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Introduction
Syria endured five decades of authoritarian rule marked by
widespread and systematic human rights violations, followed by
fourteen years of brutal war involving extensive breaches of
international humanitarian law by all sides. In just eleven days, rebel
forces led by the Islamist Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) overthrew the
Assad regime in an offensive that culminated in Bashar Al Assad’s
abrupt departure for exile on December 8, 2024.  

This marks a watershed moment in Syria’s history, providing
significant opportunities for political transition, justice, accountability,
reconstruction, and reconciliation. While this unfolding transitional
period holds great promise, it also poses substantial challenges.
Recent sectarian massacres that took place in Syria’s coastal regions,
where 1,300 people, most of them civilians from Syria’s Alawite
community, the sect to which the Assad family belonged, were killed,
underscore the ongoing threat of sectarian tensions that continues
to undermine peace and stability for all Syrians.

Syrians of all political persuasions are wary of the origins of the HTS,
which until 2016 was affiliated with al-Qaeda and, before that, with
ISIS. They worry that the country’s ethnic, religious, and cultural
mosaic is not reflected in the caretaker government. Many who
appreciated the role of the HTS in toppling Assad are nonetheless
concerned about power-sharing, inclusion, and ideological overreach
in the post-Assad transitional period. The key to a successful
transition to democracy in Syria is inclusion, but its achievement
remains challenging. 
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The Importance of Civil Society
Syrian civil society can and must play a key role in this transition
period. Civil society actors faced tremendous challenges under the
closed and restrictive political space during the Assad years. During
the years of conflict, their physical safety was in jeopardy, and many
were targeted and threatened by different political groups, which
drove many to exile. However, despite this, civil society activists
persisted in advocating and calling for human rights, justice, and social
cohesion throughout the conflict. 

Over the past 14 years, the experiences of civil society actors have
varied significantly based on whether they remained inside Syria or in
exile. Those who remained had to navigate the complex realities of a
country torn by war, political repression, and economic instability.
However, despite facing security risks and other challenges, they
continued their activism, engaging in grassroots initiatives,
documenting human rights violations, and spearheading humanitarian
efforts. Many Women Human Rights Defenders (WHRDs) and women-
led NGOs worked tirelessly to directly support affected communities,
especially in the aftermath of the devastating earthquake of February
2023.
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Many civil society activists and WHRDs who left Syria gained access
to global advocacy platforms, funding opportunities, and
networking that helped amplify their voices. While in exile, many
pushed for transitional justice, accountability, and human rights at
an international level. However, their distance from the realities on
the ground has sometimes led to tensions with those who
remained inside.  

As civil society re-establishes itself in post-Assad Syria, these
differences in experiences and perspectives are being tested.
Those who remained and those returning may have different views
on implementing change. While those who stayed were forced to
work within the constraints of survival and local realities, those
returning brought external perspectives shaped by their
experiences abroad. And all civil society actors will face the new
bureaucratic and political realities imposed by the new authorities.

However, the current moment presents an opportunity for Syrian
civil society to unite. This period of transition of emerging political
dynamics is precisely the time for civil society activists from across
the country’s political and cultural spectrum, those who remained
in Syria and those from the diaspora, to play a role in shaping and
informing policy that reflects their goals and the ideals for which
they have been advocating. WHRDs remain committed to pursuing
justice and equality, challenging overlapping structural barriers,
and ensuring that women play integral roles in shaping Syria’s
future. 
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This brief will highlight some of the main challenges that civil
society actors will have to confront in post-Assad Syria, focusing on
four key areas: (1) Women’s rights and issues of pluralism and
inclusiveness; (2) Accountability for past crimes and transitional
justice; (3) Revenge and sectarian killings; and (4) A collapsed
economy resulting from prolonged war and decades of sanctions.  

5

SYRIA



1. Women’s Rights, Inclusion, and Pluralism 
Despite the challenges of operating within an authoritarian political
system and subsequently during a civil war, Syrian women have
been an essential part of Syrian civil society. They played a critical
role in ensuring that the most vulnerable groups received critical
and crucial humanitarian aid and raised their voices to spotlight
rights violations and demand accountability. During this transition
period, they continue to speak about their demands, organize
protests, and engage with the unfolding political process.  

