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SYRIA
	At A Glance
	

	Population, July 2006 est.
	19,314,747
In addition, 20,000 Syrians live in the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights, together with 20,000 Israeli settlers. 

	GDP Per Capita (PPP), 2006 est.
	$4,000 

	Human Development Index Rank, UNDP, 2006
	107 (out of 177 countries)

	Freedom House Rating, 2006
	Not Free

	Political Rights
	7

	Civil Liberties
	7

	Freedom of the Press Rank, Freedom House, 2006
	180 (out of 194 countries)

	Corruption Index Rank, Transparency International, 2007
	138 (out of 180 countries)
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Updates and Forthcoming Events 

· The Arab League plans to hold its twentieth annual summit in Syria on March 29-30.  Syria is keen for high-level representation at the summit, but Arab divisions over Lebanon have cast a shadow over the meeting. Arab media sources report that Saudi King Abdullah and Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak may not attend if a Lebanese president is not elected. President Mubarak said in a statement to Bahrain Television on February 25 that Syria was part of the problem in Lebanon, and called on Damascus to help resolve the crisis before the summit. Meanwhile, Arab foreign ministers started a series of meetings in Cairo on March 5 to prepare the summit agenda. 
· A Damascus court charged ten members of the Damascus Declaration for Democratic National Change opposition coalition on January 28, 2008 with “attacking the prestige of the state, publishing false information, membership in a secret organization aimed at destabilizing the state and fuelling ethnic and racial tension.” Under articles 285, 286, 306, and 307 of the criminal code, they face prison sentences of up to fifteen years. Those charged include Fidaa al-Horani, president of the National Council of the Damascus Declaration and Akram al-Bunni, its general secretary. Former MP Riad Seif was arrested on January 28, drawing condemnation from the White House. Prominent artist and political activist Talal Abu-Dan was also arrested on January 31. Twelve Damascus Declaration members in all have been detained since December 9. The Declaration held its first general conference in Syria on December 1. Click here for more details.
Upcoming Political Events:

· Arab League Summit, Dmascus, March 29-30, 2008

State Institutions/ Separation of Powers

· Syria gained independence from the French administered League of Nations mandate on April 17, 1946. A republican government that had formed during the mandate assumed control.

· Syrian politics from independence through the late 1960s were marked by political upheavals.  During this period Syria had four different constitutions and witnessed several military coups.  It also briefly joined Egypt to form the United Arab Republic between 1958 and 1961. 

· Syria stabilized under President Hafez al-Asad, who came to power through a bloodless military coup on November 13, 1970 and consolidated the dominance of the Baath party.  Hafez al-Asad also helped concentrate power in the hands of the Alawite sect, a minority Muslim sect that constitutes approximately 11% of Syria’s population.  Hafez al-Asad served five presidential terms and, after his death in 2000, his son Bashar became president.  

· The present Constitution was approved on March 13, 1973 (English Text, Arabic Text).

Executive branch 

· The president is the head of state. He:

PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=-"
· Serves a seven-year term.  The presidential candidate is first nominated by the People’s Assembly and then runs unopposed in a popular referendum rather than in competitive elections.  If the majority of voters fail to approve the candidate, the nomination process is repeated in the People’s Assembly and a new referendum is held. 

· Must be Muslim.

· Appoints the prime minister, the deputy prime ministers, and the vice presidents.

· Appoints cabinet members.

· Appoints civil servants and military personnel.  Article 137 of the Civil Service Law was amended in January 2005 to transfer to the president the cabinet’s power to fire civil servants.
· Is commander-in-chief of the armed forces.

· Can declare war.

· Is the chairman of the National Progressive Front and secretary-general of the ruling Baath Party. 

· Promulgates laws approved by the People’s Assembly.  The president can reject a bill and return it to the Assembly within a month of receiving it.  If the bill is put to a second vote and approved by two-thirds of members present in the Assembly and by at least an absolute majority of all members, the president must sign the bill into law. 

