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Syria Begins Its First Public Trial of Assad-Era Officials Charged with Crimes Against the
Civilian Population

The first trial addressing the crimes committed by officials during the Assad regime era began
earlier this week, marking a pivotal moment in Syria’s transitional period and post-Assad
recovery. Following decades of repressive rule and nearly 14 years of conflict that left hundreds
of thousands dead and many more imprisoned or missing, observers view this as a step in the
right direction towards accountability and reconciliation. It also provides the new Syrian
government with the opportunity to establish rule of law and other forms of legal precedence
for the future. As such, many Syrians see the act of holding a public trial as highly significant
and one representing progress — signaling that the country is ready to confront its past and
adapt from it. For years under Assad, the international community and Syrian civil society
documented systemic atrocities — ranging from arbitrary detentions and enforced
disappearances to widespread torture and chemical attacks — which were carried out with
absoluteimpunity. Thus, the initiation of these domestic proceedings also offers a chance for
genuine and critical national reconciliation.

To understandthesignificance of this development, one must first consider the sheer scale of
the human rights violations that defined the Assad era, particularly since 2011. Under the
government of Bashar al-Assad, state security apparatuses operated with carte blanche to
suppress dissent. Hundreds of thousands of civilians were swept into a vast network of
clandestine prisons, where torture was used systematically. Until recently, international efforts
to hold high-ranking Assad era officials accountable were largely restricted to foreign
courtrooms under the principle of universal jurisdiction. Landmark trials in countries like
Germany and France provided a measure of justice, but they were physically and culturally
removed from the victims. However, a public trial within Syria, targeting those who
orchestrated and executed these crimes, brings the judicial process directly to the society that
suffered the abuses and violations.

The main defendant of the first publictrial that commenced this week is Atef Najib, the former
head of security in Daraa and a cousin of Bashar al-Assad. Najib is accused of crimes against
humanity, including the torture and killing of protestors during the early days of the 2011
uprising. One of the most infamous incidents tied to his leadership was the arrest and torture of
several teenagers after they had written anti-government graffiti on a school wall, an event



widely recognized as the spark that helped start the Syrian revolution. Addressing such a
significant event in history is important because it acknowledges the emotional weight and
suffering Najib and other Assad era officials caused, while also recognizing their actions as
crimes. For years, victims of the Assad regime endured abuse and injustice, and government
officials faced no consequences for their actions. The fact that Najib was arrested in January
2025 shortly following the collapse of the Assad regime demonstrates a notable shift and shows
that the country’s new leadership is willing to address the long-standing concerns the public
has— which will help restore their trust in the government. Prioritizing public trust early on is
alsoimportant for Syria’s new leadership because it will set the tone for how justice is handled
in the future.

Transparency is essential at this time, especially during the trials, because it reassures Syrians
thatjusticeis being pursued fairly. The proceedings are being made public to the international
community from the Palace of Justice in Damascus to make sure this happens, and to legitimize
the process. This openness is regarded as a major shift toward credibility, helping ensure that
the trials are not an act of revenge, but an effort to uphold justice and human rights. This level
of transparency is also good for international cooperation because it lets Syria be vulnerable
and accountable for how they conduct the trial. It may also encourage international legal
organizations and human rights groups to support Syria’s judicial process, further strengthening
its legitimacy and providing legal oversight that might help prevent corruption. Human rights
activists also hope that it will create a vital deterrent effect — sending a clear message to
current and future officials that the documentation of abuses will eventually bear fruit in a
court of law.

Looking ahead, the next upcoming hearing scheduled for May 10 will include testimony and
investigations regarding prominent figures from the Assad era regime. Expanding the range of
these trials will make theirimpact more significant and allow for greater reconciliation because
the full scale of injustice the Syrian people faced will be aired. By holding multiple figures
accountable, ratherthan focusingon one individual, the Syrian government can show that their
decisions are being applied fairly across the board. Over time, this approach to justice can help
the nation heal and will reinforce the idea that this new Syria is committed to breaking the
cycle of repression, human rights violations, and violence imposed by the previous regime.



