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Introduction

For four years AOAV has tracked the use of explosive

weapons around the world. Since 2011, almost 150,000

people have been reported killed or injured by weapons

like rockets, mortars and car bombs. 

Year on year, the casualty toll has mounted with 2014 
being the worst that AOAV has recorded so far. 

Civilian casualties from explosive weapons are now 

52%higher than 2011 levels. 

Explosive violence worsened in its spread and severity

in 2014. Civilian deaths and injuries from these weapons

increased by 5% from 2013. Every day in 2014 there

was an average of 90 civilian casualties, including 29

civilians who died daily at the hands of these weapons.

Civilians continue to bear the burden of explosive 

violence. In total AOAV recorded 41,847 deaths 

and injuries in 2014, 78% of whom were civilians.

Civilians were killed and wounded as they slept,

shopped, worshipped or travelled.  

In Explosive States, AOAV explores the countries and

contexts where civilians were most at risk from the 

use of explosive weapons. More than 50 different

countries saw casualties last year, places as diverse

as Ukraine, India and the Central African Republic.

For the second year running, Iraq and Syria were the

two countries with the highest numbers of civilian casu-

alties from explosive violence. The suffering of civilians

in these countries was compounded by new crises in

2014. Desperate humanitarian emergencies have emer-

ged from the widespread use of explosive weapons 

in populated areas in Gaza, Ukraine and Nigeria.

One consistent pattern endures throughout the years

AOAV has been tracking explosive violence. When

these weapons are used in populated areas, they

massively elevate the threat to civilians. Even when

explosive weapons were targeted at a military objec-

tive in 2014, their wide-area effect often meant that

bystanders were caught by the blast or hit by pro-

jected fragments. The grim reality is that civilians in

countries around the world cannot feel safe even in

their own homes. 

The wide-area effects of some explosive weapons

have been of concerning prominence in 2014. Multiple

rocket launchers, a devastating feature of the Syrian

war in previous years, were used by competing parties

to pummel eastern villages and towns in Ukraine. These

weapons, like the notorious Grad, launch a barrage of

unguided munitions in the space of seconds, covering

a wide area. 

They clearly have no place being used in places where

civilians are concentrated. Yet they, and other equally

terrible weaponry, were often the drivers of civilian

harm in markets, schools, neighbourhoods and places

of worship in 2014.

Explosive weapons:

Weapons that share common characteristics

causing deaths, injuries, and damage by project-

ing explosive blast, heat and often fragmentation

around a point of detonation. These weapons in-

clude a variety of munitions such as air-dropped

bombs, mortars, improvised explosive devices

(IEDs) and artillery shells.

‘‘
Ultimately, civilians in Syria, Gaza, Israel, Afghanistan, Libya, eastern Ukraine
and other conflict hotspots pay the price when the shells aimed at military 
targets end up hitting homes, hospitals and schools. This simply has to stop.
These explosive weapons are designed for open battlefields, not built-up
urban areas […] This is not about the weapons themselves – it’s about where
and how they are used.
ICRC President Peter Maurer, 
October 20141
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Crucially, AOAV’s data can only ever show part of the

picture of this civilian harm. It tries to capture some of

the immediate effects; the deaths and the physical in-

juries. It cannot touch upon the destruction of homes

or a lifetime of possessions. It cannot understand the

psychological suffering inflicted, or the life-changing

economic deprivation that can follow an explosive.

Many more people are affected by explosive weapons

than can possibly be hinted at in these casualty figures.3

AOAV’s data is not an attempt to capture every casualty

of every incident around the world. No claims are made

that this sample of data, taken from English-language

media reporting, can represent the total impact of 

explosive weapons on civilians in 2014.

The last twelve months have seen explosive weapons,

both manufactured and improvised, bring appalling

suffering to civilians across the world. Explosive

States shows the urgent need for action to combat 

and reduce the harm these weapons continue to

cause.

‘‘
It took 40 minutes but it felt a life-
time. I lived all my life in the house
my father built. It was our corner of
paradise, our ‘swallow’s nest’. Now
it is destroyed. I’ve no idea what
will come next.
Lyuda,  
resident of Luhansk, eastern Ukraine,
August 20142

Remnant of a direct-fire rocket-assisted projectile outside Fallujah General Hospital in Anbar Province, Iraq, 13 January 2014

(Human Rights Watch, © private)
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popUlATED  ArEAs

•  In 2014, 92% of casualties in populated areas 

     were reported as civilians. This is compared 

     to 34% in other areas. 

•  On average 16 people were killed or injured 

     in every incident of explosive weapon use in 

     populated areas. In other areas in 2014 the 

     average number was four.

•  Markets saw 4,245 civilian casualties in 2014, 

     a 15% increase from 2013.

•  Child casualties of explosive weapons were 

     reported in 28 countries and territories in 2014.

ExplosivE wEApon TypEs

Air-launched explosive weapons

•  Air-launched explosive weapons were respon-

     sible for 18% of recorded civilian casualties 

     (5,868 civilian deaths and injuries). 

•  Civilian casualties from aerial explosive weapons 

     in 2014 almost tripled from 2013 levels (when 

     2,012 deaths and injuries were recorded). 

•  17 countries and territories saw casualties in 

     2014. Almost half (43%) of civilian casualties 

     from air-launched explosive weapons were in 

     Syria, and 35% were in Gaza. 

•  AOAV recorded almost twice as many civilian 

     casualties from barrel bombs in 2014 as in 2013.

Ground-launched explosive weapons

•  Ground-launched explosive weapons were 

     responsible for 8,088 civilian casualties in 

     2014 (25% of the total recorded). 

•  90% of casualties were civilians. This is higher 

     than the proportion recorded from IED attacks 

     (85%), and aerial attacks (61%).

•  Mortars caused 3,000 civilian casualties in 15 

     countries. This is a 53% increase from 2013.

•  Six civilians were killed on average per attack 

     with multiple rocket launchers in Ukraine.

iEDs

•  IEDs were responsible for 17,098 civilian 

     casualties, 52% of the total recorded in 2014. 

•  85% of those killed and injured by IEDs were 

     civilians. 

•  There was a 26% decrease in the number of 

     civilian casualties caused by IEDs compared 

     to 2013 (17,098 down from 22,829). 

•  Three of the five deadliest IED attacks in 2014 

     took place in Nigeria.
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ovErviEw

There was a 5% rise in the 

number of civilian casualties 

and an 11% rise in incidents 

involving explosive weapons 

in 2014 compared to 2013.

• AOAV recorded 41,847 casual-
   ties (people who were killed or 
   injured) by explosive weapons 
   in 2,702 incidents in 2014. In 
   2013, AOAV had recorded 
   37,809 casualties from 2,430 
   incidents. 

• Civilian casualties rose by 5% 
   in 2014 from 2013. This is the 
   third consecutive year in which 
   recorded civilian casualties 
   of explosive violence have 
   increased.

• Of the casualties recorded 
   in 2014, 78% were civilians 
   (32,662 civilians killed and 
   injured). 

• Iraq, Syria, Gaza, Nigeria and 
   Pakistan saw the highest num-
   bers of civilian casualties in 2014. 

•  Over 10,000 civilian casualties 
   from explosive weapons were 
   recorded in Iraq for the second 
   year running.

• Seven countries and territories 
   had over 1,000 civilian deaths 
   and injuries in 2014. In 2013 
   there were five such countries.

• Gaza, Ukraine and Nigeria saw 
   the biggest increases in civilian 
   casualties from explosive 
   weapons. 

• Incidents were recorded in 58 
   countries and territories around 
   the world. 

• Civilian casualties from aerial 
   explosive weapons in 2014 al-
   most tripled from 2013 levels.

• State use of explosive weapons 
   increased significantly in 2014. 
   While responsibility cannot be 
   assigned in many cases, where 
   it was reported states caused 
   28% of recorded civilian casual-
   ties in 2014, up from 11% in 
   2013.4

Key findings
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GroUnD-lAUnChED:

•  shelling (unspecified): The broadest recording 

     category in this grouping. It refers to reports of 

     the use of explosive shells that do not specify 

     how they were delivered (e.g. mortars, rockets, 

     artillery, or tanks).

•  Artillery shell: An explosive projectile fired from a 

     gun, cannon, howitzer or recoilless gun/rifle. This 

     refers to medium and large-calibre munitions pri-

     marily designed to fire indirectly. Artillery shells

     were recorded wherever specified in news sources.

•  missile: Recorded where reported in news sources,

     or where a ground-launched missile type was repor-

     ted in the incident (e.g. SCUD, MANPAD). Ground-

     launched missiles can range from shoulder-mounted 

     to ballistic missiles.11

•  rocket: Recorded where reported in news sources, 

     or where a known ground-launched rocket type 

     was reported in the incident (e.g. Grad, Katyusha). 

•  mortar: Recorded where reports specified that a 

     mortar bomb was the munition used.12

•  Tank shell: Explosive shells fired by tanks.

•  Grenade: Recorded where reports indicate gren-

     ades deployed an explosive blast and/or fragmen-

     tation. Grenades specified as ‘homemade’ were 

     recorded as IEDs.

•  rpG: Rocket-propelled grenades. Grenades which 

     are rifle-launched were recorded as grenades 

     rather than RPGs.

improvisED ExplosivE DEviCEs (iEDs):

•  non-specific iED: The broadest recording categ-

     ory in this grouping. It refers to all IEDs which 

     could not be categorised as either ‘roadside 

     bombs’ or ‘car bombs.’

•  Car bomb: Incidents where the IED was clearly 

     described as a ‘car bomb,’ or other vehicles like 

     trucks were used. IEDs which were reported as 

     being attached to vehicles, such as a sticky bomb 

     attached to a politician’s car or a remote control 

     IED attached to a bicycle, were recorded as ‘Non-

     -specific IEDs.’

