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					Lafarge in Syria: Accusations of complicity in grave human rights violations

					
				

				
  
      Syria – Armed conflict – Lafarge
    


				
				
					
						The Lafarge/Syria case remains a milestone in the fight against impunity for companies doing business in war and conflict regions. In May 2022, the Paris Court of Appeal upheld the charges against the cement group Lafarge (now Holcim) for aiding and abetting crimes against humanity, enforcing the French Supreme Court's September 2021 decision. In October 2023, the French Supreme Court confirmed the charge. Lafarge is the first company in the world to ever face such a charge.However, the court dropped the charge  of endangering the lives of its former Syrian employees, despite the fact that a criminal  investigation revealed that Syrian workers may have been exposed to  hazardous risks, such as death, injury or kidnapping. The court ruled that the safety protections provided by French labor law did not apply to Syrian employees. 

					

				
			
			
			
			
				
					
							
  
      Case
    


						
				
					
						The proceedings against Lafarge and its subsidiary Lafarge Cement Syria are the result of a criminal complaint filed in November 2016 by eleven Syrian former employees together with ECCHR and Sherpa.

The complaint accused Lafarge of making arrangements with IS and several other armed groups in order to keep its Jalabiya cement factory plant open and running between 2012 and 2014 in northeastern Syria. The judicial inquiry has since then determined that the financial value of these arrangements amounted to at least 13 million euros.

Lafarge allegedly purchased commodities, such as oil and pozzolan, from IS and paid them fees in exchange for permits. By allegedly providing funding to IS, not only did Lafarge seriously endanger the lives of its employees, but it could also be found to be complicit in crimes against humanity committed by the Islamic State in Syria.

					

				
			
				
			
			
				
					
  
      Context
    


					
					
						When operating in conflict regions, transnational corporations may fuel armed conflicts and contribute to grave human rights violations.

Since the beginning of the armed conflict in Syria, an extensive war economy has developed in which nearly all conflict parties are involved. This includes trade in weapons, raw materials, and other goods of interest to conflict parties, states, and corporations.

The escalation of violence prompted several transnational corporations, such as Total, to leave the area. Whether in the context of armed conflicts or elsewhere, major corporate actors, such as Lafarge, must ensure that their activities neither fuel war economies, nor contribute to the commission of serious human rights violations.
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        Lafarge was not just doing business, but recklessly put the lives of me and my colleagues at risk – just for financial profits.

        Mohammed A.
Former Lafarge employeeand plaintiff


      

    
      
      
        Subject to final ruling, this case may be a good illustration how multinationals doing business in conflict zones can directly fuel armed conflicts and contribute to grave human rights violations committed therein. Companies like Lafarge must be held accountable.

        Miriam Saage-Maaß
Legal Director
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    Press Release: Submission from Sherpa and ECCHR on an indictment of Lafarge for complicity in Crimes against Humanity (15 May 2018)
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    Press Release: Sherpa and ECCHR to appeal decision in Lafarge/Syria case at French Supreme Court (7 November 2019)
  


        
	
          
  
    
    Press Release:  Supreme Court hearing on Lafarge/Syria: Crucial verdict expected on corporate responsibility (8 June 2021)
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                        War crimes are serious breaches of international humanitarian law committed in armed conflict.
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              Strategic litigation

            
            
              
                
                    
                        Strategic litigation is legal action seeking to bring about social change with an impact beyond the individual case.
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                        Crimes against humanity are grave violations of international law carried out against a civilian population in a systematic or widespread way.
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                        International criminal law applies in cases of grave human rights violations (such as genocide and war crimes).
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              War crimes are serious breaches of international humanitarian law committed in armed conflict.
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                        Here you can find all ongoing and past ECCHR cases in France.
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              War crimes

            
            
              
                
                    
                        Attacks directed against civilians; torture of detainees; sexual slavery – when committed within the context of armed conflict, these and other grave crimes amount to war crimes as defined by the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court. While the system of international criminal justice makes it possible to prosecute war crimes, in many cases those responsible are not held to account.
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              Corporate responsibility

            
            
              
                
                    
                        Both in economic and legal terms, transnational corporations are the winners of the globalized economy. They are often caught up in a borad range of human rights violations, but the people running the firms are only rarely called before the courts, and even more rarely convicted for their wrongdoing.
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              Crimes against humanity

            
            
              
                
                    
                        Crimes against humanity – defined as a systematic attack on a civilian population – tend to be planned or at least condoned by state authorities: heads of government, senior officials or military leaders. In some cases, companies also play a direct or indirect role in their perpetration.

