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“Explosive violence: the problem of explosive weap-
ons” report published by Landmine Action, is the first 
report to extensively conceptualise the humanitarian 
problems related to the use of explosive weapons  
in populated areas, and challenges all actors to  
address it. 02

The UN Secretary-General reiterates concerns over 
the use of explosive weapons in populated areas, and
recommends states consider the issue of explosive 
weapons closely, including the systematic collection of 
data and analysis of the human cost of their use, and 
urges states to issue “policy statements that outline 
the conditions under which explosive weapons might 
be used in populated areas”. 03

The International Network on Explosive Weapons 
(INEW) is formed, calling for immediate action to 
prevent human suffering from the use of explosive 
weapons in populated areas.  

UN Security Council resolution 1975 on Côte d’Ivoire 
urges parties to prevent the use of heavy weapons
against the civilian population. 04

The UN Secretary-General, in his report on children 
and armed conflict, raises concern over the number 
of civilians, and particularly children, being killed from 
the use of explosive weapons in populated areas. 05

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
publishes its paper on challenges in contemporary
armed conflict, and concludes that despite the ab-
sence of an express legal prohibition, due to the sig-
nificant likelihood of indiscriminate effects, “explosive 
weapons with a wide impact area should be avoided 
in densely populated areas”. 06

01. Report of the UN Secretary General on the 
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03.  Report of the UN Secretary General on the 
protection of civilians in armed conflict 
(2010, S/2010/579)

04.  www.inew.org

05.  Report of the UN Secretary-General 
on children and armed conflict (2011, 
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06.  ICRC (2011), International Humanitarian 
Law and the challenges of contemporary 
armed conflicts

TIMELINE OF POLITICAL ACTION

The UN Secretary-General first raises concern over the
humanitarian impact, stating that “the use in densely
populated environments of explosive weapons that 
have so-called “area effects” inevitably has an indis-
criminate and severe humanitarian impact” in terms 
of the “risk to civilians caught in the blast radius or 
killed or injured by damaged and collapsed buildings” 
and “of damage to infrastructure vital to the well-being 
of the civilian populationsuch as water and sanitation 
systems”. The SecretaryGeneral urges states to fur-
ther consider the issue. 01
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The ICRC convenes an expert meeting on humanitari-
an, legal, technical, and military aspects over the use 
of explosive weapons in populated areas, publishing 
key findings later in the year.12

The UN Secretary-General’s report on the protection 
of civilians in armed conflict extensively documents 
the harm from the use of explosive weapons in 
populated areas, with examples from Afghanistan, 
Libya, the occupied Palestinian territory, the Sudan, 
the Syrian Arab Republic, Ukraine, Yemen and else-
where, and reiterating the call to refrain from using 
explosive weapons with a wide area effect in popu-
lated areas. The UN Secretary-General urges states 
to develop policy standards to curb or limit the use 
of explosive weapons with wide area effects, and “to 
begin discussing the possible scope and content of a 
declaration on the humanitarian impact of explosive 
weapons in populated areas” and encourages states 
to “engage constructively in that initiative”.13

Austria and OCHA convene the third expert meeting 
on protecting civilians from the use of explosive  
weapons in populated areas.

The ICRC’s report on challenges in armed conflict 
notes a pattern of increasing harm in contemporary 
armed conflicts from the use of explosive weapons in 
populated areas. The report notes that hostilities are 
increasingly being conducted in population centres, 
thereby exposing civilians to heightened risks of harm. 
This trend of contemporary armed conflicts is only 
likely to continue with growing urbanization.14

The report issued by the UN Secretary-General ahead 
of the World Humanitarian Summit identifies “the  
use of explosive weapons in populated areas as the 
primary killer of civilians in conflict” and as a top  
humanitarian issue needing urgent attention.15

At the World Humanitarian Summit, 28 states, the 
European Union and Organisation of Islamic Coopera-
tion, and many organisations, commit to core commit-
ment two, to “promote and enhance the protection of 
civilians and civilian objects, especially in the conduct 
of hostilities, for instance by working to prevent civil-
ian harm resulting from the use of wide-area explosive 
weapons in populated areas”.16