•  roadside bomb: IEDs which were either specifi-

     cally reported as ‘roadside bombs’ or where an 

     IED was reported to be used alongside a road 

     and no further information was provided.
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Air-lAUnChED:

•  Air strike: The broadest recording category in this 

     grouping. It refers to incidents where explosive 

     weapons were reported as delivered by drones, 

     planes, helicopters, or other aircraft, and the type 

     of munition fired was not specified in the news 

     source.8 Where the munition used is specified in 

     news sources it is recorded as one of the following 

     more specific weapon categories below.

•  Air-dropped bomb: References to areas being 

     ‘bombed’ by military aircraft were recorded as 

     air-dropped bomb incidents. This can include 

     makeshift manually-deployed bombs, as well as 

     cluster bombs.

•  missile: Recorded where explosive missiles deliv-

     ered by air were reported in a news source, most 

     commonly in drone attacks.9

•  rocket: Typically used to refer to unguided mis-

     siles, rockets were recorded wherever they are 

     specified in a news source.10
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CAsUAlTy:

Refers to people who were killed or physically 

injured.5

CiviliAn/ArmED ACTor or sECUriTy 

pErsonnEl:

Casualties were recorded as ‘armed actors’ only if

they were reported as being part of the state military,

members of non-state armed groups, or security per-

sonnel who AOAV considered likely to be armed. This

includes police, security guards, intelligence officers,

and paramilitary forces. All casualties not reported

as belonging to these armed groups were recorded

as civilians.

ExplosivE violEnCE inCiDEnT:

Refers to the use of explosive weapons that caused 

at least one casualty and took place in a 24-hour 

period. 

popUlATED ArEA:

Refers to areas likely to contain concentrations of 

civilians.6

ExplosivE wEApons TypEs:

Weapons were classified by AOAV based on consis-

tently-used language in media reporting. The cate-

gories used are deliberately broad in order to capture 

a range of different weapon types in light of consider-

able variance in the level of detail provided by news

sources. 

•  multiple types: Used to refer to incidents where a

     combination of different explosive weapon types

     were used and it was not possible to attribute 

     casualties to each munition. These can involve 

     any combination of air, ground-launched, or im-

     provised explosive devices. The category most 

     commonly includes attacks where ground-

     launched weapons such as rockets and artillery 

     shells were fired together.

•  mine: Refers to incidents where the explosive 

     weapon was described as a mine or landmine. 

     These include both antipersonnel and anti-

     vehicle mines.7

Key terms
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As Figure 2 shows, the two countries with the most

civilian casualties in 2014 were again Iraq and Syria.20

In Iraq AOAV recorded more than 10,000 civilian

deaths and injuries from explosive weapons for the

second consecutive year. There was a 16% decrease 

in the number of civilian casualties that AOAV were

able to record in Iraq. This does not mean that Iraq 

became a less violent place in 2014. On the contrary,

security conditions collapsed in several areas of the

country.21 In 2013 AOAV had recorded a dramatic in-

crease in the use of IEDs in populated areas in Iraq.

The full severity of this pattern of violence was not 

fully replicated in 2014, but the rise of Islamic State

(referred to throughout in this report as ISIS), the Iraqi

government’s military response, and the intervention

of international coalition forces have all contributed 

to Iraq remaining the worst country in the world for 

explosive violence (see Iraq graphic on page 16).

The civil war in Syria is now in its fifth year. As in re-

cent years, the intensity of the explosive violence in

some conflict conditions presents serious challenges 

to AOAV’s incident-based methodology, and the im-

pact of explosive weapons on the ground in Syria in

2014 could not be fully represented in this dataset.22

Despite this, AOAV recorded 6,247 civilian casualties

from explosive violence in Syria. As well as the ongo-

ing ferocious conflict between the Syrian state and

multiple rebel groups, as in Iraq new and additional

threats to civilians in Syria from explosive weapons

emerged in 2014. 

Figure 2 shows the fifteen countries with the most-

reported civilian casualties. Seven countries and 

territories saw more than 1,000 civilian casualties 

in 2014. In 2013, there were five such locations.23

The table shows massive increases in explosive 

violence in several countries, specifically Gaza and

Ukraine and Nigeria. These three new hotspots of 

explosive violence are discussed in more detail 

overleaf.

Several countries dropped from the list of most-affect-

ed countries in 2014. The USA, Russia and Turkey all

saw dramatic declines in explosive violence. All three

countries had previously suffered big IED attacks in

2013, in Boston, Volgograd and Reyhanli respectively,

which accounted for the previous prominence of these

countries.24

Civilians Armed actors
6000

5000

4000
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2000

1000

0
Feb March April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov DecJan
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ThE CAsUAlTiEs 

In 2014 AOAV recorded an increase in civilian casual-

ties (people killed and physically injured) from explo-

sive violence for the third consecutive year. During

2014, AOAV recorded 32,662 civilian deaths and in-

juries from the use of explosive weapons around the

world. This is an increase of 5% from 2013. 

Yet again, civilians made up the majority of casualties

from explosive weapon use. Civilians accounted for

78% of all recorded deaths and injuries in 2014. 

This is in spite of a sharp increase in reported armed

actor casualties in 2014. AOAV recorded a total of

41,847 deaths and injuries from explosive violence, 

an 11% increase in total casualties from 2013. 

Deaths and injuries to armed actors rose by a third

from 2013.13

As in previous years, civilians were most at risk when

explosive weapons were used in populated areas.14

As in 2013, two-thirds of all the incidents that AOAV

recorded in 2014 were reported in populated areas

(1,776 or 66%). In those attacks, the proportion of 

casualties who were civilians reached 92%. This is

compared to 34% in other areas. 

This pattern of harm is consistent with the trends iden-

tified in previous years.15 Civilians are put at grave risk

of death and injury when explosive weapons are used

in populated areas. 

As shown in Figure 1, the reported civilian casualties

of explosive weapon use consistently and substan-

tially outnumbered armed actors in 2014. 

On average, AOAV recorded 2,721 civilian casualties a

month, compared to an average of 765 armed actors.

Per day, there were an average of 90 civilian casual-

ties, against 25 armed actors. 

Twenty-nine civilians died on average every day from

explosive weapon use in 2014.16

Figure 1 shows a significant spike in civilian casualties

in July 2014. AOAV recorded more than 5,000 civilian

casualties and more than 500 incidents that month for

the first time since AOAV began recording the impacts

of explosive violence in 2011. 

The huge civilian toll in July reflects two new fronts 

of explosive violence that emerged in 2014. On 7 July

the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) launched Operation

Protective Edge in Gaza, following months of escalat-

ing tensions. Half of the global civilian impact of explo-

sive violence in July was recorded in Gaza (52%). The

full impact of explosive weapon use in this operation is

discussed in further detail overleaf. 

Fighting in eastern Ukraine also dramatically worsened

in the summer of 2014, and on 17 July the Malaysian

Airline Flight 17 (MH17) was shot down by a surface-

to-air missile, killing all 298 passengers and crew on

board. This attack was the single deadliest incident 

of explosive violence recorded by AOAV in 2014.17

A GlobAl problEm

For the third year running, AOAV recorded a casualty

from an explosive weapon attack in 58 different coun-

tries and territories (see map on page 13).18 Casualties

from explosive weapons were reported in 15 countries

and territories in 2014 that had not been impacted in

the previous year, most notably Ukraine.19

AOAV recorded 41,847 casualties

(people who were killed or injured)

by explosive weapons in 2,702

incidents in 2014. 

Of the casualties recorded in 

2014, 78% were civilians (32,662

civilians killed and injured).

This meant there was a 5% 

increase in civilian casualties 

from explosive violence in 2013

(up from 31,076).

2014 Overview

Figure 1  Casualties by month in 2014
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hoTspoTs: 2014’s biGGEsT EsCAlATions

Gaza

AOAV recorded 3,813 civilian death and injuries from

explosive weapons in Gaza in 2014. Almost all of

these (98%) occurred between 7 July and 26 August,

in what has been termed ‘Operation Protective Edge’.

The United Nations documented 2,131 total deaths 

in Gaza, of whom 1,473 were civilians (69%).25

The majority of casualties in Gaza will likely have been

the result of heavy explosive weapon use. Although

AOAV’s incident-based methodology restricts the ability

to reflect the full scale of impacts of explosive weapons

in Gaza in 2014, AOAV recorded 1,091 civilian deaths

in the operation, as well as 2,669 civilian injuries. 

The majority of civilian casualties from explosive vio-

lence in Gaza in 2014 (53%) were caused by the use

of aerial weapons, like air-dropped bombs or missiles. 

The remaining 47% were caused either by ground 

and naval shelling, or by attacks that involved a com-

bination of launch methods. 

In the last decade there have periodically been severe

outbreaks of explosive violence in hostilities between

Israel and Gaza-based militants. The previous out-

break, known as Operation Pillar of Defense, took

place in November 2012. AOAV recorded 641civilian

casualties in 2012’s fighting. Almost six times as many

civilian casualties were recorded in Gaza in 2014.

Israel also saw a dramatic increase in civilian casual-

ties of explosive violence in 2014, as militants launch-

ed rockets and mortars from Gaza. AOAV recorded

133 civilian casualties in Israel during 2014, up from 

14 the previous year. Mortar and rocket fire caused

87% of these (six civilian deaths and 113 injuries).

Ukraine

Conflict in eastern Ukraine in 2014 saw the use of heavy

explosive weapons in Europe for the first time since

AOAV began recording explosive violence in 2011.27

On 2 May 2014 two Ukrainian airmen were killed in a

missile attack over the city of Sloviansk.28 This attack

heralded a new escalation in the crisis of sovereignty

in eastern Ukraine.

The use of heavy explosive weapons like large-calibre

artillery and multiple rocket launchers in populated

areas meant that Ukraine was the seventh most-af-

fected country in 2014.

Much of the bombing and shelling by both sides took

place in populated areas (77% of incidents). The city

of Donetsk was the focus of the most intense shelling,

and 38% of attacks in Ukraine were reported in the city.

