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INTRODUCTION
There are no easy solutions to the problems in Syria. This is partly because there are many
different layers to the conflict, such as fighting between Government forces and Islamist
militias, as well as proxy wars involving other nations.
This short report of a brief visit is unable to address all of the complexities. It does, however,
seek to reflect the priorities of all those with whom we met, including a variety of religious
leaders, representatives of diverse political parties, nationally and internationally respected
artists, musicians and intellectuals, the humanitarian aid organisation St Ephemeral
Patriarchal Development Committee (EPDC) and members of local communities.1
We visited Syria at the invitation of His Holiness Patriarch Ignatius Aphrem, the Syrian
Orthodox Patriarch, to observe changes since our previous visit in September 2016, to
assess current needs, and to discuss preparations for reconstruction following the cessation
of the war against ISIS, Jabhat al-Nusra and other terrorist groups.

SUMMARY

1
2



Regime change: Despite the well-documented criticisms of the Syrian Government,
many Syrians are deeply concerned by the British Government’s commitment to
impose a transition of power, including the removal of President Assad. All those to
whom we spoke passionately believe that Syrians should have the right to determine
their own future and to elect their own leadership, without foreign interference.



Opposition forces: The British Government has provided considerable financial
support to so-called ‘moderate’ opposition forces.2 However, we heard time and
again that these forces, including the Free Syrian Army, are now dominated by
jihadist militants. The vast majority of opposition forces have extremist ideologies,
with no intention of creating democracy in Syria.



Sanctions: All of those with whom we met spoke of the devastating impact of
sanctions and the destruction of industrial infrastructure. These greatly harm
civilians, for whom it is very difficult to obtain employment, and adequate supplies
of food, medicines and medical equipment.



Reconstruction: As on our previous visit, we were encouraged by the consistently
positive relations between Christians and Muslims in Government-controlled areas.
We witnessed numerous cooperative reconstruction projects in regions which have
been destroyed by war, including the (re)building of houses, universities,
orphanages, medicine factories and historic religious sites.

For full list of meetings, see Appendix 2
Hansard, House of Lords, 19 October 2017, columns 668-670; Mail Online, 30 September 2017
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MEETINGS: RELIGIOUS LEADERS
1. Ignatius Aphrem II, Syriac Orthodox Patriarch
[Regime change] “No regime in the world is perfect. Of course we want reforms. But change
has to come from the Syrians, for the Syrians. With respect to the UK, they do not know
what the Syrian people need.”
[Sanctions] “We are a worldwide church and we are grateful for their willingness to help.
But our resources are limited and it is impossible for churches to transfer the money. This is
a consequence of the sanctions. We are not able to bring help to the people.”
[Sanctions] “Some places in Syria are simply too dangerous to travel by car. But we only
have three or four functioning aeroplanes inside Syria, with limited and therefore very
expensive seats. It is manageable for someone like me to overcome this, but for ordinary
Syrians, it is nearly impossible.”

Former Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Carey of Clifton; Vatican Representative in Syria, Apostolic Nuncio,
Cardinal Mario Zenari; Syrian Orthodox Patriarch (photo: syriacpatriarchate.org)