                      
                    
                    
                      
                        Show More
                      
                    
                  
              

            
          
        
	
          
            
              Syria

            
            
              
                
                    
                        Torture, executions and disappearances of civilians and indiscriminate bombings are only some of the crimes committed in Syria since 2011. ECCHR has been tackling crimes committed by all parties of the conflict since 2012 and is working with an international network.
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              Here you can find all ongoing and past ECCHR cases in France.
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    Syria – Torture – Norway
  

  
  
      
        Norway: Syrian torture survivors file criminal complaint against Assad's senior intelligence officers
      

      
        In order to end impunity for state torture in Syria, five Syrian torture survivors filed a criminal complaint in November 2019 in Norway. The complaint is the next step in a series of criminal complaints against 17 high-ranking officials of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's government that have been submitted in Germany, Austria and Sweden.
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        First criminal trial worldwide on torture in Syria before a German court
      

      
        The first trial worldwide on state torture in Syria started in Germany in April 2020. The main defendant was Anwar R, a former official at the General Intelligence Directorate in Syrian President Assad’s government.
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        Sweden: Criminal complaint against Assad’s intelligence officials
      

      
        (Also) Sweden can play an important role in the fight against impunity for turture in Syria. This is why, in February 2019, nine torture survivors submitted a criminal complaint in Stockholm against senior officials in the government of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad – including for crimes against humanity.
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        Surveillance in Syria: European firms may be aiding and abetting crimes against humanity
      

      
        The Syrian intelligence services have been collecting without cause information about political opponents, members of the opposition and human rights activists. Spying often goes hand in hand with torture. Software from Western corporations may have played a role in the surveillance. In order to address this, transnational investigations have to be initiated.
      

    


          
      
	
    
    
    
        
            
  
    Syria – Torture – Austria
  

  
  
      
        The path to justice leads through Europe – e.g. Austria
      

      
        The path to justice for war crimes and torture in Syria also leads through Europe. After Germany, Sweden and France, Austrian authorities have initiated investigations into the Syrian intelligence services’ role in systematic torture. This followed a criminal complaint submitted by 16 Syrians, ECCHR, and its partners to the public prosecutor in Vienna in May 2018.
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        “Caesar” photos document systematic torture
      

      
        The group around the former Syrian military police  employee “Caesar” took for the first legal action by filing together with ECCHR a criminal complaint against senior officials from the Syrian intelligence services and the military police concerning crimes against humanity and war  crimes.
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        Saydnaya military prison – Objective is to physically and psychologically break detainees
      

      
        In Syria, the word Saydnaya has become a synonym for unimaginable torture, systematic degradation and mass executions. Together with four individuals who survived the torture in Saydnaya ECCHR has filed in Germany a criminal complaint against seven high-ranking Syrian military officials.
      

    


          
      
	
    
    
    
        
            
  
    Syria – Torture – Air force intelligence
  

  
  
      
        German authorities issue arrest warrant against Jamil Hassan, head of the Syrian Air Force Intelligence
      

      
        In November 2017, ECCHR and nine Syrian women and men filed a criminal complaint concerning crimes against humanity and war crimes with the German Federal Public Prosecutor. The complaint is directed against ten high-ranking officials of the National Security Office and Air Force Intelligence, among them Jamil Hassan, its former head.
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        Torture under the Assad regime
      

      
        The Syrian government led by president Bashar al-Assad is responsible for systematic and widespread torture. This is why in March 2017, ECCHR, seven Syrian torture survivors and lawyers Anwar al-Bunni and Mazen Darwish submitted the first criminal complaint against high-level officials of the Syrian military intelligence service to the German Federal Prosecutor.
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