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1. Introduction

In 2023, the current management of SOS-
Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V. first received indicative in-
formation that children and young people had previ-
ously been forcibly assigned to the Syrian national
association for temporary care by Syrian state secu-
rity authorities. Most of these children had parents
who had been imprisoned by the Syrian authorities
for political reasons. This practice did not and does
not comply with our identity and international stand-
ards and statutes and we, the SOS-Kinderdorfer
weltweit e.V., condemn these actions strongly. We
reacted immediately and demanded a full investiga-
tion. Due to the independence of each national asso-
ciation, including SOS Children's Villages Syria (SOS
CV Syria)', SOS-Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V. has only
limited insight into local processes.

For this reason, we commissioned a team of inde-
pendent international lawyers (AFIT) to conduct a
special investigation to clarify these allegations and
determine the whereabouts of the children. The in-
vestigation team began its work in June 2024, focus-
ing on three key areas: the actions of the Syrian
government; the structures and processes within the
SOS Children's Villages federation; and the wherea-
bouts of the children. In an initial, first part of the in-
vestigation report presented in August 2025, the

actions of the Syrian government were examined in
detail. SOS-Kinderddrfer weltweit e.V. has now re-
ceived the second part of the of the investigation re-
port, which primarily addresses organisational
shortcomings, processes and responsibilities within
the different units across the SOS Children's Villages
federation.

The report reveals significant shortcomings in man-
agement structures. These shortcomings meant that
the children's forced care was not terminated more
quickly, and the whereabouts of most of the children
remained unclear and were not investigated at the
right time. In particular, the investigators identified
several areas where serious omissions occurred. The
investigations have clearly shown that this was a

" For readability, the abbreviation SOS CV Syria will be used
throughout to refer to SOS Children’s Villages Syria.
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systematic practice known to individuals within the
federation, which was neither immediately stopped
nor adequately addressed. Instead, it continued for
some time after concerns initially emerged, with criti-
cal documentation of the process being severely ne-
glected. Thorough investigations into the
circumstances only began once the events became
public and were perceived as reputationally damag-
ing. These findings highlight significant gaps in the
processes of the several bodies of the federation
and raise questions about how the organization re-
sponded in politically challenging contexts where ac-
tions may have been constrained or influenced.

This statement outlines the key findings of the inves-
tigation and our intended course of action. Addition-
ally, the report provides recommendations for action
from the investigation team. We will implement
these within SOS-Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V. and we
will also promote their implementation within the
other organisations concerned. Meanwhile, we will
continue to collaborate with our investigation team
and other partners such as the United Nations as
well as the transitional government to locate the chil-
dren and reunite them with their families.

We recognise our responsibility to continue this im-
portant investigative work and to lead by example in
terms of transparency and accountability. We are
committed to using the insights gained through this
investigation to strengthen child safeguarding across
all levels of the federation of countries and to push
for the implementation of necessary measures. This
includes critically reviewing and improving our struc-
tures, ensuring robust independent oversight, and
fostering a culture in which failures are acknowl-
edged and addressed and not hidden.

Only by learning from past failures, taking meaning-
ful action, and holding ourselves accountable to the
highest standards can we truly move forward as an
organisation, and as a part of a global child protec-
tion movement.

We are therefore determined to take an active role
in driving change. This involves not only
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implementing the recommended actions throughout
SOS-Kinderddrfer weltweit e.V., but also advocating
for their consistent, binding and transparent applica-
tion across the entire federation. We believe that
genuine credibility and trust can only be restored if
structural change is not optional, but shared and en-
forceable for everyone.

2. Integrity of the investigation

After first commissioning the independent investiga-
tion by AFIT in 2024, we encountered initial re-
sistance from SOS Children'’s Villages International
(SOS CVI)2. According to the investigation team, SOS
CVI was not fully convinced of the need for a com-
prehensive review of the case and expressed reser-
vations about the process we initiated.

Since January 2025, however, this stance has
changed, with the need for a comprehensive review
confirmed in May. To this end, SOS CVI proposed
that the investigation commissioned by SOS-
Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V. should be conducted
jointly from now on. However, after consulting with
our investigation team, we decided against this pro-
cedure. On the one hand, there were reservations
that joint management would delay the investiga-
tion. Furthermore, conflicts of interest regarding the
investigation could not be completely ruled out for
individual employees of SOS CVI.