· Can dissolve the People’s Assembly.  A new Assembly must be elected within 90 days from the date of dissolution.  The president cannot dissolve the Assembly twice for the same reason within a term.
· Assumes legislative authority when the People’s Assembly is not in session, but his decrees have to be confirmed by the assembly when it reconvenes.  

· Can assume legislative authority even when the Assembly is in session “in case of absolute need relating to national security.”

· Can call national referenda.

· Can only be removed from power for high treason.  The People’s Assembly can initiate impeachment proceedings through a petition supported by one-third of its members voting openly or by two-thirds of its members voting in a closed session.

· Can only be tried by the Supreme Constitutional Court, of which he is a member. 

· Bashar al-Asad has been president since July 17, 2000, when he succeeded his father.  

· The vice presidents:
· Are appointed by the president.

· Have no clearly defined powers.  Article 95 of the constitution states that “the President of the Republic appoints one or more Vice Presidents and delegates some of his duties to them.”   

· The first vice-president assumes the president’s role if any temporary incapacity prevents him from carrying out his duties. If the incapacity is permanent or in case of death or resignation, a referendum takes place to elect a new president within a period not exceeding 90 days. If the Assembly is dissolved or if its term is due to expire in less than 90 days, the first vice president carries out the president’s duties until the new Assembly convenes (Article 88 of the constitution).

· Mohammad Zuheir Mashariqa has been vice president for party affairs since March 11, 1984.  Farouq al-Sharaa, who served as Syria’s foreign minister for 22 years, was appointed vice-president for political and foreign affairs on February 11, 2006.  The position had been vacant since Abdul Halim Khaddam resigned during the Baath Party Congress in June 2005.  Khaddam was close to Hafez al-Asad and is considered one of the most prominent members of the Syrian old guard. Parliament recently recommended he be tried for treason after he stated that Bashar al-Asad had threatened Rafik Hariri before he was assassinated.  
· The prime minister:

· Is appointed by the president.

· Submits the cabinet’s resignation to the president in the case of a no confidence vote.

· Exercises presidential powers if the post of president becomes vacant and there is no vice president, until a new president is elected through a referendum within 90 days (Article 89 of the constitution).

· Mohammad Naji al-Otari became prime minister on September 10, 2003.

· The Council of Ministers:

· Is appointed by the president.

· Is responsible to the president.

· Draws up the state’s general budget.

· Prepares draft laws.

· Prepares the state’s economic development plan.

· A cabinet reshuffle on February 11, 2006 targeted major posts such as the foreign, interior, and information ministries and introduced 14 new ministers. Career diplomat Walid al-Muallem became foreign minister, replacing Farouq al-Sharaa who served as Syria's foreign minister for 22 years. Al-Sharaa was appointed vice-president, a position that had been vacant since Abdel Halim Khaddam resigned in June 2005. Senior security officer Bassam Abdel Majid was appointed interior minister to succeed the late Ghazi Kanaan, whom authorities said committed suicide last year. Syria's ambassador to Spain Mohsen Bilal became the country's new information minister and Naji al-Otari retained his post as prime minister. Click here for a list of cabinet members. 

Legislative branch

· The 250-member People’s Council (Majlis al-Shaab):

· Is elected by popular vote from 15 multi-seat constituencies to serve four-year terms.  167 of the 250 seats are guaranteed for members of the National Patriotic Front and 50% of the members must represent workers and peasants. 

· Sits in three annual sessions.  It may be called into special session by the speaker of the Assembly, the president of the republic, or at the request of one-third of the Assembly.  

· Cannot initiate legislation.  Debates and sometimes modifies legislation proposed by the executive branch.

· Approves the general budget and development plans.

· Ratifies treaties.

· Nominates the candidate for the president of the republic. 

· May be dissolved by the president.  

· May debate motions of no confidence in the Council of Ministers as a whole or in individual ministers.  Such a motion must be initiated by at least one-fifth of the members and approved by the majority of the members.  If the motion passes, the ministers concerned must resign.