2. Ahmad Badreddin Hassoun, Grand Mufti, whose son was killed in the conflict
[Sanctions] “I don’t understand why I am not allowed in the UK. I’m not given a visa because
they say I am supporting the Syrian Government but religious leaders are linked with the
Government.”
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[Opposition forces] “We are proving to the whole world that Syria is standing against
terrorism. We plead with the British not to accept extremists who claim to be
revolutionaries fighting for freedom.”
[Concern over the Muslim Brotherhood in the UK] “The Muslim Brotherhood has sent many
fighters to Syria. Now they are in the UK and have been sending money to terrorists in Syria.
I visited Rowan Williams 20 years ago and spoke at a mosque, as well as the biggest Jewish
synagogue in London. I warned that the terrorists are very close and that British mosques
are in the hands of Saudis and the Muslim Brotherhood. I said the same thing in Oxford. But
nobody seems to have taken any notice.”
3. Youssef Absi, Patriarch, Melkite Greek Catholic Patriarchate
[Future] “We are hoping for a new constitution. One that respects freedom of conscience
and freedom of religion or belief.”
[Foreign intervention] “The presence of Russia gives us hope that someone is with us.”
4. Bishop Ephrem Maalouli, Greek Orthodox Church
“You came and saw what is really happening. Go back and tell.”
[Impact of war] “It is easy to rebuild a house but it is difficult to rebuild a person. Many
people remain in the country but emigrated. Many left the country but remained in their
faith”.
5. Senior representative, Greek Orthodox Patriarchate
[Media] “The western media are only ever hearing the wrong things about us. We have two
bishops who were kidnapped four years ago. They are still missing. Yet no one talks about it.
It is not mentioned in any international forum. Surely this should be known around the
world?”
6. Head of the Greek Orthodox Church in Maaloula
[Opposition forces] “Please tell your Government that they are sending us terrorists.”
7. Local representative, Syriac Orthodox Church
[Sanctions] “The sanctions are not affecting the Syrian government. It is the people that
suffer. We cannot import machines or raw materials for our factories. Our industry is
suffering. Many workers have emigrated, or been killed, to the point that the Ministry of
Industry has been forced to bring people like me out of retirement to train new workers. We
are happy to help but it isn't sustainable.”
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MEETINGS: ARTISTS, MUSICIANS AND INTELLECTUALS
1. Charity manager, Saidnaya
[Sanctions] “We don’t care so much about the loss of income. But we do care about the
health of our people. The prevention on key medicine is the biggest issue facing Syria”.
2. Doctor, Saidnaya
[Regime change] “The policy of your government is not only bad. It is shameful. Many
countries who exacerbated the war in Syria are admitting their role. Yet the British
government still insist it was the Assad regime against its people.”
3. Pharmacist, Saidnaya
[Sanctions] “Everyone has lost something during the war. Our home or a loved one. The
sanctions are causing so much suffering. They are not only economic, but political; we don't
have an embassy and we don't have an airport.”
4. Artist, Damascus
[Regime change] “I do not like the regime. But the alternative is much worse. Many people
who supported the protests in 2011 realise that the promise of freedom was a lie. They
support the regime now. They realise this isn't a dream. We have to be pragmatic.”
5. Dentist, Damascus
[Sanctions] “The health sector has suffered because of the sanctions, especially because the
machines we use come from America. They don’t even allow us to receive spare parts.
Terrorists have stolen many of our manufacturing facilities. The Red Crescent try their best
but they can’t meet all our needs.”
6. Lawyer, Damascus
[Sanctions] “The economic sanctions are unlawful, imposed outside of the will of the UNSC.
How can the UK support these kinds of sanctions when so many Syrians are suffering?”
7. Other quotes from artists, musicians and intellectuals
[Media] “Western media often misrepresent the situation in Syria. Take, for example, the
concert by the Syrian Symphony Orchestra at Palmyra after the city was liberated. The
concert was magnificent. But it was rubbished by Western media who condemned it as ‘proAssad propaganda’ and indicated that it was obscene to hold a concert on a stage where ISIS
had slaughtered Syrian Army soldiers. This is the opposite of the reality: the purpose was to
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pay tribute to the fallen soldiers, to prove that terrorism will not destroy the spirit of the
Syrian people and to show that new life is rising from the suffering inflicted by the
terrorists.”

National Centre for Visual Arts, Damascus

[Culture as resistance] “Art in all its forms is our method of resistance against terrorism.
Nothing will kill our spirit. We will continue to create art and music as light in the darkness.
Art is about the expression of light.”
[Sanctions] “Art is above politics. We wish we could spread our music to other countries but
sanctions will not allow us.”

