
CCMC was hiring for a position, so | submitted an application.

6. On April 21, 2011, I was invited to an interview with the Secretary of the CCMC,
Salahaddin al-Naimi. Al-Naimi asked me for my opinion on the situation in Syria and | told him
that | believed the country needed reform, and that a military response to the crisis was
avoidable. Al-Naimi hired me on the spot and I started work the next day.

7. When | joined the CCMC, the Syrian revolution was in its early stages. At the
time, there was a network of civil society activist groups demonstrating and organizing for
political reform. They were referred to as the Local Coordinating Committees. | was interested
in their work because | also believed that reform was possible. | thought that working for the
CCMC would give me the opportunity to seek reform from within the system.

8. | served as the Data and Information Manager in the Office of the Secretary of the

CCMC from April 22, 2011 until I defected from the Syrian government on February 6, 2012.
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The Structure and Role of the CCMC

9. The CCMC was an organ of Syria’s ruling Baath Party." To my knowledge, the
Baath Party operated and continues to operate under the control of Bashar al-Assad—President
of the Syrian Arab Republic, Secretary of the Syrian Regional Command of the Baath Party,?
and Commander in Chief of the Syrian Armed Forces. As of the date of my defection on
February 6, 2012, the Assistant Secretary of the Regional Command of the Baath Party was
Mohammed Said Bekheitan. My understanding is that he remained in that role through February
22, 2012. Bekheitan also served as Chairman of the CCMC but was replaced in that role by
Imad® Hassan Turkomani at or around the end of summer 2011.

10.  The CCMC was created in late March 2011 by decree of President Assad. Its
primary purpose was to coordinate a government-wide strategic response to the mass protests
and opposition movement that had erupted in Syria. This response had economic, diplomatic,
and public relations aspects but it was, above all, a security and military undertaking.

11.  The CCMC was the highest national-security body in the Syrian government,

subordinate only to President Assad himself. The CCMC formulated strategic and tactical

! During my tenure at the CCMC, the Baath Party maintained a hierarchical structure that
paralleled the government structure at the national, governorate (i.e. provincial), district, and
local levels, exercising political and ideological control over the parallel state bodies. Thus, the
Baath Party leadership exercised command not only over the Party but also over the Syrian
government’s civil service bureaucracies and the military, intelligence, and police forces at each
level of government. At the national level, all Syrian state institutions answered to the senior
Baath Party leadership. At the local level, in each of Syria’s governorates, government
authorities reported to the Baath Party Secretary for that governorate.

2 The central command of the Baath Party in Syria was called the “Regional Command,” rather
than the “National Command” because, under Baathist ideology, Syria is one region within the
pan-Arab nation.

% “Imad” is a Syrian military rank that is superior to Major General.
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instructions, which were submitted to President Assad for approval and then disseminated
through parallel, and sometimes overlapping, chains of command, that included at their core the
National Security Bureau of the Baath Party (the “NSB”),* the Security Committees of each of
Syria’s 14 governorates,’ the Ministry of Defense,® and the Ministry of the Interior.” There were
also other government Ministries that were occasionally involved in CCMC matters, including
the Ministry of Information, the Foreign Ministry, and the Media Office of the Baath Party
Regional Command (headed by Fayez as-Sayegh).
12.  These multiple lines of authority were reflected in the composition of the CCMC.
As of February 2012, the membership of the CCMC included:
. IMAD HASSAN TURKOMANI, Chairman of the CCMC, and former Minister of Defense and
izggija}l Envoy of President Bashar al-Assad, strategic military consultant to President

o ASSEF SHAWKAT, Chief of Staff of the Army and Armed Forces and Deputy Minister of
Defense, and brother-in-law of President Assad;

. HisSHAM IKHTIAR, head of the National Security Bureau of the Baath Party;
. ALI MAMLUK, head of General Intelligence;

. ABDEL-FATAH QUDSIYEH, head of Military Intelligence;

. JAMIL HASSAN, head of Air Force Intelligence;

* The NSB coordinated the activities of Syria’s four main intelligence agencies: Military
Intelligence, Air Force Intelligence, Political Security, and the General Intelligence.

® Each Security Committee (also called Branch-Cell) was a Baath Party institution chaired by the
Baath Party Secretary for the Governorate and was comprised of the heads of the regional
branches of the four intelligence agencies, the governor, the chiefs of military and civilian police,
as well as the regional command of the military.