Responsibility for many of the attacks was disputed

and shrouded in uncertainty, but Ukrainian armed

forces were reported to have caused 31% of civilian

casualties of explosive violence in 2014, and sepa-

ratist rebel fighters 24%.29

The use of explosive weapons with a wide-area effect

in eastern Ukraine included the use of banned cluster

munitions.30

Ceasefire attempts negotiated in September explicitly

referenced heavy weapons in populated areas, in

recognition of the severe harm seen in the summer

months of fighting in eastern Ukraine. 

The ‘Minsk Agreement’ required all weapons with 

a bigger than 100mm calibre (which includes large 

mortars, rockets and artillery systems) to be pulled

back from residential areas to a distance of their 

maximum range of fire.31

The ceasefire helped to reduce the casualty toll in 

the final months of 2014, before another escalation 

of explosive violence in early 2015.32

nigeria

AOAV recorded 2,407 civilian casualties in Nigeria 

in 2014, as militant group Boko Haram carried out 

a series of incredibly deadly attacks. This is a huge 

increase from the 140 that were recorded in 2013. 

Almost all the casualties in Nigeria were a result of 

IED use (97%). A third of the casualties were caused 

by suicide bombings, which hit markets, bus stops

and places of worship across the country. 

Some of the most destructive attacks globally in 2014

occurred in Nigeria. There was an average of 49 civil-

ian casualties per attack, twice as many as the next

country on the list (South Sudan, with 20). The single

incident in 2014 in which AOAV recorded the most

civilian casualties took place in the Nigerian city of

Kano on 28 November. Multiple explosions targeted

the city’s central mosque, killing and injuring at least

390 people.33

Explosive violence has become a growing threat to

civilians in Nigeria as the militant group Boko Haram

has increasingly used IEDs to cause death and de-

struction, primarily in the north of the country. Nigeria

had previously suffered a spate of large IED attacks 

in 2012, killing and injuring more than 1,000 civilians. 

The severity of the bombings in 2014 however ex-

ceeded previously seen levels in the country, and the

pattern of devastating suicide attacks in populated

areas has continued into early 2015.  
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‘‘
The United States is appalled by
today’s disgraceful shelling out-
side an UNRWA school in Rafah
sheltering some 3,000 displaced
persons, in which at least ten 
more Palestinian civilians were
tragically killed […] We once again
stress that Israel must do more to
meet its own standards and avoid
civilian casualties.
U.S. Department of State,   
3 August 201426

‘‘
Nina, my godmother, was blown
into pieces right in front of the
apartment. They were only able 
to identify her by her dressing
gown.
Yevgeny Isayev
Donetsk resident, 8 August 201432

        1           Iraq                      10,735              13,364                  610                   18                  80% 1
        2           Syria                     6,247                7,705                  354                   18                  81% 2
        3           Gaza                      3,813                4,022                  416                     9                  95% 32
        4           Nigeria                  2,407                2,477                    49                   49                  97% 16
        5           Pakistan                2,211                3,903                  321                     7                  57% 3
        6           Afghanistan         1,850                2,657                  213                     9                  70% 4
        7           Ukraine                 1,428                1,848                  155                     9                  77% New
        8           Lebanon                  484                   607                    42                   12                  80% 5
        9           Yemen                      482                   857                    46                   10                  56% 8
      10           India                         340                   446                    81                     4                  76% 6
       11           Libya                        306                   549                    36                     9                  56% 9
      12           Somalia                   287                   620                    44                     7                  46% 7
      13           Thailand                  273                   300                    32                     9                  91% 15
      14           Kenya                      259                   265                    18                   14                  98% 20
      15           Philippines              247                   327                    42                     6                  76% 14

Position   Country/           Civilian            All                  Number of      Average           Percentage      Global
                 Territory           casualties        casualties     recorded         civilian            of casualties    ranking
                                                                                          incidents        casualties       who were         in 2013
                                                                                                                  per incident    civilians           

Figure 2  most affected countries and territories in 2014
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who is bEhinD ThE bombinGs?

As in previous years, many of the explosive violence

incidents recorded by AOAV in 2014 went unclaimed

and could not be attributed to a specific actor. In 48%

of incidents it was unclear from reporting who was 

responsible. 

However, state forces have caused far more civilian

casualties through their use of explosive weapons in

2014 than in previous years.34 Civilian casualties re-

portedly caused by states almost tripled in 2014. AOAV

recorded 9,128 civilian casualties caused by state 

actors in 2014. This number stood at 3,410 in 2013.

State forces had previously been responsible for 11%

of civilian casualties in 2013. As Figure 3 shows, that

proportion now stands at 28%. This increase is driven

primarily by newly-recorded state use in Gaza, Ukraine

and Iraq.

Figure 3  Civilian casualties by reported user

More state forces reportedly used explosive weapons 

in 2014 than in previous years. Twenty-two different

state forces used explosive weapons in 2014.35 This 

is in addition to three distinct coalitions (NATO ISAF in

Afghanistan, AMISOM in Somalia, and the multilateral

intervention in Iraq and Syria dubbed ‘Operation Inher-

ent Resolve’.)36 Twenty-one states were active in 2013

and 19 in 2012. 

State use of explosive weapons caused 13,259 casu-

alties in 2014, of whom 69% (9,128) were reported to

be civilians. The most prolific state users of explosive

weapons are listed in Figure 4. It should be noted that

the impacts of the international coalition aerial bombing

campaign in Syria and Iraq were very poorly reported in

2014. This is explored further on page 24.

Figure 4 biggest state users of explosive 

weapons in 2014

The IDF’s operation in Gaza meant that Israel was the

individual state actor that caused the most reported

civilian casualties in 2014 (3,756 civilian casualties,

41% of those attributable to states).

Collectively, non-state actors caused 9,223 casual-

ties in 2014, of whom 80% were civilians (7,338). 

As in previous years, the majority of incidents in

which the perpetrator was unknown involved the 

use of IEDs (68%), which makes it probable that 

non-state actors caused more incidents of explo-

sive violence than can be attributed.  

AOAV recorded 51 different named non-state actors

using explosive weapons in 21 countries.37 The most

prolific non-state actors in 2014 are listed in Figure 5.

For the second year running, the three non-state

groups who were most active were the multiple rebel

forces active in Syria, Islamic State in Iraq and Syria

(ISIS), and the Taliban in Afghanistan. 

Figure 5 biggest non-state users of explosive

weapons in 2014
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 22%  Non-state actors
 28%  State actors
 1%  State and Non-state actors
 49%  Unknown

States 
      1    Israel 44% of incidents
      2    Syria 16%
      3    Iraq 10%
      4    Pakistan 8%
      5    Ukraine 5%
      6    US 3%

Non-state 
      1    Syrian rebels 18% of incidents
      2    ISIS 12%
      3    Taliban 12%
      4    Hamas-linked militants 10%
      5    Separatist rebels (Ukraine) 4%
      6    Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan 4%

AOAV recorded explosive violence in 58 countries and territories across the world.
Explosive violence was particularly intense in several contexts.

Countries and territories with between 100 and 600 incidents
Iraq 610, Gaza 416, Syria 354, Pakistan 321, Afghanistan 213, Ukraine 155

Countries with between 50 and 100 incidents
India 81, Israel 57, Egypt 50

Countries with between 10 and 50 incidents
Nigeria 49, Yemen 46, Somalia 44, Philippines 42, Lebanon 42, Libya 36, Thailand 32, Kenya 18, 
Mali 17, Sudan 13, 

Countries with between 2 and 10 incidents
Bahrain 9, Colombia 8, Tanzania 7, Russia 6, Turkey 6, Central African Republic 6, Cambodia 5, 
USA 4, China 4, Burma 4, Chile 4, Bosnia and Herzegovina 3, Rwanda 3, Nepal 3, South Sudan 3, 
Iran 2, Tunisia 2, Azerbaijan 2, Sweden 2, West Bank 2, Bangladesh 2, South Africa 2

Countries and territories with 1 incident
Algeria 1, Uganda 1, Malta 1, Western Sahara 1, Macedonia 1, Czech Republic 1, Guinea-Bissau 1,
Malaysia 1, DRC 1, Austria 1, Kazakhstan 1, Armenia 1, Senegal 1, Djibouti 1, Germany 1, 
Madagascar 1, South Korea 1 

Incidents of explosive violence recorded by AOAV in 2014



popUlATED ArEAs

As Figure 6 shows, in 2014 when explosive weapons

were used in populated areas, 92% of the casualties

(people killed and physically injured) were reported to

be civilians. This compares to 34% in other areas.

Year on year the use of explosive weapons in popu-

lated areas has consistently presented an elevated

threat of death and injury to civilians. From 2011,

where 84% of casualties in populated areas were 

civilians to 2012 and 2013, where the figures rose 

to 91% and 93% respectively, civilians have con-

tinually suffered the vast majority of direct harm

caused by explosive weapons in populated areas. 

This is clearly a predictable pattern of harm. It is 

therefore preventable, and yet state and non-state 

actors alike repeatedly deployed explosive weapons

in populated areas during 2014. 

Two-thirds of the total incidents that AOAV recorded 

in 2014 were in areas reported to be populated (1,776

incidents, or 66%). The percentage of civilian casualties

taking place in populated incidents was, however, 88%

(29,242 civilian deaths and injuries), demonstrating the

heightened impact of explosive weapon incidents in

populated areas. 

AOAV recorded an average of 16 civilian casualties 

per incident of explosive weapon use in populated

areas, compared to just four in other areas. 

Explosive weapons in populated areas

In 2014, 92% of casualties in 

populated areas were reported 

as civilians. This is compared to

34% in other areas.

On average 16 people were killed

or injured in every incident of ex-

plosive weapon use in populated

areas. In other areas in 2014 the

average number was four.

4,245 civilians were killed or 

injured in markets; a 15%

increase from 2013.

Child casualties were reported 

in 28 countries and territories 

in 2014. 

Populated area Not reported as a populated area
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Figure 6 Total casualties by populated area /

non-populated area



loCATions

Figure 7 locations with the most civilian casualties 

bombED As ThEy shop

As Figure 7 shows, aside from incidents where mult-

iple urban locations were attacked, at once, markets

were the most dangerous place for civilians to be in

2014. AOAV documented 4,147 civilian deaths and 

injuries in markets, an increase of 15% from 2013.