· Can propose constitutional amendments if one-third of its members agree.

· Enjoys full immunity.

Judiciary

· Syria’s legal system is a mix of Ottoman and French civil law, and of Islamic law.  The constitution requires that Islamic jurisprudence be a main source of legislation.  A separate religious court system handles questions of personal and family law.

· Articles 131 and 133 of the constitution guarantee the independence of the judiciary.  In practice, there is very little judicial independence, especially above the lower court level.  The appointment of judges and the verdicts they issue are ultimately subject to the approval of the executive branch.

· The Ministry of Justice has responsibility for all administrative functions related to the judiciary.  

· Judiciary Councils

· The Supreme Judicial Council appoints, promotes, and transfers judges; it also proposes laws related to judicial affairs. Headed by the minister of justice, it is composed of the president of the republic, the attorney-general, the chief of judicial inspection, the president of the Court of Cassation and his two most senior deputies, and the deputy minister of justice.

· The Council of State (Majlis al-Dawla), established by Article 138 of the constitution, is an administrative court with jurisdiction over cases involving the state.  During the period of union with Egypt, the Syrian Council of State was brought into harmony with the Egyptian model and remains similar to its Egyptian counterpart. 

(     Courts
Regular Courts

· First level:

· Magistrate Courts (mahakim al-sulh) hear all minor civil and criminal matters.

· Courts of First Instance (mahakim bida’iyya) hear appeals from the magistrate courts.  They are divided into civil and criminal courts.

· The Court of Assize is an additional criminal court that hears cases in which the punishment may exceed three years’ imprisonment.

· Juvenile Courts (mahakim al-ahdath).

· Customs Court (al mahakim al-jumrukiyya).

· Second level:

· Courts of Appeal (mahakim al-isti’naf) hear appeals from the first level courts.  They are divided into civil and criminal chambers.  Of the thirty Courts of Appeal, three criminal courts and four civil courts are located in Damascus, and one civil court and one criminal court are located in every district.  Decisions by the Court of Appeal may not be appealed, but may be nullified by the Court of Cassation.  

· Third level:

· The Court of Cassation (mahkamat al-naqd) is located in Damascus and is divided into three-judge panels devoted to criminal, personal status, and civil and commercial issues.  Appeals from the lower courts are often difficult to win because the courts do not provide verbatim transcripts of cases, only summaries prepared by the presiding judges.


Religious Courts

· There is a separate court system for personal status cases.  Personal status issues include marriage, divorce, and inheritance.  

· The law provides for sharia courts to handle personal status issues in cases involving Sunni and Shi’i Muslims or in cases between Muslims and non-Muslims.  Doctrinal courts (madhabi) hear cases involving Druze, and spiritual courts (ruhi) settle personal status cases for Christians and Jews.  The cities of Damascus and Aleppo have three sharia courts; other districts have one.  

· There is a degree of integration between the personal status courts and the regular courts: appeals are allowed from the personal status courts to the personal status division in the Court of Cassation.

Special Courts

· Military courts have the authority to try civilians as well as military personnel.  The military can establish field courts and try cases referred by the minister of defense and prosecuted by the military prosecutor.  

· The Supreme State Security Court (SSSC) hears cases related to national security.  Its judgments are not subject to appeal and it is not bound by the same procedures as the regular courts.  The minister of the interior and the president may ratify, nullify, or alter the verdicts.  Under SSSC procedures, defendants are not present during the preliminary phase of the trial during which the prosecutor presents evidence.  Also, lawyers are not ensured access to their clients before the trial and are excluded from the court during their client’s initial interrogation.  Most politically sensitive cases have been tried in this court.  

