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The neeting was called to order at 3.15 p.m

CONSI DERATI ON OF REPORTS, COMMENTS AND | NFORMATI ON SUBM TTED BY STATES PARTI ES
UNDER ARTI CLE 9 OF THE CONVENTI ON (agenda item 4) (continued)

Twel fth, thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth periodic reports of the
Syrian Arab Republic (CERD/ C/ 338/ Add. 1/ Rev. 1)

1. At the invitation of the Chairman, M. Al-Hussanm and M. Nseir
(Syrian Arab Republic) took places at the Committee table.

2. M. AL-HUSSAM (Syrian Arab Republic) conmended the high quality

of the Conmittee's work, and enphasized Syria's strong conmtment to the
international treaties to which it was a party and the humanitarian and soci a
obligations they entailed, and in the need for their universal application

As a founder nenber of the United Nations, Syria had participated actively in
the drafting of the human rights treaties, including the Convention. Syria's
position stemmed froma tradition of pluralism all its citizens had Iived
together with nany other groups and its society was therefore based on
openness and tol erance. The idea of racial discrimnation was alien to
Syrian society and the phenonenon of fanaticism whatever its manifestations,
was unknown in Syrian history.

3. The provisions of chapter 4 of the Syrian Constitution contributed to
the effective exercise of liberty and rights. Article 25, paragraph 1,

provi ded that freedomwas a sacred right and that the State safeguarded the
personal freedom dignity and security of its citizens; paragraph 3 that al
citizens were equal before the lawin regard to their rights and obligations;
and paragraph 4 that the State safeguarded the principle of equality of
opportunities for its citizens. Article 26 enbodied the right of every
citizen to participate in political, economc, social and cultural life in the
manner prescribed by law. Article 35 in its paragraphs 1 and 2 enshrined the
principles that freedom of belief was inviolable, that the State should
respect all religions and that the State guaranteed freedomto engage in al
religi ous observances in a manner consistent with public order. Article 36,
paragraph 1, stated that work was the right and duty of every citizen, and
that the State guaranteed work for every citizen. Article 37 naned education
as a right guaranteed by the State, free at all stages and compul sory at the

primary level. Under article 45, the State guaranteed wonen every opportunity
to participate effectively and fully in political, econonm c, social and
cultural life, working to elimnate the restrictions which inpeded their

participation. Those were the nmpost inmportant constitutional provisions
relating to political and econom c, social and cultural rights and their
protection in Syrian society.

4, He drew attention to the Government's efforts and | egislation to prevent
any discrimnation against vul nerable groups in society, including children
wonen, industrial and agricultural workers, and students, to ensure that

the treaties were translated into fact. Article 25, paragraph 4, through
which the State guaranteed equality of opportunity for all citizens,

was particularly significant. Syria did not claimnever to encounter

di scrimnation but did fight against any occurrence of discrimnation in the
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future by ensuring equal opportunity for all persons. Barring the way to
future discrimnation was at |east as inportant as elimnating current
di scrim nation, perhaps nore so.

5. Wth regard to efforts nade to ensure equal opportunity for vul nerable
sectors he highlighted the nonthly fanmly allowance paid to all famlies with
children and the role of the free or virtually free State-provided creches in
every district, institution and factory. The very nomnal price of clothing
and toys, and the fact that education was free at all levels, were further
proof of equality of access and opportunity. The nmeasures taken by the State
to give wonen every opportunity to use their energies in political, econom c,
soci al and acadenmic |ife and areas such as sport were too nunerous to nmention
while protecting the roles of nmother, wife and sister, the State guaranteed
effective equality of opportunity with nen. Correcting a commn

m sappr ehensi on, he underlined that their religion and traditions in fact
protected wonmen and their rights and not the contrary.

6. Regarding the two main productive sectors, industrial and agricultura
wor kers, the 1963 revol ution had been brought about by and for themin order
to bring justice to Syrian society. The 1973 Constitution and subsequent

| egi sl ati on had made up any shortcomngs with regard to their rights to
dignity, life, a livelihood, education, health and social welfare, to give
them and their children every possibility for fulfilment and growth in al
areas. He drew attention to the role played by non-governnmental organizations
(NGCs) and grass-roots associations in strengthening the fabric of society
and denocracy and particularly in striving to elimnate all forms of

di scrimnation. Farners' and workers' unions and unions of artisans,
students and wonen all worked to uphold the rights of mnorities and to
ensure the inplenmentation of those rights.

