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Stolen Children of Syria: How Detainees’ Sons and Daughters Were Turned into
Hostages Between Security Agencies and Orphanages

Ali Al-Ibrahim, Mais Katt et al
SIRAJ — 11 September 2025

Under Bashar al-Assad’s authoritarian rule, hundreds of Syrian children were hidden within a
network of orphanages as part of a systematic effort to extort and pressure their families. Some
of these institutions were operated by the major European organization “SOS Children’s
Villages,” whose leadership was reportedly aware of these practices for years without
disclosing them. To this day, families still have few answers from either the new Syrian
government or the international charity that remained silent for so long.

Following a prisoner exchange deal between the Syrian regime and opposition forces in 2018,
Omama Ghabis was finally reunited with her daughters, Laila (11) and Layan (7), after they
had spent three years in SOS Children’s Villages under a security order. The girls had been
placed there by the Air Force Intelligence Directorate after both parents and several family
members were detained, including Omama’s mother and her sister-in-law, due to her brother’s
medical work in opposition-held Eastern Ghouta.

Omama managed to regain custody of her daughters only after they were used as bargaining
chips in a prisoner exchange. She had spent years moving between security branches, where
she endured torture and ill-treatment in front of her children before they were forcibly separated
from her.

Laila and Layan were not the only children used as hostages in negotiations. Records obtained
by the investigative team reveal that Syrian security officials issued explicit orders to conceal
dozens of children in orphanages to pressure their families into cooperating with the regime.
Many of these children were only allowed to return to their families as part of prisoner
exchange deals with armed opposition groups.

Over nine months, Syrian journalists along with international journalists built a database of
children hidden by the former Syrian regime as part of the investigation “Syria’s Stolen
Children.”

The team obtained thousands of official documents from the Ministry of Social Affairs, the Air
Force Intelligence Directorate, and orphanages, including correspondence, referral orders, and
archival records exposing widespread violations. These were verified through open-source
materials, human rights reports, and judicial records. More than 100 interviews were conducted
with families, staff members, officials, and whistleblowers. A database was compiled
documenting over 323 children referred from security branches to care institutions.

The documents show that 187 children ranged in age from newborns to 16 years old, including
72 under the age of three and 14 infants. All were classified as “security cases,” effectively
meaning hostages used to pressure their families or in exchange negotiations.
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The records indicate that children were transferred to orphanages through multiple security
channels, most notably the Syrian Air Force Intelligence, Military Intelligence (Branches 227
and 235), and the General Intelligence Directorate (Branch 251). These transfers were formally
processed through the Ministry of Social Affairs and the governors of Damascus and its
countryside, revealing a complex network of coordination between security agencies and
government bodies.

Air Force Intelligence documents show repeated orders from officials to detain children and
place them in orphanages, with explicit justifications such as “benefiting from them in
negotiations” or “using them in exchange operations.” These practices included individual
cases aimed at pressuring wanted persons, as well as broader operations tied to prisoner
exchange deals involving groups of regime officers held by opposition factions.

Official Figures vs. Reality

Omar Mahmoud (Abu al-Baraa), Director of the Media Office at the Ministry of Social Affairs,
stated that the ministry registered around 320 children in January. In May, a newly formed
committee announced it had identified only 314 children. However, this number appears to fall
far short of reality. The investigative team’s database, along with the work of the United
Nations’ Independent Institution on Missing Persons in Syria (IIMP), indicates that the actual
number is significantly higher.

In September, the institution reported that its preliminary review had identified approximately
400 cases, stressing that the true figure could be far greater than what official records reveal.

The Syrian Network for Human Rights also reported that families are still searching for around
3,700 children who disappeared during the Assad regime highlighting the scale of the tragedy
compared to official figures.

Only Four Minutes

During three years of detention, Omama Ghabis was allowed to see her daughters only twice.
On August 4, 2015, she was arrested along with her husband and daughters, Laila and Layan.
They were taken for interrogation, during which her husband was tortured.

The two sisters aged four and eight at the time were crammed with their mother into a
suffocating underground cell for more than a week. Their names were replaced with numbers:
446-1 and 446-2, while their mother was assigned the number 446. One intelligence officer
threatened her, saying: “You will stay here forever. Your daughters will be taken to an
orphanage, and you will never see them again.”