· The Supreme Constitutional Court rules on the constitutionality of laws when the president or one-fourth of the People’s Assembly challenge the constitutionality of a law before its promulgation.  It does not have the right to review laws that the president of the republic submits to public referendum (Article 146).  The Court also has some ancillary duties, including jurisdiction over election disputes and trial of the president of the republic if he is accused of criminal offenses.  Upon request, the court also serves in an advisory capacity.  The president of the republic is one of the court’s members and he appoints the four other members to four-year, renewable terms.  

· Syria used to have Economic Security Courts, which were established in 1977 to try cases involving economic crimes (particularly those involving the illegal possession or exchange of foreign currency and violations of the country’s once highly restrictive import regulations).  These courts were formally abolished on February 14, 2004 by Legislative Decree 16. Economic crimes are now adjudicated in the regular courts.

Local Government

· Syria is divided into14 governorates (muhafazat) which are divided into 107 districts (manatiq) and 2480 subdistricts (nawahi).
· The 14 governorates are headed by governors appointed by the ministry of the interior and confirmed by the cabinet.  They report directly to the president. Each governor is assisted by a council.

· According to a new local administration law approved in April 2005, all local councils (including governorate, district, and subdistrict councils) will be freely elected, and about 15,000 councilors are expected to be elected for four-year terms in 2007.  The councils will also be free to elect their executive.  Until now, these councils were elected from closed lists proposed by the National Progressive Front and each council had an executive consisting of six to ten officers appointed by the central government from among the council’s elected members.  

· Governorates, districts and sub-districts have little autonomy.  All government expenditures are included in one national budget produced by the ministry of finance.  Lower-level governments receive all operating funds from the central government and return revenue collected to the national treasury. 

Rights 

Personal Liberties

· The constitution stipulates that citizens are equal before the law, and various articles of the penal code prescribe penalties for discrimination.  
· The constitution guarantees freedom of speech and expression; the right to “participate in supervision and constructive criticism in a manner that safeguards the soundness of the domestic and nationalist structure and strengthens the socialist system.”

· The constitution guarantees the right of citizens to meet and demonstrate peacefully in accordance with the law.  In practice, only the government, the Baath Party, or groups linked to them are allowed to organize demonstrations.

· The constitution guarantees the freedom to practice any religion, provided this does not disturb the public order.  There is no official state religion, but the constitution requires that the president of the republic be a Muslim. 

· The State of Emergency in force since 1963 severely restricts personal liberties.  The Emergency Law (Decree No. 5 of March 9, 1963) authorizes the prosecution of anyone “opposing the goals of the revolution,” “shaking the confidence of the masses in the aims of the revolution,” or attempting to “change the economic or social structure of the state.”  The government justifies the emergency law by alluding to the state of war with Israel and past threats from terrorist groups.

· The constitution prohibits arbitrary arrest and detention, but in practice, these activities persist.  The 1963 Emergency Law authorizes the government to conduct preventive arrests and overrides Constitutional and Penal Code provisions against arbitrary arrest and detention, including the need to obtain warrants. The security services have virtually unlimited authority to arrest suspects and hold them incommunicado for prolonged periods without charge.  
· The Constitution states that “no one may be tortured physically or mentally or treated in a humiliating manner.” The Penal Code provides punishment for abusers.  However, there are reports that security forces routinely extract confessions by torturing suspects and detaining members of their families.There have been reports of deaths in prisons due to torture. 
· Prominent activists and relatives of exiled dissidents are routinely prevented from traveling abroad. 

· The Kurdish minority faces political restrictions.  Two hundred thousand Syrian Kurds are deprived of citizenship and are unable to obtain passports, identity cards, or birth certificates.  This prevents them from owning land, obtaining government employment, and voting.  The government's discrimination against the Kurdish minority resulted in a series of riots in March 2004. During the riots, which started in the Hassakeh province and then spread to other parts of the country, more than 40 persons were reportedly killed by security forces and more than 1000 arrested.

· Cases of “disappeared” Syrian citizens, Palestinians, and other foreign nationals, many dating back to the 1980s, remained unresolved.

· A recent wave of arrests and court sentences has targeted several human rights activists and opposition figures.  Click here for more information. 