Civilians made up 98% of all the casualties that were

reported in markets, souks and bazaars around the

world. Markets were bombed in 14 countries. Half

the attacks recorded in markets took place in Iraq,

where 1,862 civilian casualties were reported. 

AOAV recorded 138 attacks in markets, and while

these attacks accounted for 5% of global incidents 

of explosive violence, they resulted in a particularly 

high number of civilian casualties. An average of 

30 civilian casualties occurred in each attack on a

market, the highest of any location type other than

public gatherings (33). 

One of the worst market attacks took place on 9 April,

when a powerful IED exploded in a crowded market 

in the Pakistani capital city Islamabad. At least 23

people died and another 120 were wounded. Police

said around 2,000 people had been in the fruit and

vegetable market at the time of the attack.38

bombED in ThEir homEs

Civilians were not safe from explosive weapons in their

own homes last year. The number of attacks recorded

among civilian houses and residential neighbourhoods

increased by 94% in 2014.39 Civilian casualties also

dramatically increased by 43%, from 2,468 deaths and

injuries in 2013 to 3,521. While Gaza, Syria, and Iraq

were the most impacted by these incidents, an attack

on an urban residential location occurred in 28 countries

across the globe.40 In contrast to markets, nearly all 

incidents and casualties in residential neighbourhoods

were caused by weapons launched from the air (87%). 
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TArGETinG

Simply targeting armed actors with explosive weapons

did not prevent civilians from being killed or injured.

Civilians still made up 38% of casualties in incidents

where armed actors were the clearly reported targets

in 2014. In populated areas this rose to 68%, while in

non-populated areas like agricultural and rural land

civilians made up only 12% of recorded casualties. 

The use of explosive weapons that impact on a wide

area particularly endangers civilians, even if these

weapons are directed at a military objective.

The danger posed to civilians can be clearly seen 

in the targeting of ISIS. On 2 July, Iraq government

helicopters targeted a municipal building in the town 

of Shirqat that had been taken over by militant fight-

ers. The air strikes hit not only the intended target 

but also nearby houses. At least 18 civilians were

killed, including eight people from a single family. 

The bombings completely destroyed five civilian

homes.41 In this strike no armed actor casualties 

were reported to have occurred. 

It is not only airstrikes targeting non-state armed ac-

tors which impacted civilians in 2014. IEDs targeting

armed actors in populated areas also pose a threat 

to civilians. The United Nations in Afghanistan docu-

mented a 38% rise in civilian casualties from IED 

attacks that were targeted at the Afghan National

Army.42 On 11 May, five civilians were killed and 40 

injured when a Taliban suicide bomber targeted an

army vehicle in front of a hospital in Kandahar.43

womEn AnD ChilDrEn 

The majority of media sources did not include report-

ing of the age or gender of any victims in 2014. 

Women were reported among the casualties in 15% of

incidents of explosive violence.44 Adult female casual-

ties were recorded in 32 countries in 2014, with a total

of 982 women being reported as killed or injured.45

In 2014 AOAV recorded 1,942 child casualties from 

explosive weapons, a 33% increase from 2013. Most

of these were simply reported as ‘children,’ specifying

no gender. Of the 1,942 child casualties, 132 were re-

ported to be boys and 148 were girls. The rest were 

reported with no gender mentioned. Additionally, often

where attacks result in child casualties, reports do not

mention a specific number of casualties.46 From the

sample of incidents where the age of at least one 

casualty was reported, children made up 17% of 

explosive violence casualties in 2014. 

Of the attacks where a child casualty was reported,

86% (435 of 506 incidents) took place in a populated

area. AOAV recorded 166 separate incidents where

children were killed or injured by explosive weapons 

in their family homes. Air strikes were particularly 

dangerous for children, with 44% of all deaths and 

injuries being reported as caused by air launched 

explosive weapons. 

One such attack came on 29 July in Gaza. At least 18

children died and another four were critically injured

when a single 2,000lb aerial bomb fell on an apart-

ment block in the city of Khan Younis. The building,

which was completely destroyed, had been home to

three families.47

AOAV recorded child casualties of explosive violence

in 28 different countries and territories in 2014. Of the

total reported child casualties, 40% were killed or in-

jured in Gaza and 25% in Syria. 

Beyond the threat of immediate death and injury, 

explosive violence has particular long-term impacts

on women and children.48 More research is needed to

understand and respond to these negative effects of

explosive weapons.

A resident of Donetsk, Ukraine looks out of her home which 

was damaged by an unguided Grad rocket on 19 July (HRW)
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AIR-LAUNCHED EXPLOSIVE WEAPONS

GROUND-LAUNCHED EXPLOSIVE WEAPONS

IMPROVISED EXPLOSIVE DEVICES (IEDs)

17,098
CIVILIANS KILLED 

& INJURED IN 2014 INCIDENTS WERE RECORDED IN 
36 COUNTRIES AND TERRITORIES IN 2014

93% OF CASUALTIES IN POPULATED
AREAS WERE CIVILIANS 

8,088
CIVILIANS KILLED 

& INJURED IN 2014

5,868 
CIVILIANS KILLED 

& INJURED IN 2014

6 IN 10 INCIDENTS OCCURRED IN 
POPULATED AREAS

INCIDENTS WERE RECORDED IN 
40 COUNTRIES AND TERRITORIES IN 2014

90% OF CASUALTIES IN POPULATED
AREAS WERE CIVILIANS 

8 IN 10 INCIDENTS OCCURRED IN 
POPULATED AREAS

INCIDENTS WERE RECORDED IN 
17 COUNTRIES AND TERRITORIES IN 2014

84% OF CASUALTIES IN POPULATED
AREAS WERE CIVILIANS 

6 IN 10 INCIDENTS OCCURRED IN 
POPULATED AREAS

AOAV records information on the explosive weapon

used in any incident. The full list of the recording

types used can be found on pages 7-8. These are 

kept deliberately broad in order to reflect the lan-

guage commonly used in source reporting (i.e.

‘shelling’, which can cover several types of ground-

launched weapons). More specific weapon types 

are used where such information is available in 

the source material. 

The total number of civilian casualties recorded by

AOAV from each explosive weapon type is shown 

in Figure 8. There are different ways of evaluating 

the threat that various explosive weapons have 

had for civilians in 2014. These are explored over 

the following sections.

In order to better understand how these different 

explosive weapons have endangered civilians in 

2014, AOAV has split them into three different 

groups based on their launch method. 

Air-launched weapons include any explosive munition

dropped from an aircraft. If a bomb, missile or rocket is

specified in the reporting of an incident (e.g. ‘Hellfire’

missile, FAB aircraft bomb) it is recorded under these

more narrow categories.49 Other explosive attacks

from the air are coded more generally as ‘Air strike’. 

Ground-launched weapons are manufactured conven-

tional ordnance that range from small hand grenades

to heavy artillery and multiple rocket launchers. They

can be fired from a variety of platforms, but all are

launched from surface level. 

iEDs are improvised explosive devices. These cover

any explosive weapon not manufactured through a

commercial process, although they can include con-

ventional ordnance. IEDs vary greatly in purpose, 

size and power, and in their mode of detonation. 

The broadest recording type is ‘Non-specific IED’,

which encompasses anything from a magnetic 

bomb attached to a car to a vest of explosives 

detonated in a market square. 

In addition to these three categories, AOAV records

casualties from attacks where multiple launch meth-

ods are used to deploy explosive weapons. AOAV 

also records reported casualties of landmines. These

are excluded from analysis in the following sections.50

Figure 8  Civilian casualties by weapon type in 2014 
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Almost two-thirds of all incidents involving air-launched

explosive weapons were reported in populated areas

(63%). This is up notably from 2013 (45%), and from

2012 (47%) and is an important consideration in ex-

plaining the tripling of civilian casualties reported glob-

ally from aerial attacks with explosive weapons in the

last year.

CoUnTriEs

The majority of civilian casualties from air-launched ex-

plosive weapons in 2014 were recorded in Syria, Gaza,

and Iraq respectively (see Figure 9). High-profile aerial

campaigns were launched in the summer of 2014 by 

Israeli forces in Gaza, and by an international coalition 

of states, led by the US, against ISIS fighters in Iraq 

and later Syria.

In total AOAV recorded casualties from aerial explosive

weapons in 17 countries and territories (14 of which

saw civilian casualties).53 This is an increase from 2013,

when AOAV recorded 13 affected countries (nine of

which saw at least one civilian casualty). Despite the

sharp increases in Gaza and Iraq in particular, the

country with the most civilian casualties was Syria,

where 43% of civilian casualties from air-launched 

explosive weapons were recorded. 

UsErs

Syria (46%), Israel (35%) and Iraq (8%) were the forces

responsible for the most civilian casualties recorded

from aerial explosive weapons in 2014. 

One particularly notable trend in aerial explosive vio-

lence in 2014 was the conduct of airstrikes by state

forces in territory outside of their own direct sover-

eignty. 

Only in six of the 17 affected countries in 2014 was

the governing state the sole recorded actor to have

launched explosive weapons from aircraft.54

In Iraq for example civilian casualties were reported

from air strikes carried out by the Iraqi armed forces,

Syrian jets and coalition actors as part of ‘Operation

Inherent Resolve.’ Iran also reportedly bombed targets

in the country.55

For the first time since AOAV’s monitor began in 2011,

explosive weapons were deployed by aircraft not for-

mally in the control of a state. Multiple groups carried

out deadly air strikes in Libya in 2014, including mili-

tant groups and armed actors not-affiliated with an 

internationally-recognised government.56

bArrEl bombs

In 2014 AOAV recorded a sizeable increase in the use

and impact of ‘barrel bombs’. These are improvised

weapons comprised of containers filled with fuel, high

explosive and chunks of jagged metal. They are usually

dropped manually out of helicopters.57

AOAV recorded 1,068 civilian casualties from barrel

bombs in 2014. Civilian casualties increased by 87%

from 2013 when 571 civilians were reportedly killed

and injured. 