A specific joint commitment on the use of explosive 
weapons in populated areas led by Austria, and joined 
by Costa Rica, Ireland, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, 
Mexico, Mozambique, Spain, and Zambia, commits 
to raise awareness about the challenge to protection 
of civilians in armed conflict posed by the use of ex-
plosive weapons in populated areas, collect data on 
harm and reverberating effects, contribute to exchang-
es on good practice to minimise impacts on civilians, 
and continue to pursue effective international mea-
sures on this issue, including through an international 
political declaration.17

The independent commission of inquiry on Gaza, 
raises concern over the use of explosive weapons 
with wide area effects in populated areas, including 
artillery, tank shells, mortars, rockets and air dropped 
high explosive munition and resulting civilian casu-
alties. The commission calls on the government of 
Israel to conduct a thorough review of policies includ-
ing on the use of explosive weapons with wide area 
effects in densely populated areas, and to develop 
legal and policy standards that would limit the use of 
explosive weapons with wide-area effects in populat-
ed areas with a view to strengthening the protection 
of civilians during hostilities.18

An unprecedented joint warning on the impact of 
today’s conflicts on civilians is issued by the UN Sec-
retary-General and the President of the ICRC calling 
on parties to armed conflict to stop the use of heavy 
explosive weapons in populated areas.19

19 African states gathered at the Maputo regional 
conference on protecting civilians from the use of 
explosive weapons in populated areas issue a joint 
Communiqué committing themselves to “avoid the 
use of explosive weapons with wide area effects in 
populated areas” and “fully support the process that 
will lead to the negotiation and adoption of an inter-
national political declaration on the use of explosive 
weapons in populated areas” among other actions.20

UN Security Council resolutions 2042 and 2043 call 
upon the Syrian government to cease use of all heavy
weapons in population centres. 
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09.  OCHA (2014), Expert Meeting on the Hu-
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10.  OCHA (2015), Informal Expert Meeting on 
Strengthening the Protection of Civilians in 
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The UN Secretary-General urges parties to conflict to 
refrain from using explosive weapons with a wide area
impact in densely populated areas. The report recalls 
the that the Emergency Relief Coordinator called upon
parties in Côte d’Ivoire, Libya, the Sudan and the 
Syrian Arab Republic to refrain from using explosive 
weapons in densely populated areas.07

The report of the UN Special Representative on  
children and armed conflict raises specific concerns 
over the use of explosive weapons in populated areas 
and the challenges this presents to child protection, 
including killing and maiming children, and access to 
education.08

The first expert meeting on reducing the humanitarian 
impact of the use of explosive weapons in populated
areas was convened in London, by the UN Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and
Chatham House. It noted the development of a pre-
sumption against the use of those explosive weapons 
with wide-area effects in populated areas as a theme 
in reducing the humanitarian harm from the use of 
explosive weapons in populated areas.09

UN Security Council resolution 2139 on Syria calls on 
parties to cease all attacks on civilians including the 
indiscriminate employment of weapons in populated 
areas, including shelling and aerial bombardment. 

Norway and OCHA convene the second expert meet-
ing on protecting civilians from the use of explosive
weapons in populated areas.10

The UN Secretary-General sends a Note Verbale to all 
UN Member States requesting that they make
available relevant information pertaining to practice 
and policy that either expressly governs, or
otherwise places limits on, the use by armed forces of 
explosive weapons with wide-area effects in
populated areas.11
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and Military Aspects, Expert Meeting Report
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14.  ICRC (2015), International Humanitarian 
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15.  Report of the Secretary-General for  
the World Humanitarian Summit  
(2016, A/70/709)



The UN Secretary-General’s report on the protection 
of civilians in armed conflict once again calls on par-
ties to conflict “to avoid the use of explosive weapons 
with wide-area effects in populated areas”. The report 
also recommends the inclusion in national policy 
frameworks of “a clear presumption against [the use 
of explosive weapons with wide-area effects in towns, 
cities and other populated areas]”, based on the “high 
degree of civilian harm and other, broader, negative 
consequences they incur”, as well as “the potential for 
such use to violate the prohibition of indiscriminate 
and disproportionate attacks”. This presumption 
should be “based on a clear understanding of the 
area effects” of explosive weapons and the risks they 
pose to civilians in the immediate and longer term.21