To strengthen the integrity of an independent and
transparent investigation, we therefore decided not
to directly involve SOS CVI in the investigation by
AFIT. The lack of support for our efforts to clarify the
matter from the beginning is regrettable, as early co-
operation would have been essential to ensure a
swift and thorough investigation. At a time when uni-
fied action would have been crucial to uncover the
truth and support those affected, this lack of engage-
ment was not only disappointing, but it also repre-
sented a missed opportunity to act with the urgency
and seriousness the situation demands.

2 For readability, the abbreviation SOS CVI will be used
throughout to refer to SOS Children’s Villages International.
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Nevertheless, we welcome SOS CVI's decision to
commission its own independent investigation in
May 2025. We hope that this will yield further results
and meaningful insights that contribute to a thor-
ough investigation of the cases.

3. Scope of the cases

An initial due diligence investigation, initiated by SOS
CVI'in 2023, initially identified 35 children believed to
have been placed with SOS CV Syria between 2015
and 2018. This investigation was conducted in re-
sponse to a report by the Independent Special Com-
mission (ISC) published in June 2023 which examined
child safeguarding incidents in several countries, in-
cluding Syria. The report referred to allegations of
the forced placement of children in Syria. The follow-
ing investigation aimed to establish how many chil-
dren were affected by this practice, whether they
were still in care of the member association and if
not, if they had been reunited with their families.

We now know that the number of children identified
was incorrect. The investigation by AFIT revealed that
a total of at least 140 children were cared for by SOS
CV Syria after being handed over to its facilities by
the Syrian secret service, most of them between
2013 and 2018. The majority only stayed at the asso-
ciation’s short-term accommodation facilities in Syria
for a few months. As far as the investigation shows,
none of the children are in the care of SOS CV Syria
today.

We are deeply troubled by the number of cases that
have come to light. The investigation results as de-
tailed in the initial report by AFIT clearly show that
these were not isolated incidents, but rather part of
a systematic pattern. This reality is both devastating
and unacceptable. Such practices fundamentally vio-
late our values and are incompatible with our stand-
ards and statutes. We condemn them unequivocally.

In light of this, we distance ourselves from the initial
investigation by SOS CVI, the results of which have
since been shown to be inadequate and unreliable.
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It is unclear on what basis the original 35 children
were identified and why the investigation only re-
vealed this number. The results indicate that the
monitoring of the children and the initial investiga-
tion were inadequate and expose significant defi-
ciencies. We expect SOS CVI to provide an
explanation through their own investigation.

We will take responsibility and are committed to do-
ing better by making the investigation into these inci-
dents our highest priority. As SOS-Kinderdorfer
weltweit e.V., we are determined to do everything in
our power to locate all of the children and, wherever
possible, reunite them with their families. To that
end, we are working closely with the investigation
team and other partners and will leave no stone un-
turned in our efforts to find answers.

4. Timeline and reaction
by federation

The investigation concluded that the original timeline
for the forced care and the SOS Children’s Villages
federation's knowledge of it were incorrect. Accord-
ing to the investigation report by our investigators,
some employees across the federation had been
aware of this practice for latest around 18 months
before it was terminated in 2018.

The investigation has revealed that the majority of
the children handed over by secret service were
cared for between October 2013 and 2018. In an ex-
ceptional case in 2020, a child was admitted as a
medical emergency and received the necessary med-
ical care through SOS CV Syria.

Additionally, the investigation has established that
SOS CV Syria had mentioned the care of children
handed over to the facilities by security authorities in
several weekly and situational reports regarding
their programmes for emergency relief in 2016. The
situational reports provided an overview concerning
the programmes’ activities and projects, as well as
general information on funds received and used.
They also contained details such as the number of
children admitted, and specific information relating
to them such as educational enrolment and family
reunification. Meanwhile, the weekly reports focused

SOS-KINDERDORFER WELTWEIT eV. | Sitz in Munchen

more on the children themselves, including photo-
graphs of them, details of their accommodation and
the impact of the security situation on them. The re-
ports were primarily written in English and were
probably intended for distribution to employees
within the SOS Children’s Villages federation. It is
possible that these reports were seen by senior staff
at SOS CVI, the International Office for the region,
and SOS-Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V.. Due to gaps in
the documentation, however, AFIT cannot make a
certain statement on the reaction by the federation
in 2016.