While almost all barrel bomb attacks took place in

Syria, the Iraq government was also reported to have

used these weapons in 2014.58 On 11 September for

example, hospital workers in the city of Fallujah claim-

ed that 14 barrel bombs were dropped on the city.

Twenty-two civilians were reportedly killed in the at-

tack.59 AOAV recorded 126 civilian casualties during

2014 in Iraq from barrel bombs. 

However, barrel bombs remain synonymous with Syr-

ian state use, particularly in the northern city of Aleppo.

Three-quarters of civilian casualties from barrel bombs

in Syria took place in Aleppo governorate. AOAV data

suggests an increasing reliance on barrel bombs by

Syrian government forces. In 2014, 40% of all aerial 

attacks recorded in Syria involved reported use of 

barrel bombs. In 2013, that percentage was 20%. 

Figure 9  Countries and territories with the most civilian casualties from aerial explosive weapons in 2014

Air-launched explosive weapons

CAsUAlTiEs

Air-launched explosive weapons include a wide variety

of ordnance, from bombs dropped out of planes or 

helicopters to missiles fired by unmanned drones. 

There was a significant increase in the use and impact

of aerial attacks with explosive weapons in 2014. AOAV

recorded 5,868 civilian casualties (deaths and injuries)

from 735 incidents where aircraft deployed explosive

weapons. 

This was a near three-fold increase in civilian casualties

from 2013 (up 192%).51

Air-launched explosive weapons caused 18% of civil-

ian casualties recorded in 2014, up from 6% in 2013.

AOAV recorded 9,638 total deaths and injuries from

aerial explosive weapons in 2014. Civilians accounted

for 61% of these casualties, a similar share to previous

years.52

When used in populated areas, the percentage of civil-

ian casualties from weapons launched from the sky 

increased significantly in 2014. Civilians made up 84%

of casualties when aerial explosive weapons were

launched into populated areas. This compares to 

20% in other areas. 

Air-launched explosive weapons

killed and injured 5,868 civilians 

in 2014 (18% of all recorded). 

Civilian casualties from aerial 

explosive weapons in 2014 

almost tripled from 2013 levels.

17 countries and territories saw

casualties in 2014. Almost half

(43%, 2,504 people) of civilian 

casualties from air-launched 

explosive weapons were in 

Syria, and 35% were in Gaza. 

AOAV recorded twice as many 

casualties from barrel bombs in

2014 as in 2013. Barrel bombs

caused an average of 17 civilian

casualties per incident.

Syria Gaza Iraq Afghanistan Pakistan
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Civilians Armed actors ‘‘
It was something really extraor-
dinary. The dust and the smoke. 
It looked like a nuclear bomb. 
We ran like hell.
Abu Hammed,  
Fallujah resident who witnessed 
a barrel bomb strike, May 201460
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opErATion inhErEnT rEsolvE: Air sTrikEs 

in syriA AnD irAq

Three multinational coalitions of states carried out 

air strikes in 2014. These were AMISOM (in Somalia),

NATO ISAF (in Afghanistan), and ‘Operation Inherent

Resolve’, a US-led campaign targeting ISIS fighters 

in Iraq and Syria.67 At least 12 different states have 

carried out air strikes as part of this operation.68

The US launched its first air strike in Iraq in 2014 on 

8 August.69 A month later, on 22 September, the first

coalition air strike was launched in Syria.70 By the end 

of 2014 a total of 5,886 weapons had been launched 

in 1,411 sorties.71

AOAV recorded only 26 casualty-causing air strikes re-

sulting from coalition bombing in 2014. These resulted 

in 541 casualties, 88% (474) of which were fatalities.

Civilians made up 19% of reported casualties from

these air strikes (83 deaths and 20 injuries), 87% of

which were documented in Syria. 

In one incident, at least nine civilians, including women

and children, were reportedly killed when coalition air

strikes targeted militant compounds in Kfar Derian vil-

lage in Idlib, Syria, on 23 September.72 Seven militant

deaths were also reported in the overnight attacks.73

The air strikes triggered secondary explosions, caus-

ing residential buildings nearby to collapse.74

Fifteen percent of the incidents recorded by AOAV took

place in populated areas.65 While this may signify a

marked effort by coalition forces to avoid the use of ex-

plosive weapons in populated areas, there were several

contexts where this pattern did not bear out in 2014. In

the northern flashpoint town of Kobani, on the Turkish

border, more than 700 coalition air strikes reportedly

destroyed almost 80% of the city’s buildings.76

It is extremely difficult to draw effective assessments 

of the impacts of the international coalition’s use of

explosive weapons on civilians in Syria and Iraq in

2014. Security conditions on the ground and a lack of

access in areas outside of government control make 

it challenging for independent agencies to evaluate 

the impact of air strikes.

Moreover while the number of individual attacks is

publicly recorded by the coalition, there is a lack 

of transparency surrounding the impacts of these

strikes in terms of casualty figures.78

Public officials have only acknowledged civilian casual-

ties from one air strike in 2014 to date, while simultane-

ously claiming that thousands of ISIS fighters have

died.79

These claims are unconvincing without supporting 

evidence, and there is a duty for coalition actors to 

fully investigate and acknowledge any civilian harm 

that may arise from their campaign, and work towards

the fulfilment of the rights of any such victims. 

Users of explosive weapons should recognise their 

responsibility to collect and publish data on the 

impacts of their use on civilians. Accurate and disag-

gregated data is necessary in order to develop 

effective programs of redress for civilian harm.80

‘‘
Please, please tell them to focus
their strikes on their [ISIS] bases,
not to hit civilian areas.
Syrian resident of Tal Abyad,  
September 201477
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Three-quarters of all civilian casualties from barrel

bombs were fatalities (75%), compared to 51% of 

civilian casualties in other aerial bombing incidents. 

On average, 17 civilians were killed and injured per 

barrel bombing strike. This again is higher than for

other types of air-dropped bombs, which caused 

an average of seven civilian casualties per incident.

This reflects the wide-area impact of barrel bombs,

which are often destructive and powerful weapons,

and are completely unguided.61

It also reflects the nature of the incidents themselves.

Most barrel bombing attacks in 2014 (85%) took place

in populated areas, and often involved a large number

of bombs being dropped in a short period of time. 

On 20 April for example, a Syrian government helicopter

dropped four barrel bombs “in close sequence” on a

civilian neighbourhood in Aleppo city. Many buildings

collapsed and at least 40 people were killed.62

DronEs

Drones, or unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV), were far

more frequently reported in 2014 than in previous

years. This is because of the extensive use of both

armed and unarmed unmanned vehicles by Israeli

forces in Gaza.64

Drones were reported in 43% of the aerial attacks 

that AOAV recorded in Gaza in 2014 (150 out of 347).

These attacks were responsible for 29% of civilian 

casualties that AOAV documented from aerial attacks 

in Gaza. 

On average four civilian casualties were reported 

per drone attack in Gaza. This was lower than the 

average for attacks where drones were not reported 

as responsible (seven). This suggests that the higher 

average impact of non-drone attacks in Gaza in 

2014 was a result of the wider-area effects of the 

explosive weapons deployed by other types of 

aircraft.65

Beyond Gaza, reported use of drones seemed to 

decrease in 2014 from 2013. In 2014 AOAV recorded 

47 drone attacks in six countries (Afghanistan, Mali,

Pakistan, Somalia, Syria and Yemen). 

This is a 30% drop in incidents from 2013 levels,

when AOAV recorded 67 drone strikes. Casualty 

numbers fell by 29%, from 472 in 2013 to 335 in 

2014, largely due to a five-month lull in strikes in 

Pakistan.66

As in previous years, the impact of drone strikes on

civilians in 2014 was unclear. Just 6% of casualties

from drone strikes outside of Gaza were reported 

to be civilians. 

As drone strikes in Pakistan and Yemen largely occur 

in remote locations where independent access is re-

stricted, the full impact on civilians could be higher

than is reported. 

‘‘
Barrel bombs are highly imprecise,
with an extensive impact zone. 
Flying at high altitudes further 
reduces their accuracy. 

The use of barrel bombs in that 
manner is indiscriminate […] The 
use of barrel bombs [in densely 
populated areas] amounts to area
bombardment, prohibited under 
international law as a tactic that
spreads terror among the civilian
population.
UN Human Rights Council,  
13 August 201463

‘‘
It’s impossible for us to know definitively if civilians are killed in a strike.
We do everything we can to investigate. We don’t do strikes if we think
civilians could be there. But we can’t have a perfect picture on what’s
going on.
Anonymous U.S. Defense Official, 
January 201581
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Ground-launched explosive weapons

CAsUAlTiEs

Ground-launched weapons are manufactured conven-

tional ordnance that range from small hand grenades

to heavy artillery and multiple rocket launchers. They

can be fired from a variety of platforms, but all are

launched from surface level. 

In 2014 these weapons were responsible for 25% 

of all civilian casualties (people killed and physically 

injured) recorded by AOAV, up from 16% in 2013. 

In total, these weapons killed and injured 9,026 peo-

ple, including 8,088 civilians. Civilians made up 90%

of the total casualties from ground-launched weapons.

This was a higher proportion than the impact of air-

launched weapons (61%) or IEDs (85%). The same

trend was identified by AOAV in 2013 and suggestive

of a particular concern with these weapons and how

they are used.

Another consistent pattern from previous years is 

that ground-launched explosive weapons were more

likely than any other launch method to be reported in

populated areas. In 2014, 76% of incidents involving

ground-launched explosive weapons were reported in

populated areas. This compares to 63% of air-launched

attacks and 62% of IED incidents. 

CoUnTriEs

AOAV recorded casualties from ground-launched 

explosive weapons in 40 countries and territories 

in 2014. Almost a third (31%) of civilian casualties

from these weapons were recorded in Syria. Other

countries that saw a high percentage of civilian 

casualties were Ukraine (17%) and Iraq (17%). 