The ICRC, in its statement to the UN Security Council’s 
open debate on the protection of civilians in armed 
conflict, urges States and parties to armed conflicts 
to avoid the use of explosive weapons that have wide 
area effects in densely populated areas. The ICRC 
refers to this as the “avoidance principle”, whereby it 
suggests a presumption of non-use of such weapons 
due to the high risk of indiscriminate effects and of 
consequent harm to civilians.22

The UN Secretary-General’s New Agenda for Disarma-
ment outlines the humanitarian harm caused by the 
use of explosive weapons – particularly those with 
wide-area effects – in populated areas, and reiterates 
his support for the development of an international 
political declaration. As well as framing the problem, 
the report – Securing our Common Future: An Agenda 
for Disarmament, suggests a number of practical 
measures aimed at reducing harm to civilians and 
strongly encourages further work by states to develop 
an international political declaration to tackle this 
pressing humanitarian issue.23

At the meeting of the UN General Assembly’s First 
Committee, fifty states issued a joint statement that 
expressed grave concern over the humanitarian harm 
caused by the use of explosive weapons in populated 
areas. The statement, delivered by Ireland, noted the 
“overwhelming evidence” of the humanitarian impact 
and devastating harm to civilians caused by use of 
explosive weapons which “far outlasts the conflicts 
in which they are used”, and highlighted in particular 
concerns over the use of explosive weapons with wide 
area effects in populated areas. States also empha-
sised that this devastation in turn “acts as a catalyst 
for the displacement of people within and across 
borders, rendering displaced persons and refugees 
vulnerable to exploitation and abuse.”24

23 Latin American and Caribbean states gathered 
at the Santiago regional conference on protecting 
civilians from the use of explosive weapons in pop-
ulated areas issue a joint Communiqué committing 
themselves to “avoid the use of explosive weapons 
with wide area effects in populated areas” and “fully 
support the process that will lead to the negotiation 
and adoption of an international political declaration 
on the use of explosive weapons in populated areas” 
among other actions.25

In the UN Secretary-General’s report on the protection 
of civilians in conflict, serious concerns are raised 
over the continued use of explosive weapons in pop-
ulated areas. Deep concern over the “acute impact 
on civilians and civilian objects of fighting when it 
takes place in populated areas and involves explosive 
weapons” is central to his report, which marks the 
20th anniversary of the Security Council’s inclusion 
of the protection of civilians as an item in its agenda. 
As well as referencing his repeated calls “on parties 
to conflict to avoid the use of explosive weapons 
with wide-area effects in populated areas”, Guterres 
also sets out a number of ways in which the Security 
Council can build on the progress achieved to date to 
further strengthen and transform the protection  
of civilians in contemporary and conflicts. Among 
these, he calls for the Council’s approach to  
specifically “[acknowledge] the challenges of urban  
warfare, including the use of explosive weapons,  
for the protection of civilians and [call] for specific 
protective measures”.26
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16.  Aligned with by States: Austria, Brazil, Chile, 
Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, 
European Union, Finland, Greece, Iceland, 
Italy, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Madagas-
car, Mexico, Monaco, Netherlands, New 
Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Roma-
nia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Somalia, Sweden, 
Switzerland, Turkey,  as well as International 
organisations and UN agencies: Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Na-
tions (FAO), International Fund for Agricultur-
al Development (IFAD), International Labour 
Organization (ILO), International Organiza-
tion for Migration (IOM), Joint United Nations 
Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), OCHA, 
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), 
UN Special Representative of the Secre-
tary-General for Children and Armed Conflict 
(SRSG CAAC), UN-HABITAT -United Nations 
Human Settlements Programme, United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 
United Nations Entity for Gender Equality 
and the Empowerment of Women (UN WOM-
EN), United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization (UNIDO), United 
Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS), 
United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), United Nations 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR), United Nations Office of the 
High Representative for the Least Developed 
Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries 
and Small Island Developing States (UN-
OHRLLS), United Nations Peacebuilding 
Support Office (PBSO), United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA), United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees (UNRWA), United Nations World 
Food Programme (WFP). See https://www.
agendaforhumanity.org
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use-of-explosive-weapons-in-populated-areas
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