® The Ministry of Defense was responsible for the Army Chief of Staff, armed forces, and
military police.

" The Ministry of the Interior was responsible for the civilian and border police.
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. MoHAMMED DIB ZEITOUN, head of Political Security;

. DAouUD RAJIHA, Minister of Defense;

. MOHAMMAD AL-SHAAR, Minister of the Interior;

° MAHER AL-ASSAD, de facto commander of the Syrian Army’s Fourth Division, brother of

President Assad, and the most politically influential military officer in Syria; and
. ALI HABIB, representative of the Presidential Palace of President Assad.

13.  When a CCMC meeting addressed a specific subject matter, the relevant
government official would also attend. For example, discussions of media issues would be
attended by the Ministry of Information even though the Ministry was not otherwise a regular
member of the CCMC. Government officials were ultimately answerable to the Baath Party and
its leader: President Assad.

14.  The CCMC had three offices and a conference room within the Baath Party
Regional Command’s headquarters in Damascus. One of the offices belonged to the Chairman,
Hassan Turkomani (after he took over from Bekheitan). The Secretary (my direct supervisor),
Major General Salahadin al-Naimi, and his deputy, Rukan® Colonel Mustafa al-Shar’aa, occupied
another. | used the third office. Attached as Exhibits A-1, A-2, and A-3 are true and correct
copies of photographs that | took on my mobile phone on September 21, 2011. The photos
accurately depict the interior of my office at the CCMC and my desk with papers and my laptop.
The archivist sat at the desk in the opposite corner.

My Work at the CCMC
15. My job title was “Data and Information Manager.” My role was to process and

summarize daily reports received by the CCMC from across Syria. Every day at 9:00 a.m., the

® In Syria, the title “Rukan” signifies an officer who has received special military training, often
in Russia.
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regime’s security and military branches, various ministries, and the Baath Party offices delivered
reports to the CCMC.? On occasion, we would also receive special reports from other entities.
In other words, the CCMC received and processed information from the entire military-security
apparatus of the Syrian state, as well as related intelligence, information, media, and other
agencies.

16. We normally received the reports by fax or by hardcopy delivery. Generally, the
central headquarters of the ministries and intelligence agencies in Damascus prepared the daily
reports. If an important event occurred in a governorate, however, a report from the regional
branch of the intelligence agency might be transmitted directly to the CCMC, rather than first
being summarized by the agency’s main branches in Damascus. In addition, upon request, the
Security Committee from each governorate would send hardcopy reports bearing the chairman’s
signature.

17.  According to regulations, every report received by the CCMC was issued in
triplicate, with one copy sent to President Assad, one to Hassan Turkomani, chairman of the
CCMC, and one to the CCMC archives. The envelopes in which the CCMC received the reports

had labels indicating that copies were also sent to the Presidential Palace. Because of the scope

® The main agencies submitting reports included the following:

National Security Bureau

Air Force Intelligence

Military Intelligence

General Intelligence

Political Security

Ministry of Defense

Ministry of Interior

Security Committees (Branch-Cells) for each of Syria’s 14 governorates
Baath Party branches in all governorates
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of the task of processing all these reports, after around three months, the CCMC hired a
secretary, to assist me and, after around 6 months, an archivist.

18. Each morning, | would read the daily reports, which were comprehensive and
granular. They detailed the security situation throughout the country, including specific details
on demonstrations, shootings, and arrests. The reports also provided updates on actions taken in
compliance with the instructions and directives of the CCMC. Some reports further covered
economic, diplomatic, and political developments, as well as communications and technology
issues, including about the media.

19. Every day, after reading the reports | would draft a summary that distilled and
compiled the information in the reports. In addition to the summary, | would draft a table listing
the number of demonstrations across Syria; the location and number of the demonstrators; the
number of deaths, injuries, and arrests; and the number of “martyrs,” which was how the regime
described the number of government security forces killed. | drafted my summaries in a
Microsoft Word document on a computer, which | would then print out for CCMC Secretary
Salahadin al-Naimi for his review. Al-Naimi would then circulate the summaries to the CCMC
members.

20.  Members of the CCMC met every evening in the CCMC’s conference room,
“Damascus Hall,” in the same office complex where | worked. | did not personally attend the
meetings, but | assisted Secretary al-Naimi with preparations and follow-up tasks before and
after the meetings. | saw attendees arriving and departing. | also regularly discussed the
meetings with Secretary al-Naimi and thus learned a good deal about what took place. Al-Naimi

presented the members of the CCMC with copies of the summaries | prepared, as well as al-
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Naimi’s own recommendations. The members of the CCMC also had access to the full reports
and other raw information received by the CCMC.