7. The Penal Code and other | aws gave particular effect to the
constitutional provisions on public freedoms, rights and duties and to both
the spirit and substance of the norns of international treaties, including
the Convention. Under article 307 of the Penal Code, any act or verba

or witten statenment intended to incite, or had the result of inciting,
confessional or racial bigotry or strife anong the various comunities and
conmponent el ements of the nation was punishable by a term of six nmonths

to two years' inprisonnent, in addition to a fine of up to 200 pounds and
deprival of the right to hold public office and to be elected. Article 28,
par agraph 3, of the Constitution prohibited noral or physical torture and
degradi ng treatment, and such actions were punishable by law. Article 357
of the Penal Code provided that any civil servant who arrested or inprisoned
a person in a manner not in conformty with the law could be punished with
forced | abour. Article 391 of the Penal Code stipulated that any unl awf ul
violence comritted with a view to securing a confession or information about
a crinme was punishable by a term of between three nonths' and three years

i mprisonment; if the maltreatment led to illness or injury, the m ninmm
prison sentence was one year

8. The Israeli mlitary occupation of the Syrian Gol an Hei ghts had been
depriving Syrian citizens of the ability to enjoy their fundanental human
rights in conformty with the Syrian Constitution and |aws. The occupation
subjected themto a colonial regi ne and aggressive ideol ogi es based on
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di scrimnation and racial and religious supremacy. The United Nations Specia
Conmittee to investigate Israeli Practices Affecting the Human Ri ghts of the
Pal esti ni an Peopl e and other Arabs of the Cccupied Territories had provided
evidence that Israelis were violating all the rights relating to the

i nhabitants and | and of the occupied Syrian Gol an Heights on a daily basis.
That included rights to property, housing, national identity, work, health,
education and even cl ean drinking water. Their stranglehold on water
resources was even |l eading to destruction of the natural environnment.
Removi ng Syrians fromtheir hones and planting settlers had destroyed the
traditional way of life in all but five villages in the Syrian Gol an Hei ghts,
and the creation of 40 new settl enents had changed the denographic
conposition. The Special Conmittee had concluded that the occupation underlay
all the violations of human rights in the occupied Syrian Gol an Hei ghts, and
the Syrian delegation felt it was within the nmandate of the Commttee on the
Eli m nati on of Racial Discrimnation to speak out against violations in the
region, with a view to defending the Charter and the principles of the

United Nations, particularly the principle of the inadm ssibility of the
acquisition of land by force.

9. M. SHAHI (Country Rapporteur) wel coned the resunption of dial ogue with
Syria after an eight-year interval, and hoped that it would continue on a
regul ar basis in the future. 1In order to place the fifteenth report in

perspective, it was necessary to understand Syria's geopolitical situation as
it had evolved over the years. Syria had a long history as a prize sought by
conquerors and invaders, a fate which had continued into the twentieth
century. It had assimlated or rejected all invaders, fromthe Egyptians to
the Mongols, without losing its essentially Semitic character in terms of

| anguage and culture, but all had left their mark on the | andscape of Syria;
Damascus was the ol dest continually inhabited capital of the world.
Nonet hel ess, invasions and conquest were not conducive to an evol ving

process of protection and promption of human rights.

10. Retraci ng events since Syria' s independence in 1946, he said that it had
been involved in four wars with Israel since then, with the threat of conflict
ever present. Israel had occupied the Syrian Golan Heights since 1967, and

had proclained its annexation in 1981, although that was considered null and
void by United Nations organs which upheld the principle of non-admssibility
of acquisition of territory by war. Syria played a key role in the Mddle
East. It had intervened to stop the civil war in Lebanon in 1976, providing
nmost of the 300, 000-strong Arab Deterrent Force which remai ned posted there,
its mlitary presence having been legitim zed by the 1989 Tarf Agreenent,
and had al so sent troops to protect Saudi Arabia after Iraqg' s invasion