Ground-launched explosive weapons were widely-

used by both state forces and non-state actors in

2014. As in 2013, a quarter of all attacks with these

weapons were attributed in media reporting to state

actors.82

Figure 10 illustrates the range of ground-launched

weapon types that AOAV tracks and their respective

impact on civilians in 2014. With the exception of

rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), all ground-

launched types had a markedly higher impact 

on civilians in 2014. In this section AOAV explores 

some of the most concerning weapon types. 

morTArs

As in previous years, mortars caused extremely high

levels of civilian harm in 2014, see Figure 10. 

AOAV recorded 3,169 total deaths and injuries from

mortar use. Exactly 3,000 of these were civilians. This is

a 53% increase in civilian casualties from mortars, and

the third year running that an increase was recorded. 

Globally, civilians made up 95% of the recorded casu-

alties from mortars in 2014. This was higher than any

other explosive weapon type. Mortars can be guided 

or unguided, but are commonly fired in large numbers

into populated areas. In 2014, 74% of incidents of

mortar use recorded by AOAV took place in populated

areas. 

Mortars caused casualties in 15 different countries and

territories, in 2014 including Iraq, Ukraine, Afghanistan

and India.

As in 2013, the majority of civilian casualties from 

mortar use were in Syria (64%). AOAV recorded 1,910

civilian casualties from 115 mortar incidents in Syria 

in 2014. The deadliest mortar attack in Syria came 

on 22 May. Thirty-nine people were killed and 205

wounded when a mortar round hit an electoral rally

event for President Bashar al-Assad.83 The attack

was condemned by UN Secretary-General Ban 

Ki-moon.84

Non-state actors were regularly reported to use 

mortars in attacks across Syria. A third of civilian 

casualties from mortars in the country came from 

rebel groups. 

AOAV recorded nine mortar attacks that hit schools 

in Syria, causing 254 civilian deaths and injuries.

GrAD roCkETs

AOAV recorded evidence of multiple rocket launchers

(MLRS) in use in several countries in 2014. These are

weapons which saturate a wide area with salvo of

large, often unguided, rockets, as well as sometimes

warheads which contain banned cluster munitions.85

One such system is the notorious Grad rocket, 

which was widely used in Eastern Ukraine.
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Ground-launched explosive

weapons were responsible for

8,088 civilian casualties in 2014

(25% of the total recorded).

90% of casualties were civilians.

This is higher than the proportion

recorded from IED attacks (85%)

or air-launched explosive weap-

ons (61%).

Mortars caused 3,000 civilian 

casualties in 15 countries. This 

is a 53% increase from 2013.

six civilians were killed on 

average per incident in multiple

rocket launcher attacks in Ukraine.

Figure 10  Casualties by ground-launched 

weapon type
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‘‘
Grad rockets are notoriously im-
precise weapons that shouldn’t be
used in populated areas. If insur-
gent and Ukrainian government
forces are serious about limiting
harm to civilians, they should both
immediately stop using these
weapons in populated areas.
Ole Solvang,   
senior emergencies researcher,
Human Rights Watch86



MONITORING EXPLOSIVE VIOLENCE 2014 |  28

ArTillEry shEllinG

Civilian casualties from the use of artillery shells in-

creased to 811 deaths and injuries in 2014 from 131 in

2013 (a 519% increase). Artillery shelling is commonly

reported under more general descriptions in media

sources, and so the civilian toll from these weapons 

is assumed to be far higher than recorded.93

Artillery shelling caused civilian casualties in 11 different

countries and territories. AOAV recorded the majority

of civilian deaths and injuries from artillery in Gaza

(43%), Ukraine (26%), and Iraq (13%). Artillery shells

are commonly indirect-fire weapons (explosive weapons

which can be launched without the user having a clear

line of sight to the target).

On 30 July 2014, at least ten 155mm artillery shells

landed in and around a UN-run school for girls in the

town of Jabaliya in northern Gaza.94 The school was

sheltering over 3,000 displaced people and more than 

a hundred civilians, including children, were killed and

injured.95

AOAV has raised concerns with the rules of engage-

ment which regulate how artillery shells are fired in 

or near densely-populated areas.96 During Operation

Protective Edge, Israel’s Artillery Corps launched

19,000 high-explosive artillery shells into Gaza.97

Iraq government forces also used indirect-fire weapons

like artillery during fighting in the country in 2014. In

particular, shelling with artillery and mortars was com-

monly reported in the cities of Fallujah and Ramadi, to

the west of the capital Baghdad in Anbar province. 

AOAV recorded 849 civilian casualties in Anbar province

from ground-launched explosive weapons including

artillery. When artillery and mortars were launched into

populated areas, all the casualties reported were civil-

ians. Civilians made up only a third of casualties from

attacks with the same weapons away from populated

areas.98 The United Nations condemned the military’s

policy towards Fallujah, and “urge[d] the Iraqi Armed

Forces to stop shelling populated neighbourhoods 

[…].”99 In September, Iraqi Prime Minister Haidar 

al-Abadi issued a statement in which he “ordered 

the Iraqi Air Force to halt the shelling of civilian areas,

even in those towns controlled by ISIS.”100
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Grads (‘Hail’ in Russian) can fire up to 40 rockets in 20

seconds. Each individual rocket is nearly three metres

long, weighing 66kg. They can be fired as far as 20km,

and as the individual munitions are unguided each

rocket could land within an approximate rectangle of

54,000 square metres.87

These weapons were used by both Ukraine govern-

ment forces and separatist insurgents in 2014.88

AOAV recorded 14 separate incidents of MLRS use in

Ukraine.89 These attacks killed and injured 279 people.

Of these total casualties, 177 were civilians (57%). Al-

most half of civilian casualties from MLRS in Ukraine

were deaths (78 people, 49%). Globally this percentage

was 47% as Figure 11 shows. This fatality percentage

was higher than for any other ground-launched explo-

sive weapon type in 2014 other than ground-launched

missiles, which was distorted by the attack on Flight

MH17 where all 298 passengers and crew were killed

by a surface-to-air missile system.

On 12 July, at least 19 Grad rockets rained down on 

a residential area of the eastern city of Donetsk. An

entire family were killed when one of these rockets fell

on a civilian home. Human Rights Watch investigators

on the ground uncovered impact craters covering an

area about 600 meters wide.90

Six civilians were killed per MLRS attack in Ukraine.91

Across all explosive weapon types this average stood

at four civilians killed per attack in 2014. The high

fatality rate from MLRS is indicative of the wide-area

effect of Grad rockets and similarly powerful, impre-

cise weapons systems.  

‘‘
It was a nightmare. Only five out of
fifty homes in my neighbourhood
are undamaged […] I know a cou-
ple in their 50s. We used to buy
milk from them; they had a cow. 
A shell fell on their house and they
choked to death in the basement. 
They were buried in their own 
vegetable patch. The cemetery 
was on fire and you could barely
poke your nose out of the house 
so there was no question of going
there.
Irina,  
resident of Krasny Yar in eastern
Ukraine, August 201492
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Figure 11  percentage of civilian casualties from ground-launched weapons were deaths ‘‘
Fighters are all outside the city,
they are not inside. Why is the Iraqi
army continuing to shell residential
areas? Who would accept that?
Dr Ahmed Ammar,  
doctor at Fallujah General Hospital101

* Outside of the attack on Flight MH17, 33% of civilian casualties from ground-launched missiles were deaths. Destroyed houses in Beit Hanoun, northern Gaza, after the end of Operation Protective Edge (Muhammad Sabah, B'Tselem)
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Improvised explosive devices (IEDs)

CAsUAlTiEs

Even with a surge in state use of explosive weapons

the majority of all explosive weapon casualties (people

killed and physically injured) recorded by AOAV in

2014 were caused by improvised explosive devices

(IEDs) like roadside bombs and car bombs. AOAV

recorded 20,645 casualties, of which 17,098 (85%)

were civilians. 

IEDs caused death and destruction globally, particu-

larly when they were used in populated areas. Where

this was the case (in 62% of all IED incidents), civilians

made up 93% of the reported casualties, with an aver-

age of 22 civilians being killed or injured in each IED

attack in a populated area. In contrast, where IED 

attacks occurred in non-populated areas in 2014 the 

percentage of civilian casualties fell to 47%. 

CoUnTriEs

IEDs resulted in at least one casualty in 36 different

countries and territories, including countries facing

such diverse security threats as Kenya, Thailand and

Libya. 

Figure 12 shows the five countries which saw the most

civilian casualties from IEDs in 2014. While four of the

top five are the same as in 2013, Nigeria experienced a

massive rise in IED attacks (see page 12). 

As in 2013, Iraq had by far the most civilian casualties

from IEDs. Almost half of the global civilian casualties

from IEDs were recorded in Iraq (48%). Despite this,

the total number of recorded civilian casualties from

IEDs in Iraq dropped by 32% from 2013.102 There were

also notable decreases in civilian casualties in Pak-

istan (41%), Lebanon (63%) and India (41%). This is

not to say that the spread of IED impacts diminished

significantly in 2014. AOAV recorded significant rises

not only in Nigeria but also China, Egypt and Yemen

among others.  

UsErs

IEDs were exclusively used by non-state actors in

2014.103 While in the vast majority of attacks (900 of

1100) the perpetrator was not known, where responsi-

bility was reported ISIS (26%), Boko Haram in Nigeria

(21%) and the Taliban (13%) were recorded as causing

the most civilian casualties of IEDs. 

IEDs were responsible for 17,098

civilian casualties (52% of the total

recorded in 2014). 

85% of those killed and injured

by IEDs were civilians. 

There was a 26% decrease in

the number of civilian casualties

caused by IEDs compared to

2013 (17,098 down from

22,829).