· The New York-based organization Human Rights Watch provides a comprehensive overview of human rights developments in Syria. 

Legislation Regulating the Exercise of Rights

· Political Party Laws

· Article 8 of the constitution declares the Baath party the ruling party of the state and society.

· Political parties are required to support the principles of the revolution: socialism and Arab nationalism.

· All officially registered political parties must be members of the National Progressive Front, which is currently made up of ten member parties.

· The Syrian government is drafting a new political parties law, according to a June 20, 2006 statement by Minster of Expatriates Buthaina Shaaban.

· Electoral Law

· Candidates for legislative elections run in direct simple majority elections in 15 multi-member constituencies.  The electoral law stipulates that every governorate constitutes an electoral district except for Aleppo, which is divided into two districts. The two Aleppo districts have the largest representation in the 250-member assembly with a combined 32 seats, followed by Damascus with 29 seats. The 1973 Electoral Law (Arabic Text) states that at least half the People’s Assembly members must be workers or peasants. Candidates must run as independents or as members of a party affiliated with the National Progressive Front. 
· Vacancies arising between general elections are filled through by-elections held within 90 days after the vacancy arises (except for vacancies arising less than six months before the expiration of the mandate).


· A 1990 amendment to the 1973 law increased the number of members in the People’s Assembly from 195 to 250.

· A January 2007 presidential degree (Arabic text) introduced several procedural changes to the election process.  It stipulates that transparent ballot boxes be used in elections and caps campaign spending at three million Syrian Lira (US $60,000) per candidate. 
· Polling stations are supervised by three civil servants who pledge an oath before a judge. 
· A new law for local administration passed in April 2005 establishes the election of all 15,000 members of the provincial councils in the elections scheduled for 2007.  Under the previous election law, Syrians voted for candidates from a closed list determined by the National Progressive Front.  

· Law on Associations

· The constitution allows the establishment of private associations but also grants the government the right to limit their activities.  

· Article 49 of the constitution states that unions and social and professional organizations must work toward: building a socialist Arab society and defending the system; planning and guiding a socialist economy; and popularly supervising the machinery of government. 

· The Law of Associations (Decree No. 39 of 1958) requires every civil society organization to register with and obtain a license from the ministry of social affairs.  

· In February 2001, the ministry of social affairs announced that political forums and discussion groups that had formed in the preceding months in the more open atmosphere of the “Damascus Spring” (a period of political opening which started after the death of President Hafez al-Asad in June 2000) could not meet without its permission, which would only be granted if specific information on the meeting’s location and attendants was provided. 

· The government requires permits for all meetings by religious groups, except for worship.  It also monitors their fundraising activities.

· The law provides for the right to form unions and to bargain collectively but past repression by the government dissuades workers from practicing this right.   

· Media Laws

· The constitution provides for freedom of speech and the press, but the government restricts these rights in practice.

· The 2001 Publications Law stipulates imprisonment and financial penalties as punishment for the publication of “inaccurate” information, particularly if it “causes public unrest, disrupts international relations, violates the dignity of the state of national unity, affects the morale of the armed force, or inflicts harm on the national economy and the safety of the monetary system.”  Prison terms range from 1 to 3 years and fines from 500,000 to 1 million Syrian pounds (US$10,000-20,000).  The law also allows the government to deny or revoke publishing licenses for reasons “related to the public interest” (which is not clearly defined).  It also requires that owners and editors-in-chief of publications be Arab. 

· Amendments to the Publications Law impose strict punishments on reporters who do not reveal their government sources in response to government requests. 

· Vaguely worded articles of the Penal Code and Emergency Law give the government large discretion in punishing those who express views or publish information that “opposes the goals of the revolution” or tarnishes the image of the state.  

· Anyone wishing to establish an independent paper or periodical must apply for a license from the ministry of information.

· Private and party newspapers rarely deviate from government-approved coverage. 