Iman Ghabis, Omama’s sister-in-law, and Omama’s own mother were arrested immediately
after childbirth. The newborn, Mohammad, was taken from them. Later, an intelligence officer
posted a photo of himself holding the baby on WhatsApp, writing that he would name him
‘CAli'93



SAMIR
g KASSIR
\ AWARD

FOR FREEDOM OF THE PRESS

A document shows the transfer of the infant Mohammad Abdulrahman Ghabis from Air Force
Intelligence to the Damascus Countryside governorate to secure “appropriate shelter” for him.

During eight days in the cell, Omama’s daughters witnessed signs of torture on their mother.
When she was told they would be transferred to an orphanage, she complied out of fear for
their safety. She tried to prepare her eldest daughter, Laila, asking her to memorize the names
of relatives, while the younger child, Layan, fell asleep beside her sister.

After they were taken away, Omama was placed in a small cell without a window or toilet. She
was not allowed to see her daughters again for more than a year and when she finally did, it
was for only four minutes. By then, she discovered they had been placed in SOS Children’s
Villages, and emotional distance had already begun to grow between them.

In some cases, strict restrictions were imposed, preventing families from visiting their children
without special security approval.

Separation and Survival

During her imprisonment, Omama’s sister-in-law was able to see her son Mohammad for the
first time a year after his birth, while he was still in Dar al-Mabarra, before he was later
transferred to SOS Children’s Villages away from her. She would not see him again for more
than two years.

Toward the end of her detention, Omama was told she would be released as part of a prisoner
exchange deal. However, her daughters and her nephew remained in care institutions.

After multiple rounds of negotiations, she was finally able to locate her daughters following
her release. Initially, the family stayed in opposition-held areas before fleeing on foot through
the mountains to Turkey, where they lived for six years.

A year ago, they were resettled in the United States. Layan is now 14, and Laila 18.
Omama Ghabis says:

“Reuniting as a family was extremely difficult. Each of us had gone through so much alone.
We all felt isolated. We felt we couldn’t protect each other.”

Legal Assessment: A Crime, Not a Procedure

Syrian lawyer Mohannad Sharbaty explains that what took place was not merely a procedural
violation, but a fundamental breach of the law:

“The forced separation of children from their families constitutes a blatant violation of both
Syrian law and international law.”

Sharbaty further stresses that the pattern reaches an even more serious level:
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“When these violations are carried out in a widespread or systematic manner against civilians,
and are evidenced by coordinated action between security agencies, ministries, and orphanages,
they amount to crimes against humanity.”

From Detained Child to Bargaining Chip
An Uncertain Fate for Children Returned to ‘Authorities’

The Syrian Network for Human Rights documented at least 177,057 cases of enforced
disappearance between 2011 and 2024 at the hands of the Assad regime, with the fate of those
individuals still unknown.

Testimonies from former staff revealed that many children arrived in devastating condition:
terrified, silent for months, suffering from lice, scabies, and skin diseases. One former
employee said:
“Often, the children would not speak for months.”

According to other reports, one infant arrived wearing nothing but a dirty diaper. In some cases,
children bore bruises and wounds, apparently resulting from mistreatment in detention.

Older children sometimes recalled their real names. One staff member recounted that Laila
revealed her true identity as Laila Ghabis not Laila Musab, the name she had been given at the
SOS village. Many children were similarly renamed, often before arriving at SOS facilities,
making it even harder to trace them and reunite them with their families.

International Organizations Implicated

In many cases, documents did not specify which orphanage the children were sent to. However,
the investigation confirmed the destinations of 283 children 103 of whom were transferred to
facilities run by SOS International, including Laila and Layan.

Despite being a major Austrian-based organization operating in over 130 countries and raising
approximately €1.6 billion annually from the United Nations, European governments, and
private donors, SOS failed to protect the children or hold those responsible accountable.

Senior leadership reportedly concealed the truth until the fall of the regime, despite being
informed as early as 2017. One senior SOS employee stated:

“Executives did not want to know the details and avoided responsibility.”

It remains difficult to pinpoint exactly when SOS headquarters in Austria became aware of
what were known as “security cases,” but what was happening in Damascus was evident early
on. Between 2013 and 2018, staff from the international organization were directly involved in
or overseeing projects in Syria. During that period, many children of detainees were included
in SOS emergency response programs, which were supervised by headquarters in Austria.

In August 2015, a decision was issued to transfer two girls to an SOS facility later identified as
Laila and Layan Ghabis.
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During these years, the organization did not issue an apology, offer compensation, or provide
meaningful support to affected families. Meanwhile, many children were ultimately returned
to the custody of the regime. Families continue to wait for answers from SOS months after
requesting assistance.

