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Partner Organizations

UggL Syrians for Truth and Justice was conceived during the

Jalyo participation of its co-founder in the Middle-East Partnership

daionli e L. .

ol Initiative (MEPI) Leaders for Democracy Fellowship program,

Syrians who was driven by a will to contrib
For Truth

& Justice

Starting as a humble project to tell the stories of Syrians experiencing enforced disappearances
and torture, it grew into an established organisation committed to unveiling human rights
violations of all sorts.

Convinced that the diversity that has historically defined Syria is a wealth, our team of
researchers and volunteers works with dedication at uncovering human ripts violations
committed in Syria, in order to promote inclusiveness and ensure that all Syrians are
represented, and their rights fulfilled.

‘ We are a group of AfrinAs daughters a
devoted to its olive groves. In honour @ the history of our ancestors and
their struggle for the people and land; for the trees to reclaim their
splendour; and for families and loved ones to return to their mountains,
plains, and homes, we founded Lé&lGn as the first step on the path towards
justice and the restoration of rights to their owners. Throughout the
Syrian conflict, the Afrin region struggled with existential threats and
countless violations. The violations became systemic and coordinated
after the Turkey-led Operation Olive Branch in2018, as Turkey and its
affiliated armed groups controlled the region.

Seeking to achieve justice, several young men and women from Afrin, with different ethnic,
religious, social, and political affiliations, came together to establish the L&lGn Associain for
the Victims of Violations in Afrin. The association aims to help all victims equally, defend their
rights, and channel their voices.
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lllegal logging in the region has been ongoing systemically since 2018,
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Executive Summary

In this report, Syrians for Truth and Justice (STJand LElIGn Association for Victims in Afrin

reveal illegal logging operations in114f or est si t es -majoritgregion of fEn. Kur di s
Based on the extent of the concentration of tree.cover loss, STJ monitored:

x High degradation of the forests in(57) locations, where perpetrators cleared the forests
almost trees entirely.
Moderate degradation of the forests in (42) locations.

x Low degradation of forests in(15) locations.

Notably, there are no official statics on the number of trees cut since 2018. Haever, STJ
estimates the loss at tens of thousands, while several local sources that STJ met with for this
report insist that the number is higher, verging on hundreds of thousands.

STJhas been keeping close tabs on forest logging across the Afrin regi@ince late 2019. Field
researchers monitored large-scale woodcutting in several of the region's forest areas. To verify
the logging activities the researchers recorded, STfalked to sources informed of the situation,
compiled evidence from various open sarces, analyzed the collected information, and matched
the findings with satellite images.

In terms of methodology, this report draws on accounts STJ obtained through direct interviews,

in person and online, with local sources and witnesses in the affectaateas, in addition to visual
evidence and information available in open sourc
For further verification, STJ matched the collected data with satellite imagery, which provided
overwhelming evidence of the rampart clearing of forests in the region after the Turkish

military and affiliated Syrian armed opposition groups controlled Afrin following the 2018

Operation Olive Branch. Notably, several internationalindependent organizationsand UN

bodies | abel the Tur ki sh mi bccupaiany Hs pr esence i n

STJ carried out36 interviews over the past months. The interviewees included several locals,

internally displacedpersons( | DPs), members from the oppositiont
relief worker s, one of whom reported that hisorganization purchasedlogs harvested in Afrin,

andtwo timber merchants in Nort hern Syria,who are familiar with timber trafficking routes and

markets. Following the interviews, STJ thoroughly analyzed the accounts the field researchers

obtained from the sources and the footage they collected from the cleared sites. Based on the

analysis, the digital forensic expert with STJ demarcated the locations most affected by illegal

logging and matched them withas many as (72fatellite imagesto identify the extent of tree-

cover loss in the deforested areas.