· Except for some radio stations that do not broadcast news and do not report on political issues, radio and television outlets are all state owned.  An amendment to the 2001 publications law issued in September permits the establishment of privately owned radio stations.

· The government has attempted to control access to the Internet and monitor its use.  The government bans access to Kurdish websites, foreign-based websites of unlicensed opposition parties, and news websites critical of the government.  The government has increased prosecutions against journalists using the Internet.  

· The Ministry of Information and the Ministry of Culture and National Guidance censor domestic and imported foreign press.  Censorship is usually stricter for material in Arabic.
· Internet censorship in Syria is growing, with over one hundred websites blocked, according to a Reporters without Borders statement on December 7, 2007. Banned websites include YouTube, Amazon, Facebook, the Arabic electronic daily Elaph, and various websites run by human rights groups and political organizations.
· According to the annual Worldwide Press Freedom Index by Reporters without Borders, Syria ranks 154 of 169 countries.  The index runs from 1 (most press freedom) to 169 (least press freedom).

· Personal Status Law

· The Syrian Personal Status Law 59 of 1953 (amended by Law 34 of 1975) is essentially a codified sharia law with specific exemptions for Druze, Christians, and Jews.   It is applied to Muslims by sharia courts while Druze, Christians, and Jews have their own courts.

· The Personal Status Law discriminates against women in matters such as inheritance, divorce, child custody, and the weight of their testimony in the courts.  

Political Forces

Political parties 

· Syria is essentially a one-party state, dominated by the Arab Socialist Baath Party.  When the Military Committee of the Baath Party came to power in Syria in 1963, it outlawed most political parties and banned their newspapers. 

· In 1972, the National Progressive Front (NPF) (al-Jabha al-Wataniya al-Taqadumiya) was established as the umbrella for legal political parties. It encompasses the Baath Party and eight (increased from the original six) allied parties, giving the appearance of a multi-party system.  The Baath Party dominates the NPF. Non-Baath parties included in the NPF represent small political groupings of a few hundred members each and conform strictly to Baath Party and government policies.  Chaired by the president of the republic, the NPF approves the states’ five-year plans, discusses economic policy, and determines the government’s general policy orientation.  The Front is guaranteed 167 seats in the People’s Assembly.  It includes:

· The Arab Socialist Baath Party (Hizb al-Baath al-Arabi al-Ishtiraki): the ruling party in the state according to the constitution.  It is headed by President Bashar al-Asad and leads the NPF.  Baath Party leaders control the executive and legislative branches of the Syrian government.  The party currently holds 135 seats in the People’s Assembly.  Every four years the party branches elect representatives to the Party Congress, which then elects the members of the party institutions; the Central Committee has 90 members and the Regional Command has 21 members.  The Regional Command is the highest body of the party and of the state. Presidential candidates must gain the approval of the Regional Command before being nominated to run for office.  Click here for details on the party’s structure. 

· The Arab Socialist Unity Movement (Ittihad al-Ishtiraki al-Arabi): Led by Ahmed al-Ahmed.

· The Unionist Socialist Democratic Party (Hizb al-Dimuqrati al-Tawhidi al-Ishtiraki): Led by Fadlallah Nasr al-Din.

· The Socialist Unionist Party (al-Wahdawiyyun al-Ishtirakiyyun): Led by Fayez Ismail.

· The Syrian Arab Socialist Party: Led by Safwan Qudsi.

· The Syrian Communist Parties (Hizb al-Shuyu‘i al-Suri): Led by Wissal Farha Bakdash and Yusuf Rashid Faysal.

· The Arab Democratic Union: Joined in April 2003.

· Following the June 2005 Baath party congress, the Syrian Social National Party (al-Hizb al-Qawmi al-Ishtiraki al-Suri), banned since 1955, was licensed without being required to join the NPF.  It is led by Jubran Urayji.  

· Clandestine parties operating in Syria or in exile.

· Muslim Brothers
· Banned since it attempted to assassinate Hafez al-Asad in 1980. 

