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CRJ aims to identify and 
highlight future trends 
that could manifest 

as life-threatening hazards 
and events which will, in turn, 
confront all those whose 
concern is to protect lives, 
livelihoods, the environment and businesses, 
and consequently the wellbeing and 
sustainability of nations and communities. 
We then propose practical solutions.

In many ways, it is a simple matter to isolate 
and trace the threads in this complex global 
tapestry of climate, geopolitics, politics, 
conflict and disputes, modern tribalism that is 
often fuelled by social media, food insecurity, 
human encroachment of land previously 
considered unsuitable for settlement – the 
list is long but the clues are all there.

This issue’s narrative thread provides a 
timely reminder – if one were needed – that 
nature can be the biggest threat of all, with 
reports on the cataclysmic devastation caused 
by a particularly active hurricane season. And, 
as CRJ    l fi   al a 
have led to 23 deaths, hundreds more missing 
and thousands of structures destroyed. 

  a  ll  ac  l k  b  
climate, resource scarcity and conflict, before 

     ak  a al   
stabilisation progress in the Middle East on 

  l   a   a fi ca  
of protracted conflicts are examined on p36, 
and we consider the impact on communities 
and individuals on p38. As countries prepare 

l       fi  
  c l   a    l k a  

reintegration and peacebuilding, which are not 
only said to cost less in the long term, but also 
create the peaceful and sustainable societies 
in which we all want to live (p48 and p50).

Turning to learning, David Stewart draws 
lessons on national resilience from the recent 
bl cka   a a   b c ll  

a  l a    a   
c  l k  a   l  all b  

should put together in the form of battle boxes 
(p64). The persistent and malevolent threat 

 c b  a ack   a    b  
we move on to even more practical solutions.

Page 72 presents developments for the 
treatment of traumatic brain injury, followed by 
a cl  l k   c  c a  
and how technology is being harnessed to 
create more secure and resilient communities. 

This all serves to demonstrate that the 
whole picture, complex as it is, can be redrawn 
with positive outcomes. It is a challenge, but 
the will and human creativity are in place. 

Emily Hough
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Drone cameras have captured the destruction of cities 
and homes, of civilians � eeing, and of widespread 
and pervasive displacement. It is not just drones 

that capture such misery. For the last seven years, Action 
on Armed Violence (AOAV) has monitored the impact of 
explosive violence around the world, recording casualties 
from English-language news media reports. Such data forms 
the backbone of its annual Explosive Violence Monitor. 

AOAV has also set out to examine the reverberating 
impact of such weaponry through micro and macro 
analyses of con� ict. � is research includes reviewing 
the psychological harm, physical disabilities and 
damages to civilian infrastructure that come after 
the blast of a barrel bomb or a missile. In addition, it 
has focused directly on the fact that where there will 
be bombs, there will be forced displacement too. 

It seems self-evident that there is a strong correlation 
between explosive violence and displacement, yet this link 
is all too often forgotten. Furthermore, with increasing 
political and social tensions evident across Europe in 
response to refugees, it is important to examine the 
consequences of these links more carefully – especially 
given the role of certain countries in Europe as being users 
of explosive weapons as well as being leading exporters. 

In almost seven years of monitoring, AOAV has recorded 
over 265,000 casualties from explosive violence worldwide. 
Seventy-six per cent of these have been civilians and the 
impact of explosive violence on civilians has grown year by 
year. In 2016, civilian deaths from explosive violence rose 
by seven per cent compared to the previous year, and by 92 
per cent compared to 2011. � is rise is set to continue at 
the time of writing in autumn 2017 – fuelled particularly 
by air strikes. Signi� cantly, 2017 looks set to be the � rst 
recorded by AOAV in which state-users of explosive 
weapons will cause the majority of civilian casualties.

Populated areas bear the greatest brunt of such harm 
– of the total incidents recorded in AOAV’s monitoring, 
60 per cent occurred in populated areas such as towns, 
cities, markets and schools. When explosive weapons were 
used in populated areas, nine out of ten of the casualties 
were reported to be civilians. � is is a � gure found year in 
and year out, representing a persistent pattern of harm. 

Beyond deaths and injuries there are other disturbing 

Refugees fl eeing explosive 
violence: Europe’s response

reverberating e� ects. When weapons are used in populated 
areas, civilian infrastructure is often destroyed and 
this can lead to shortages in power, clean water, food 
and humanitarian aid. In turn, this a� ects population 
health, leading to increased rates of disease and famine – 
exacerbated by a lack of access to health care. In addition, 
these weapons force populations to � ee, often en masse.

