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Syria ratified the OPAC on 15 July 1993. On 2 October, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the Committee) examined Syria’s Initial Report on the OPAC.

Opening Comments

Mrs. Syra Astour, President of the Syrian Committee of Family Affairs introduced the report. She expressed that they delegation was pleased to discuss the report. She hoped the state would benefit from the dialogue. The state was witnessing a revolution in the humanitarian and social fields. Syria had shown its commitment to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and its Protocols by ratifying them. The follow-up to the ratification focused on raising awareness amongst the public and children. The delegation wanted to remind the world of the suffering of children living under Israeli occupation and the violation of their rights. The state was committed to finding a just and lasting peace and called for Israel’s withdraw of the Golan Heights. She noted that it was the responsibility of the international community to stand by Syria to help bring peace to the region. The state has many refugees from Lebanon, Iraq and Palestine. Due to the high number of refugees, there were insufficient resources to enrol all the children in school and some lived in very bad conditions.

Mrs. Astour noted that the government had the authority of conscription and recruitment. It encouraged rehabilitation, rather than criminalising children for crimes or misdemeanours. There were no military colleges for children. There were civilian schools for orphans of martyrs that were under the Ministry of Defence. There was a national committee responsible for training professionals working with children on the CRC and Protocols. The Committee of Family Affairs disseminated the CRC and Protocols to the public. For example, they organised the “where is my right?” campaign for school children. In 2005, children took part in competitions on their rights. The government planned to develop an official curriculum with new concepts such as social and gender issues. The state had almost completed a study on the situation of children. Other projects included a bill on the rights of children and a bill on human trafficking, and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). 

General Measures of Implementation

The Committee asked if Syria was considering ratifying the Rome Statute. The delegation responded that there was a committee considering it, but they did not know how far they were in the process.

Legislation

The Committee asked whether international treaties took precedent over national laws. It wanted clarification because it appeared that individual judges determined which provisions of international Conventions were directly implemented in specific court cases. The delegation responded that this was impossible and that the opinion of the court was firm. International treaties became equal and part of national law, and when there was a conflict between national legislation and international treaties, the latter took precedent.

The Committee mentioned the Plan for the Protection of Childhood that was implemented in 2005 and asked if there were plans to draft a new version of the plan. The delegation said that they were cooperating with ministers in preparing the Plan for Protection of Childhood in 2008 and were considering implementing provisions of the CRC, as well as a Syrian act on the rights of the child.  

The Committee asked about the law that forbade the recruitment of children or volunteering for armed forces. Article 6 of the law of military service guaranteed the non-participation of children in armed conflict. The Committee asked about the existing guarantees. The delegation responded that the legal text of articles 6 and 7 of the military recruitment law stated that recruitment could tale place after the age of 19. However, in armed conflict, the age of recruitment was reduced to 18. The recruitment of children was illegal according to a public law. The Committee also asked how the state determined the age of recruits or volunteers and if they only relied on official documents for ascertaining age. The delegation responded that there were civil laws which imposed penalties on hospitals and doctors if a birth was not reported within three days. In the civil status code, any relative of a newborn had to report to the birth if the parents did not. If the age of someone was unknown they were usually brought before medical committees who assessed their age. There were very few cases of these and they were diminishing over time. 

The Committee asked about a law which set out special circumstances in which males were not allowed to leave the country unless they had military authorisation age (between the ages of 17 and 46). The delegation did not address this issue.

The Committee asked about the courts’ jurisdiction for prosecuting foreigners who committed the crime of recruitment of children in or outside Syria. The delegation responded that the state assumes jurisdiction of extra territorial crimes that involved enlisting children into armed forces by or against a Syrian citizen. The delegation further clarified that even if the child volunteered to participate, under Syrian law voluntary recruitment was, by virtue, a contract and children were prohibited from entering into a contract if they were under 18. Their recruitment would therefore be illegal even if it was voluntary. If the perpetrator was Syrian, they would be prosecuted in absentia. If the country where the recruitment was happening had ratified the CRC, the country was required to extradite the perpetrator or was obliged to follow the CRC and prosecute the offender. If the country had not ratified the CRC, the state would see if it had a bilateral treaty for extradition with the specific country, and the perpetrator would be tried in Syria. If there was no bilateral agreement with the country, the case was closed, as it could not request extradition or an exchange of prisoners.

