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A Syrian man carries his wounded
daughter outside a hospital
in the northern city of Aleppo.
Photo: Marco Longari /
AFP / Getty Images
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Attacks on Doctors Must Not
Become the New Normal
A Message from PHR Executive Director Donna McKay
When peaceful protests began more
than three years ago in Syria, many were
hopeful that Syrians would finally gain
the rights they deserve. Instead, Syria
has been plagued by grave violations
of human rights and humanitarian law:
attacks on civilians, the use of indiscriminate weapons (including chemical
agents), intentional starvation, torture,
and rape. The Syrian government has
also implemented a policy of specifically
targeting physicians, nurses, and other
health professionals. PHR is working with
doctors in the region who have
personally come under threat. One
Syrian orthopedic surgeon told PHR how,
after fleeing from the violence with his
family, he chose to continue traveling
into Syria on a weekly basis to work in

field hospitals. He has dedicated himself
to using his skills as a doctor to help
Syrians under threat. Two of the hospitals he works in have been targeted and
bombarded multiple times, killing many
patients inside. He and his colleagues now
fear the slightest of noises, which remind
them of sounds from previous attacks.
He told us how there is a “continuous
feeling of fear because all those who work
in this establishment are at risk of death,
and we don’t know when it will be our
turn.” This doctor has taken countless
risks to continue serving his people, and
his story represents just one of many that
demonstrate the tremendous courage of
the health professionals who continue to
operate in and around Syria.
continued on page 2
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A Syrian youth walks past a
destroyed ambulance in the
Saif al-Dawla district of the war-torn
northern city of Aleppo.
Photo: JM Lopez / AFP / Getty Images

Recognizing that the Syrian government
had undertaken a systematic policy
of targeting health professionals and
facilities, PHR started tracking these
attacks, and has documented the deaths
of more than 525 medical professionals.
These are not doctors just getting caught
in the crossfire; more than 40 percent
of them were specifically targeted –
abducted, tortured, and executed.
This is state-sponsored murder.
PHR has witnessed a fundamental
erosion of the principles that protect the
delivery of medical care during conflict
and civil unrest around the world. Syria is
among the most egregious examples of
attacks on medical care, but it is not the
only place where these kinds of abuses
are taking place. In Bahrain, the
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government has detained medical
professionals for treating protesters
participating in the country’s Arab
Spring-inspired demonstrations. In Turkey,
government forces have targeted emergency care providers who treated those
injured during last summer’s protests.
Most recently, hospitals have been targeted in Afghanistan and South Sudan.
Of course, similar attacks have occurred
throughout history. In the former Yugoslavia, hospitals and patients were among
those specifically targeted during the
conflict; in Cambodia, the intelligentsia
– which included doctors – were killed
and hospitals emptied of patients. Syria
is unfortunately just the latest example
of these violations – systematic, targeted
attacks on both medical personnel
and infrastructure.
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We must work to ensure that attacks on
health professionals do not go unanswered. Human rights violations must be
documented, and perpetrators of these
crimes must be brought to justice. These
abuses are unacceptable, and the international laws that protect medical workers
must be upheld. The Syrian government’s
policy of targeting the health community
must not be permitted to become the
new normal in conflict. With your help,
we can continue to move the human
rights conversation on Syria forward,
and bring protection and justice to
victims of the conflict.

You Are a Voice for Syrian Doctors

PHR launched an interactive map in
May that tracks targeted attacks by
the Syrian government and various
anti-government armed groups on
health professionals and medical
facilities across the country. Between
March 2011 and the end of June 2014,
PHR recorded the deaths of more
than 525 medical personnel and
documented 175 attacks on
143 separate medical facilities,
finding Syrian government forces
responsible 90 percent of the time.
The individual targeting of clinics and
hospitals are war crimes, and – taken
together – they rise to the level
of crimes against humanity.

Physicians for Human Rights

This intentional targeting has
destroyed much of Syria’s already
fragile health infrastructure, limited
civilians’ access to medical care, and
created a public health crisis. You are
helping to build a body of evidence
to document the heinous crimes
committed by the Syrian government
in this terrible conflict. Together we
are bringing hope to Syrians that the
crimes against their people will not
be overlooked.

525

+

medical professionals have been
killed during the Syria conflict.

The map is regularly updated,
and can be found at
phr.org/syria-map.