Afterward, the digital forensic expert matched the satellite images with live footage (taken
directly of the targeted forests or screenshots from available videos}o mark the exact locations
of these sites and corroborate logging. Furthermore, the digital forensic expert obtained
additional evidence, verifying that the perpetrators had cut down thousands of trees in overl5
other locations through compiling online footage, data from open sources, and condtting
comparisons of satellite imageries of the region from various dates.

Notably, STJ has designated this report solely to illegal logging and subsequent deforestation in
the Afrin region, intending to publish a separate and extensive piece on the illicclearing ofolive
orchards belonging to the region's indigenous population.
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In the map below, STJ locates the verified sites of illegal logging in the Afrin region, which
amounted to 114. Importantly, STJ is confident that the actual number of affectedforest
patchesacross Syria is higher than the fraction the map exhibits.
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Additionally, in the table below STJ lists some of the dominanplant species native of the Afrin

region:!
# Species in Arabic Species inKurdish Species in English
1 (al-Battim) Kewzan,Kizwan, Benittoké Pistacia
2 0 0 Kelem, Mazi, and Gélberi. Oaks, which fruits are
(Al-Sindyan which fruits is called acorns
called balloutt)
3 (Al-h Ar ar) Guvij Juniper
4 (Zaytoub Bari) - Wild Olives
5 (Sumaq) - Rhus
6 (al-h E n abari) a Ti'ok Wild Jujube
7 (Shikoke) ikoke Hawthorns
8 (Hilroshik) Jilore &k -
9 (TaBvwi ) Te'wi -
10 (Markh) Merx Leptadenia
11 (Qattlab) Qetleb Arbutus
12 (Narmik) Nermik -
13 (Evris) Evirs -
14 (al-Dalb) Cinar Platanus
15 0 Dirire & s Sidrgotik -
0
(Dirirshek)
16 (Kehnar) Kenar Ziziphus
17 (Shirt) irt -
18 (Tizbi) Tizbi -
19 (Siftak) Siftek -

Deforestation and illegal loggingadversely impactthe environment, biodiversity, and
communities in and around forest areas. Concerning the environment, thefelling of trees
obliterates a natural buffer zone that forests represent. Trees prevent soil erosion and floods
and, most importantly, mitigate the risks of climate change, particularly spiking levels of carbon
dioxide (CO2).Likewise, extensive logging has catastrphic repercussions for biodiversity.
Deforestation threatens many animals and insects with extinction. The cut trees are habitats for
a large and diverse number of animals, which enter into fierce competition for food after they
migrate from their destroye d original habitats, becoming unable to reproduce.

1 Abdo, Muhammad Ali.Mount Kurd (Afrin): A Geographical Studin Arabic).2009. P. 14.
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However, the effects of deforestation remain the most harmful to the indigenous forest
dwellers, threatening their lives in many ways. For example, animals and insects displaced from
their habitats seek shelter in the inhabited villages surrounding the forests, which warrants
unfamiliar contact between the people and wildlife. Moreover, this unprecedented interaction
badly influences human health,because it is not onlyunnatural but also dangerous, creatirg
fertile grounds for diseases.

Unabating |l ogging also undermines the | ocalsH fo
forests as direct and indirect sources of food. They harvest fruits, herbs, and other edible plants

or cultivate crops using the Prests' fertile soil. Deforestation also threatens to displace locals

who either lose their food sources orlivelihoodswi t h t he di sappearing tree
soil provides farmers with organic nutrients for the crops, while it provides shepherds with

forage for their livestock.

Notably, this report, which focuses on the waning forests in the Afrin region, seeks to
complement the tremendous documentation efforts of other local and international
organizations in this domain, including thelengthy report PAX has recently published. In the
report, PAX documented deforestation across Syria, including in the western part of the
country. Located in that part, the provinces of Latakia, HamaiHoms, and Idlib lost over 36% of
their tree cover between 2011 and 2021.Based on remotesensing analysis, PAX discovered
that in the four provinces, "[flrom an initial cover of 1,230km2 in 2010, 12 per cent was lost by
2016 and another 24 per cent was losby the end of 2021. This represents a total loss of 45,320
hectares of tree cover in this time frame."