21.  The decisions and recommendations adopted at these meetings would be recorded
in meeting minutes prepared by Secretary al-Naimi and signed by Chairman Turkomani. They
would then be couriered along with the daily summaries | prepared which the CCMC received to
President Assad at the Presidential Palace. President Assad would review the CCMC’s decisions
summarized in the meeting minutes and edit, delete, or supplement them as he saw fit.
Following this, the President would sign the minutes, approving them subject to his changes.
One copy of the finalized minutes was retained in the Presidential Palace archives, and the other
would be sent back to the CCMC the same day. Secretary al-Naimi received the President’s
signed copy of the minutes by courier.  Multiple copies were then made and distributed to the
attendees of the next day’s meeting of the CCMC. Although I did not officially work on the
meeting minutes that al-Naimi prepared, | sometimes had the opportunity to read them when
they were left on al-Naimi's desk. | often sat with al-Naimi as he prepared the meeting minutes
and discussed them with him. During the later months of my work at the CCMC, al-Naimi
would dictate the minutes to me and | would type them.

22.  The directives contained in those final minutes were then disseminated through
the members of the CCMC, who would issue implementing orders as necessary.

23. In sum, the CCMC brought together the highest military and security officials to
formulate coordinated courses of action against the uprising with direct, daily oversight by

President Assad.
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Regime Obfuscation of Security Operations Against Civilians

24. The upper echelon of the Syrian government was very careful in how security
operations were described in written documentation. My understanding based on discussions
with the Secretary of the CCMC is that the CCMC was afraid of information leaking out. It was
therefore standard practice to use certain language, including particular code words, to describe
military and security operations in the daily reports and summaries and the CCMC meeting
minutes.

25. Communications from the CCMC and other governmental bodies would refer to
political opponents as “terrorists” regardless of any indication of a particular plot to resort to
violence. Often, known non-violent demonstrators or media activists were described as
“irhabiyin” (“terrorists”) and “kharijin a’n-al-ganun” (“outlaws”), indicating that they could be
targeted militarily. Secretary al-Naimi explained to me that everyone in the regime knew that the
activists were not terrorists, but the regime needed a pretext to justify its armed response.

26. Civilian casualties were labeled “gatla” (“dead people”), while casualties among
the security forces were described as “shuhada’a” (“martyrs”).

27.  “Tasadi li al-muthahara” (“Stopping a demonstration”) was used to describe any
means taken to end a demonstration, especially when the regime had opened fire on a
demonstration and killed people.

28.  The reports to the CCMC that | reviewed were also careful not to describe torture
directly, even though 1 routinely discussed that it was happening with other CCMC staff
members. For example, one time | saw a report on the desk of al-Naimi requesting 30-40 million

Syrian pounds for the purchase of Captagon (an amphetamine). | asked al-Naimi why they
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needed so much money for drugs and he told me it was because “they want to keep the torturers
strong and awake all night.”
The CCMC’s Policies on Media and Propaganda

29.  The CCMC closely monitored both Syrian and foreign media. Fayez as-Sayegh,
the head of the Baath Party’s Office of Media, often submitted reports summarizing how the
crisis in Syria was being portrayed in the media. As-Sayegh was not a permanent member of the
CCMC, but he regularly attended CCMC meetings.

30. | personally reviewed as-Sayegh’s reports and incorporated them into my daily
summaries for the CCMC. The reports frequently discussed Syrian media activists and identified
them as security threats. From my review of as-Sayegh’s reports and my discussions with
CCMC Secretary al-Naimi, | learned that the CCMC considered media activists one of the
greatest threats to the regime. The Baath Party Office of Media actively followed social media
like Facebook, online video channels like YouTube, and journalists and activists who gave
interviews on foreign television news networks.

31.  The CCMC was outraged that activists were sharing what was happening with the
international media. Secretary al-Naimi told me repeatedly that this had been discussed at
CCMC meetings and identified as a serious threat to state security.

32.  According to al-Naimi, the CCMC subsequently identified three threat levels.
Media activists were considered to be the highest level of threat, followed by organizers of
demonstrations (as second) and people who attended demonstrations (as third). The CCMC
considered media activists and creators of YouTube videos more dangerous than protestors.