· Suppressed under Hafez al-Asad, most notably in a 1982 crackdown in the northern town of Hama that left tens of thousands of civilians dead.  

· Led by Ali al-Bayanouni who is currently in exile in London, but is believed to wield considerable influence in Syria.

· Experts believe this is the only opposition party with a strong constituency. 

· Syrian Democratic Party.

· Baath Arab Socialist Democratic Party
· Arab Socialist Movement.

· Reform Party of Syria.

· Democratic Kurdish Party in Syria.

· Kurdish Democratic Union Party.

· Kurdish Democratic Progressive Party.

· National Democratic Front.

· Meeting in Brussels on March 17, 2006 exiled Syrian opposition leaders announced the creation of a united front to form a transitional government to bring about regime change in Syria. Participants in the National Salvation Front include former Syrian vice president Abdel Halim Khaddam, leader of the banned Muslim Brotherhood Ali Sadreddine al-Bayanouni, and smaller Kurdish and communist parties. On April 9, 2006 a military court in Syria charged Khaddam, who has been living in Paris since he defected in December 2005, with inciting a foreign attack against Syria and plotting to take power.

· Syrian opposition groups released the “Damascus Declaration” on October 16, 2005 demanding Syria’s transformation through peaceful means from a “security state to a political state” based on free and regular elections, a democratic constitution, the rule of law, pluralism, and individual rights. The declaration calls for an end to Syria's emergency law, the release of political prisoners, and the return of exiles; it also endorses the cultural and political rights of Kurds and other minorities. The document brought together leftist and nationalist groups, Kurdish movements, secular dissidents, an imprisoned lawmaker, human rights activists, and the exiled leadership of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood.  Click here for an English translation of the Damascus Declaration.
· Syrian authorities launched a campaign of arrests against members of the Damascus Declaration for Democratic National Change opposition coalition on December 9, 2007. Twenty-three leading members of the Declaration have been arrested as of December 11. The campaign comes a week after the Declaration has held its first conference in Syria on December 1, in which it elected its president and general secretariat, and issued a call for peaceful democratic change. Click here for the Declaration's statement in Arabic. The Damascus Declaration, formed in October 2005, is an alliance that comprises various Syrian secular, nationalist, leftist, and Islamic political groups and activists. Click here for the names of those arrested in Arabic.
Civil society

· Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) must register with the government, which generally denies registration to reformist groups.

· Human Rights Organizations:

· The government does not allow domestic human rights groups to legally register.  Unregistered human rights groups include: The Syrian branch of the Arab Organization for Human Rights (AOHR), the Syrian Human Rights Organization, the Committee for the Defense of Democratic Liberties and Human Rights (CDL), and the Human Rights Association of Syria (HRAS).  

· Although unregistered human rights groups have been allowed to operate, individual leaders have been jailed. In May 2005, Muhammad Raadoun, head of (AOHR), and Aktham Nuayse, president of the CDL, were detained on charges of “disseminating false information.”

· Human rights advocates and other civil society activists became more outspoken during the period referred to as the “Damascus Spring” (July 2000-Fenruary 2001). 

· On May 9, 2005 the first independent media watchdog was created.  Hurriyat (Freedom) was founded by a number of journalists, human rights activists, and lawyers.

· Political Forums: Informal meetings where attendants discuss political and economic issues. 
· Informal political forums were tolerated briefly during the six months of the “Damascus Spring.”  

· In May 2005 the Syrian government cracked down on the Jamal Atasi Forum for Democratic Dialogue in Syria, one of the few sanctioned non-governmental organizations and the only political forum to survive the 2001 crackdown.  Nine members were arrested, including writer Ali Abdullah for reading a statement by the exiled leader of the banned Muslim Brotherhood at the forum’s meeting in Damascus. The statement called on the Syrian government to respect human rights and initiate electoral reform. 

· Syndicates: The executive boards of professional associations are not independent.  Members of the Baath Party generally lead the associations, but non-party members can serve on their executive boards.