Nevertheless, through the investigation AFIT has es-
tablished that employees of SOS CVI and SOS-
Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V. were aware of the chil-
dren's placement as early as June 2016. With regard
to SOS-Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V., one person had
in-depth knowledge and two people had limited
knowledge. At SOS CVI, around 15 people had in-
depth knowledge of the children from 2016 on-
wards, while up to 20 people had fragmentary
knowledge. We must conclude that the vast majority
of employees at SOS CV Syria were somewhat aware
of the children's situation. The Board President and
the National Director had detailed knowledge. Fur-
thermore, we must conclude that, from 2018 on-
wards, the senate of SOS CVI, and thus the
governance level and other public service associa-
tions (PSAs) in the federation, had knowledge of this
practice.

Meanwhile, investigations show that the practice
only ended in 2018 after advice by SOS CVI and SOS-
Kinderdérfer weltweit e.V.. In this context, SOS-
Kinderdérfer weltweit e.V. also demanded structural
and programme changes at SOS CV Syria, linking
them to the continuation of funding. In 2023, the au-
thorities attempted to place more children in the
care of SOS CV Syria, but these attempts were re-
jected. At the same time, the investigation shows
that there had been no public communication about
the incidents until 2023. It was only after the ISC re-
port was published that an initial investigation was
launched, focusing on finding the children and reu-
niting families.

This means there was a gap of around 18 months
between the placement of children first becoming
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known and its termination on the instruction of SOS
CVI. Additionally, the termination seems to have
been primarily motivated by concerns about a po-
tential loss of public reputation.

This, along with other documentation identified by
the investigation team, also indicates that this prac-
tice, which violates the federation's guidelines, was
not initially considered problematic. The lack of in-
vestigative efforts when the information first became
known suggests that the extent of the practice was
either not understood or greatly downplayed and
that the implications from a child protection per-
spective were not considered. The focus of the due
diligence investigation on family reunification in 2023
also suggests that the extent and significance of the
incidents were not recognised in relation to our cen-
tral goal of child protection, especially from a gov-
ernance and safeguarding perspective. Together,
these factors demonstrate major gaps in safeguard-
ing at the time and highlight that important stand-
ards were not being met within the SOS Children’s
Villages federation.

AFIT's findings show that all parties involved failed in
their responsibility to act swiftly and decisively. The
lack of immediate intervention and investigation not
only allowed the practice to continue for too long but
also significantly delayed the identification and sup-
port of the affected children. These failings raise seri-
ous and painful questions about the effectiveness of
existing due diligence processes and the willingness
to confront uncomfortable truths when it mattered
most.

As SOS-Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V., we strongly and
categorically denounce the forced placement of the
children. It is unacceptable that such a practice was
knowingly tolerated, and that it took the interna-
tional organisation 18 months to put a stop to it. This
delay represents a deep failure to uphold our collec-
tive duty to protect the most vulnerable. We take full
responsibility for the actions of our former staff and
apologize for failing to address the issue immedi-
ately.

We also condemn the lack of transparency regarding
the actions of the Syrian government when this issue
first came to light. That the first public disclosure

SOS-KINDERDORFER WELTWEIT eV. | Sitz in Munchen

only took place five years later, in 2023, is deeply
troubling and contradicts our standards for transpar-
ency and accountability. At SOS-Kinderdorfer welt-
weit e.V., we consider it of paramount importance to
thoroughly investigate these incidents - not only to
understand how such failures could have occurred,
but to ensure that they are never repeated. The chil-
dren affected deserved protection, not silence.

5. Monitoring of documents, ar-
chiving and delivery of infor-
mation

Documentation and archiving of documents
During the investigation, our legal team identified se-

rious deficiencies in the documentation and archiv-
ing of cases related to the admission of children. This
was particularly evident in the Emergency Response
Programmes (ERPs) and the Intermediate Alternative
Care Centres (IACCs), which operated alongside the
regular SOS Children’s Villages programmes in Syria
from 2012 until 2019.

The exact operating structure of the ERPs and IACCs
could not be clearly determined, in part due to the
inadequate documentation. However, the investiga-
tion suggests that these programmes were initially
set up by SOS CVI and SOS CV Syria, before being
fully handed over to the Syrian national association.
As the ERPs and IACCs were either phased out or
transferred entirely to SOS CV Syria, further short-
comings in documentation became apparent. Ac-
cording to the investigation report, the handover
occurred hastily and lacked proper procedures, in-
cluding insufficient sharing of key child protection
documents.

We strongly criticise the way responsibilities were
transferred and the manner in which the documen-
tation process was handled, as it falls far short of the
standards we expect and does not align with our es-
tablished guidelines and quality standards. We rec-
ognise that consistent, transparent documentation is
critical - not only to protect the rights and well-being
of everyone involved, but also to ensure accountabil-
ity and transparency, particularly in complex or sen-
sitive situations. Where documentation is lacking,
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facts become obscured, the truth becomes harder to
establish, and trust is compromised.