of Kuwait. [In 1991, Syria had agreed to direct negotiations with Israe

at the Madrid Peace Conference, for a settlement based on United Nations
Security Council resolutions 242 (1967) and 338 (1973). However, in 1996
the Israeli Prime Mnister had rejected the | and-for-peace fornmula as the
basi s of negotiations between |Israel and her Arab neighbours; and the
expansi on of new Jewi sh settlenents into East Jerusal em (Har Homa) in 1997
had paral ysed negoti ati ons between |Israel and Pal estine, with serious
repercussi ons on the prospects for a conprehensive peace in the Mddl e East.
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11. In its concluding observations on the report of Israel in 1991, the
Committee had stated that the Governnment of Israel inplenmented neither the
CGeneva Convention Relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Tine of
War nor the International Convention on the Elimnation of All Forms of Racia
Di scrimnation, and had expressed great concern about the situation in the
occupied territories.

12. The fifteenth report had not been drawn up according to the Conmittee's
guidelines, nor did it contain the information requested by the Conmittee
following its consideration of the eleventh report. The Commttee's request
for a nore conprehensive report had not been net. He thanked M. Al-Hussan
for his supplenentary information, particularly regarding the |srael
occupati on.

13. Al though it was stated (para. 8) that the international conventions to
whi ch the Syrian Arab Republic had acceded becane an integral part of its
donmestic legislation, it nmust be pointed out that the Convention was not

sel f-executing and required national legislation for its full inplenentation
The contention that the absence of racial discrimnation explained why there
was no specific legislation to prohibit it (para. 10) was one which was

unacceptable to the Comrittee: it did not nmean that it could not occur in the
future, nor did it absolve the State party fromenacting the |egislation
needed to give effect to the Convention. It nust be acknow edged t hat

article 207 of the Syrian Penal Code, which on the whole net the obligations
under article 4 of the Convention and provided for the renedies set out in
article 6 did allow for the possibility of using the Penal Code against racia
di scrimnation, although the State party reported that there had never been a
singl e case of recourse to the courts by a Syrian citizen or a foreigner
seeki ng conpensation for violation of article 207 and that there had never
been any conplaints of racial discrimnation

14. Syria's accession to a nunber of international human rights instrunents
was evi dence of its concern to protect human rights.

15. According to other docunments that had cone to his attention, the state
of emergency had existed since 1948. Was that date correct? The explanation
given for that |ong period had been that Syria had been a perennial theatre of
war and tension. The provisions on the state of energency had led to
extraordi nary powers being exercised by the State suprene security courts,
whose procedures, it was feared, fell seriously short of internationa
fair-trial standards. As justification, it was clained that trials held in
those courts were for terrorist and secessionist acts. There had been

al l egations that the Syrian security courts operated outside the | egal system
and that torture took place despite its being banned by | egislation

Pursuant to article 4 of the International Covenant on Civil and Politica

Ri ghts, during a state of emergency no derogation was permtted fromthe right
tolife, freedomfromtorture or slavery or freedom of thought, conscience and
religion. When the eleventh periodic report of Syria (CERD C/ 197/ Add. 6) had
been consi dered, a nunber of Comm ttee nmenbers had al ready inquired about the
state of energency. Could the Syrian del egation cast sone |ight on the
current situation?
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16. By and | arge, Syrian legislation net the requirenment under article 2 of
pursuing a policy of elimnating racial discrimnation and pronoting
under st andi ng, and of undertaking to engage in no act of racia

discrimnation. During the consideration of Syria' s eleventh report, it had
been suggested that pursuant to article 2.1. (c), the Syrian Governnent should
set up an intermnisterial body to review national and |ocal policies to
anmend, rescind or nullify any laws or |egislation which had the effect of
creating or perpetuating racial discrimnation. The fifteenth report was
silent on that question. Information fromthe Syrian del egati on would al so be
wel comre on what concrete neasures were taken pursuant to article 2.2. of the
Convention to guarantee the full and equal enjoynment of human rights by
certain racial groups and individuals belonging to them

17. Regardi ng i npl enentation of article 3, Syria had conplied in full with
its obligation to condemn the apartheid reginme of South Africa, but the
Conmittee's interest also extended to the elimnation of any segregati on of
racial groups within the territory of the State