MEETINGS: POLITICAL REPRESENTATIVES
1. Dr Bouthaina Shaaban, media adviser to the President
[Regime change] “We never said we were perfect. But is forced regime change the way to
bring about reform? Isn't it time for Britain to review their policy?”
[Foreign intervention] “There are those in the west who regard us as second class citizens.
They are the colonial and we are the occupied.”
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International collaboration] “The Syrian Government is open to collaboration with whoever
wants peace in Syria.”
2. Hammouda Sabbagh, Speaker of Parliament
[Reconstruction] “We have three priorities: eliminate terrorism; reconciliation among
Syrians; reconstruction of all that has been destroyed, both rural and urban.”
[Media] “The western media has really distorted what has happened here. But the Syrian
people's witness has been stronger. You can see with your own eyes what is happening
here.”
3. Deputy Speaker of Parliament
[Sanctions] “The British must at least begin to build bridges with Syria – to lift sanctions, to
re-open an embassy, to regain some confidence.”
4. Mr Inas Al-Hammal, member of Opposition Party
[Regime change] “Just because we are opposed to the regime, it does not mean that we are
against the country. We have always been in opposition. But today we share the
Government's concerns.”
[Sanctions] “We have suffered from terrorism but we have suffered more from the
sanctions. It not only harms the poor but it also galvanises the aggressors - those who take
up arms in order to make an income. We are not asking you to help the Syrian Government.
Help the Syrian people. These sanctions are against the Syrian people.”
5. Boutros Merjaneh, Chair of the Syrian Parliament Foreign Affairs Committee
[Sanctions] “The sanctions have a very small effect on the Government but a devastating
effect on the people.”
[Opposition forces] “The British government must stop financing the militants and speaking
as if they are moderate opposition.”
6. Dr Ali Haidar, minister for National Reconciliation
[Opposition forces] “I was active in opposition since 2003 but decided to back the
Government in 2012. My son was active in the initial demonstrations against the Assad
regime. He was very active in his university, urging peaceful opposition. He refused to take
up arms, and he was killed by terrorists for doing so.”
[Foreign intervention] “The Syrian crisis is not really Syrian anymore.”
[Reconciliation] “Very few realise that a ministry of reconciliation exists in Syria. We are
seeking to create islands of peace in the big sea of war, and we have already achieved more
6

than 100 successful reconciliations, including in cities and small villages. That means three
million Syrians are able to return to their normal productive lives, and more than 30,000
detainees freed. That includes those who support and oppose the Government, in areas
that have been social incubators of the opposition.”
7. Sheikh Dr Khedr Shahrour, Director of Damascus Countryside Directorate of Religious
Endowments
[Opposition forces] “The west has supported terrorists to destroy our country. It has
destroyed Syria.”
8. Dr Remon Helal, Member of Parliament
[Sanctions] “The Syrian people are suffering. We still suffer economic sanctions. Our airports
are still closed to foreign flights. Many families are spread across borders. We have started
internal reconciliation but now we need international reconciliation. We are trying to open
our doors to those who want to help Syria. We are open. We are flexible. We are ready to
collaborate with any positive initiative.”

VISITS
1. St Ephrem Patriarchal Development Committee (EPDC), Damascus
We visited an NGO in Old Damascus called St Ephrem Patriarchal Development Committee
(EPDC). It partners with UNICEF, UNDP, Oxfam, Barnabas Fund and many other aid
organisations to deliver relief and development projects across Syria.
We hope to collaborate with EPDC in the near future to support local partners in Maaloula.
For further information, see Appendix 3.
2. Saidnaya
Saidnaya is an historic Christian town located in the mountains, north of Damascus. It was
attacked in 2012 by 2000-3000 Islamist militants with tanks and advanced weaponry. Up to
300 local people formed an ad hoc popular committee in response to the attack, 30 of
whom were killed. After three days of intense conflict, the committee repelled the attack
and saved Saidnaya from occupation.
Nabil, the leader of the local defence force, told us: “My brother died in the fighting not far
from here. My two cousins also died. I returned from Dubai to defend my village from alNusra and Jaish al-Islam. They were supported by militants from Lebanon, France, Germany,
Colombia and even some of my neighbours.”
The Mother Superior of the nearby monastery of the Virgin Mary, said: “When the terrorists
came, we were not afraid. In the Bible it says that perfect love drives out fear. So we
remained.”
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Team members of St Ephrem Patriarchal Development Committee

Gift of solar power equipment by Nasrin Sharifi of Power to the People and Caroline Cox to Syrian Orthodox
Patriarch for a new orphanage
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A pharmaceutical factory under construction in Saidnaya. Since the town’s liberation, the Syrian Orthodox
Church has initiated numerous reconstruction projects, which are now in the process of construction, including
a restaurant, university, monastery and orphanage.