Given that a rebel group leads the current interim government that
until 2016 was affiliated with Al Qaeda, many Syrians have been
wary of the provisional government’s ideological bent and its views
regarding women and minorities. On March 20, 2025, the interim
government appointed 23 ministers to its new cabinet, of which
only one is a woman, Hind Kabawat, who was named Minister of
Social Affairs and Labor. Additionally, Maisaa Sabreen was named
Head of the Central Bank, becoming the first woman in Syria’s
history to hold the role, backed by over 15 years of financial
experience. Mohsina Mohaythawi, a longtime civil activist, was
appointed Governor of Sweida, marking the first time a woman has
held that post in the province. Aisha Al-Debes, a civil society and
humanitarian worker, was appointed Head of the Women’s Affairs
Office, where she leads efforts on women’s legal and political
rights.
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While appointing women to these decision-making roles represents
positive developments, they are insufficient. And will not, in and of
themselves, address and institute systemic and structural changes
to laws and practices that perpetuate patriarchy. Furthermore, it
cannot be assumed that all women in leadership hold progressive
views on women’s rights. While Hind Kawabat comes from an
activist background and has worked to promote civic participation
among women, Aisha Al-Dibs, appointed to head the Women’s
Affairs Office, has publicly stated that a woman’s primary role and
responsibility should be to her husband and family.

Al-Dibs’ views align with the transitional government's overall
rhetoric, which, despite assurances to the contrary, seems
committed to conservative interpretations of women’s roles and
positions within Syrian society. The rhetoric adopted by key
government officials will, in all likelihood, promote more
conservative ideologies and restrictive views on women’s rights
and limit women’s control over their bodies. On the 14th of March,
Ahmad Al Sharaa signed an interim constitution that cites Islamic
jurisprudence as the country’s “main source of legislation.” This
development, along with proclamations of those in power, has
increased fears among women’s groups about regressive legal
measures, based on conservative interpretations of Sharia law
being adopted, which could roll back women’s gains and securitize
advocacy efforts on women’s rights.  
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Other developments continue to raise concerns about women’s rights
in Syria’s future. Historically, Syrian women have been free to choose
their manner of dress, and the interim government has not imposed a
dress code for women. However, there are reports of posters
instructing women to observe Islamic dress appropriately in various
Syrian cities, streets, and public transport. Some women have
launched a counter-campaign, placing stickers advocating for a
woman’s freedom of choice in dress. 
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According to reports provided to Femena by individuals directly
affected, both Muslim and non-Muslim women have been required to
wear the hijab when passing through security checkpoints controlled
by forces affiliated with the transitional government. In addition,
some reports have indicated that individuals linked to Hay’at Tahrir
al-Sham are preventing the mixing of men and women in public
spaces.  



These trends are especially concerning to women’s rights activists
who have long advocated for gender equality and an end to
discrimination against women. Women’s groups have worked for
decades to reform personal status laws to allow women the right to
divorce, custody of their children, to pass on nationality, and receive
equal inheritance, while also advocating for the appointment of
women to decision-making roles. These groups and feminist activists
are now under fire and are facing considerable criticism. Their
advocacy efforts are sometimes portrayed as reflecting a foreign
agenda that is alien to Syria’s religion and culture. In a recent
interview, Aisha Al-Dibs reiterated this same narrative.

Additionally, decrees issued by the transitional government regarding
the Associations and Licensing Law are concerning. These decrees
require civil society organizations to undergo periodic evaluations to
continue operating. However, the criteria for assessment and
procedures have yet to be announced. 

This lack of transparency could leave organizations vulnerable to
arbitrary assessments and potential shutdowns, creating further
concern for women’s civil society groups and activists who fear that a
less favorable political environment concerning women’s rights could
lead to the closure of their organizations. Women’s groups forced
into exile as a result of the fourteen-year conflict, fear that more
restrictive measures governing civil society groups could hinder their
ability to return to the country and to operate freely. This is especially
of concern as many of these groups have more progressive ideas
about women’s rights and hope they can advocate freely for women’s
equality in a more open Syria toward equality for women.
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2. Issues of Accountability and Transitional Justice 
One of the most significant issues the interim Syrian government
faces has to do with accountability for past atrocities. Missing persons
and enforced disappearances have been alarmingly widespread
crimes that have seriously escalated since the outbreak of the Syrian
civil war in 2011. Both state and non-state actors have been
implicated in these practices.  