18. As to article 4, Syrian |aw prohibited incitenent to racia
discrimnation. The fifteenth periodic report said nothing about article 4,
but the text of article 307 of the Penal Code - apparently referred to as
article 207 in the eleventh report - made it an offence to incite confessiona
or racial bigotry or conflict anmong the various comunities and conponent

el ements of the nation. Paragraph 5 of the eleventh report stated that Syrian
| aw prohibited all forms of propaganda and associ ati ons based on concepts and
t heori es advocating the supremacy of any race or any group of a particul ar
colour or ethnic origin or which attenpted to pronote any form of racia
hatred or discrimnation, and that the establishnment of any organization for
the purpose of pronoting racist ideology or instigating racial discrimnation
was al so prohibited. Article 25 (3) of the Syrian Constitution stipul ated
that all citizens were equal before the law. It would therefore appear that
the Syrian Arab Republic had inplenented article 4 (a) and (b) and that
article 307 of the Penal Code al so covered the requirenent of article 4 (c) of
the Convention to prohibit public authorities and institutions, national and

| ocal, frompronoting or inciting racial discrimnation.

19. It had al so been asked in 1991 whether article 207 of the Penal Code
covered discrimnation by both public authorities and private persons. That
continued to be unclear fromthe fifteenth report. In reply to the question

whet her article 207 had been invoked in a court of |law, the Syrian
representative had stated on that occasion that that article was applicable by
the courts but that no case of racial discrimnation had ever been brought
before them

20. Wth reference to inplenentation of article 5, he drew attention to the
Committee's previous request for nore information on the inplenentation of
article 5 (b) and (d) (ii), (iii) and (ix), notably whether there were
specific | aws governing the exercise of the civil, political, econonmc, socia
and cultural rights enbodied in the Constitution and whether those rights were
enj oyed w thout any discrimnation. Concerning economnmic, social and cultura
rights, he noted fromthe fiftieth report that any group could forma trade
uni on and commented that in respect of article 5 (d) (iii) it had previously
been observed by a nenber of the Cormittee that Syria had exercised
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preferences simlar to various other States with regard to the right to
nationality. Referring to the statenent by the Syrian representative during
consideration of the eleventh report that the rights listed in article 5 (c),
(d), (e) and (f) were regul ated by various |aws guaranteeing such rights,
including the right to | eave the country and return to it, he asked the Syrian
del egati on what exactly those laws were. He had noted that all citizens,

i ncl udi ng wonren, had the right to participate in the country's political

economic, social and cultural life, and wel coned the statenent that there was
compul sory primary schooling and free education at all |evels.
21. Turning to inplenmentation of article 6, he reiterated the question asked

during the consideration of the eleventh report about what measures had been
taken to informthe general public about the renedi es avail able in cases of
racial discrimnation. Did citizens know that those renedi es existed? It was
difficult to know to what extent article 6 was inplenented in practice because
of the absence of conplaints.

22. On inplenmentation of article 7, the fifteenth report comrendably
cont ai ned a nunber of exanples illustrating how Syria's schools and ot her
educational institutions condemmed racial discrimnation and taught respect
for human rights. The ruling Baath party's advocacy of human rights was
encour agi ng.

23. Wth regard to the denographic conposition of Syria, during its
consideration of the eleventh report the Conm ttee had asked whet her Jews were
excluded fromthe arned forces, whether their passports and identity cards
mentioned their religion, and, if so, how that could be reconciled with the
rights laid down in article 5 (d). The response had been that although there
was no Jewi sh community as such in Syria, sone Syrian citizens were Jews, that
they freely practised their professions, engaged in trade and were exenpt from
mlitary service, that their freedom of novenent had not been restricted since
1976 and that passports made no reference to their religion. In 1948, the
Jewi sh community in Syria had had 30,000 nenbers. By 1991, nobst had

em grated, and there had been only about 5,000 left.

24, The fifteenth report filled the gap in the Conmmittee's information about
t he nunber of Palestinians in Syria, with the figures provided in

paragraph 11. As to their right to return to their homes and the issuing of
speci al travel docunents to enable themto travel abroad, the question was
whet her they had difficulty obtaining visas. During consideration of the

el eventh periodic report, the Syrian representative had stated that the

Pal esti ni ans were refugees, having been expelled from Pal esti ne, and that
their presence was provisional

25. An assurance had been given in 1991 that certain gaps in the information
supplied to the Conmmittee would be renedied in the next periodic report. That
had, however, not been the case, and it was to be hoped that that information
woul d be provided in the next report.

