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Heritage Sites in Syria and Iraq1 
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Eastern Ghouta were among the first to protest against the Assad regime in 2011. The area had 
been under siege since early 2013, when Syrian opposition forces forced SARG forces from the 
Damascus suburbs.5   
 
Following the recapture of Eastern Ghouta by the Syrian regime, SARG forces began targeting areas 
south of Damascus that remain under the control of ISIS. Heavy aerial bombardment by Syrian and 
Russian forces has been reported. On April 20, ISIS fighters reportedly agreed to evacuate their 
areas of control, including the Palestinian Yarmouk refugee camp.6 As the reporting period ended, 
fighting was ongoing in Yarmouk, as well as in the district of Hajar al-Aswad, south of Damascus.7 
 
The Wall Street Journal published an article focusing on the rise of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) in 
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forced out the remaining ISIS pockets from Idlib Governorate, and seized more villages in both Idlib 
and Aleppo Governorates. Idlib Governorate is also the relocation site of many Syrian opposition 
forces (including Islamist forces) and civilians, as territories around Aleppo and Rif Dimashq have 
fallen to the Syrian regime. In April 2018, HTS fought SARG and pro-regime elements in Homs, 
Hama, and Aleppo Governorates. HTS has formed a system of government that it now tries to use in 
controlling administrative sectors. HTS has also formed a religious police force that has started 
implementing strict rules, including the banning of smokingȄreminiscent of ISIS policies in Syria 
and Iraq. US officials have expressed concern about the rise of groups such as HTS, which may 
replace ISIS in Syria.8  
 
Displacement of civilians continues in Syria, with thousands relocated to opposition-held Idlib 
Governorate. UN officials have repeatedly raised concerns regarding any future military operations 
in Idlib, due to the presence of IDPs.9 The Syrian regime has vowed to recapture the territory. 
Airstrikes have continued over Idlib Governorate since the start of 2018, resulting in damage to 
vital infrastructure, cultural heritage sites, and a rise in civilian casualties. 
 
In Deir ez Zor Governorate, ISIS militants have taken advantage of US-backed Syrian Democratic 
Forces leaving formerly-held ISIS territory in the governorate in order to support operations by the 
YPG against Turkey and the Turkish-backed Free Syrian Army by further entrenching themselves in 
the area. In response, US officials have changed tactics to observing ISIS targets and carrying out 
airstrikes only when the risk of civilian casualties is low.10 Aerial bombardment by the US-led 
Coalition has declined significantly in the governorate since the February 2018 operation launched 
by Turkey that resulted in the capture of YPG territory in Aleppo Governorate by Turkish and FSA 
forces. ISIS remains concentrated in two main areas  in Deir ez Zor Governorate, namely the town of 
Hajin along the Euphrates River and Dashisha near the Syria-Iraq border, from which ISIS continues 
to plan surprise attacks in the country. 
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The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR) reported ongoing instability in the area of Afrin 
in Aleppo Governorate following its seizure by Turkish and FSA forces, including ongoing looting 
and property seizure. The SOHR also noted the arrival of 700 displaced Syrian families from areas 
of Eastern Ghouta.11 
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Debates concerning control over access to cultural heritage also occurred within Iraq. On April 2, 
the Gilgamesh Center for Antiquities and Heritage Protection announced the discovery of a new 
carved stone lamassu sculpture in a tunnel beneath the remains of the Nebi Yunus Mosque.24 ISIS 
had previously dug a series of tunnels in this area in search of antiquities, exposing similar stone 
sculptures and reliefs.25 The announcement of the discovery surprised the local archaeological 
community, which was unaware that any official permission had been given for work at the site. 
Some archaeologists challenged the legality of the excavation and the publicizing of the findings on 
the basis of Antiquities and Heritage Law no. 55 from 2002.26 
 
The Iraqi government strengthened cultural partnerships with other nations and multinational 
organizations during the reporting period. On April 23, Iraq, UNESCO, and the United Arab Emirates 
announced a 50.4 million dollar partnership to stabilize and reconstruct al-Nouri Mosque and al-
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Force - Operation Inherent Resolve (CJTF-OIR) announced the deactivation of the Combined Joint 
Forces Land Component Command Headquarters in Baghdad, which signifies the end of major 
combat operations against ISIS in Iraq.34 CJTF-OIR now has command authority for the ongoing 
combat operations in Iraq. 
 
Over the course of April, non-governmental organizations called attention to ongoing abuses or 
questionable practices in Iraq. On April 17, Amnesty International published a report that details 
the many difficulties faced by women and children with ties to ISIS who now live in refugee 
camps.35 Due to their past associations, Amnesty reports that these individuals are targeted for 
collective punishment, including the denial of humanitarian aid or permission to return home. 
These women are also subjected to high levels of rape and sexual exploitation. 
 
On April 20, Human Rights Watch reported that Iraqi authorities had removed 80Ȃ100 bodies from 
�������������������ǯ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������
war-crimes trials.36 The house was in an area reportedly used by Iraqi forces to detain, torture, and 
kill ISIS suspects during July 2017. A few days after the removal of the bodies on March 29, the 
house was burned. Human Rights Watch suggested that the entire incident was a possible cover-up 
of war crimes by Iraqi forces. The organization called on the Iraqi government to make public the 
results of its investigation into abuses committed during the recapture of Mosul and to cease the 
removal of bodies from places where a crime may have been committed until a forensic 
investigation is conducted. 
 