A tweet from a Syrian PHR supporter commending our
documentation of attacks on doctors and medical facilities.
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Demanding Accountability
for Torture in Honduras

Turkish Doctors
Under Attack
You Answered Their Call

Following the ouster of President José
Manuel Zelaya in June 2009, months of
public demonstrations occurred throughout Honduras in support of the deposed
president. The interim government used
excessive force to quell the protests,
including the use of live ammunition
against peaceful demonstrators, unlawful
detentions, torture, rape, and extrajudicial executions of protesters, journalists,
human rights advocates, and members of
the opposition.
Several Honduran human rights organizations requested PHR’s expertise in
evaluating victims of alleged torture.
Your support enabled PHR’s forensic
experts to visit the Honduran capital
of Tegucigalpa to conduct 14 forensic
medical evaluations in accordance with
the Istanbul Protocol standards.
PHR found that in more than 85 percent
of the cases we reviewed the Honduran
interim government engaged in ill-treatment and/or torture in an effort to suppress dissent following the coup d’état.
In the cases PHR examined, the most
common forms of abuse were threats

85

%

of the cases that PHR reviewed
showed that the Honduran interim
government engaged in ill-treatment
and/or torture in an effort to suppress
dissent following the coup d’état.

and blunt force injuries, and the most
prevalent forensic findings were bruising,
scars, post-traumatic stress disorder, and
major depressive disorder. PHR originally
withheld the publication of this report to
avoid influencing the course of the judicial proceedings, given that a member of
the PHR team was appointed as a forensic
court expert in Honduras and his reports
were submitted into evidence. Your
commitment to preventing and exposing
torture enabled PHR to provide essential
forensic evaluations and present medical
and scientific evidence in support of these
victims’ cases. To view the full report, visit
phr.org/honduras-impunity-2014.

Honduran riot policemen beat protesters during clashes near the presidential palace
in Tegucigalpa on June 29, 2009.
Photo: Jose Cabezas / AFP / Getty Images
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When Dr. Utku Gürhan volunteered to
provide medical care to injured protesters
during last summer’s demonstrations in
Turkey, he hardly imagined that he would
require medical attention as a result. An
idealistic recent medical school graduate,
he volunteered at a makeshift infirmary
near the heart of the protests in Ankara,
treating people wounded by tear gas
canisters, rubber bullets, and police
batons. His efforts to help others were
interrupted by a police raid on the
infirmary where he was volunteering;
Dr. Gürhan was beaten, arrested, and
then detained for more than 36 hours.
PHR deployed a team of experts to Turkey for an emergency investigation into
attacks by security forces on independent
medical personnel, like Dr. Gürhan, as
well as the abuse of protesters and the
inappropriate use of tear gas during
countrywide protests last year.
The medical team documented that the
Turkish authorities systematically used
tear gas as a weapon on hundreds of
thousands of demonstrators, firing tear
gas canisters and capsules directly at
protesters at close range and in confined
spaces. At least seven people lost their
lives due to the unnecessary and/or excessive use of force and other demonstration-related injuries. Police and other law
enforcement officials also attacked clearly
identifiable, independent medical personnel and facilities with tear gas, water
cannons, and rubber bullets. Police beat
and detained dozens of physicians and
other professionals for providing emergency medical care to the wounded.
The Ministry of Health not only failed to
provide adequate medical services to the
injured, but it also requested that health
personnel report the names of both
injured protesters and those providing
care to the wounded. In the absence
of appropriate emergency services by
the Ministry of Health, independent
physicians and other medical workers
in Istanbul and other cities provided
essential emergency care as individuals
and through the organization of the
Turkish Medical Association (TMA).
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A protester holds up a Turkish flag
as others raise their hands during
a demonstration in Taksim Square
in Istanbul.
Photo: Bulent Kilic / AFP / Getty Images

While the protests have diminished,
government intimidation of medical
personnel continues unabated. The
Turkish parliament passed a bill in early
2014 that criminalizes emergency medical
care and punishes doctors with heavy
fines and imprisonment for assisting
those in need. PHR, along with other
leading medical organizations and the
UN Special Rapporteur on the right to
health, warned that the law would have
a chilling effect on the availability and
accessibility of emergency medical care.
The Ministry of Health has also brought a
court suit against members of the TMA,
requesting their removal from office on
the grounds that they illegally established
infirmaries during the 2013 protests.
PHR launched an advocacy campaign
Physicians for Human Rights

against the suit, targeting national
and international media. We wrote to
the Turkish prime minister, calling for
the government to immediately and
unconditionally drop the current legal
actions against members of the TMA
and to respect the professional duty of
all medical personnel to provide care
to those in need, including injured
demonstrators. Your support is critical
in helping PHR keep the pressure on the
Turkish government to stop targeting
health professionals and to uphold the
rights of peaceful protesters. You can
read our full report on the protests in
Turkey at phr.org/turkey-protests-2013.
Our letter to Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
Erdoğan can be found at
phr.org/turkey-letter-2014.