At the end of 2016, the United Nations High Commission 
for Refugees (UNHCR) reported that a record total of 
65.6 million people had been forcibly displaced worldwide. 
� is number includes 22.5 million refugees, in addition to 
another 40.3 million internally displaced persons. Twenty 
people are being newly displaced every minute of every day.

Such realities are not escaping the notice of some 

of the world’s most in� uential charities. Handicap 
International’s 2016 report, Escaping the Bombing, based 
on interviews with Syrian refugees in Jordan, found 
that while the causes of displacement were multiple, the 
threat of explosive weapons was a primary and overriding 
factor that had in� uenced refugees’ decision to � ee. 

� ose countries most a� ected by explosive 
violence are consistently among those witnessing 
the most displacement: in particular Iraq, Syria, 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, Yemen and Nigeria. 

Major driver
In short, explosive violence has been a major driver in 
causing many to seek asylum in the European Union. In 
2016, the highest levels of asylum seekers to Europe came 
from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan and Nigeria – 
countries signi� cantly impacted by explosive weaponry. 
Asylum seekers from these � ve countries accounted for 62 
per cent of all asylum seekers applicants in Europe in 2016.

Action on Armed Violence’s analysis of this situation 
– highlighted in its report � e Refugee Explosion – sought 

This infographic shows some 
of the statistics compiled by 
the AOAV’s report, The Refugee 
Explosion, and fi rst appeared 
in a special edition produced 
by CRJ in association with 
the All Party Parliamentary 
Group on Explosive Threats, 
published summer 2017  

The rising use of explosive weapons around the world – 
particularly in ongoing confl icts in Syria, Iraq, Yemen and 
Afghanistan – has had deep and terrible consequences, says 
Jennifer Dathan. But how are governments responding to help 
those who have suff ered the eff ects of explosive violence?
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62% of those from 
Syria had been personally 
impacted by explosive violence

90% of those from Iraq had 
been personally impacted by 
explosive violence

92% of those from 
Afghanistan had been 
personally impacted by 
explosive violence

Over 50 per cent of civilians killed or injured by 
explosive weapons in recent years have been the 
victims of Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs).
Almost exclusively used by non-state actors such as 
ISIS or the Taliban, IEDs have devastating impact on 
the lives of civilians the world over. From car bombs 
to suicide vests, roadside IEDS to booby-traps, 
AOAV seeks to identify the drivers and 
consequences of the use of such pernicious 
weapons. Here are some of the statistics from 
AOAV’s report The Refugee Explosion: How Europe 
treats refugees fleeing explosive violence

69% said that they or their family 
had been personally impacted by 
explosive violence

Only 20% had been offered 
psychological support

 Data and percentages derived from the refugees and asylum seekers who AOAV interviewed for this report, which can be obtained at www.aoav.org

61% witnessed 
airstrikes

69% witnessed 
shelling

58% witnessed 
IED attacks

39% witnessed 
suicide attacks

44% said that 
their homes had 
been destroyed



to gauge the extent to which refugees in Europe had been 
a� ected by explosive violence and furthermore to what 
extent this was appreciated by governments across Europe.

AOAV conducted questionnaires and in-depth interviews 
with over 250 refugees and asylum seekers across three 
locations in Europe: the UK, Greece and Germany. � e 
countries selected presented variety in regard to their 
experience within the current ‘refugee crisis’. It should 
be borne in mind that had we been able to include Italy 
in the research, then it is likely the results would be 
di� erent. � e route to Europe via Greece typically sees 
those from the Middle East and North Africa crossing, 
rather than those from other areas of the continent 
that might be more a� ected by natural disasters.

Germany has opened its borders and provided refuge 
to the greatest number of applicants. In comparison, the 
UK has taken signi� cantly fewer refugees and, at the same 
time, has seen anti-immigration and anti-EU sentiment rise. 
Greece has had little choice in its role in the crisis – owing to 
its location it has been the arrival destination for thousands 
of refugees � eeing the Middle East and North Africa – and 
services there have been overwhelmed by this reality.

Signifi cant impact
� e report’s key � ndings made clear that the majority of 
refugees and asylum seekers in these countries had been 
a� ected by explosive violence. Eighty-� ve per cent of all 
refugees AOAV spoke to had witnessed explosive violence. 
Of these, 61 per cent witnessed airstrikes, 69 per cent 
had witnessed shelling, 58 per cent had witnessed IED 
attacks, and 39 per cent had witnessed suicide attacks. 