The organization also investigated forest batch disappearances in the Afrin region, particularly
following the Turkish military and their affiliated ar med groups fcursion into the region in
2019. The report highlights that the military hostilities displaced civilian Kurds again. At the
same time, a new wave of IDPs sought refuge in Afrin, coming from other Syrian territories. As
a result, north of Afrin, "a small park overlooking the city largely disappeared, as IDPs built
informal settlements and cut down the trees for firewood and housing. In a 27 hectare forest
patch (in 2015 and 2018), around 43 per cent was deforested between 2018 and 2021. The 45
per cent at the top of the hill has deteriorated badly (and is hardly forest anymore), as has the
patch at the south, representing the remaining 12 per cent."

The organization obtained detailed figures on the extent of tree cutting in other areas in and
near the Afrin region, particularly the Kurd Mountains and Mount Barsa. The report reveals that
deforestation started in that territory two years after the Turki sh-backed armed opposition

groups established control there. With remote-s ensi ng anal ysi s, PAX docul
cent loss in tree cover over the course of almost six years, largely through deforestation in this
area, from an initial forestcoverof47 50 hect ares i n December 2015 .17

Forests Most Affected

In the sections below, STJ reveals the findings of its investigation of rampant illegal logging in
seven forest spots in the Afrin region. The findings build on direct testimonies, exclusive footage,
and satellite images from various dates corroborating the initial reports on the logging practice
STJ obtained.
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The Forest Zone between Qatmah, Bafilyoun, and Kafr Janneh

Based on the testimoniesthe partner organizations collected and the related satellite footage
obtained later, the perpetrators started clearing trees ofin this location in 2019Ha year after
the Turkish military and the SNA controlled Afrin.

Several factions maintained a military presence in the Afrin region following theTurkiye-led
Operation Olive Branch in 2018. After the incursion, the Levant Front/altJabha atShamiya
controlled Afrin until October 2022. The area then witnessed a series of clashes among the
armed opposition groups, ultimately leading to thepermanent presenceof the Hay'at Tahrir al-
Sham (HTSH former al-Nusra Front, in the Kurdish-majority region. Today, HTS controls Afrin
jointly with the Hayat Thaeroon for Liberation and its affiliated factions.? Notably, STJ has
corroborated the HTS's extensive military presence in Afrin in arecent lengthy report, which
sheds light on the HTS's military and administrative power dynamics in the region.

Qatmah Forest

The Levant Front/al-Jabha atShamiya started commercial logging in theQatmah Foreston a
limited scale after it controlled the area in 2018. The harvesting increased in late 2019 and early
2020, especially with the arrival of new batches of IDPs into Qatmah, who fled their homes in
Idlib province, escaping the military operations the forces of the government of Syria (GOS)
initiated against their towns with support from the Russian military.

With the Front Hs per mi snsheforastinranBomspotsAsstheysgttled hei r t
down, they began to cut trees down individually ad arbitrarily to use the logs for cooking and
heating since they arrivedto the area inwinter .

Later, however, the Front prohibited IDPs from cutting the trees down and continued razing
large numbers itself. The faction systemically harvestedogsin wide-reaching areas and made a
business ofthewoodi t sol d on the markets in AFRzaz.

Several local sources STJ met with said that humanitarian and relf organizations procured
bundles of the logs the Front sold to offer them as firewood to IDPs in northern Syriaignoring
the reports local organizations published covering the issue of illegal logging in the Afrin region.