Doctors help a wounded protester
inside Istanbul’s Gezi Park.
Photo: Oscar / AFP / Getty Images
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Country Briefs

Burma
The Rohingya community in Burma is
often considered the world’s most persecuted minority group. Long-standing
discrimination has spiraled into waves of
violence against this Muslim community,
including the destruction of homes, places
of worship, and businesses. PHR has
documented inaction by Burma’s
government and even support for this
discrimination. If Burma’s leadership
does not address these attacks and hold
perpetrators accountable, such violence
will continue amid a climate of impunity.

Your persistence in calling attention to the
treatment of Burma’s ethnic and religious
minorities led to a step forward this spring
for the rights of the Rohingya. The U.S.
House of Representatives unanimously
passed a resolution calling for continued
pressure on the Burmese government to
end discrimination against the Rohingya
population. PHR worked closely with
members of Congress to develop the
resolution and ensure its success. With
your help, we have raised the profile of
violence against Rohingya, encouraging
Congress to send a message to the U.S.
administration to prioritize an end to such
violence and discrimination as part of its
overall policy on Burma.

1,600,000

tear gas canisters were not delivered due to the campaign’s success,
representing more than one round for every Bahraini citizen.

Bahrain
Since protests began in Bahrain in 2011,
the Bahraini government has illegally
used tear gas against peaceful protesters,
leading to the deaths of approximately
50 people over the past three years. PHR
documented the government’s use of
tear gas as a weapon and the long-term
health effects of such misuse. Bahraini
forces have discharged canisters at close
range and directly into homes and other
enclosed spaces. As a result, PHR has
advocated to end shipments of tear gas
to the kingdom, and succeeded in
pressuring the United States to
discontinue shipments in 2011. In
early 2014, continued pressure by PHR’s
colleagues at the Stop the Shipment
Campaign led South Korea – a major
exporter of tear gas – to halt the sale of
tear gas to Bahrain. While this is a huge
success, we must not stop here. Violations against peaceful protesters continue
to this day, and Bahrain is still able to
replenish its supply of chemical agents
through Germany and South Africa,
among other countries.

A Bahraini anti-government
protester runs for cover from
tear gas fired by riot police
during clashes following an antigovernment demonstration.
Photo: Mohammed al-Shaikh /
AFP / Getty Images
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A Conversation with Longtime Human Rights Advocate, Widney Brown

Widney Brown recently joined the
PHR team as director of programs.
She has a long-standing interest in
the intersection of health and human
rights, and brings years of experience
working on the full range of civil,
social, political, economic, and cultural
rights. She previously served as the
senior director for law and policy at
Amnesty International’s Secretariat,
and before that was the deputy program director at Human Rights Watch.
Q: Given your extensive academic
and professional background in law,
how important are the voices of
health professionals in prosecuting
human rights crimes from a legal
perspective?
A: Health professionals have a very
important role to play, and their
analysis is less likely to be dismissed as
either political or for sale in the same
way that legal expertise is sometimes
criticized. The involvement of medical
experts is critical in terms of impact.
We bring forensic medical expertise together with legal analysis to
establish that human rights violations
happened, enabling victims to seek
justice and ensuring that perpetrators
are held accountable.
Q: One of PHR’s flagship programs
focuses on the issue of sexual violence in conflict. How is PHR’s work
connecting the medical, legal, and law
enforcement communities essential to
success in eradicating these crimes?
A: I think PHR’s cross-sectoral approach
to gathering evidence and documenting sexual violence is absolutely key to
ensuring prosecutions. PHR can collect
and analyze evidence of crimes like
torture, unlawful killings, or sexual
violence, and we can train others in
this work as well. But all of this effort
will not lead to justice for the victims if
no one else in the system understands
the evidence. When the police,
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investigators, lawyers, prosecutors,
and judges all correctly understand
the use and merit of medical forensic
evidence, then we will begin to see
more prosecutions that are strong,
impartial, and meet international
standards for due process.
In the cases of torture of detainees
and rape, police, prosecutors, and
judges generally view these as a
“he said, she said” situation, and are
often unable to adequately assess
the credibility of either the victims or
the accused. However, when medical
forensic evidence is properly collected, analyzed, and preserved, judges
can focus on finding the truth and
promoting justice.
Many other human rights organizations carry out strong investigations,
but rarely have experts on hand
that are able to collect, analyze, and
secure medical forensic evidence. PHR
is well-positioned to train partners
and others within the medical, legal,
and law enforcement communities to
properly conduct such investigations
and collect evidence that can be utilized in court.
The forensic skills taught by PHR
are critical to building an effective
justice system.
Q: What are some of the toughest
issues facing the human rights
community today? How can health
professionals use their expertise to
help fight this uphill battle?
A: There are a myriad of challenges
facing the human rights movement.
One of the most significant, in my
opinion, is how we move from being
a movement focused on establishing
standards to actually implementing
those standards in a manner that
promotes human rights. PHR’s work
in Africa, Central Asia, and the Middle
East speaks directly to this challenge,
where entrenched authoritarian

