Explosive weapons
In populated areas

Civilian harm from the use of explosive weapons

in populated areas has been highlighted as a top
humanitarian priority;' given that conflicts are
increasingly taking place in urban settings resulting in
high levels of civilian casualties. Beyond those killed
and injured, an even greater number of civilians are
affected as a result of damage to essential infrastructure
and services. The bombing and bombardment of
towns and cities destroys homes leaving people
without shelter. Hospital buildings are damaged
hampering the provision and quality of medical care to
civilian populations in desperate need of it.> Damage
to sanitation systems creates additional problems
around maintaining basic levels of hygiene. Damage to
electricity, energy, and power further compound such
problems, and in some instances prevents the civilian
population from fleeing the area.’ The use of explosive
weapons in populated areas represents one of the main
causes of forced displacement. Countless civilians are
driven from their homes and displaced, and suffer

from psychological distress and trauma.*

Most types of explosive weapons are designed for

use in open battlefields, not towns and cities where
there are high numbers of civilians. Whilst there is a
pattern of harm associated with explosive weapons

in populated areas in general, the risk to civilians is
most severe when the weapons have wide area effects,
including weapons with a large blast or fragmentation

radius (heavy aircraft bombs), multiple explosive

munitions (for example multi-barrel rocket systems),
inaccurate weapons (indirect fire mortars), or a

combination of these factors.

Data shows that when explosive weapons are used in
populated areas, approximately 91% of those reported
killed and injured are civilians.” In 2016, over 32,000
civilians were recorded killed or injured by explosive
weapons, with Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Afghanistan, and
Turkey having the highest numbers of civilian deaths

and injuries.®

The UN Secretary-General has called on states to
engage constructively in efforts to develop a political
declaration to address the harm caused by explosive
weapons in populated areas.” Discussions towards
developing an international political instrument to
address this humanitarian problem are ongoing, and
already 70 states have spoken out on the issue of the

use of explosive weapons in populated areas.®

A clear collective commitment on this vital
humanitarian question is urgently needed. A political
declaration would help shape operational policy to
reduce the impact of explosive weapons on civilians by
enacting a commitment against the use in populated
areas of explosive weapons. International discussions
on this issue have been underway since 2013. In 2015
and 2016, Austria hosted meetings to discuss the
possibility of a declaration.

First Committee briefing book 13



During First Committee, delegations should:

« Acknowledge that the use of explosive weapons in
populated areas frequently causes severe harm to
individuals and communities and furthers suffering
by damaging vital infrastructure;

Endorse the UN Secretary-General’s and

International Committee of the Red Cross’
recommendation that states should avoid the use
of explosive weapons with wide area effects in

populated areas’; and

Indicate support for the development of an
international political instrument on explosive
weapons to reduce harm from the use of explosive
weapons by stopping the use of explosive weapons
with wide area effects in populated areas, and by
providing a framework for assistance to victims

including affected communities.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

Review and make available national policies and
practices related to the use of explosive weapons

in populated areas, and make changes that will
strengthen the protection of civilians;

Support and make publicly available data-gathering
on the use and impact of explosive weapons

in populated areas, including age-, sex- and
disability-disaggregated recording of casualties, and
information on disabilities amongst survivors; and
Recognise the rights of survivors, families of those
killed or injured, and affected communities and

respond to their short- and long-term needs.
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