A resident of the Qatmah IDP Camp (witness 1) that STJ interviewed in early December 202
provided an exclusive account of the logging practice in the area:

TIn 2022, after an IDP camp was established in the Qatmah forest area, the camp
residents began chopping trees down to usé¢he logs for cooking and heating. The camp
expanded with every new batch of IDPs, and more trees disappeared. The IDPs cut down
the trees under the watch and with permission from the Levant Front/atJabha al
Shamiya because it controls the forest area andhas several military posts and

2Itis led by Fahim Issa, commander of the Sultan Murad Division. It comprises of the division, the Sham Legion/Faylaq
al-Shamy North Sector, the 9th Division, the 112th Division, The Northern Brigade/Liwa alShamal, the Suleiman
Shah Brigade (also known asl-Amshat), the Mu'tasim Division, the alHamza/al-Hazmat Division, the Muntasir
Billah Division, The Northern Hawks Brigade, Thuwar alSham/ Rebels of the Levant Brigades.
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checkpoints there. The Front was cutting trees down simultaneously and systemically.
[ The Front#Hs members] evein dug up the roots ¢

Another resident of the camp (withess 2) whom STJ interviewed in early Decembe2022
narrated:

TIln 2020, | DPs f rNumman, rinuldlila proviite, Restablsted thael al
Bashayer Camp. Because the Levant Front/alabha atShamiya controlled the area, it
allowed them to construct the camp on a plot in the forest, which it haclready cleared
of trees. Finally, in 2022, the camp was deemed official. Therefore, the two
organizations, Bahar and Onsur, started distributing aid to residents, dug a well, and
assigned the camp an administration. T

For his part, ahigh-ranking officer from the Levant Front/al-Jabha atShamiya 6ource 3)
commented to STJ about the logging practice in the forest area. On the condition of his
anonymity, the officer narrated that the Levant Front/al -Jabha atShamiya practices logging fo
two ends:

T[ The Front] cuts down trees for two reasons:
and military centers use for heating; second, for trading purposes. The Front tasks

groups of its members to chop down the trees in Qatmah and then alt@mte lumber to its

posts and centers. The frontallocatesthe members who carry out this task bouncesThe

Front rewards these members because they save it the costs of buying fugkeven

though it has a huge storage of fuel since it controls the aHamaran crossing, through

which fuel |l eaves the territories the Syrian

The officer added:

T Muhammad -Diho, lnawvn aslAbu Wajed Menagh, is the person in charge of
logging. He is the logistics officer of the Levant Front/alJabhaal-Shamiya. He oversees
the distribution of firewood to military centers and guard posts and the bounces to the
members [commissioned with cutting trees down]."

The officer added:

TFor the commerci al l oggi ng, t hbocomtrpctesit i cs of
with a merchant to remove tree roots and sell them. Additionally, alDibo prohibited

IDPs from entering the areas where the Levant Front/alJabha alShamiya practices

logging to ensure they will amass the largest quantities possible of timbei_ately, the

Sultan Murad Division entered the area afte
resumed | ogging along with the divisionHs me¢
transport and sell the harvested logs T
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A second high-ranking officer from the Levant Front/al-Jabha atShamiya éource 4) also
commented on the practice of logging. On the condition of his anonymitythe officer narrated:

TThe forest was already open for <civilians,
extreme cold. Then, the Levant Front/alJabha alShamiya set up a system for logging.

With the permission of its Commander, Abu Ahmad Nour, the Front delegated a high

ranking officer, Ahmad Zaidan and known as Haijji Hraytan, to carry out systemic logging
operations. The Front made a deal with a new contractor for each plot they clead of

trees. The contractor would remove the tree roots in return for 250 to 400 USD paid to
Hraytan for every truck he | oads. T

Expanding on the role of Hajji Hraytan, anigh-ranking officerf r o m t h €9 LegibnASdwwce 3
5) recounted:

T Hajj i Hr ayt an iwbko establishedsaahousingovillaige io the Qatmah

Forest. He obtained special funding and built the village to house IDPs from the Hraytan

area in coordination with the Fr ont s commander ] Ahmad Abu No
construction work in 2021. Several families reside in completed buildings inthe fore t . T

Notably, the Qatmah Forest was also a site for multiple fires, which civilians started as they set
up fires to cook or during picnics. Commenting on the issue, a farmer from Qatmah (witness 6)
narrated:

Tln the summer, t he canpignicspiretlleddrest arsl budltrfiess d g oi n
Some left the place without properly putting the fire out, causing several fires in the

forest .|

To verify the logging practice in the QatmahForest, STJ sent field researcherto the area. The
researcher obtained visuals that corroborate the accounts provided by theinterviewees.
Moreover, STJ matched the footage with satellite images of the forest. The images
demonstrated the following:

Loggingstarted between 2018 and 2019
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Other satellite images demonstrate thexpansionof the loggingareain 2021
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Additionally, STJ obtained exclusive live images of the Qatmah Forest over the last three
months of 2022and matched them with satellite imagery

% ",ﬂ
R 3 ugljaw
e

Y aduEa

Syrians
For Truth
& Justice




Syria: Satellite Images Reveal Extensive Logging in 114 Forest Patches in Afrirll i I I | § § § D

®

«L(""’-‘Q' -

The photo shows the stumps of several trees cut down in an Afrin forest patch. Credit: STJ.

Bafilyoun Forest

The Bafilyoun Forestis located in a jointcontrol area. The Levant Front/alJabha atShamiya
controls its eastern section, while the Sultan Murad Division and the Sham Legion/Faylaq -al
Sham control its western part, close to the Ameriyeh village.

The Levant Front/al-Jabha atShamiya has beenextea i vel y cutti ng down tree
eastern section for commercial purposes since 2020. In 2021, the Front relocated IDPs froran

informal camp established on a plot of land affiliated tothe Bab alSalameh border crossing to

the forest, particularly the areas where it had already choppedrees down and removed their

roots.
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For insights into the logging practice in this area, STJ reached out to a resident of the Bab al
Salaneh IDP Camp (source 7). He recounted:

T[ The L e v akatha arShamiyd grevdnted civilians from cutting trees down in
the Bafilyoun Forest, alleging that they wanted to damage the green cover of Syria.
However, later, we were surprised that the Front began cutting the trees down, not
sparing the roots even. In 2021, the Frat suggested giving each IDP in Bab #balanmeh
camp a plot of land in the forest to construct a house on it and live there, on the condition
that [they] build a fence around the respective plots [they] are granted. The Front
proposed to allocate each IDP gpiece of land of 200 or 400m. The IDPs refused to
register for the plots, except for nearly 400 families who applied, got the plots, and did
fence them. The Front promised the people thafhumanitarian and relief] organizations
would later construct the housesfor them. However, no organization has shown interest
in the matter, and the plots remain unchange:(

A fighter from the Levant Front/al-Jabha atShamiya and an IDP from Tall Rifaat city (source 8)
narrated:

T The L ev a rlabhararSbamiya peovided the people with plots of land and dug
wells there. It told [the IDPs] that the organizations were uninterested in the issue and
asked them to build the houses themsed ves. T
Salameh camp zonestemsfromi t s desire to set the areahlHs cc

Elaborating on the logging practice in the BafilyounForest, a high-ranking officer from the
Levant Front/al-Jabha atShamiya (previous source) said:

T The L ev anrlabhaFatShamiyd veahted to clar the Bab atSalamah Camp to

turn it into a trading arena and profiteer from it. Regarding logging in the Bafilyoun
Forest, the Front oversaw the removal of I ar
offer the area to IDPs in Bab alSalamah Camp. Memberdrom the Front cut the trees

down and distributed a portion of the harvestedlogsto Front-affiliated military centers

while they sold the | arger amount Tt o merchanit

To verify the logging practice inthe forest surrounding Bafilyoun village, STJdeployed a field
researcher to the area. The researchepbtained visuals that corroborate the accounts provided
by the sources. Moreover, STJ matched the footage with satellite images of the forest. The
images demastrated the following:

Satellitefootage showed extensivelogging in theforest surrounding Bafilyoun
village between 2018 and 2019
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