26. Concerni ng persons of Kurdish origin in Syria, the Wrld Directory of
M norities 1997 had reported there were 1 mllion Kurds in the country, or
8 per cent of the total population. Despite previous requests by the
Conmittee for further information on the situation of persons of Kurdish
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ethnic origin, no such data had been provided in the fifteenth periodic

report. In particular, it was a matter of concern that in the early 1960s, as
many as 140, 000 persons of Kurdish origin had reportedly been deprived of the
right of citizenship in Syria and that at present it was still not known how

many Kurds living there were stateless. The Conmittee would wel cone renedi a
action on behal f of any Syrian-born Kurds who had thus been rendered

statel ess. There were reports of bans on the use of the Kurdish |anguage, on
the establishment of Kurdish private schools and on publications of books and
other printed matter in Kurdish, and of the blocking of passport renewal. The
Committee hoped that the Syrian del egation could shed sonme |ight on those

al l egations by several human rights NGOs.

27. A nunber of reports had been brought to the notice of the Commttee
concerning violations of some of the human rights covered by article 5 of the
Convention. They related to the incarceration of political prisoners,
det ai nees, di sappearances and unfair trials. The release, under a

1995 presidential ammesty, of 1,200 political prisoners who had been held
because of their ties to the Muslim Brotherhood was a wel conme devel opnent .
According to the 1997 United States Departnent of State report, there were
several hundred political prisoners, although the Syrian Governnment had
contended that such persons had been arrested because of terrorist or other
crimnal acts. The Commttee for Defence of Denpcratic Freedons and Human
Rights in Syria put the figure at 2,700, and the 1998 Human Ri ghts Watch
report had naned a nunber of them He welconed the fact that Syria had

recei ved a del egation from Amesty International in March 1998, noting that
that NGO had subsequently called for the i medi ate rel ease of prisoners
detained only for their political beliefs and had submtted the nanes of

500 al l eged political prisoners to the authorities, asking themto reviewthe
cases of those convicted and sentenced after unfair trials and to verify the
wher eabouts of those who had di sappear ed.

28. There were said to be continuing instances of di sappearances of

Pal esti ni an refugees and Lebanese citizens at the hands of the Syrian security
forces and transfer of persons from Lebanon to prisons in Syria. In 1997,
four new di sappearances of persons in Lebanon had been reported, one of whom
had apparently been rel eased. A Jordanian national was also said to be
det ai ned. The Wbrking G oup on Enforced or Involuntary Di sappearances had
stated that that person had been put on trial, after being detained for

15 years, and sentenced to death. Could the Syrian del egati on provide

i nformati on on that case? According to the Wrking Goup, a substantia
nunber of di sappearances had occurred throughout the country in the early and
m d- 1980s. Some of the persons concerned had all egedly been nenbers of
terrorist groups; both Lebanese citizens and statel ess Pal estinians conti nued
to di sappear in Lebanon.

29. The 1998 Ammesty International report contained disturbing allegations
of cases of persons arrested on political grounds, held w thout charges and
detained after the expiry of their sentences, and of scores of disappearances
in recent years. Twenty Kurds had reportedly been arrested in Al -Hasakah and
Al eppo for organizing Kurdish cultural activities, 15 of them on the eve of
the Kurdi sh New Year. Mst of those arrested in 1996 had subsequently been
rel eased, which was wel come news. Many Pal estinians arrested on politica
grounds in Lebanon and Syria in past years were still said to be held
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i ncommuni cado, their whereabouts bei ng unknown. About 200 Lebanese

nationals continued to be held in Syrian prisons. On 9 March 1998,

Ammesty International had issued a statement welconming the rel ease of

121 Lebanese prisoners, which it had hoped woul d be acconpani ed by substantia
| egi sl ati ve changes to protect human rights. The Lebanese detai nees, nobst of

whom had been held without charges or trial since the 1970s, had been rel eased
and handed over to the Lebanese authorities.