While SOS claims it stopped accepting children of detainees in 2018, official documents show
that security agencies continued referring children to its facilities until 2022 something the
organization denies.

In April of this year, SOS stated that 81 out of 139 children of detainees stayed for no longer
than three months. However, data from 48 families collected by the investigative team paints
a different picture: about half (23 children) stayed for a short period, while 15 remained for
over a year some for as long as six to twelve years.

Families and former staff also confirmed that some children were renamed, further
complicating efforts to identify and reunite them.

A former employee said that the “SOS mothers” who cared for these children were prohibited
from asking about their backgrounds possibly to avoid discrimination but some staff noted that
this policy deepened the ambiguity surrounding their identities.

SOS Syria states that, as of February 2025, it no longer has any children of detainees in its care.
According to the organization, 104 children were returned to “authorities” between 2014 and
2019, while 34 children (including 13 Russian nationals) were reunited with their families
between 2014 and 2022. One child was transferred to a specialized disability center.

However, the fate of those returned to what the organization described as “authorities” remains
unknown. SOS International claims it does not know what happened to them after handover.
Meanwhile, SOS Worldwide, a German-based member association, reported reviewing official
letters typically issued by security agencies or the Ministry of Social Affairs requesting the
transfer of children, using language such as:

“With reference to our previous correspondence... please hand over the children to us.”

SOS and Its Ties to Asma al-Assad

In 2015, the Syria Trust for Development, chaired by Asma al-Assad, collaborated on joint
projects with Dar al-Rahma and participated in SOS Syria’s emergency response program
between 2012 and 2019.

Asma al-Assad regularly visited orphanages, and there is evidence she visited the SOS
Children’s Village in Damascus at least once, in spring 2024.

An internal financial report from the Syria Trust in 2018 revealed that SOS accounted for
approximately 7% of its funding between January and May of that year though this likely
represented pledged rather than disbursed funds.

According to a former SOS employee, Asma al-Assad had a personal relationship with Samar
Dabboul, chair of SOS Syria, stemming from longstanding family ties. Dabboul’s father, Abu
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Salim Dabboul, served for years as head of the presidential office under Bashar al-Assad and
previously under Hafez al-Assad, and was a key advisor to the ruling family.

Reports indicate that Dabboul fled the country after the fall of the regime in December 2024
and resigned six months later.

Initially declining to comment, Dabboul later stated in writing that SOS’s role was limited to
“caring for and protecting” children in accordance with government instructions, arguing that
refusing to accept them would have exposed the organization to legal consequences. She
claimed the children were provided with a “safe and warm, family-like environment” and
denied having a personal relationship with Asma al-Assad.

Born in Detention

The investigative team documented at least six cases of women giving birth inside detention
facilities after being arrested while pregnant.

A doctor at the Mezzeh women’s prison told investigators that they witnessed five births
between 2018 and 2024. In earlier years before prisoner exchange deals there were reportedly
two to three births per day inside the prison.

The same doctor said:
“If the mother was unable to breastfeed, the baby would be taken from her immediately.”

Data collected by the team shows that children remained with their mothers for periods ranging
from just one day to 187 days before being transferred to orphanages.

Who Alters Children’s Identities?

Interviews and documents reviewed by the investigation reveal that the primary entity involved
in changing children’s identities was “Lahn al-Hayat” (Melody of Life), an institution affiliated
with the Ministry of Social Affairs that also employs non-governmental staff.

This institution was granted legal authority under Decree 2007 (Article 29) and Decree 2023
(Article 19), which allow for issuing new identities to children of unknown parentage.

Records from Lahn al-Hayat show that children of detainees were frequently transferred
between different orphanages rather than remaining in one place. This systematic manipulation
raises the likelihood that some children currently registered as having unknown parentage are
in fact children of detainees who lost their original identities due to deliberate confusion and
documentation errors.

This intentional mixing of records is evident in a memo issued by Military Intelligence (Branch
227) on April 23, 2013. One document shows the transfer of two unnamed children from Air
Force Intelligence to Lahn al-Hayat (then known as “Zaid bin Haritha”), marked with a
handwritten note labeled “Top Secret.”
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However, a subsequent official document issued the next day by the orphanage’s director,
Hanadi Khaymi, presented a completely different account reporting to Barzeh police station
that two children had been “found abandoned” outside a shelter for children with cerebral palsy.

This contradiction between security records and orphanage reports indicates that some
documents may have been deliberately falsified to conceal children’s identities and obscure the
circumstances of their placement in care.