Delivery of documents for investigation
In order to reconstruct the relevant cases, AFIT

worked primarily with documents from the period
2011 to 2018. Yet again, they encountered significant
challenges in accessing complete and relevant docu-
mentation. The team found that some of the case
files related to the IACCs were held by SOS CVI, not
SOS CV Syria. However, only documents from 2015
to 2018 have been made available so far; data rele-
vant to the time frame between 2011 and 2014 has
not been provided. In addition, SOS CVI has not yet
provided all information necessary to fully under-
stand the governance structures of the respective
programmes. As a result, this second report is una-
ble to answer all questions arising from the investi-
gation, and further investigation is necessary.

In the absence of comprehensive records, the inves-
tigation team had to rely largely on documents pro-
vided by SOS-Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V. and the
Syrian national association. Although the majority of
the documents examined were provided by SOS CV
Syria, unfortunately, the investigation team has not
yet received all of the requested documents, and in
certain instances, has only received a response to ex-
plicit requests. Nevertheless, the report notes that
since August 2025, SOS CV Syria has shown in-
creased responsiveness and more proactive cooper-
ation.

We are disappointed that there have been repeated
delays and apparent efforts to stall the process by
SOS CV Syria and SOS CVI, including the continued
failure to provide the full set of requested docu-
ments. Such behaviour undermines the integrity of
the investigation and contradicts our shared commit-
ment to transparency and accountability. We
strongly urge both organisations to engage with the
investigation openly and without further delay, and
to immediately provide all outstanding documenta-
tion. Full cooperation is essential to allow the review
to continue and to fulfil our shared responsibility for
transparency and accountability, and towards those
affected.
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Only with access to all relevant documents can the
promise of full clarification be upheld. The protection
and well-being of the children must always remain
our highest priority. This requires complete infor-
mation, not only to understand past failures, but to
take meaningful steps toward locating the children
and reuniting them with their families, whenever
possible. We remain firmly committed to advancing
this process with the seriousness and determination
it requires and will continue to call on all organisa-
tions in a position to support the investigation to co-
operate fully. Anything less would fail to meet the
responsibility we owe to the children and others af-
fected.

6. Organisational structure

Throughout the existence of the different pro-
grammes, such as ERPs and IACCs but also the regu-
lar SOS Children’s Villages programmes in Syria, the
investigation has uncovered a persistent lack of clar-
ity regarding governance, responsibility and over-
sight. These circumstances are also responsible for
the gaps identified, particularly in the documentation
as described in the previous chapter.

From the outset, both programmes operated en-
tirely independently of one another, with separate
management structures in place. While the EPRs and
IACCs were first managed by SOS CVI through the re-
gional office in Damascus, the regular programmes
of SOS CV Syria were under management of a board
of directors of the national association. Although
they ran in parallel, only a few individuals had insight
into both programmes, notably the Board President
and the National Director of SOS CV Syria. Although
there was some crossover between the pro-
grammes, particularly among caregivers, a singular
management was only established at a later pointin
time. Later, the ERPs and IACCs fell under the man-
agement by both, SOS CVI and the Syrian national
association, before being seemingly transferred fully
to SOS CV Syria.

These shortcomings were obvious even prior to the
investigation: During the lifetime of the ERPs, multi-
ple audits, investigations and assessments were
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conducted, addressing concerns such as governance
weaknesses, lack of transparency and accountability,
and fraud. This lack of clarity regarding roles and re-
sponsibilities, both within the national association
and beyond, has significantly hindered efforts at
oversight and accountability. No single entity as-
sumed full responsibility for the governance or docu-
mentation processes, either at the time of
implementation or during subsequent investigations.
The blurred lines of responsibility, particularly during
transitions between organisational units, contributed
to insufficient monitoring and a lack of transparency
and led to conditions that ultimately undermined
child protection.

This reveals significant gaps in our processes within
the federation that we must urgently review and ad-
dress with appropriate measures. As SOS-
Kinderdorfer weltweit e.V., our central goal is to con-
tinuously improve our child protection processes
and ensure that such situations do not happen
again. We are committed to closing the identified
gaps and implementing the recommendations of our
investigators within our organisation.