Preparation of the Report

The Committee asked if the National Committee for Human Rights and other civil and non-governmental organisations were involved in preparing the report. The delegation said that the report was drawn up with all parties and organisations present and that it was considered a truly national report.

Education

The Committee asked about the school curriculum, specifically if children were taught about humanitarian law, how to deal with the conflicts going on around them, how to be aware of the consequences of armed conflict, how to promote a culture of peace, as well as the prominence of the CRC in the educational system. The delegation responded that changing the school curriculum was a lengthy and complex process. It had taken four to five years of preparation to introduce an amendment to include the CRC. The latter was also introduced in higher education and the rights of children were taught in all universities. As for a culture of peace, the delegation responded that Syria encouraged peace, tolerance and goodness. This was promoted by the constitution and various pieces of legislation. 

The Committee asked about the schools set up for the orphans of martyrs. It wanted to know if they were civilian schools, if the curriculum was set by the Ministry of Education, as well as the status of these students. The delegation did not directly address this question.

Armed Forces 

The Committee asked about programmes for the Syrian army in human rights. The delegation did not respond to this question.
Refugee Children

The Committee expressed great concern for the many refugee children entering Syria. The Committee asked about any potential programmes to identify children coming from conflict areas, rehabilitation programmes (especially psychological) for these children, materials, support, or aid the state received from other states or international organisations, and measures to make sure that these refugee children were not recruited into armed forces. The delegation did not respond about having a programme to identify refugee children, but there were problems with keeping track of all the refugees, as there are so many. The delegation said that not all children were examined by medical committees because there were 2,000 entrants every day. They also noted that there was a shortage of schools for refugee children. In addition, it was hard to determine the grade level of all these children. The average number of students in classes used to be 30, but it had increased to 50. There was another problem with the accent between Syrians and Iraqis. The teachers were unable to cover the whole curriculum because they had to repeat themselves to make sure every student understood. All enrolment and textbooks were free for everyone. With the assistance of certain international organisations the state had started setting up programmes for the psychological rehabilitation of refugees, but they had started very late. Consultative centres were set up in Damascus and other cities. These centres had activities for refugees of all ages. They provided therapy for traumas suffered. 

The Committee also expressed concern about the recently changed policy on allowing Iraqi refugees access to the territory. The delegation responded that they were totally open to all Arab countries and considered the 22 Arab states their brothers and sisters so they were exempt from requiring visas. But due to pressure, tensions, and an inability to address with problem, the state had begun imposing certain measures to control asylum, such as visas for Iraqis.

Peace-keeping

The Committee asked whether the state was involved in any peacekeeping missions around the world. The delegation responded that they did not take part in any peacekeeping operations. 

Children in the Golan

The Committee asked if children in the Golan received any Syrian education since they were not subject to Syrian sovereignty. The delegation said that they broadcast Arabic education programmes for children that reached the area.

The Committee asked about children in the Golan: who reported on these children and who took care of them. The delegation responded that information on the Golan was covered in a Syrian report every year on Israeli activities, but there were very few surveys actually reporting on children in the Golan. A committee was set up to investigate Israeli practices in 1967, however Israel had not allowed the committee to visit Golan or other occupied territories. The delegation also responded that there were no international organisations working in the Golan; no one was helping the children.

Arms Control

The Committee asked about the policies of arms control and arms exports. The delegation responded that they did not export any arms, as it was a crime to do so. A citizen who owned a gun had to report it to the government and was subject to a year in prison if they violated the gun laws.

Training Camps

The Committee asked about armed groups or military training camps that recruited children. The delegation confirmed that Syria exercised sovereignty over all its territories and that there were no militias or organised crime gangs.  

Closing Remarks

Mrs. Astour thanked the Committee for the transparent and open dialogue. The delegation would be waiting for its recommendations in order to disseminate the application of the convention in Syria. She said that they wanted the children to be elevated to the highest status in Syria. 

PAGE  
1