· Syndicates include:

· The Syrian bar Association: All lawyers wishing to practice law in court must belong to the Bar Association, whose leadership is dominated by Baath Party members.

· Teachers’ Syndicate

· Physicians Syndicate

· Dentists Syndicate

· Labor Unions:

· There are no independent unions in Syria.  All unions must belong to the General Federation of Trade, which is headed by a member of the Baath party and controls nearly all aspects of union activity.  It advises the government on legislation, organizes workers, and formulates rules for various member unions.

Election Results

· There is universal suffrage for those 18 years and older.

· Results of presidential referendum on May 27, 2007:

· According to results released by the Interior Ministry, Bashar al-Asad obtained 97.6% of the vote in the referendum and over 95% of eligible voters turned out to the polling booths. 

· Bashar al-Asad obtained 97.29% of the vote in the July 10, 2000 referendum.
· The next presidential referendum is in 2014.

· Results of elections for the People’s Assembly on April 22-23, 2007:
· Nationalist Progressive Front (NPF) candidates won the majority of seats in parliamentary elections on, an expected result as two-thirds of the 250 seats are automatically allocated to the NPF. The Baath party won 134 seats and other NPF members won 36 seats. 

· Independent candidates, who have been allowed to run for parliament since 1990, competed for the remaining 80 seats. 

· Syrian opposition groups boycotted the elections, saying that the few changes to the electoral process fell far short of their longstanding demands. Led by the Syrian Democratic Coalition (SDC) and the Damascus Declaration bloc—an alliance of sixteen political parties—the opposition says it has a national project for democratic and peaceful change, including a new electoral law and the establishment of political parties. 
· The next legislative elections are to be held in 2011.

· Results of municipal elections on August 26-27, 2007:
· 32,058 candidates contested 9,687 seats.

· The Nationalist Progressive Front, a coalition of the ruling Baath party and nine other parties, won the majority of seats.
· Syrian opposition groups, including the Damascus Declaration for Democracy, boycotted the elections.

· 319 female candidates won seats (compared to 294 in the 2003 elections).

· Voter turnout: 50% (compared to 38% in the 2003 elections).

· The next municipal elections will be held in 2011.
Constitutional Revision

· The Syrian constitution was adopted in 1973.  The president of the republic as well as two-thirds of the People’s Assembly have the right to propose amendments to the constitution.  Amendments must be approved by a two-thirds majority of the Assembly’s members and by the president.
· The most recent amendment was adopted in 2000, when Article 83 was modified to decrease the minimum age required to become president from 40 to 34, thus allowing Bashar al-Asad to become president after his father’s death. 

Corruption

· Corruption is widespread in Syria.  The public sector is dominant in most industries and heavy licensing and bureaucratic regulations encourage bribes in order to circumvent them. 

· The budget making process is officially subject to both parliamentary approval and the input of the Baath Regional Command.  In practice, however, the parliament acts as a rubber stamp for the party and the executive on this issue.  The government does not make available a record of expenditures on a regular basis. 

· President Bashar al-Asad ran an anti-corruption campaign in 2000, during which fired some high officials, including a former prime minister and a former deputy prime minister.  Another campaign in 2003 removed dozens of public employees from the civil service and the military.

· The Baath Party Conference in June 2005 recommended the establishment of anti-corruption mechanisms. 

· Some former officials and activists, including the former minister of justice and the former assistant to the minister of planning, are applying to the ministry of social affairs and labor to obtain a permit to establish an independent anti-corruption association.  It could become the local branch of “Transparency International.” 

· Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index 2007 ranks Syria 138th out of 180 countries.

Ratification of International Conventions

· International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (CCPR) on April 21, 1969. 

· PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=-"International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) on April 21, 1969.

· The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT): not ratified.

· The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) on April 21, 1969.
· The Convention of on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) on March 28, 2003. 

· The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) on July 15, 1993.
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