The previous Syrian regime was responsible for a significant portion of
these disappearances. Its abysmal human rights record is well known,
and it was widely accused of engaging in the arbitrary detention,
torture, and enforced disappearance of individuals suspected of
opposing the regime or being affiliated with rebel groups. Though on
a smaller scale, opposition and rebel groups have also been involved
in abductions. ISIS and other extremist and armed groups, including
HTS, also carried out systematic campaigns of kidnapping and forced
disappearances, often targeting ethnic and religious minorities or
anyone accused of being an “enemy of Islam.” Lastly, Kurdish forces
such as the Syrian Democratic Forces (“SDF”) have also been
implicated in cases of enforced disappearances. 

Consequently, the scale of the crime is vast. Though estimates vary,
the UN has estimated that more than 130,000 persons are missing in
Syria. The families of these persons continue to bear the effects of
deep grief and uncertainty around the whereabouts of their loved
ones. In addition to the personal toll, the widespread practice of
enforced disappearances has contributed to the erosion of trust in
Syria and has undermined social cohesion.
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After the fall of the Assad regime, thousands of detainees emerged
from prisons and detention facilities, where some had been languishing
for years. However, the fate of tens of thousands of forcibly
disappeared individuals remains unknown.  

The Assad regime’s long record of destroying vital evidence and records,
using mass graves, and registering individuals as deceased without
returning bodies to families were all calculated measures that have
complicated efforts to pursue justice and accountability. During the
toppling of the regime, fleeing state security personnel burned or
destroyed key documents to erase proof of crimes. The chaos that
ensued after the release of detainees led to further loss of records,
documents, and vital evidence. In the desperate search for answers,
family members of the missing, residents, and journalists accessed
unguarded detention facilities, information archives, and mass graves,
sometimes unintentionally tampering with evidence in the process. 
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The transitional government’s coordination efforts remain fragmented,
and vital sites and archives are still inadequately safeguarded. In a
recent incident in Latakia, volunteers obtained legal approval from the
transitional government to paint the notorious State Security Prison,
which sparked widespread criticism and public outrage.

Women family members of the forcibly disappeared, carry a
disproportionately immense burden of having to search for missing
persons, as well as in many instances having to provide for their
families financially. The continuous search for the disappeared family
member also imposes an immense psychological toll on women,
heightened by the need to provide care for children and other family
members. 

The families of the forcibly disappeared have multifaceted needs and
demands, and Syrian civil society actors, including women-led victims'
associations, have been at the forefront of documentation, service
provision, as well as justice and accountability efforts. They face
considerable challenges, including security threats, limited resources,
and a lack of support from the governing authorities and the
international community.

The interim government must address the issue of accountability. First,
it should outline a more transparent, institutional transition to
transitional justice. The authorities also need to act more decisively to
stop vigilante violence and punish any abuses that occur. The interim
government ought to engage with civil society activists and reach out
to community leaders for guidance on the threats faced by particular
communities or areas.  
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Accountability requires meaningful cooperation between the
government, domestic activists, civil society actors, and
international experts and bodies. The interim government should
be open to cooperation with the international community to
provide the technical expertise needed to establish mechanisms of
accountability and transitional justice. This includes processes to
safeguard documents, government archives, or grave sites.  
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3. Sectarian Violence and Revenge Killings 
Syria is an ethnically and religiously diverse country. It is home to
religious communities that include Sunni Muslims, Alawites,
Christians of different denominations, Druze, and Isma’ilis, and
ethnic minorities such as Kurds, Circassians, Armenians, and
Assyrians. This diversity has long been a defining feature of the
country, but has also made some groups vulnerable as rulers and
outside actors have pitted one community against another. The
Assad family elevated Alawites to some prominent governmental
and military positions, though Sunnis and other groups also held
high-ranking positions. However, many Alawites did not benefit
under the Assad regime, and some opposed it. Still, the perception
that Assad favored Alawites has fueled resentment against this
community.  

Given the ideological background of HTS, many Syrians and outside
observers have voiced concern about the fate of Syria’s minorities
under an Islamist government. Before seizing control in Damascus,
the HTS administration of Idlib province protected the small
Christian minority there. However, observers wondered whether
this local experience would translate into the rule of an entire
country with a larger and more diverse array of religious and
ethnic minorities. 
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Shortly after taking over Syria, there began to be sporadic reports
of violations by HTS soldiers and militias allied to the group, which
the leadership called isolated incidents that could be blamed on a
few bad apples. However, this changed after the 6th of March,
when coordinated attacks by armed men believed to be Assad
loyalists on security forces unleashed a brutal wave of violence
across Syria’s coastal areas.
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The Alawite community, which began voicing its worries that it would
be the target of violence soon after Assad’s fall, has borne the brunt
of the latest violence. Though official death tolls have not been
confirmed, some estimates have put the civilian death toll at over
1,300. Videos posted to social media channels like Telegram have
shown perpetrators, many in military fatigues, breaking into homes,
looting, and committing extrajudicial killings – indiscriminately
shooting and assassinating entire families at once.
  