Libya 
 
During the reporting period, unrest continued in Libya, with military operations ongoing in the 
southern city of Sabha. As security vacuums remain in Libya, looting and antiquities trafficking 
continue to be concerns. However, Libyan antiquities authorities are working to protect cultural 
heritage sites, including by halting urban encroachment and addressing offenders. ASOR CHI 
remains committed to supporting Libyan antiquities authorities as they work to better protect and 
preserve Libyan heritage. 
 
Spanish authorities who arrested two men in Barcelona at the end of March for trafficking Libyan 
antiquities had attributed the origin of the recovered sarcophagus and seven mosaics to groups 
linked to ISIS.37 However, in an interview with Paris Match, Morgan Belzic, the French doctoral 
student who assisted the police in their investigations, appeared to dispute this purported link 
between the looting of Cyrenaican archaeological sites and financing ISIS.38 Because ISIS does not 
hold territory between Shahat and Benghazi (the likely geographical provenance of the recovered 
archaeological material), a direct link between this material and ISIS is difficult to establish. 
 

                                                
34 https://twitter.com/OIRSpox/status/990917481517731840 
35 https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/04/iraq-women-children-with-perceived-ties-to-is-deni 
ed-aid-sexually-exploited-trapped-in-camps/ 
36 https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/04/20/iraq-officials-dispose-potential-war-crime-evidence 
37 http://english.alarabiya.net/en/life-style/art-and-culture/2018/03/28/Antiques-looted-in-Libya-by-ISIS-
sold-in-Spain-two-experts-arrested.html 
38 https://parismatch.be/actualites/132073/exclusif-trafic-dart-demantele-en-espagne-recherches-
interview 

https://twitter.com/OIRSpox/status/990917481517731840
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/04/iraq-women-children-with-perceived-ties-to-is-denied-aid-sexually-exploited-trapped-in-camps/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/04/iraq-women-children-with-perceived-ties-to-is-denied-aid-sexually-exploited-trapped-in-camps/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/04/20/iraq-officials-dispose-potential-war-crime-evidence
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/life-style/art-and-culture/2018/03/28/Antiques-looted-in-Libya-by-ISIS-sold-in-Spain-two-experts-arrested.html
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/life-style/art-and-culture/2018/03/28/Antiques-looted-in-Libya-by-ISIS-sold-in-Spain-two-experts-arrested.html
https://parismatch.be/actualites/132073/exclusif-trafic-dart-demantele-en-espagne-recherches-interview
https://parismatch.be/actualites/132073/exclusif-trafic-dart-demantele-en-espagne-recherches-interview
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/11/libyan-military-boss-khalifa-haftar-severely-ill-after-stroke-reports
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/11/libyan-military-boss-khalifa-haftar-severely-ill-after-stroke-reports
https://www.libyaobserver.ly/news/libya-warlord-khalifa-haftar-suffers-stroke
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/04/27/khalifa-haftar-makes-triumphant-return-libya-rumours-death/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/04/27/khalifa-haftar-makes-triumphant-return-libya-rumours-death/
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/comment/2018/4/25/after-haftar-what-next-for-libya
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/comment/2018/4/25/after-haftar-what-next-for-libya
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/can-libya-survive-without-haftar
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2018/4/18/libya-strongmans-chief-of-staff-survives-assassination-attempt
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2018/4/18/libya-strongmans-chief-of-staff-survives-assassination-attempt
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2018/04/23/isis-al-qaida-regrouping-in-libya-whats-us-strategy-congress-asks/
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2018/04/23/isis-al-qaida-regrouping-in-libya-whats-us-strategy-congress-asks/
https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/north-africa/2018/04/21/Tunisia-reopens-consulate-in-Libyan-capital-Tripoli.html
https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/north-africa/2018/04/21/Tunisia-reopens-consulate-in-Libyan-capital-Tripoli.html
https://ly.usembassy.gov/the-united-states-and-libya-sign-several-civilian-security-agreements/
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Report 
 
Syria 
 
Archaeological sites in Syria continue to be at risk from continued instability and lack of protection, 
including from natural impacts. During the reporting period in Daraa Governorate, the Roman 
Theater in Bosra was flooded (ASOR CHI Incident Report SHI 18-0091 on pp. 68-71).
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In Deir ez-����
����������ǡ�������������������������������������ǲ�������������������ǡǳ����������
allegedly supported by Iran, built a shrine at the spring of Sayyid Ali bin Abi Talib (ASOR CHI 
Incident Report SHI 18-0088 on pp. 56-61). Before-and-after photographs of the site indicate that 
earlier remains, including a standing tower, may have been damaged or destroyed during the 
construction of the shrine (ASOR CHI Incident Report SHI 18-
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Recent heavy rains caused the collapse of several historic buildings in the Old Town of Ghadames. 
The Department of Antiquities (DoA) is documenting the aftermath of the storms (ASOR CHI 
Incident Report LHI 18-0002 UPDATE on pp. 161Ȃ178). DoA employees report that they expect 
more damage in the future as temperatures continue to rise in Ghadames during the transition from 
spring to summer. Neither the DoA nor the Historic Cities Authority, which is nominally in charge of 
the site, have been able to provide assistance due to the lack of an operating budget. ASOR CHI is 
committed to assisting the DoA and monitoring damage to sites due to natural impacts. 
 
In Tripoli during the reporting period, thieves stole two copper bells from the Anglican Church of 
Christ the King and sold them for scrap (ASOR CHI Incident Report LHI 18-0019 on p. 185). The 
Tripoli Security Directorate (TSD) arrested two people suspected of carrying out the theft. One of 
the two be