3. Maaloula
Maaloula has seen immense destruction as a result of the war. The attack on the town was
led by the Free Syrian Army (FSA), one of the leading opposition forces to Assad’s regime.
Survivors of the conflict told us that the FSA were supported by Jabhat al-Nusra and other
terrorist factions.
One survivor told us: “America and Britain consider the FSA as moderates. But in fact they
have the same ideology as al-Nusra and ISIS. When Obama said he would bomb Syria in
2013, the FSA felt invigorated. Maaloula is one of the towns that suffered as a result.”
On the first day of the attack, 4 September 2013, 29 local people were killed, including three
civilians who refused to convert to Islam. Six men were kidnapped, five of whom were later
found dead, with evidence of torture; the other is still missing. The town’s most popular
four-star Safir Hotel has been obliterated. Situated at the top of the hill, it proved a strategic
stronghold for Islamist fighters. The same fighters occupied nearby ancient monasteries,
smashing altars, stealing relics and burning crosses. Maaloula was eventually liberated by
the Syrian Army in April 2014. Only now are people beginning to return, with the population
half that of 2011.
9

Above: Sacred shrine vandalised by Islamists; Below: View of Maaloula, where reconstruction is taking place
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CONCLUSION
Although fighting continues, the darkest days of the war in Syria appear to be over. ISIS and
other Islamist military forces have been pushed out from approximately 90 per cent of the
country.
There is widespread appreciation of the support provided by Russia, which has recognised
the priority of expelling ISIS and other Islamist terrorist groups from Syria and helped the
Syrian Army to achieve this objective.
Yet the crisis remains one of the worst humanitarian disasters of our time, affecting people
of all ethnicities and religions. In this context, the impact of sanctions has been devastating.
As the three Patriarchs of Syria have warned: “Though the main goals of imposing these
sanctions are political, they touch the lives of the entire Syrian people, especially the poor
and working class whose ability to provide their basic daily needs such as food and medical
care are greatly affected.”3
We therefore urge the British Government to:


Stop provision of support to ‘Opposition’ groups, as there are now no more
‘moderate’ armed Opposition groups. The massive financial support that has been
made available to such groups is merely prolonging the war and the suffering of the
Syrian people.



Enable the Syrian people to decide their own future without any external political
agendas or conditions, so that the country can recover, maintain and preserve its
plurality and diversity, as a place of freedom of faith, deep culture and historic
civilization.



Support construction projects for the rebuilding of schools, factories, universities
and homes.



Promote the lifting of sanctions against the Syrian people.

3

A Humanitarian Appeal from the Patriarchs of Syria to the International Conscience and the Concerned
Countries, 23 August 2016

11

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The group wish to record our sincere thanks to all who met us and who shared their hopes
and concerns with us.
We hope we will convey their views appropriately and accurately – and that their concerns
will be taken seriously by the international community, including faith leaders, politicians,
academics, representatives of cultural organisations and the media.
We also wish to record our profound appreciation for the love, hospitality and welcome we
have experienced, and the faith, courage, resilience and determination of the Syrian people
to protect and promote their freedom, their culture and their historic civilisation.

Bringing hope and dignity through employment: a factory established by the Church in Saidnaya
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APPENDIX 1: LETTERS
Letter to The Times, 21 December 2016
“Those of us who have served as Ambassadors to Syria or who have visited Syria recently
remain deeply concerned by Britain’s continued support for the so-called moderate
armed opposition and the British Government’s commitment to impose regime change.
Civilians in many parts of Syria fear that such intervention will create a political vacuum,
providing a dangerous opportunity for ISIS-related Islamist extremists.
“We therefore urge the Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary to respect the right of the
Syrian people as a whole to choose their own future. Failing to do so not only
undermines the long-term stability of Syria but risks creating a chaotic situation similar
to, or perhaps even worse than, those in Iraq and Libya.”
Peter Ford, British ambassador to Syria 2003-06
Lord Green of Deddington, British ambassador to Syria 1991-94
Lord Wright of Richmond, British ambassador to Syria 1979-81