The Druze community has also faced a terrifying escalation in
sectarian violence. In the areas of Jaramana, Sahnaya, and Sweida,
Druze civilians and fighters have come under direct attack, reportedly
by unregulated factions described by the transitional government as
unaffiliated with any official military structure. Following clashes, these
groups engaged in brutal revenge attacks, targeting Druze in their
homes. There have been reports of killings, massacres, and acts of
intimidation, with many comparing the developments to the violence
committed against the Alawite community in the coastal regions.

The interim government has appointed a committee to investigate the
violence in the coastal areas. However, fear and mistrust remain high,
especially among the Alawite community. The fact that the interim
government framed previous attacks as isolated incidents, effectively
downplaying their broader impact, minimized the tensions that
continue to exist and could resurface at any time. This is especially so
given that sectarian and vengeful discourse is pervasive on social
media, deepening social divisions and fostering an environment of
mistrust and fear.  
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Many survivors of attacks lack access to legal or psychological
support and, alongside their families, endure ongoing trauma and
insecurity. Civil society organizations attempt to address these
challenges by documenting abuses, supporting affected
communities, and advocating for inclusive policies. However, their
efforts are constrained by limited resources, accusations of loyalty
to the deposed regime, continued security threats, and a general
lack of support from the transitional government. The term
“remnants of the regime” has been used to delegitimize individuals
and CSOs who speak out against sectarian violence, further
silencing efforts to promote justice, accountability, and inclusion.

On the 14th of March, Ahmad Al Sharaa signed an interim
constitution that cites Islamic jurisprudence as the country’s “main
source of legislation.” This move, combined with the interim
government’s track record, has heightened fears among minority
groups about further marginalization and exclusion. On the 10th of
March, Al-Sharaa and the commander in chief of the Syrian
Democratic Forces–a Kurdish militia group- signed an integration
agreement. Still, the timing of this agreement, coming on the heels
of the massacres in the coastal region, has left some critics
wondering about the motives behind it. 
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In sum, the interim government faces many challenges in
governing Syria, considering the regional, factional, and ethnic
divides within the country. The new government must address the
underlying divisions and causes of discrimination and
marginalization. It needs to reach out to all sectors of Syrian
society and include civil society in these efforts. Most importantly,
the new interim government must allow a full and independent
investigation into the violence that occurred in the coastal region,
which has far-reaching, longer-term consequences for Syria’s
peace and reconciliation efforts and all segments of Syrian society. 
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4. A Collapsed Economy and Other Public Sector Challenges 
One of the most significant challenges facing the new interim
government of Syria is addressing the country’s deep-seated
economic crisis. After fourteen years of conflict and displacement,
much of Syria’s infrastructure is in ruins. Entire towns are
uninhabitable, with schools, hospitals, roads, water facilities, and
electrical grids damaged and public services barely functioning.
Visitors to Syria after Assad’s fall have noted that outside
Damascus, in the suburbs of places like Douma, Daraya, and
Yarmouk, the pulverized, crumbling buildings are reminiscent of
scenes of destruction in Gaza. Poverty and marginalization,
legacies of the Assad regime’s brutal reprisals, persist.  
It is estimated that over 90 percent of Syrians live below the
poverty line, with more than half the population unable to access
or afford enough quality food and requiring some form of
humanitarian aid to meet their basic needs.  

