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In the last few days, from 3-8 February 2012, the bombardment of the city of Homs with mortars, rockets, and 

artillery and tank shells has killed hundreds of civilians.1 The range and intensity of the explosive weapons used 

by the Syrian armed forces in Homs marks a significant escalation in the conflict. Data collected from English-

language news-sources by AOAV on incidents of explosive violence in Syria has shown that in the past year 

explosive weapons have killed or injured more than 1,200 civilians, and has indicated a collapse in the 

relationship of accountability between the Syrian state and its population.2 

Attacks in Homs             

As many as 300 people are reported to have been 

killed in Homs by explosive weapons since 3 

February 2012. Hundreds of mortars have been fired 

across residential neighbourhoods from elevated 

positions outside the city.3 On 6 February, shells 

landed in Homs at a reported rate of one every two 

minutes.4 During the barrage, a 120-mm calibre 

mortar reportedly struck a makeshift hospital that 

had been set up to treat victims of the weekend’s 

shelling.5 Two people were killed instantly outside 

the clinic, and there are reports of many people 

wounded, including volunteers and people awaiting 

treatment.6  

In early February, for the first time, the use of 

artillery shells7 and multiple rocket launchers8 has 

been reported in Homs, a development that signals 

a significant intensification in violence in Syria. The 

weapons that are now being used in Homs are 

capable of covering wide areas with blast and 

fragmentation effects, and their impacts can be hard 

to control. When used in populated areas,9 as is 

being seen in Homs, there is a dramatic increase in 

the likelihood that civilians will be killed or injured.                                                                                                                                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

International condemnation             

The sustained use of mortars, artillery shells and 

rockets in Homs has been described by witnesses as 

indiscriminate,10 and the pattern of explosive 

weapon use in the city has prompted international 

outrage. On 6 February, UN Secretary-General Ban 

Ki-Moon released a statement saying he is appalled 

by “the use of heavy artillery and the shelling of 

civilian areas.”11 The Secretary-General also asserted 

that “no state can commit such acts against its 

people without its legitimacy being eroded.”12 

 

 

  

 

 

Explosive weapons in Syria             

The protection of its civilians should be a primary 

responsibility of any state, but reports from Homs 

are the latest and most blatant illustration of the 

Syrian state’s failure to fulfil that responsibility, and 

illustrate a complete collapse in the relationship of 

accountability between the Syrian state and its 

population. Based on the monitoring of English-

language media reports AOAV has recorded 1,233 

civilians killed and injured from explosive violence 

in Syria between 1 April 2011 and 31 January 2012. 

Given the difficulties in accessing affected locations 

and the limited clear information emerging it is likely 

that the actual number of casualties is far higher. 

“There have been severed hands and body parts. 

The rockets slice open people’s stomachs. The 

roads are covered with body parts. After one 

attack, the roof fell in on the people living in a 

house. It took us half an hour to get one body 

out.” 

Mahmoud Haddad, Homs resident, 7 February 

2012 

“I am horrified at reports of an assault on Homs 

during the night of 3 February which has led to 

over 200 fatalities. I condemn unequivocally the 

use of tanks, mortars and artillery in civilian 

areas.”         

UK Foreign Secretary William Hague, 4 February 

2012 



As shown in the graph, the intensity and frequency 

of explosive violence in Syria has increased 

significantly with 48% of civilian casualties13 

recorded in the last two months. Much of the 

violence has been located in populated areas with 

95% of the civilian casualties of explosive weapons 

recorded in Syrian cities, towns and villages.  

The full scale of the civilian casualties in Homs in the 

past week is not yet clear amid the ongoing 

bombardment and with such restricted access to the 

besieged city. It has been too dangerous for 

residents to collect bodies from the streets and 

collapsed buildings in Homs.14 The use of explosive 

weapons in residential areas and other populated 

areas not only puts civilians’ lives at risk but also 

significantly increases the likelihood of damage to 

vital infrastructure and services, as well as creating 

the additional danger of contamination from 

explosive remnants of war. In Homs, initial reports 

indicate that the long-term damage caused by the 

widespread mortar fire and shelling may be severe, 

with affected neighbourhoods described as lying in 

“partial ruins, with the roofs of numerous buildings 

pancaked onto the floors below. Dozens of people 

are still believed to be trapped with residents having 

no equipment other than shovels with which to 

rescue them.”15 

A range of manufactured explosive weapons have 

been recorded as causing civilian casualties: 430 

have been caused by shelling (35%); 205 (17%) 

specifically reported as caused by tank shells; and 

145 (12%) by mortars. As part of the broader 

escalation of violence in Syria, there has been 

increasingly reported use of improvised explosive 

devices. Since October 2011, the EVMP has recorded 

14 incidents of IED use causing 370 civilian 

casualties, most of which occurred in two car bomb 

incidents in the capital city Damascus. The reported 

use of artillery shells and rockets in Homs is the 

most recent indicator of a dramatically escalating 

crisis in Syria.  

Recommendations 

1. AOAV calls on all actors to refrain from using 

explosive weapons in populated areas.  

2. AOAV calls on the Syrian government to end 

immediately any use of explosive weapons to 

deliberately target civilian populations. 

3. In particular, AOAV condemns the use of 

indirect-fire weapons, such as artillery shells and 

multi-launch rocket systems (MLRS) in civilian 

areas as entirely unacceptable due to their 

indiscriminate effects and the disproportionately 

high levels of harm caused to civilians.  

4. AOAV calls on states, international 

organisations, and civil society to join the United 

Nations Secretary General in condemning the 

shelling of civilian areas, and advocate for 

stronger and renewed efforts to protect Syrian 

civilians.  
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