Three of the five deadliest IED 

attacks in 2014 took place in

nigeria.
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Figure 12 Top five countries for civilian iED 

casualties in 2014
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iED DETonATion TypEs 

Timer-operated iEDs 

Timer-operated IEDs are ordinarily detonated by a

fuse, clock or a kitchen timer. Left in a populated 

area, such as a market, they can be particularly 

dangerous to civilians; they detonate the moment 

the clock runs out, regardless of who is in their vicin-

ity. While timer-operated IEDs were the least report-

ed mode of IED detonation in 2014, where they were

used, an average of 14 civilians were killed or injured 

in each incident (see Figure 14).106 On 16 January 

nine people were killed when a timer-activated IED 

exploded in the main preaching centre in the Pak-

istani city of Peshawar, where 800 people had been

praying.107

victim-activated iEDs 

Victim-activated devices are detonated when a per-

son or animal stands on them, or when they are driven

over.108 IEDs detonated in this fashion are considered 

to be de facto antipersonnel mines under the Mine

Ban Treaty and are therefore prohibited under interna-

tional humanitarian law.109 Their nature means that

they cannot distinguish between armed actors and

civilians, and as such are inherently indiscriminate. 

For example, two children aged 8 and 10 were killed

when they stepped on a roadside bomb in Wardak,

Afghanistan on 19 January 2014.110 Over a third (39%) 

of global victim-activated IED incidents in 2014 

occurred on roads.

In 2014, victim-activated IEDs resulted in the lowest

average civilian casualties per incident, with four civil-

ians being killed or injured in each attack compared 

to six per each remote detonation, and 14 where a

timer was used. 

Command-operated iEDs 

These are detonated generally by radio signals or

command wire. AOAV divides these IEDs between

those detonated by remote-control or command, and

those that involved the suicide of the perpetrator. 

Command-operated IEDs should technically provide

the greatest level of control for a user. However, this 

is not necessarily an assurance of higher protection

standards for civilians from incidental harm. AOAV still

recorded an average of six civilian casualties per re-

mote-detonated IED attack in 2014. Even where they

are used to target armed actors, civilians were often

killed or injured by these IEDs in 2014, either because

of their large inherent blast effects, deliberate attempts

to target civilians, or the deployment of these weapons

in populated areas without sufficient control. 

Remotely-detonated IEDs can be particularly harmful

to civilians when used in populated areas. In those

Figure 14  Average civilian casualties by iED detonation method
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Globally, IED attacks in markets caused the highest

number of civilian casualties in 2014, with 109 inci-

dents resulting in 3,304 civilian deaths and injuries.

Nine countries had an IED attack in a market but Iraq

and Nigeria were most impacted, with 1,250 civilian

casualties in Iraq and 738 in Nigeria. 

One of the worst IED attacks came on 1 July when a

car bomb exploded in a market in the northern Nigerian

city of Maiduguri. It killed 56 civilians, most of whom

were elderly women selling peanuts and lemon juice,

and injured another 68.104 Markets are often heavily

populated with men, women and children buying food

and clothes, and are places which should be safe from

direct attack or incidental harm. 

While IED attacks in Iraq caused the most civilian 

casualties in 2014, three of the five deadliest global 

incidents occurred in Nigeria (see Figure 13). The

country was plagued with IED attacks, often attributed

to Boko Haram, with civilian casualties increasing 

from 140 in 2013 to 2,345 in 2014. Nearly all (94%) 

IED incidents in Nigeria took place in populated areas

such as mosques and markets. Attacks taking place 

in such areas caused an average of 53 civilian casual-

ties per incident.

As Figure 14 shows, IED attacks that involved multiple

types and a combination of detonation methods un-

surprisingly caused the higher levels of civilian harm. 

However these attacks were relatively rare in 2014,

and made up less than 1% of IED incidents recorded

by AOAV. The next section explores the impacts of

other IED detonaton types.

‘‘
I was about 6-7 meters from the
second explosion. All I could see
was smoke and fire. I have shrap-
nel injuries all over my body. Some
are serious…I saw limbs from other
victims…some people even 70 
meters away were injured. 
Some people that were watching
on their balconies, children, were
killed…
Male resident of Homs, Syria  
injured in a double car bombing in
May 2014105

Figure 13  The deadliest iED incidents in 2014

28 November Nigeria                         120 killed
Suicide bombers attack a mosque in Kano.                                      270 injured

20 May Nigeria                         118 killed
Two bombs in a business park in Jos housing a hospital,                                       45 injured
shops and offices.

15 July Afghanistan                89 killed
Suicide bomber detonates explosives in a car                                       42 injured
at a market near a mosque in Paktika.

14 April Nigeria                         75 killed
Boko Haram attack a busy bus station during rush hour.                                      41 injured

22 August Iraq                               64 killed
Suicide bombing at a mosque during Friday prayers.                                      60 injured

Incident                                                                                        Country Civilian casualties
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attacks 71% of the casualties were civilians, compared

to 38% in non-populated areas. On 9 December 2014,

ten people were killed and a further 42 injured when 

a command-operated IED was detonated on a bus in

the Philippines. Many of those killed and injured were

students.111

suicide bombings 

Suicide bombings, including car bombs operated by

suicide bombers, are a form of command-operated

IEDs. In total AOAV recorded 248 incidents of IEDs

being detonated by suicide bombers in 2014. 

Suicide attacks killed and injured 5,501 civilians in

2014, with an average of 22 civilian casualties in 

each bombing. Of the total civilian casualties of IEDs 

in 2014, 32% were caused by suicide bombings.  

AOAV recorded suicide attacks in 17 countries. The

countries most affected by suicide attacks in 2014

were: Iraq (2,345 civilian casualties), Afghanistan (805),

Nigeria (751), Pakistan (496), and Yemen (359). 

This form of IED attack can have a particularly devas-

tating impact when triggered among crowded popu-

lated areas. On average, as Figure 14 shows, suicide

bombs caused 22 civilians casualties per incident. The

toll had the capacity to be far higher. On 2 November

for example, at least 58 people were killed and 110 

injured in a suicide blast in Lahore, Pakistan, when 

a bomber targeted a parade near the Indian border.112

An unexploded jacket discovered at the site was

found to contain 10kg of explosive and 2,500 ball-

bearings.113

In 2014, some of the most destructive suicide attacks

were against places of worship, where AOAV recorded

an average of 51 civilian casualties per attack. All such

incidents occurred in Iraq. On 27 May, 19 people were

killed and 34 injured when a bomber detonated explo-

sives inside a Shia mosque. Most of the victims were

reported to be merchants and shopkeepers who were

praying at the mosque.114

One concerning development in recent years is the in-

crease in suicide bombings in Africa. While countries

like Iraq and Afghanistan consistently see higher num-

bers of civilian casualties from this detonation method,

there has been a steady increase in the use of such

IEDs across Africa since the 1980s. According to the

Suicide Attack Database, the number of suicide at-

tacks in 2014 in Africa was higher than any previous

year before records began in 1981.115

AOAV data reveals a similar pattern of concern. Six

African countries reported casualties from suicide at-

tacks in 2014; Egypt, Kenya, Libya, Mali, Nigeria and

Somalia. Libya, which recorded its first ever suicide

bombing in December 2013, saw five suicide attacks 

in 2014. 

Nigeria saw more civilian casualties from suicide bomb-

ings than any other country in 2014 bar Iraq and Afghan-

istan. Half of all incidents in Nigeria (51%) involved a

suicide bomber. This can be contrasted with the global

statistics, where 23% of IED incidents were suicide 

attacks. Since 2011, AOAV has recorded 1,915 civilian

casualties from 52 incidents of suicide bombings in

Nigeria. Almost half the incidents (46%) and 39% of

civilian casualties in the country took place in 2014. 

‘‘
I was about 6-7 meters from the
second explosion. All I could see
was smoke and fire. I have shrap-
nel injuries all over my body. Some
are serious…I saw limbs from other
victims…some people even 70 me-
ters away were injured. Some peo-
ple that were watching on their
balconies, children, were killed…” .
Male resident of Homs,  
Syria, injured in a double car bombing
in May 2014105

‘‘
This indiscriminate attack in an
area crowded with civilians demon-
strates a complete disregard for
civilian lives. Deliberately and in-
discriminately causing death and
injury to such a large number of
civilians is an atrocity.
Nicholas Haysom,  
United Nations Assistance Mission to
Afghanistan (UNAMA), after a suicide
bombing killed 47 civilians at a volley-
ball game in Paktika, 23 November
2014116

Conclusion

More civilian casualties, from more incidents of explo-

sive violence, were recorded in 2014 than in any of the

three previous years that AOAV has been monitoring

explosive weapon use. 

2014 is the third consecutive year in which there has

been a reported rise in civilian casualties from explo-

sive weapons, up 5% from 2013 and up 52% since

2011, the year when AOAV first began recording. 

Over four years, AOAV has now recorded 144,545 

casualties of explosive violence. Three-quarters of all 

of these were civilians (112,262 deaths and injuries,

78%). Year on year, civilians have borne the burden 

of reported explosive violence. 

Every year, no matter which country tops AOAV’s list,

civilians are the most at risk from explosive weapons

when they are used in populated areas. This was true

again in 2014, when civilians made up 92% of casual-

ties in populated areas, compared to 34% in other

areas. 

It is clear from this body of data that while the threat 

to civilians from explosive weapons is not reducing,

the most effective measure that could be taken to

dramatically improve civilian protection is to change

how they are used. 