7. Political context, relationship
with government and compliance

The investigation revealed that the work of SOS CV
Syria was characterised by close cooperation with
the Syrian authorities from the outset - a result of
the country’s political and legal framework. In order
to operate as a care facility in Syria, SOS CV Syria had
to enter into a cooperation agreement with the Min-
istry of Social Affairs and Labour (MOSAL). Among
other provisions, this agreement stipulated that
MOSAL could guide the election of the board by the
general assembly of SOS CV Syria in order to main-
tain neutrality. These conditions also required the
Ministry's approval with regard to certain pro-
grammes of the Syrian country association, which in
turn meant that the Ministry could make demands of
the organization, such as the care of children that
were forcibly separated from their parents. There
was therefore consensus among the individuals in-
terviewed by AFIT during its investigations that such
instructions could not be refused. However, the AFIT

SOS-KINDERDORFER WELTWEIT eV. | Sitz in Munchen

team could not confirm this assumption. It is con-
ceivable, though, that the political situation in the
country made it impossible to make completely inde-
pendent decisions. SOS-Kinderddrfer weltweit e.V. is
of the opinion that rejecting the placement of the
children would have been possible for the interna-
tional level of the federation, which includes our own
organization.

It was also found that the former deputy Board Pres-
ident and later President - who became the de facto
President in 2013 and was officially elected in 2015 -
enjoyed a certain amount of prestige and privileges
with regard to the Assad regime. This can be ex-
plained by the close ties between her family and the
Assads, given that her father held a senior advisory
position in the Assad government. Furthermore, it
has been demonstrated that the Board President
had close ties with the MOSAL.

An internal investigation in 2015 revealed that the
board had not been elected or appointed in accord-
ance with the ministry's specified framework condi-
tions since 2003. However, the investigation in 2015
concluded that MOSAL had decided against enforc-
ing its own legal framework because the Syrian
country association had accommodated the Ministry
in the placement of children without parents. In this
specific case, AFIT has not yet conclusively deter-
mined whether the children in question were forcibly
separated from their parents due to political deten-
tion or were left without parents due to other
causes. This question will be the subject of further
investigations by AFIT. It is important to emphasize
that this uncertainty applies only to this particular
case. In other cases, it has been clearly established
that children were forcibly separated from their fam-
ilies due to political reasons.

AFIT has also identified multiple allegations against
the former management team of SOS CV Syria by
former employees. These include reports of unfair
dismissals, as well as favouritism and discrimination
against employees based on their regional origin, re-
ligious beliefs, and affiliation to a particular denomi-
nation.

The Board President stepped down in May 2025 fol-
lowing strong calls for resignation. Additionally, the
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former National Director has been arrested by Syrian
authorities in summer 2025 and remains in custody.

These findings reveal an association shaped not only
by difficult external conditions but also by significant
and troubling internal instability. While the political
and legal environment in Syria presents undeniable
challenges, these must not be used to justify clear vi-
olations of our organisational standards and ethical
guidelines. Our commitment to impartiality and child
protection must hold firm and remain non-negotia-
ble, even under the most difficult circumstances.

Where these standards cannot be guaranteed, it is
imperative that this is communicated transparently
within the federation. Silence or ambiguity in such
situations not only undermines trust within our fed-
eration and with the public, it also prevents us from
acting collectively and responsibly. Only through
openness and communication can we develop joint
responses and take protective measures that live up
to our shared values.

One of our key tasks going forward will be to build a
shared understanding of how we operate in politi-
cally sensitive and high-risk contexts and to jointly
define the safeguards that ensure our principles are
upheld, even under such conditions. Anything less
would compromise the very integrity of our work.

8. Our next steps

In the coming months, we will receive the third part
of the investigation report, which will focus on ef-
forts to trace the missing children. On this matter,
we will work closely with the United Nations and the
Independent Institution on Missing Persons in the
Syrian Arab Republic (IIMP), alongside our investiga-
tion team. We remain committed to continuing our
efforts until the children are located and, wherever
possible, reunited with their families.

At the same time, we will further clarify the internal
circumstances surrounding the issue, draw the nec-
essary conclusions, and take concrete steps to
strengthen our processes and structures. This in-
cludes implementing the recommendations put
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forward by AFIT and, where appropriate, introducing
additional measures of our own.

The protection of children is at the core of everything
we do. It is our unwavering responsibility to uphold
this commitment, regardless of external challenges
or the context in which we operate. Only by openly
confronting past mistakes, even if they are not ours
personally, thoroughly investigating them, and learn-
ing from them, can we grow as an organisation and
fulfil our mission with integrity.
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