According to interviews conducted by the investigative team, Lahn al-Hayat was also the only
orphanage known to send some orphans into military service. Around 13 young men reportedly
fled to Lebanon to avoid conscription. There is no confirmed evidence that any of them were
children of detainees.

Several children raised in Lahn al-Hayat accused the administration of preventing them from
learning about their family backgrounds. In response, the orphanage’s lawyers Nada al-Ghabra
and Lama al-Sawwaf stated that the matter is governed by existing legal provisions. Article 24
of Decree No. 2 (2023) prohibits any institution, including Lahn al-Hayat or civil registry
offices, from indicating in official documents that a person is of unknown parentage. Records
are kept confidential and can only be accessed by court order in cases concerning lineage or
parentage claims.

A Secret System of Detention and Bargaining

Documents from the Air Force Intelligence Directorate and the Ministry of Social Affairs
reveal explicit official instructions such as:

“Do not hand over the child for any reason” or
“No action should be taken regarding this child without return to Air Force Intelligence.”

In detention records, arrests were often justified only by familial ties to a wanted individual.
Children and women were categorized using terms such as ‘“negotiation,” “exchange,”
“pressure,” or vague labels like “security matter.”

Last year, Ali Mamlouk, Jamil Hassan, and Abdul Salam Mahmoud were convicted in absentia
of crimes against humanity. Mamlouk headed the National Security Bureau, Hassan led the Air
Force Intelligence Directorate, and Mahmoud oversaw investigation branches all were
involved in decisions affecting children.

Another senior figure is Qahtan Khalil, who served as deputy head of Air Force Intelligence at
the time the files were leaked and was later promoted to director. Khalil is under sanctions in
multiple countries over the Daraya massacre, though he has not yet been formally charged with
a crime.

Paying for Information

Some mothers received no information about their children after separation, while others were
given contradictory accounts.
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One such case is Majd, a medical student at Damascus University, who was arrested in March
2016 along with her 18-month-old daughter from their home in rural Damascus.

After three days of interrogation and sleep deprivation at the Mezzeh Air Force Intelligence
branch, Majd was placed with her child in solitary confinement for a month under harsh
conditions, lacking milk and diapers. They were later handed over to two men from SOS,
despite earlier promises that the child would be given to relatives.

Six months passed with no official notification, until the family received a secret photo of the
child through an intermediary in the Red Crescent.

Later, despite a release order secured through a $12,000 bribe forcing the family to sell their
car and home Majd was re-arrested and returned to Air Force Intelligence. She was only
reunited with her daughter inside the intelligence facility itself, where the child was brought
into an interrogation room after a year and a half of separation.

By then, the child was three years old and showed clear psychological _Ul: fear of men,
withdrawal at school, and defensive behavior, according to her mother.

At least two families confirmed paying around $5,000 in attempts to obtain information about
their children without success.

Visits were rare and brief. Children often did not recognize their mothers or were traumatized
by the prison environment. A former SOS employee described how a colleague who regularly
accompanied children on visits could not sleep for two nights after witnessing conditions in a
notoriously abusive detention facility.

SOS policies state that “the best interests of the child are the foundation of all our decisions.”
The organization currently operates around 550 villages in over 130 countries with
approximately 40,000 employees.

During the Syrian war, SOS Syria’s annual budget rose significantly from €674,951 in 2013 to
€4,469,274 in 2024 (excluding emergency programs), an increase of 560%. Around 98% of
funding came from 15 national associations, with Germany (HGFD) as the largest donor.

A German Foreign Ministry official told investigators that government funding provided to
HGFD was not used in SOS villages in Syria. Annual reports from HGFD show it relies
primarily on private donations.

Families Without Justice or Support

Some mothers have managed to gather evidence about their children’s fate and the
organization’s involvement, filing criminal complaints, while others are preparing to do so.
Employees implicated in these cases could face charges related to kidnapping and unlawful
detention.

SOS International has stated that it is investigating what happened in Syria and that such actions
do not align with its policies.
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Earlier this year, the new Syrian government established a committee to investigate child
abductions and facilitate family reunifications. The committee was later dissolved and replaced
in May, but little progress has been made due to a lack of staff and resources even to review
existing documents.

Two former Ministers of Social Affairs have been arrested for their role in placing detainees’
children in orphanages. The director of SOS Children’s Villages in Syria has also recently been
arrested, along with several other orphanage directors who were temporarily detained.
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