This distinct and predictable pattern of harm is now

recognised by more than 40 states around the world

who have spoken out against the use of explosive

weapons in populated areas.117 In February 2014, 

UN Security Council resolution 2139 demanded an 

immediate end to “the indiscriminate employment 

of weapons in populated areas, including and aerial

bombardment […]” in the fighting in Syria.118 In April

2014, the Economic and Social Council of the General

Assembly recommended all Member States to work

towards developing practical and political measures 

to address the humanitarian impact of the use of wide-

area effect explosive weapons in populated areas.119

The UN has brought together nations and civil society

actors aiming to reduce the humanitarian harm that

these weapons cause.120

In July 2014 the United Nations Office for the Coordi-

nation of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA), together

with the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, held 

a meeting of experts on strengthening the protection 

of civilians from the use of explosive weapons in pop-

ulated areas.121 This was the second such meeting,

and demonstrates increased commitment towards 

the development of a political commitment. AOAV 

also convened a meeting of experts to address the 

humanitarian impact of improvised explosive devices

(IEDs) in September 2014.122

AOAV is a member of the International Network on 

Explosive Weapons (INEW). We urge states and all

users of explosive weapons to:

•  Acknowledge that use of explosive weapons in 

     populated areas tends to cause severe harm to 

     individuals and communities and furthers suffer-

     ing by damaging vital infrastructure;

•  Strive to avoid such harm and suffering in any 

     situation, review and strengthen national policies 

     and practices on use of explosive weapons and 

     gather and make available relevant data;

•  Work for full realisation of the rights of victims and 

     survivors;

•  Develop stronger international standards, including 

     certain prohibitions and restrictions on the use of 

     explosive weapons in populated areas. 
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Recommendations

•  States and other actors should stop using explo-

     sive weapons with wide area effects in populated 

     areas.

•  Previous AOAV reports have shown the impact 

     that strong, progressive rules of engagement can 

     have in limiting the impact of explosive weapons 

     on civilians.123 States should review their policies 

     and practices on the use of explosive weapons in 

     populated areas, particularly those which may be 

     expected to impact a wide area. 

•  States, international organisations and civil soci-

     ety should work together to further a process to 

     develop an international political commitment to 

     reduce the impact on civilians of the use of explo-

     sive weapons in populated areas, in line with the 

     recommendations of the UN Secretary-General.124

•  The UN Security Council should call upon all 

     parties to refrain from using explosive weapons 

     in populated areas. Whenever relevant Security 

     Council resolutions should include specific rec-

     ommendations for civilian protection from such 

     use of these weapons, building on recent exam-

     ples in Syria, Libya and Cote d’Ivoire.125

•  States and international organisations should pub-

     lically condemn any use of explosive weapons in 

     populated areas.

•  Recognising the large number of civilian casualties 

     caused by IEDs, all parties should work on meas-

     ures which address the high level of humanitarian 

     harm caused by these weapons. This includes 

     measures to address the security of stockpiled 

     ammunition and munitions, coordinated efforts 

     towards the control of source materials, and more 

     systematic data collection.126

•  States and users of explosive weapons should 

     work towards the full realisation of the rights of 

     victims, including those killed and injured, their 

     families, and affected communities. They should 

     strive to ensure the timely and adequate provision 

     of needed services for the recovery, rehabilitation, 

     and inclusion of victims of explosive violence, 

     without discrimination.

•  States, international organisations, and non-

     governmental organisations should gather and 

     make available data on the impacts of explosive 

     weapons. Data on the casualties of explosive 

     violence should be disaggregated so that stake-

     holders can accurately assess the impact of ex-

     plosive weapons. More should also be done to 

     protect and support people and organisations 

     who gather such data, including providing access 

     to journalists on the ground. 

•  More research is needed to better understand the 

     long-term harm from explosive weapons, including 

     the impact of these weapons on vital infrastruc-

     ture and services, public health, economic liveli-

     hoods, and environmental contamination. More 

     funding support for NGOs working on data collec-

     tion, investigations and victim assistance is neces-

     sary to advance collective understanding of the 

     impacts of explosive weapons in populated areas.

•  AOAV has demonstrated over four years the im-

     portance of systematic and continuing monitoring 

     of explosive violence and its impacts in populated 

     areas. This monitoring must continue in order to 

     assess whether recommendations are put into 

     effect.
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Methodology

AOAV uses a methodology adapted from an incident-

based methodology used by Landmine Action and

Medact in 2009 which in turn was based on the Robin

Coupland and Nathan Taback model.127 Data on ex-

plosive violence incidents is gathered from English-

language media reports on the following factors: the

date, time, and location of the incident; the number

and circumstances of people killed and injured; the

weapon type; the reported user and target; the deto-

nation method and whether displacement or damage

to the location was reported. AOAV does not attempt

to comprehensively capture all incidents of explosive

violence around the world but to serve as a useful 

indicator of the scale and pattern of harm. no claims 

are made that this data captures every incident 

or casualty of explosive violence in 2014.

sElECTinG inCiDEnTs

An RSS reader is used to scan Google News for key

terms which relate to explosive weapon use: air strike*

artillery* bomb* bombing* cluster bomb* cluster muni-

tions* explosion* explosive* grenade* IED* mine* mis-

sile* mortar* rocket* shell.*

At least one casualty from an explosive weapon must

be reported in order for an incident to be recorded. In-

cidents with no clear date or which merely give a loca-

tion as a country are excluded, as are incidents which

occur over a period of more than 24 hours (e.g. 150

people killed by shelling over the last week). Casualty

numbers must be clearly stated; reports which only

describe ‘several’ or ‘numerous’ cannot be recorded.

When there are multiple sources for the same incident,

those which provide the most detail or most recent 

casualty information are selected. 

soUrCEs

AOAV uses a wide range of English-language news

sources, many of which are translated by the pub-

lisher. In total there were 474 different sources used 

in 2014, with the ten most used being The Associated

Press (501), Reuters (349), Agence France-Press (349),

PCHR (344), Xinhua (221), Ma’an News (184), Al

Jazeera (139), Press TV (135), The Express Tribune

(132), NINA (105). 

rECorDinG GUiDElinEs

Civilian/ armed actor or security personnel: All 

casualties are assumed to be civilians unless other-

wise stated. Casualties are recorded as ‘armed actors’

if they are reported as being members of the military,

members of non-state armed groups, or security per-

sonnel who are likely to be armed, for example; police,

security guards, intelligence officers, and paramilitary

forces.

intended target: The target for an attack is only

recorded if one of the three conditions below are met:

•  The target is declared by the user.

•  It is clearly reported in the source. 

•  The specific contextual conditions of use clearly 

     indicate a target (e.g. if an IED is attached to the 

     car of a police officer or soldier, ‘State armed’ is 

     recorded as the target). 

populated area: Incidents are designated as occur-

ring in populated areas likely to contain concentrations

of civilians if: a) It is stated in the source (e.g. a busy

street, a crowded market); b) If an incident occurs in 

or near a pre-defined location which is likely to contain

concentrations of civilians e.g. commercial premises,

entertainment venues, hospitals, hotels, encampments

(containing IDPs, refugees, nomads), markets, places

of worship,  public gatherings, public buildings, public

transport, schools, town centres, urban residential

neighbourhoods, villages/ compounds. This definition

of a populated area is based on Protocol III of the

1980 Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons

(CCW) which defines concentrations of civilians as:

“any concentrations of civilians, be it permanent or

temporary, such as in inhabited parts of cities, or in-

habited towns or villages, or as in camps or columns 

of refugees or evacuees, or groups of nomads.”128

User status: Responsibility for the use of explosive

weapons is assigned where any of the following con-

ditions are met:

•  The group or actor responsible has claimed 

     responsibility.

•  The user of the explosive weapon is clearly stated 

     in the report.

•  If the user of the explosive weapon has employed 

     technology clearly associated only with that user 

     in the context in question. 



If none of these conditions are met then the user is

recorded as unknown. Users are recorded as ‘state

and non-state’ when both users are identified but it is

not possible to establish which one was responsible

for the particular incident. 

limiTATions

This methodology is subject to a number of limitations

and biases, many relating to the nature of the source

material on which it is dependent and the lack of a

mechanism to follow up reports with in-depth investi-

gation. It is recognised that there are very different lev-

els of reporting across regions and countries so that

under-reporting is likely in some contexts. In addition,

only English-language media reports are used, which

does not provide a comprehensive picture of definitive

explosive weapon use around the world. 

The methodology is designed to capture distinct 

incidents of explosive violence with a clear date 

and location. In some contexts of explosive violence, 

particularly during intense armed conflict, casualties

cannot be assigned to specific incidents but a total

number is reported as the result of a period of days.

These casualties cannot be included in the dataset. 

As the methodology relies on reports which are filed

shortly after an incident took place, there is no mech-

anism for assessing whether people reported as

wounded in the immediate aftermath of an incident

subsequently died from their injuries. This is another

factor that should be assessed when considering the

likelihood that the actual numbers of fatalities of ex-

plosive violence are higher than the numbers recorded

by AOAV. There is no systematic base-line for deter-

mining what constitutes an injury, and AOAV is there-

fore subject to the assessment of the news source. 

On a number of occasions firearms were also reported

as having been used alongside explosive weapons.

While AOAV always tries to determine the casualties

specifically caused by explosive weapons, in these 

incidents new sources are not always able to clarify

which casualties were caused by which weapon type,

particularly in incidents that involved large numbers 

of casualties. It is therefore possible that some casual-

ties in these incidents may not have been caused by

explosive weapons.129

AOAV is focused on capturing the harm caused by 

explosive weapons at the time of use. Explosive

weapons that fail to explode as intended can linger 

in the form of explosive remnants of war (ERW) for

years, if not decades, to come. In 2014 AOAV re-

corded 143 civilian casualties from unexploded or

abandoned ordnance. These casualties occurred in 21

different countries and territories. The actual number 

of casualties from ERW is likely to be far higher.130

Poorly secured or stockpiled explosive weapons 

can also cause unintended harm to civilians. AOAV

recorded two stockpile explosions in 2014.131

Media reports used by AOAV are a valuable resource

for better understanding the scale and pattern of ex-

plosive violence use. However, these reports are less

helpful for capturing other types of harm known to 

be characteristic of explosive weapons in populated

areas. Damage to infrastructure, the risk of ERW, long-

term health effects, and displacement are all aspects

of the pattern of harm caused by explosive weapons

which are not fully represented in the data set. How-

ever, reporting on these effects is often limited, with

news sources focusing on the immediate aftermath 

of an incident. For instance, only 396 incidents out of

2,702 reported damage to a location. Effects which

are the result of cumulative levels of explosive vio-

lence, for instance communities displaced by heavy

shelling or continued insecurity, cannot be fully rep-

resented by this research.
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