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Organization: HARIF on behalf of the descendants of Jewish refugees from the Middle East 

and North Africa – victims of Arab and Iranian discrimination and repression on the basis of 

Jewish identity. 

 

 

Biography: HARIF is a UK charity representing Jews from North Africa and the Middle East 

(UK no.1186454), and dedicated to promoting their history, culture and heritage. Over 2,000 

years of history in the Middle East and North Africa came to an abrupt and tragic end just 50 

years ago. Jews departed for Israel and the West, leaving an enormous cultural and economic 

void behind.  In another 20 years, few Jews who were born in these countries will still be 

alive. A vital chapter of Jewish identity, history and culture – an entire civilisation – will be 

lost. HARIF is here to make sure it is not forgotten. 

 

 

Issues to which our submission applies: 
(1) “Underlying root causes of recurrent tensions, instability and protraction of conflict in 

and between the Occupied Palestinian Territory, including East Jerusalem [sic], and 

Israel; as well as systematic discrimination and repression based on national, ethnic, 

racial or religious identity;”  

(2) “Facts and circumstances regarding alleged violations of international humanitarian 

law and alleged violations and abuses of international human rights law leading up to 

and since 13 April 2021;” 

(3) “Identification of those responsible;” 

 

 

Submission: (This submission itself does not constitute an endorsement of the “Commission 

of Inquiry” or its mandate.) 

 

Syrian exodus 

Syrian Jews: “suddenly, you leave everything 

behind.” 

18 October 2016  

https://www.jewishrefugees.org.uk/2016/10/syrian-jews-suddenly-you-leave.html  

It’s a hair-raising tale of escape, fraught with danger, but Jews from Syria and Iraq were 

so desperate to leave in the 1970s and 80s that they were prepared to trust their lives to 

https://www.jewishrefugees.org.uk/2016/10/syrian-jews-suddenly-you-leave.html


smugglers. Two brothers, born in Damascus, who later had successful careers in Israeli 

military intelligence, tell Israel Hayom their story. (With thanks: Lily) 

Jewish Agency representatives equipped the father will all the documents he would be 

required to show to Syrian intelligence officials about his European vacation and sent him 

back with the guarantee that a few days later, an agent would come to his house and smuggle 

him and his family out of Syria. 

As a way of identifying the agent, the Jewish Agency people took a Syrian coin, which had 

three holes, and tore a banknote in two, half of which they gave the father, and the other half 

of which they stuck into one of the holes in the coin. 

When he returned home, he didn’t tell anyone about his plans. There were plenty of Jews at 

the synagogue who informed to the regime in exchange for protection of one kind or another, 

so only his two other brothers, who wanted to make aliyah, were privy to the secret,” M. says. 

 But a few weeks after their father returned to Syria, the First Lebanon War broke out, and the 

plan was shelved. The agent never arrived, and the father put his dream aside and went on with 

his life. 

But three years later, a man entered his shop and asked the father for a glass of water. When he 

received it, he presented the coin with the half-banknote in it to the astonished father. 

“He asked the agent, ‘When?’ and he answered ‘Tomorrow morning.’ 

In the meantime, one of the brothers had gotten engaged, and they had both opened a 

successful business together, so he asked [the agent] for a few hours to talk to his brothers, and 

they agreed to meet again that evening,” A. says. 

Running around crazed, the father asked his brothers if the plan was still on. 

“They didn’t hesitate for a second and told him this was their only chance. You have to 

understand that it was a very dangerous scheme, with an unknown outcome, and that other 

than the dream, no one really knew what awaited them in Israel. He didn’t want them to blame 

him if something went wrong. ‘It’s their choice,’ he said, but they insisted it was what they 

wanted.” 

 The agent was actually a local collaborator who knew the smuggling routes to the border with 

Israel and life out in the open. Three days after the meeting in the shop, on Tisha B’Av 1985, 

A. and M., their father and mother, their uncles, and the fiancée and her uncle set out for a 

bordering country, from which they would continue on to Israel. The family told their relatives 

that they were headed for the resort town of Latakia. So as not to arouse suspicion, each 

brother left from a different point in the city. 



 “Since it was a total secret, [our father] didn’t tell us and his brothers didn’t tell the fiancée,” 

A. says. 

“One word out of place, and it would have put all our lives in danger. But I — a 15-year-old 

— knew. I felt the excitement in the air. I saw my father talking with my mother and even 

though I didn’t hear what they were saying, I saw my mother packing food and when I left 

school, I knew that it was for the last time. I was euphoric, like the moment I’d been waiting 

for my whole life was finally here. 

When we left, my father bid his employees goodbye and said he would see them a few days 

later. That’s how careful he had to be. Suddenly, out of the blue, you leave everything behind. 

Your business, your property, your house, your friends, and your family. Everything you built 

in your life, and go out to build a new life,” A. remembers. 

 

 

 