30. He was concerned at reports that mlitary and State security agencies
operated outside the | egal systemand often ignored the rights of suspects and
det ai nees and that the energency |egislation authorized preventive arrests,
overriding the Penal Code. There were allegations of poor prison conditions,
arbitrary arrest, prolonged detention without trial and unfair trials. Wile
the regul ar court system apparently displayed a | arge neasure of independence,
political connections sometinmes influenced verdicts and there had been

al l egations of judicial corruption

31. Al t hough there had been sone reports of violence agai nst wonen,
especially in rural areas, he commended the Syrian Arab Republic on its
enlightened policy with regard to the emanci pati on of wonmen and urged the
authorities to speed up its inplenentation

32. Al t hough the State party's |latest report was fragmentary, when taken in
conjunction with previous reports and the del egation's introductory statement,
it went some way towards filling in the gaps in the Commttee's information on

the Syrian Arab Republic.

33. M. VALENCI A RODRI GUEZ noted that the Syrian report was relatively brief
and failed to conply with the Cormittee's guidelines. He further regretted
the lack of a core docunent and of data on the ethnic conposition of the
popul ati on.

34. According to the report, Syrian society was noted for its tol erance

and |l ack of bigotry, a claimborne out by the country's historical status

as a crossroads of civilizations and races. Today, however, the

Syrian Arab Republic was suffering the consequences of foreign aggression and
the adverse inpact of the occupation of a large portion of its territory.

35. Inits international policy, the Syrian Arab Republic had chanpi oned the
standards of human rights and equality guaranteed in its Constitution
condemmi ng raci st regi nes and opposing racismin general. Internationa

treaties were incorporated in domestic |egislation and were directly
applicable by the courts. He comended the programes and activities
descri bed in paragraph 8 of the report.

36. Al t hough the articles of the Penal Code cited in paragraph 10 were

wor ded sonmewhat differently fromarticle 4 of the Convention, the State party
had made a conmendable effort to honour its obligations under that article.
However, its claimthat the provisions of article 5 were covered by the
Constitution and other |egislation could not be verified in the absence of the
rel evant texts. The Committee would also like to see the legal instrunents
under which victins of acts of racial discrimnation were entitled to seek

| egal redress.
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37. Wel comi ng the assurance that Kurdi sh groups and the Jewi sh community did
not suffer discrimnation, he requested additional information on how their
ri ghts were saf eguarded.

38. He praised the Governnent for its efforts in the area of housing and
enpl oyment on behal f of the 350,000 Pal estinian refugees. It was to be hoped
that a just and permanent solution to their plight would soon be found.

39. M. NOBEL said that, according to the Wrld Directory of Mnorities, the
Syrian Arab Republic was inhabited by Alawis, Kurds, Greek Othodox and
Catholics, Druzes, Armenians, Ismailis, Syrian Othodox and Catholics,

Tur komans, Circassians, |Ithna asharis and Jews. It was, in short, a highly
mul ticultural and nulti-religious society in which ethnic groups had lived
side by side for centuries. It was therefore of the utnost inportance that

the Syrian authorities fulfilled all their obligations under the Convention
in both legislative and practical terns.

40. According to a report by the International Labour Organization (ILO on
Syrian inplenmentation of 1LO Convention No. 107 concerning the Protection and
I ntegration of Indigenous and Ot her Tribal and Sem -Tribal Populations in

I ndependent Countries, 750 permanent primary schools and 67 mobile schools in
vehicles and tents had been provided for the Bedouin popul ation. That was a
hi ghl y commendabl e educational effort on behalf of a minority that had not
even been nmentioned in the Wrld Directory. Wre there any census figures for
the Bedouin conmunity? He al so praised the establishment of human rights
committees in every Syrian school and asked for nore details on how they
oper at ed.

41. Large nunbers of Kurds were said to have entered the Syrian Arab
Republic illegally, fleeing from persecution in neighbouring countries. But
reliabl e NGO sources alleged that they were actually the selfsane people who
had been deprived of their citizenship in 1963 and had been living in the
country for generations. He had personally received the same inpression from
conversations with Kurds in that category.

42. Amesty International alleged that Khal ed Daoud Shai khu, Umar Ayoub Hamu
and Mahdi al-Ali had been arrested for distributing tapes of Kurdish nusic.