Widney Brown, PHR Director of Programs

leadership, corrupt and ineffective
political and judicial systems, and
conflict-ridden operating environments often impede implementation.
Other difficult issues include the continued narrative that national security
can only be achieved at the expense
of human rights; the reluctance
in some parts of the human rights
community to look at root causes
of violations; double standards and
hypocrisy on the part of states that
claim to champion human rights;
and the continuing emergence of
powerful non-state actors whose
actions result in human rights
abuses, but for whom there is little
or no accountability.
Health professionals have a powerful role to play because they are in
a position to document and analyze
evidence that strips governments of
plausible deniability with regard to
violations. Doctors see things in the
course of their work that others don’t.
When they learn and employ specific
screening techniques, they are
empowered to do more than just
treat physical symptoms. As documenters of human rights violations,
doctors can help their patients to
seek a measure of justice.
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You Brought the Truth About Torture to Light

In April of this year, a summary report of
the CIA’s former detention and interrogation program was leaked to the public,
confirming previous reporting by PHR:
the CIA enlisted health professionals
to use their skills to inflict suffering on
prisoners, violating long-standing ethical
and legal obligations to do no harm. In
particular, psychologists developed and
employed brutal interrogation techniques
to break the minds of detainees.
The Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI) initiated the review in 2009,
which resulted in a classified, 6,200-page
report that reportedly provides a “scathing” critique of CIA conduct. According
to the SSCI chairman, Senator Dianne
Feinstein, the report describes a “brutal”
interrogation program “far more harsh”
than the CIA has revealed. It allegedly
documents that the CIA repeatedly lied
to the U.S. Congress, Justice Department,
and the White House about the legality
and effectiveness of its interrogation
practices at Guantánamo Bay and other
detention sites.

To receive regular news and updates
from PHR, sign up at phr.org/subscribe.

PHR has long documented how the
collaboration of senior-level government
officials, CIA leadership, and select health
professionals enabled a culture of torture.
Such practices have undermined the
United States’ moral authority, eroded
public trust in the medical profession,
fueled anger toward the United States by
allies and enemies alike, and yielded little
value in protecting the nation.

“At a time in U.S. history when
legitimate security needs demanded
the highest levels of professional expertise and competence, the CIA …
placed a critical intelligence program
in the hands of poorly qualified contract health professionals who were
willing to violate professional ethics,
scientific integrity, and the law.”
– Dr. Scott Allen,
PHR Expert on Torture

Your participation in PHR’s online campaign succeeded in changing the minds
of two key senators, Susan Collins and
Angus King, of Maine, convincing them
to vote in favor of declassifying parts of
the report. Senators King and Collins
heard your voice and chose to put the
truth first.
PHR continues to call for a full investigation into the use of physical and psychological torture against detainees under
the U.S. government’s control. Torture is
not only illegal, it is immoral, and – with
your help – PHR is working to ensure
that the U.S. government acknowledges
these abuses in order to make certain
that torture is never used again. Your
continued advocacy to hold officials and
health professionals accountable will help
restore the legal and ethical boundaries
that keep the U.S. government’s actions
consistent with its obligations under
human rights law.

Dr. Scott Allen, PHR Expert on Torture,
Professor of Medicine and Associate
Dean of Academic Affairs at the
University of California, Riverside

Physicians for Human Rights (PHR) uses medicine and
science to document and call attention to mass atrocities
and severe human rights violations. PHR was founded
in 1986 on the idea that health professionals, with their
specialized skills, ethical duties, and credible voices, are
uniquely positioned to stop human rights violations.
PHR’s investigations and expertise are used to advocate
for persecuted health workers, prevent torture, document
mass atrocities, and hold those who violate human
rights accountable.
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Questions? Feedback? We’d like to hear from you.
Contact the PHRecord by writing to Eliza Young,
publications coordinator, at eyoung@phrusa.org.

Nobel Peace Prize
Co-laureate