33. Shaping media coverage of the crisis was very important to the regime. This was

manifested in numerous reports | reviewed and discussions | had with Secretary al-Naimi, which

10
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reflected extensive government propaganda campaigns to mislead the international community
and international media.

34.  Attheir most basic level, these campaigns involved the dissemination of favorable
reports through Syrian state media (such as the Syrian Arab News Agency) or by certain
domestic and foreign journalists who had been paid for friendly coverage.

35. On numerous occasions, the intelligence services also actively created
misinformation by staging incidents designed to mislead international media and monitoring
bodies, discredit the opposition, or create a pretext for violence. For example, | recall seeing
CCMC documents that referred to intelligence branches surveilling the Arab League observer
mission that toured Syria in December 2011 and January 2012. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
which handled receiving the Arab League Mission, reported on these efforts to the CCMC.
Their reports discussed a range of tradecraft and deceptive practices that the mukhabarat™® used
to misrepresent the security situation to the observers and make them more sympathetic to the
regime. The regime sent loyalist journalists and collaborators to accompany the monitors in
order to keep an eye on them and observe who they were meeting with. A report from the
Ministry of Interior stated that they even spied on the Arab League monitors. They led the
observers to fabricated locations, such as fake prisons. They disguised army personnel in
civilian police uniforms and painted military vehicles blue, to make them appear to be civilian
law enforcement. The mukhabarat also transferred actual detainees out of detention centers and
replaced them with soldiers or security agents, who pretended to be opposition activists. This

was all done so that the Arab League monitors would write a report favorable to the regime.

19 The mukhabarat (“intelligence” in Arabic) is the term commonly used to refer to the secret
police in Syria.

11
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36. | also overheard Secretary al-Naimi and other CCMC members discuss using
tricks to stoke sectarian tensions as a pretext to discredit the opposition and justify the use of
force. In another incident, the CCMC ordered mukhabarat agents to infiltrate a demonstration in
Homs and fly Israeli and al-Qaeda flags in order to discredit the opposition. In one case, | recall
a CCMC report discussing an operation where the regime’s security forces had kidnapped a
number of Alawites and then publicly blamed Sunni townsfolk in an effort to mobilize and
radicalize the Alawite community. | also recall overhearing al-Naimi and other CCMC members
discussing planting weapons in mosques, sending agent provocateurs into crowds of
demonstrators, and selling weapons to people. The goal was to create a pretext for the violent
crackdown.

The CCMC’s Oversight of Military and Security Operations in Homs

37. Because | defected from the CCMC on February 6, 2012, | did not have access to
information on the CCMC'’s activities when the siege of Baba Amr, a neighborhood of Homs,
was at its height. 1 do, however, recall the CCMC playing an active role in the buildup and early
days of the military assault on Baba Amr.

38. In general, senior security and military officials from the CCMC would be sent
from Damascus to monitor and supervise operations in hotspots such as Homs and Deir ez-Zor.
On one occasion in late 2011 or early 2012, while in the CCMC offices, | overheard a
conversation between Secretary al-Naimi, Mohammed Dib Zeitoun (Head of the Political
Security Directorate), and Hisham Bekhtiar (Head of the National Security Bureau) discussing
military operations underway in Homs. Zeitoun and Bekhtiar were in the office to see CCMC
Chairman Turkomani. Al-Naimi asked them what was happening and they told him that military

operations were under way in Homs and that Assef Shawkat, the Deputy Minister of Defense and

12
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a CCMC member, had been sent to Homs to oversee them. Zeitoun and Bekhtiar told al-Naimi
that there were “terrorists” in Homs and they needed to “kill them all.”

39. Among the CCMC reports | read concerning the operations in Homs, |
specifically recall one indicating that military snipers and soldiers were disguising themselves as
police. Another referred to the government instituting an information blackout with regard to its
operations in Homs. | also remember reading a report that mentioned the use of artillery to
attack Baba Amr.

My Defection and Disclosure of CCMC Documents

40. Early on in my work, in April 2011, | made a recommendation to Mustafa al-
Shara’a that President Assad should meet with the families of the children who had been
detained in Deraa (this was the incident that sparked the whole uprising) and that Atif Najib, the
mukhabarat officer responsible for torturing the children, should be prosecuted. Chairman Said
Bekheitan passed this recommendation on to the Presidential Palace and it was refused. Later
on, after Turkomani became the Chairman, he told me that reform was impossible and that the
demonstrators were all terrorists. | became certain that the regime would never adopt reforms.