Deprivation is not only a consequence of Syria’s war, but it was also
a contributing factor to it. Even before 2011, youth unemployment
was high. Between 2006 and 2011, unprecedented droughts
forced millions to migrate from rural to urban areas for livelihoods.
Meanwhile, as vast segments of Syrian society lived in poverty, a
small elite emerged, one that worked directly for and with the
regime. This elite controlled major contracts, imports, exports, and
public services. Though US-led international sanctions had been
imposed in Syria for decades, they barely hurt Assad and his
cohort of business cronies. 
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The Assad regime also strategically utilized public sector
employment, a significant portion of the workforce, as a political
tool. Thousands of individuals were employed in “ghost” positions,
and jobs were allocated to the wives and children of Syrian military
personnel killed in the conflict. In response, the transitional
government dismissed thousands of public sector employees,
including those in critical sectors such as healthcare. 
This decision sparked widespread protests, as disruption to the
income of these workers, meager as it is (their salary is estimated
to range between $20-$35 a month), throws them into even more
precarity. The government was forced to reverse its decision,
leading to the reinstatement of many workers and a reevaluation
of employment policies. This episode highlights the fragility of
Syria’s economy and the importance of addressing the systemic
structural inequalities and endemic corruption to rebuild Syria’s
economy.  
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The country’s reconstruction needs are estimated to exceed $250
billion, spanning infrastructure, essential services, and economic
recovery. The healthcare system is in critical condition, with over
half of Syria’s hospitals nonfunctional, and with severe shortages of
medical and other necessary supplies. Water infrastructure is
similarly degraded, with at least two-thirds of treatment plants, half
of pumping stations, and a third of water towers damaged since
2011. Syria imports most of the fuel it needs due to the collapse of
its domestic oil industry; current production is at 30 percent of
Syria’s pre-2011 production. According to the UN Children’s Fund,
over 7,000 schools were damaged or destroyed, and nearly 2
million children are out of school.  
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Syria will need hundreds of billions of dollars for reconstruction—
funds that will not materialize until there is a stable political system
and economic sanctions are lifted—sanctions that have been in
place for 45 years and intensified since 2011. After Assad’s fall, the
US announced a temporary six-month easing of sanctions.
However, the measure is insufficient to ease the pressure on
ordinary citizens and allow for rebuilding Syria’s economy. 

Rebuilding Syria will require a stable central government to
manage and oversee the rebuilding and distribute funds fairly.
Overcoming the deep distrust that Syrians have had towards
governmental authorities, after decades of socio-economic divide,
lack of transparency, and corruption, requires long-term,
comprehensive solutions.
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Recommendations: For the International Community and
Syrian Interim Government 

1. Women’s Rights, Inclusivity, and Pluralism
Provide sustained financial and technical support to civil society
organizations that promote and protect women’s rights and
justice, reconciliation, inclusion, pluralism, and human rights in
Syria.
Working in collaboration with Syrian civil society, ensure that
international programs and policies are built on a victim-
centered and rights-based approach.
Develop and implement gender transformative policies that
encourage a governance model that actively dismantles
discriminatory legal frameworks and ensures women's full
participation in governance, civil society, and the economy.
Prioritize diplomatic and humanitarian efforts that address the
specific needs of women and structurally excluded groups,
ensuring a sustainable political transition rooted in justice,
accountability, and gender equality.

2. Justice and Accountability 
Support a comprehensive transitional justice process to
address past atrocities through criminal accountability, truth-
seeking, reparations, and institutional reforms, all within a
unified framework. 
Ensure that victims and survivors are actively engaged in every
stage of transitional justice processes, from planning and
implementation to monitoring and evaluation.
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Support existing international accountability mechanisms,
including the UN Independent Institution on Missing Persons,
which was established to investigate disappearances by
factions in Syria, using a victim-centered approach to uncover
the fate of missing persons and provide closure to families. 

3. Combatting Violence Against Religious Minorities
Thoroughly investigate recent incidents of sectarian violence,
ensuring accountability and reparations for victims. 
Enact and enforce laws that specifically protect religious
minorities from discrimination and violence.
Nurture a historically informed national dialogue and create
awareness-raising and educational campaigns grounded in a
human rights framework that foster understanding and respect
for diverse religious and cultural practices.

4. The Economy and Public Sector Challenges 
Acknowledge the link between transitional justice, social
recovery, and economic revival by ensuring that remaining
sanctions do not disproportionately harm civilians.
Support local economic initiatives that strengthen community
resilience and help rebuild war-affected areas.
Provide immediate humanitarian aid focused on food security,
healthcare, and essential services, ensuring that women and
children receive priority support.
Promote economic diversification and job creation through
vocational training and investments in sectors that support
women’s economic empowerment and long-term sustainable
growth.
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Femena supports Women Human Rights Defenders, their
organizations and feminist movements in Southwest Asia and North

Africa (SWANA) through analysis of trends and policy,
documentation, fostering the development of regional communities

of practice and advocacy.

Femena's work is primarily focused on contexts of shrinking or
closed civic space and contexts impacted by growing extremism

and conflict. 
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