If the allegations were true, such action was a violation of article 2 (a) of
the Convention. The Mnority Rights Goup claimed that Kurds still suffered
inferior status, many still being denied citizenship, identity cards or
passports. The Kurdish | anguage and culture allegedly continued to be
repressed and Kurdi sh names were replaced by Arabic names. However, the sanme
NGO reported that ethnic discrimnation had greatly dimnished. According to
the International Federation of Human Rights (FIDH), the Constitution had been
| argely non-operational since the 1962 Decree declaring a state of energency.
Restrictions had been placed on freedom of association and choice or change of
resi dence. Letters, publications, radio broadcasts and ot her fornms of

comuni cation were censored. Mnorities such as the Kurds were often the nmain
victims.

43. M. DIACONU said that cross-fertilization between different cultures was
a striking feature of Syrian history and had bred tol erance and understandi ng
anong the peopl es concerned. The del egati on had acknow edged in its opening
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statement that incidents of discrimnation did occur and had assured the
Committee that the authorities were fighting those trends. The country
certainly had a clear-cut policy of opposing racial discrimnation and
segregation. He hoped that the statutes of the ruling Baath party had been
translated into political action

44, Wil e nost provisions of the Convention seemed to be covered by Syrian
| egi sl ati on, he had been unable to find a reference to racial acts of

vi ol ence. According to paragraph 9 of the report, the Mnistry of Culture
prohibited filnms and tapes produced by bodi es seeking to di sparage certain
races and comunities. He asked whether the persons or groups concerned had
been puni shed.

45, The Committee woul d appreciate additional information on the Kurdish
mnority. Wre Kurds allowed to use their nmother tongue freely on public and
private occasions and were there schools providing instruction in the Kurdish
| anguage? Statistics fromdifferent sources on the nunmber of Kurds living in
the country were extrenmely contradictory, ranging from 160,000 to 1 mllion
Were there Kurdish refugees fromother countries of the region living in the
Syrian Arab Republic and, if so, what was their status?

46. He woul d al so wel cone additional information about the country's other
ethnic mnorities.

47. M. DE GOUTTES thanked the del egation for supplenenting what had been a
very brief and insufficiently detailed periodic report.

48. He had reservations concerning the statenent in paragraph 10 that the
absence of racial discrimnation in the history of Syrian society explai ned
the failure to pronulgate | egislation to address the phenonenon. However, he
was heartened to note that racist acts or verbal or witten statenents and
menber shi p of racist organi zati ons were puni shabl e under articles 307, 308
and 109 of the Penal Code.

49. A Syrian del egation had assured the Commttee in 1991 that the Kurds
were fully integrated into Syrian society but Amesty International, in

its 1998 report, alleged that at |east 20 Kurds had been arrested in the
Governorates of Al -Hasakah and Al eppo for organi zing Kurdish cultura
activities. At least 15 had reportedly been arrested on the eve of the
Kurdi sh New Year and been inprisoned in Fara Fal astin, Adhra and Al eppo. He
invited the delegation to coment on the allegations and drew attention to the
statement on the Kurds (CERD/ C/ 54/ M sc. 20/ Rev. 1) adopted by the Conmittee at
its previous neeting.

50. In 1991, the Syrian del egation had infornmed the Conmittee that the
presence of Pal estinian refugees in the Syrian Arab Republic was a tenporary
phenonmenon. He invited the del egation to conmment on an allegation by

Amesty International that nany Pal estini ans had been arrested in the Syrian
Arab Republic and Lebanon for political reasons and were still in prison. 1In
many cases, their whereabouts were allegedly unknown.
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51. He asked the delegation to confirmthat nenbers of the Jewi sh comunity
enjoyed full freedom of novenent and that their religion was no | onger
menti oned on their identity cards.

52. M. GARVALOV asked whether the Greek Orthodox and Catholic comunity in
Syria in fact represented an ethnic mnority or were a religious group, as
they were in Lebanon. Paragraph 3 of the report stated that racia

di scrimnation was unknown in Syrian history and that racist acts were
regarded as highly reprehensible. The Commttee was on record as having
expressed an unequi vocal position in simlar cases, nanely that no country in
the world was i mune to racial discrimnation

53. In any case, even though it m ght appear that racial discrimnation was
absent froma society, it was still incumbent on each State party to enact
such legislation, at the very least as a prelimnary step. Wth reference to
the statement (para. 10) that Kurds did not constitute a grouping, since they
were found throughout the country and formed part of the fabric of Syrian
society, did the State party believe an ethnic mnority could only qualify as
such if all its nenbers lived in the sane area? He pointed out that,
according to the International Covenant on Civil and Political R ghts and the
I nternational Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, human rights
were individual, not collective, rights.