41. | remained in my job for as long as | did in order to gather information from the
CCMC. | also started leaking documents to Local Coordinating Committees. For example, |
would send them information about planned raids.

42. Eventually, | started to plan an exit strategy. | obtained a passport and completed
work for my master’s program. My colleagues soon grew suspicious. Secretary al-Naimi, who
was well disposed towards me, told me that people had started to ask questions about me. |

knew it was a matter of time before | was exposed as the source of the leaks.

13
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43, | decided to defect and to take with me as many documents as | could. A college
friend helped me with my plan. On the first Friday of February 2012, this friend and | went to
the office early in the morning. The office was usually empty on Fridays, which is the first day
of the weekend in Syria. We had to cross through three checkpoints in the Baath Party Regional
Command headquarters to get to the CCMC office. | told the guards that my friend was a new
employee. The guards were scared of the CCMC staff and wouldn’t dare cross us, because it
only took one denunciation from the staff to get a lower-ranking guard into a lot of trouble. So
they let us pass.

44, Once inside the CCMC office, we split up to gather relevant documents: most
were in hard copy, but some were on USB sticks. My friend went into my office to collect
documents (based on instructions | had given to him), while I went into Chairman Turkomani’s
and Secretary al-Naimi’s offices to gather important documents. We could take only a small
fraction of the records, since there were hundreds of thousands there. | also tried to delete
electronic files with the names of defectors and with various military plans.

45.  All of a sudden, Secretary al-Naimi arrived at the office. | managed to hide my
friend in a bathroom, and then made small talk with al-Naimi, pretending to be there on a Friday
to get some work done. Eventually, while al-Naimi was distracted with some work matter, | ran
to grab my friend from the bathroom, and we walked out of the building. We went straight to a
bus station and took a bus to Aleppo. There, I got in contact with opposition activists and they
attempted to escort me to the Turkish border. But the border was closed and we had to return to
Aleppo, where | spent the night. | knew | needed to escape from Syria as soon as possible
because the CCMC would surely have discovered the security breach by now. So I got in touch

with a friend who drove a taxi and supported the opposition. Before getting into his car, |
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wrapped the CCMC documents around my stomach and chest, strapped them down with
bandages, and put my clothes on over them. My friend drove me to the border. Although the
Syrian border guards searched the car, they did not find the documents and we were allowed to
cross the border. | escaped safely.

46. In or around the middle of 2014 (I cannot remember the exact date) and again
towards the end of the year, | met with investigators from the Commission for International
Justice and Accountability and allowed them to inspect and copy the documents that | had taken

from the CCMC. They took custody of the copies, while I retained the original documents.

I declare under penalty of perjury under the laws of the United States of America that the

foregoing is true and correct to the best of my recollection.

Executed onthe 22"  day of _ December , 2017

Abdel Majid Mohammed Abdel Majid Barakat

[Signature]

12/22/2017
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ARABIC LANGUAGE ASSOCIATES, LLC
P.O.Box 51 Sharon, MA 02067
Tel: 781-784-0425

Email: info@arabiclanguageassociates.com

*

" TRANSLATOR DECLARATION

SHARON, MASSACHUSETTS, USA

Date: January 19, 2018

To whom it may concern:

I, Irina B. Sears, hereby declare and say:
1. | am a translator and editor. | hold a B.A. in Biochemistry from The University of
Texas at Austin; | hold a Master's degree in Human Nutrition and Nutritional Biology
from the University of Chicago; | hold a Professional Certificate in Arabic to English
Translation from the American University in Cairo and | have been working in the
translation field for 13 years.
2. 1 am thoroughly familiar with both the English and Arabic languages, by virtue of, as
to English, having English as my native tongue and, as to Arabic, having all my years of
study and practice as an Arabic to English translator and editor in various fields
including legal translations.

e 3.0nJanuary 19, 2018, | produced the translation into English of an Arabic document
received by my office, designated as: DECLARATION OF ABDEL MAJID MOHAMMED
ABDEL MAIJID BARAKAT, dated December 22, 2017.

4, The attached translation is a true and accurate English version of the original drafted
in Arabic.

| declare under penalty of perjury that the foregoing is true and correct.

Executed this 19th day of January, 2018, SHARON, MASSACHUSETTS, USA.

ot &(’ curn

Signature of Irina B. Sears

Verily ol wew.atanotorg'venty
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