Extract of letter from the Patriarchs of Syria, 23 August 2016
“Since the beginning of the crisis in Syria in 2011, the impact of the economic and
financial sanctions increased on the daily lives of Syrian citizens. This constituted a huge
burden which deepened the suffering of the Syrian people. These sanctions represent
another aspect of the crisis and result in more pressure on individuals, institutions,
companies, and consequently on the entire people.
“The absence of new investments and the ban on international flights to Syria, as well as
the reduction of exportation to the country and listing some Syrian companies on the
blacklist of international trade, are considered to be economical measures towards the
isolation of Syria from the international community.
“Furthermore, the closing of most of the embassies of western countries in Syria and the
withdrawal of their employees limits the diplomatic relations and the foreign interaction
of Syria with other countries.
“Moreover, the ban on international banking transactions with Syria puts the people in
financial difficulty. It impoverishes the citizens and threatens them in their daily bread
and deprives them of their human dignity...
“…Stop the siege on the Syrian people! Lift the international sanctions on Syria and allow
the people to live in dignity, which is a basic right to all the peoples of the world.”
John X, Greek Orthodox Patriarch
Ignatius Aphrem II, Syriac Orthodox Patriarch
Gregorius III, Melkite Greek Catholic Patriarch
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APPENDIX 2: SCHEDULE OF VISIT
Sunday 26 November: Damascus
His Holiness Patriach Mor Ignatius Patriarch of Antioch and All the East, The
Aphrem II
Supreme Head of the Universal Syrian
Orthodox Church
Archbishop Timotheos Matta Al Khoury Patriarchal Vicar in Damascus of the Syrian
Orthodox Church
Cardinal Mario Zenari
Apostolic Nuncio in Damascus
Archbishop Samir Nassar
Archbishop of the Maronite Church in
Damascus
Pastor Boutros Zaaour
Pastor of the National Evangelical Church in
Damascus
Dr Nabil Suleiman
Advisor to the Minister of Religious
Endowments
Sheikh Dr Ahmad Samer al-Qabbani
Director of Damascus Countryside Directorate
of Religious Endowments
Sheikh Dr. Khedr Shahrour
Director of Damascus Directorate of Religious
Endowments
Abd Al-Ahad Safer
Syrian National Forum
Nabil Seriani
Syrian National Forum
Shadi Sarweh
The Executive Director of St Ephrem
Patriarchal Development Committee
Monday 27 November: Damascus
His Beatitude Patriarch Youssef Absi
St Ephraim Patriarchal Development
Committee (EPDC)
National Centre for Visual Arts
Missak Baghboudarian
Elias Zayat
Dr Nabil Al Asswad
Sara Shamma
Edward Shahda
Mouafak Makhoul
Moustafa Ali
Ghazi Aana
Mohammed Ghannoum
Ismail Nasra
Ghazwan Allaf
Ihsan Al-Irr

Patriarch of the Melkite Greek Catholic Church
Old Damascus
Damascus
Manager and Conducter of the Syrian National
Symphony Orchestra
Painter
Head of Classic Singing at the Higher Institute
for Music
Painter
Artist
Artist
Sculptor
Sculptor
Painter
Painter
Sculptor
Head of Plastic Artists Union
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Yasser Hammoud
Rima Salamon
Abdullah Mourad
Adnan Fathallah

Artist
Artist
Artist
Conductor of the National Orchestra of Arabic
Music
Opera singer
Prominent musician, Oud and Buzok player
Manager of ‘Syria Site’
Minister of Tourism
Member of the Syrian Parliament
Member of the Syrian Parliament
Businessman from Aleppo

Sousan Hadad
Mohamed Othman
Andre Salameh
Eng. Bishr Riad Yazigi
Boutros Marjanah
Dr Amira Stephano
Nael Mallah
Tuesday 28 November: Damascus
Dr Bouthaina Shaaban
Dr. Ahmad Badreddin Hassoun
Mr. Mohammed Abdul Sattar
Mr. Hammouda Sabbagh
Mr. Najdat Anzour
Members of Parliament
many regions of Syria
Dr Ali Haidar
Dr Elian Massaad
Mr. Inas Al-Hammal
Mrs. Suheir Al-Sarmani
Mr. Mazen Bilal
Dr Hani Al-Khoury

