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As the death toll in Syria exceeds 3,000, the revolution rages on, even as dictators have fallen in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya. While grainy cell phone videos of violent attacks on protesters are making it out of the country, independent journalists are rarely making it in. In Syria Undercover, airing Tuesday, Nov. 8, 2011, at 9 p.m. ET on PBS (check local listings), FRONTLINE goes on a clandestine journey into the heart of the uprising. Reporter Ramita Navai ventures into some of the most dangerous parts of Syria to meet members of the opposition movement in hiding and chronicle the bloody campaign of President Bashar al-Assad to remain in power.

During her trip in September, Navai experiences firsthand life as a fugitive in Syria when she is trapped in a safe house with three of the country’s most wanted opposition leaders. As the security forces and the militia raid houses on their street, the three men fear they will be captured and tortured.

“I’m constantly anxious and scared that we’re going to be tracked down,” Navai says during the three-day ordeal. “And this is just a fraction of what these guys go through as wanted dissidents. They’ve been living like this for the past five months.”

After leaving the safe house, Navai travels deep into the countryside, where she meets four soldiers who say that they deserted after being ordered to shoot protesters—including women and children. “I don’t know if I killed anyone or not, but I did shoot at demonstrations, and there were a large number who died,” one soldier says. “Children and women. A lot of people died.” They claim to have witnessed other soldiers who refused orders being shot dead: “I saw with my own eyes when my buddy beside me refused to shoot at the protesters,” he adds. “A sniper shot him in the head.”

Along with the officially estimated 3,000 deaths, thousands more protesters have been seriously injured. But activists say it is no longer safe for casualties to be taken to hospitals, where they are hunted by security forces. Navai visits clandestine hospitals where patients with gunshot wounds are treated with smuggled medical equipment and drugs.

One doctor tells Navai that the security forces and militia have killed wounded protesters. “We saw with our own eyes people with minor wounds beaten by security forces inside hospitals.” He says that doctors are also being targeted for helping the injured, and many have been imprisoned.

Navai’s portrait of Syria is shocking and compelling as she finds that the battle for the country’s future seems far from over.

Also this hour: New York Times foreign correspondent Anthony Shadid and other experts tell the story of President Bashar al-Assad and how the Syrian dictator has managed to hold onto power in the months since the Arab Spring, in The Regime. 

Syria Undercover is a Quicksilver Media production for WGBH/FRONTLINE and CH4. The producer is Wael Dabbous. The reporter is Ramita Navai. The series editor of Quicksilver Media is George Waldrum. The Regime is a FRONTLINE production with RAINMedia. The writer and producer is Marcela Gaviria. The reporter is Anthony Shadid. The series senior producer of FRONTLINE is Raney Aronson-Rath. The executive producer of FRONTLINE is David Fanning.

FRONTLINE is produced by WGBH Boston and is broadcast nationwide on PBS. Funding for FRONTLINE is provided through the support of PBS viewers and by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Major funding for FRONTLINE is provided by The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation and by Reva and David Logan. Additional funding is provided by the Park Foundation and by the FRONTLINE Journalism Fund. FRONTLINE is closed-captioned for deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers by the Media Access Group at WGBH. FRONTLINE is a registered trademark of the WGBH Educational Foundation. 
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