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Press Release

Minimum conditions for safe return don't exist, representatives of displaced Syrians tell
EU

Brussels, 4 March 2019 - Representatives of the Syrian Association for Citizens’ Dignity
(SACD) - a movement gathering some of the 13 million internally displaced Syrians and
refugees in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and elsewhere - informed the EU Mashreq/Maghreb
Working Party that the minimum ¢

onditions for a safe and dignified return to Assad-held areas do not exist. In a first direct
meeting, representatives of displaced Syrians informed EU diplomats that it is
dangerously irresponsible to normalize the discourse on refugee return in the
circumstances where those who were forced to return from camps in Lebanon, or
remained under so-called “reconciliation agreements,” have become victims of forcible
recruitment into Assad’s army, arbitrary arrest and enforced disappearances.

“There is ample evidence of hundreds of people being detained upon return, of mass
arrests and forced conscriptions, of people being disappeared after inquiring about their
properties being illegally seized. Under such circumstances, no displaced Syrian should
be forced to return in the way we are witnessing these days with the attempts at forced
return of our brothers and sisters in the Rukban camp,” said Nader Othman, a member
of SACD Board of Trustees.

SACD representatives demanded that a series of confidence building measures should
be implemented so Syrians in general and refugees in particular can feel comfortable
about the international community's capability to pressure the Assad regime and Russia.
These measures should be focusing on detainees and forced disappearance; mandatory
conscription; general security and harassment; and reversal of punitive laws and practice
on housing, land and property, before the displaced are asked to return. They stated that
UN agencies should be supported in obtaining full access to allow them to fulfil their
mandates in this regard, while being more vocal about their current limitations.

“We ask the EU to consider the necessary steps to establish an independent,
international monitoring mechanism, with the unfettered access in Syria, capable of
objectively verifying for a sustained period of time whether minimum conditions for safe
and dignified return exist. We also demand that humanitarian assistance to the
displaced Syrians is maintained to secure sufficient services and prevent pressures for
forced and premature return, which will lead to further displacement and long-term
instability in the region and beyond,” said Houda Atassi, an SACD member of Board of
Trustees.

“The sanctions on individuals and companies involved in regime-backed real estate
development at the detriment of displaced persons’ rights and ability to return, are
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effective and well-received by the refugee and IDP community. They are exposing
Assad’'s mafia-state and weakening its support,” added Atassi. “The EU's principled
position on reconstruction should be maintained. Displaced Syrians in SACD’s large
network support the firm stance with respect to impeding funding until a comprehensive
political solution is reached.”

In addition, the SACD delegation underscored that the displaced Syrians make up more
than 50% of the country’s population.

“As the war's largest constituency, refugees and IDPs must play an active and central role
in shaping an inclusive political solution to the conflict and rebuilding of Syrian society.
The UN-led peace process should have a dedicated work-stream for the direct voice of
refugees and IDPs as part of the political dialogue. The solution to the refugee and IDPs
crisis is both political and humanitarian and all involved, including the EU, must be aware
that there can be no durable peace and stability in Syria and the region without the
rights of the displaced being at the center of any future political solution,” concluded
Nader Othman.

In a rich discussion, the SACD delegation relayed others concerns of the displaced
Syrians, including a concrete request for assistance with the issuance of identification
documents to prevent the abuse and humiliation by the regime over civilians in need, for
instance by imposing high costs for passports and short expiry periods as a way to
maximize its income. The meeting was seen as success by all participants and it marks
the beginning of the displaced people’s voice being heard in the highest decision-making
circles of the European Union.

Syrian Association for Citizens’ Dignity is a movement established by the people of Syria
for the people of Syria. It has no political affiliation. Through policy advice, advocacy and
dialogue, it works to promote and secure the rights of refugees and IDPs from Syria,
representing their views and concerns to get their voices heard. It embodies the diversity
of the country's population, regardless of social class, gender or religious confession. It
fights against premature or forced return. It considers that a movement for dignified
return, based on recognition of the rights of the displaced citizens of Syria, is central to
any efforts to end the conflict and assist in Syria’s recovery.
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