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Al Bounni started by recalling what had happened in Hama, in 1982. 

 

Al Bounni himself originates from Hama. He explained that Hama was a small city which had always 

been politicised. For example, when Hafez Al Assad suggested constitutional reforms or when he 

invaded Lebanon, people in Hama protested. 

 

In 1982, around 200-300 Muslim brotherhood fighters invaded the city. According to M. Al Bounni, 

it would have been easy for the government to stop the insurrection. However, Hafez Al Assad 

wanted to “give a lesson to Syria through Hama”, using terrorism as an excuse to repress Hama. He 

therefore sent his brother’s, Rifaat Al Assad, special forces to quash the Muslim brotherhood and 

with it the civilians. In addition to forces on the ground, the city was bombed. The number of 

casualties is still unknown, but M. Al Bounni believes at least 3500 people were killed and/or 

submitted to enforced disappearances. 

 

Ms Triscone then explained what Trial International had done to hold the perpetrators of this 

massacre accountable. In November 2013, Rifaat Al Assad was spotted in a hotel in Switzerland and 

Trial International was directly informed by a witness. A month later, Trial filed a complaint, but M. 

Al Assad left the country before he could be arrested. When he was back in 2016, victims ask the 

prosecutor to interrogate Rifaat Al Assad, which the prosecutor refused. The victims appealed and 

the prosecutor was forced by the court to question the suspect. This was the only time M. Al Assad 

was interrogated during the proceedings. Seeing the prosecutor had not done enough, the victims 



 

filed a case of denial of justice, but the federal court rejected the demand on the ground that the 

case was complex, and that although the investigation had been slow it had never been interrupted. 

 

Ms Triscone also set out the difficulties of prosecuting such crimes. She explained that in principle 

states only have jurisdiction over crimes which have a tie to the state (territory, nationality of the 

perpetrator or the victim, national interest). However, in the case of universal jurisdiction, states 

can be competent to prosecute perpetrators of mass atrocities even if there is no link to their 

country. In the Rifaat Al Assad case, Switzerland used its universal jurisdiction. This type of 

competence is not without difficulties, however. Indeed, universal jurisdiction proceedings take 

time, which in turn can discourage the victims. Furthermore, victims are afraid of testifying. In 

Switzerland for example, it is difficult to give an anonymous statement. Finally, the fact that the 

crimes have taken place outside the territory of the state investigating makes it difficult to find 

evidence. 

 

Al Haj was himself an indirect victim of the Hama massacre as he lost family members. He explained 

that the victims encountered many problems in their quest for justice. First of all, victims and 

witnesses are afraid for their lives or the lives of their family and therefore do not want to testify. 

Most Syrians who live in Europe still have families in Syria and are afraid that the regime will retaliate 

against their loved ones if they speak up. He also noted that getting justice can be expensive. 

Without the help of Trial International, in this particular case, it would not have been possible to file 

a complaint. 

 

Ms Mensous explained what her NGO, Sherpa, had done to hold Rifaat Al Assad accountable. Sherpa 

is focused on financial crime. Ms Mensous acknowledged that it was not the same to prosecute 

Rifaat Al Assad of international crimes such as war crimes and to prosecute him of financial crimes, 

however she explained that financial prosecution has been an efficient alternative avenue to holding 

perpetrators to account. 

 

Sherpa first started investigating on M. Al Assad after the beginning of the Syrian civil war when 

newspapers reported that high Syrian officials were moving to Europe and investing money stolen 

from Syrian public funds. Sherpa noticed that M. Al Assad had a number of valuable properties in 

France: a mansion in Paris, a castle, a farm and an office in Lyon. However, according to official 

records, M. Al Assad did not have the means to afford those houses and offices. Rifaat Al Assad 

claimed that his properties were gifts from the Saudi royal family. 

 

French criminal courts found him guilty of money laundering last year but he has since then 

appealed the decision. The appeals court should issue its judgment in spring this year. According to 

Ms Mensous, M. Al Assad is still residing in France. 

 

The panel then discussed the trial in Koblenz. The trial of two Syrian officials in the German city of 

Koblenz is not linked to the Hama massacre, but M. Al Bounni thought it was important to mention 



 

it as it is the first case against the Syrian regime, through two of its officials. The judgment of one of 

the two accused will be issued on the 24th. M. Al Bounni took this occasion to thank all the NGOs 

which work on Syria and accountability for Syrian as such a trial, for example, could not have been 

possible without their help. 

 

Al Haj praised the courage of the witnesses and victims who testified in Koblenz. He noted that they 

agreed to testify because they have hope in the proceedings. Unfortunately, Syrians do not have 

hope in the proceedings against Rifaat Al Assad in Switzerland, and therefore refuse to testify. 

 

During the Q&A, M. Al Bounni also mentioned the fact that the Netherlands declared it would hold 

Syria accountable for torture, under the Convention Against Torture, in front of the International 

Court of Justice. According to M. Al Bounni however, this comes too late. 

 