Political and Media advisor to the President
The Grand Mufti
Minister of Endowment and Religious
Affairs
Speaker of Parliament
Vice Speakers of Parliament

representing
Minister for National Reconciliation
Internal opposition: Secretary General of
National Congress for Secular Syria
Internal opposition: Secretary General of
the Development Party
Internal opposition: Deputy Secretary
General of the Youth Party
Internal opposition: Member of the Secular
Democratic Movement
Internal opposition: Member of the Political
Bureau of the Peace Party

Wednesday 29 November 2017: Damascus and Saidnaya
Visit to the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate and meeting with:
His Grace Bishop Ephrem Maalouli the Patriarchal Vicar in Damascus (as His Beatitude
Patriach John X Yazigi is not in Damascus)
His Grace Bishop Moussa El-Khoury: Patriarchal Assistant
His Grace Bishop Luka El-Khoury: Patriarchal Assistant
Visits to St Ephraim Monastery in Maaret Saidnaya and the Syrian Orthodox projects
under construction in the region (convents, orphanage, medicines factory, university,
restaurant).
The Grotto of the Holy Belt of Virgin Mary
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Our Lady of Saidnaya Monastary
Meeting with Mayors of Saidnaya and Maaret Saidnaya, as well as locals at St Ephrem
Monastery
Thursday 30 November 2017: Maaloula
Monastery of St Taqla (Greek Orthodox)
Monastery of St Sarkis (Melkite Greek Catholic), meetings with the Mayor and some local
citizens
Tuesday 28 November: Damascus
Dr Boutaina Shaaban
His Eminence the Grand Mufti

Media advisor to the President

Hammouda Sabbagh
Members of Parliament
many regions of Syria

Speaker of Parliament
representing

Vice Speakers of Parliament
Dr Ali Haidar
Dr Elian Massaad
Inas Al-Hammal
Suheir Al-Sarmani
Mazen Bilal
Dr Hani Al-Khoury

Minister for National Reconciliation
Internal opposition
Internal opposition
Internal opposition
Internal opposition
Internal opposition

Wednesday 29 November 2017: Damascus and Saidnaya
Visit to the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate and meeting with His Grace Bishop Ephrem
Maalouli the Patriarchal Vicar in Damascus (as His Beatitude Patriarch John X Yazigi is not
in Damascus)
Visits to St Ephraim Monastery and the Syrian Orthodox projects under construction in
the regions (convents, orphanage, medicines factory, university, and restaurant).
The Grotto of the Holy Belt of Virgin Mary
Our Lady of Saidnaya Monastery
Meeting with Mayors of Saidnaya and Maaret Saidnaya, as well as locals from St Ephrem
Monastery
Thursday 30 November 2017: Maaloula
Monastery of St Taqla (Greek Orthodox)
Monastery of St Sarkis (Melkite Greek Catholic), meetings with the Mayor and some local
citizens
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APPENDIX 3: ST. EPHREM PATRIARCHAL DEVELOPMENT
COMMITTEE (EPDC)
About EPDC
St. Ephrem Patriarchal Development Committee, EPDC, is a non-governmental organization,
operating under the supervision of the Syriac Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch and All the
East, directly subordinated to His Holiness Patriarch Mor Ignatius Aphrem II.
The Syriac Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch started this current humanitarian project
starting at the beginning of the crisis in Iraq, when people started to flee from Iraq to Syria
in 2003 and continued in the years that followed.
In 2011, due to the crisis in Syria, and its disastrous consequences with the displacement of
hundreds of thousands of people and their movement towards the capital Damascus, the
Late Patriarch Mor Ignatius Zakka I (21/03/2014) gave his blessing to form a committee in
order to serve the people most in need.
This committee specifically focuses their effort with the affairs of development and relief by
providing the assistance for those who are directly or indirectly affected by the crisis,
starting from the Patriarchate located in Bab Touma (Old Damascus) and the surrounding
neighbourhoods with the goal to reach the entire country of Syria by 2017.

EPDC Partners
UNDP
UNICEF
Oxfam
Kerk in Actie (The Netherlands)
Mennonite Central Committee (MCC)
Barnabas Fund (UK)
Orizzonti
Help (Germany)
Christian Solidarity International (CSI)
MECC (Middle East Council of Churches)
CARE International
Starterprious (Italy)
GOPA (Syria)
Gabriel & Co (USA)
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