Moreover, it was clear that such violence, beyond 
the fear and threat of harm, had signi� cant impact 
on the lives of those asylum seekers that AOAV spoke 
to. Sixty-nine per cent said that they or their family 
had su� ered the direct e� ects of explosive weapons. 
Of all those questioned, 44 per cent said their homes 
had been destroyed by explosive violence.

Despite such realities, however, the impact of explosive 
violence is an issue rarely considered within the EU 
asylum process. � is was particularly the case for those 
� eeing violence in Iraq and Afghanistan, with high rates 
of forced returns to both countries, despite 90 per cent 
of Iraqi and Afghan refugees interviewed by AOAV 
reporting having been a� ected by explosive violence. 

� e average acceptance rate across the EU for Iraqi 
asylum seekers stood at 63.5 per cent in 2016, though 
some in some countries that rate is considerably lower.

Iraq has been the single most a� ected country from 
explosive violence over the last six years, only 12 per cent 
of applicants from Iraq were granted asylum in the UK in 
2016. Ahmed – an Iraqi refugee living in the UK – told 
AOAV that he had seen family members killed by explosive 
violence and that he had moved many times across Iraq, 
fearing for his life. Despite such fears, his asylum application 
was rejected: “� ey believed I could move to another area 
in Iraq. � ey don’t understand that there is nowhere I 
could move to in Iraq where I would be safe,” he said.

An additional � nding was that most refugees returned 
to Iraq from the UK were taken to the capital, Baghdad 
– where most explosive violence in Iraq is recorded. 
� is reality persists despite the Home O�  ce’s own 
data citing that the highest levels of casualties are from 
Baghdad. Such � aws in the system serve to highlight 

the lack of consideration given to the threat of explosive 
violence during the asylum decision-making process.

In addition, many asylum speakers who AOAV spoke to 
decried the EU asylum-seeking process as a dehumanising 
experience, with little empathy or understanding.

� ere are many other issues that cannot be ignored 
when dealing with the refugee � eeing war zones. � e 
psychosocial e� ect of explosive violence, for instance, 
with heightened levels of distress, insomnia, depression 
and PTSD, is commonplace among refugee communities. 
Save the Children’s recent study examining the 
psychological impact of explosive violence on children 
in Syria found that almost all children and 84 per cent 
of adults reported that bombing and shelling was the 
leading cause of psychological stress for children. 

Yet despite such high � gures, AOAV found that only 
20 per cent of all refugees questioned had been o� ered 
psychological support. It is evident that European states 
are ill-prepared to cope with the exceptional psychological 
needs of refugees. In addition, racism and societal 
violence in the host EU county, particularly noted in 
Greece, also caused many refugees to have � ashbacks, 
placing them under further psychological stress.

Many refugees interviewed reported depression 
and anxiety. In particular, those in Greece reported of 
compatriots who had committed suicide or had decided to 
voluntarily return to a war zone because of the hopelessness 
they felt in Europe. As one refugee put it: “Better to die 
in the ashes in Syria, than live with no hope in Greece.” 

It should also be noted that those few who AOAV 
met who had managed to access adequate support, 
reported signi� cant bene� ts from doing so. Fareshta, 
an Afghan refugee in Germany, for example, had 
experienced insomnia, nightmares, and anxiety. After 
accessing therapy in Germany, though, she reported that 
she had begun to sleep better and had less anxiety.

Overall, it was clear that despite the obvious bene� ts 
of providing speci� c support, many refugees did not 
receive the assistance needed for someone � eeing 
explosive violence. Indeed, in many cases the process 
and conditions encountered in host EU countries 
exacerbated pre-existing psychological su� ering (though, 
Germany appeared to be a notable exception). 

It was clear from this research that the impact of 
explosive violence on refugees is poorly understood and 
even less considered throughout the asylum process. � ere 
is an urgent need for a better understanding of the links 
between explosive violence and displacement and the 
sequential health impacts, both immediate and long-term. 

Until such needs are understood and addressed, many 
refugees in Europe and elsewhere will continue to su� er, 
even when the blast of bombs have fallen silent.  

Author
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and monitors the impact of violence worldwide. Her work is 

primarily focused on casualty recording and the impact of explosive 
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spent time at the United Nations Committee for the Elimination of 
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