54. Lastly, referring to paragraph 6 of the report, he said that “the
participation in the elimnation of apartheid, of all policies and practices
of racial discrimnation or segregation and of racist propaganda” should be
the cornerstone of the State's constitutional, |legislative and judicia
powers. Those powers in turn nust be the cornerstone of the State, to which
all other structures, including political parties, were subordinate.

55. M. AL-HUSSAM (Syrian Arab Republic) said that the starting point for
considering the situation in Syria nust be the absence of discrimnation in
any form Syria had al ways been a neeting point for ethnic groups, races and
religions. It was the coexistence of cultures that had made Syrian society
what it was - a society that had no experience of discrimnation on ethnic or
raci al grounds. Nevertheless, it had tried to forestall the occurrence of
racial discrimnation in the future by referring to it in the Constitution and
the Penal Code and by striving for equality of opportunity for all citizens in
school s and enpl oynent and before the | aw.

56. A nunber of speakers had referred to the state of emergency that
prevailed in Syria. The regional political situation, which deeply affected
Syria owing to its own geographical situation, had never allowed Syria to
relax its vigilance, and any country that believed its security to be
threatened fromwithin or without was permtted under civil and internationa
law to declare a state of emergency. It would remain in place as long as the
security situation did not change: wth threats fromterrorism Israel
expl osi ons, expul sions and assassinations, how was it possible to nmanage
without it? The President had made it clear that it was applied within narrow
limts and with great caution. There was no constraint on freedom foreign
Powers and the United Nations had missions in the country, Syrians were free
to nove about and express their views, and newspapers criticized the
Government. The state of enmergency had no effect on everyday life. It was a
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deterrent, inposed in a security situation that gave Syria no choice. He
woul d I'ike the regional situation to inprove so that the state of energency
could be lifted.

57. Descriptions of the situation of Kurds in Syria tended to be exaggerated
and not to reflect reality. Syrian citizens of Kurdish origin were treated in
the sane way as any of the nunerous cultural groups in the country. It was

menbers of the Committee who continually alluded to racial differences. Syria
did not carry out blood tests, for exanple, to establish people's racia
origins.

58. In the 1950s, many Kurds had entered Syria through the Al -Hasakah
regi on, near the Turkish and lIraqi borders. |In 1962, an attenpt had been nade
to determ ne the nunber of Kurds who had entered illegally. Those already

regi stered before 1945 and anyone who coul d prove that they had been resident
in Syria since before 1945 could be regarded as Syrian citizens. The sanme had
applied to retired civilian or mlitary State officials and to officials who
had worked for the State for 10 years. Those who had been unable to provide
docunent ary proof of residence had been deened non-Syrians and registered as
foreigners. The cut-off date for claimng citizenship had been extended

to 1972 and, between 1976 and 1995, the nunbers of registered foreigners

had i ncreased, because of marriage and births, from around 40,000 to

around 67, 000.

59. In addition to those regi stered, other foreigners had cone into the
region illegally after the census and by 1995 had numbered around 75,000. No
country in the world handed out citizenship to illegal immgrants, yet Kurds

and Turks living in the Al-Hasakah region, who had entered the country
illegally and been unable to prove their Syrian citizenship, enjoyed certain
rights and simlar benefits to Syrian citizens. They had identity cards and
passports, their births, marriages and deaths were entered on their passports,
their children were enrolled at all |levels of education and they were all owed
to work anywhere in the public or private sectors. They were free to trave
within Syria, depending on the type of identity card they held, and in certain
ci rcunstances could | eave Syria, for exanmple for nedical care or study. Was
that injustice or oppression? Even though they had slipped into the country,
they were nade welcone and treated with respect. The wonen of such groups
were allowed to marry Syrian citizens and thus obtain Syrian citizenship
Syrian wonen, however, were not allowed to marry into such groups - in that
way Syria protected both Syria wonmen and Syrian nationality, as was its right
to do.

The neeting rose at 6 p. m




