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‘‘
In this report Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) 
presents the findings from the tenth consecutive year  
of the Explosive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP), 
which records the casualties from explosive weapon 
use worldwide as reported in English-language media.
In 2020, AOAV recorded 18,747 deaths and injuries  
as a result of the use of explosive weapons around  
the world. As seen every year for the past decade, 
civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 

reported harmed by explosive weapons in populated 
areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 

Introduction

The ICRC remains deeply concerned by the use of explosive weapons 
with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
accepted as a normal and inevitable consequence of war. 

Ms. Véronique Christory, Senior Arms Control Adviser, ICRC New York.  
Statement to the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly, First  
Committee: General debate on all disarmament and international security  
agenda items, 20 Oct 2020.1
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civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 

reported harmed by explosive weapons in populated 
areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 

Introduction

The ICRC remains deeply concerned by the use of explosive weapons 
with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
accepted as a normal and inevitable consequence of war. 

Ms. Véronique Christory, Senior Arms Control Adviser, ICRC New York.  
Statement to the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly, First  
Committee: General debate on all disarmament and international security  
agenda items, 20 Oct 2020.1
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Explosive weapons with wide area effects can have a devastating impact on 
civilians and civilian objects in populated areas. Blast and 
fragmentation effects cause immediate deaths and injuries. Beyond these direct 
effects, civilian populations can also be exposed to severe and long-lasting 
indirect effects – also referred to as ‘reverberating effects.’ When critical civilian 
infrastructure is damaged or destroyed, such as 
energy networks, water and sanitation systems, the provision of essential services 
such as healthcare is disrupted. These services are often 
interconnected and, as a result, damage to one component or service can 
negatively affect services elsewhere, causing harm to civilians that can extend far 
beyond the weapon’s impact area. 
Irish Government Department of Foreign Affairs.1 

In support of the Government of Ireland’s ‘Political 
Declaration on Strengthening the Protection of Civil-
ians from the Humanitarian Consequences that can 
arise from the use of Explosive Weapons with Wide 
Area Effects in Populated Areas’, Action on Armed 
Violence (AOAV) has produced five reports examin-
ing the impacts of manufactured weapons with wide 
area effects commonly used in populated areas.2 

Employing the United Nations Institute for Disar-
mament Research’s (UNIDIR) ‘Menu of Indicators 
to Measure the Reverberating Effects on Civilians 
from the Use of Explosive Weapons in Populat-
ed Areas’ (EWIPA indicators) as a framework for 
analysing the immediate to long-term impacts from 
the use of explosive weapons, AOAV has investi-
gated typical patterns of harm produced by specific 
manufactured weapons. The five reports inde-
pendently examine grenades, airstrikes, landmines, 
Grad multiple launch rocket systems (MLRSs) and 
mortars to draw out comparative conclusions about 
the impacts of these weapons in populated areas. 

This report explores airstrikes. Broadly, ‘airstrike’ 
is a method of delivery of several different types of 
weapon that, definitionally, could encompass every-
thing released from an aircraft, from the dropping 
of a grenade or landmine to an air-launched nuclear 
weapon. Since including this wide range of weapons 
would limit the potential of finding typical patterns 
of harm, in this report we shall primarily be con-
sidering the general-purpose high-explosive bomb 
that is fired from aircraft. Within this focus, there is 
still significant variance of explosive power. Typical 
general-purpose bombs can weigh between 500lb 
- 2,000lb (227kg-907kg) and deliver 200lb-900lb 

(90kg-410kg) of explosive material, with the poten-
tial for hundreds of casualties per use.  

Yet these devastating weapons are not deployed in-
frequently. On average, airstrikes have been used on 
a daily basis over the past decade (there have been 
6,158 recorded incidents over 3,650 days, averag-
ing 1.7 per day). Considering their high explosive 
content and frequent use, the airstrike is certainly 
the most destructive weapon type we are consider-
ing in this series. 

Such devastation was never more starkly evident 
than in the village of Kustay, in the province of 
Garmsir, southern Afghanistan, late in the evening of 
the 27th November 2018. A US airstrike, called in by 
a joint US-Afghan Special Force operation, targeting 
a mobile Taliban unit, struck a rural house where 
farmers and grandparents Aktar, 57, and Bibi, 55, 
were hosting 25 members of their extended family. 
All but five young children were killed. An unspec-
ified number of (likely three) Taliban fighters were 
also killed. The farmhouse was completely levelled, 
animals were killed and crops were destroyed. 

Whilst we dedicate attention to this tragic incident, 
these events are by no means unique. In the latter 
half of the decade (2016-20), there have been 3,977 
civilian casualties from airstrikes in Afghanistan; 
2,122 killed and 1,855 injured.3

By examining airstrikes globally alongside a single 
case study, this report aims to highlight ‘an anatomy 
of an airstrike’ and draw conclusions on the typical 
patterns of harm this weapon produces when 
deployed in populated areas. 



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 2020. 

Since the monitor began in 2010, AOAV has recorded 
the appalling suffering caused across the globe by 
both manufactured and improvised weapons. States 
and other users must politically commit to stop using 
explosive weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
report illustrates the stark urgency needed to reach 
this commitment. 

Explosive weapons: 
Weapons that share common charac-
teristics causing deaths, injuries, and 
damage by projecting explosive blast, 
heat and often fragmentation around  
a point of detonation. These weapons 
include a variety of munitions such  
as air-dropped bombs, mortars,  
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
and artillery shells.

Shusha’s historical Ghazanchetsots Cathedral damaged on 8 October 2020 during the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh conflict,  
26 October 2020,                  MEDIA.
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UNIDIR Indicators

Published in early 2021, UNIDIR’s EWIPA indicators 
provide a reference framework for measuring the 
harm inflicted by explosive weapons in populated 
areas.4 

The 28 indicators act as a ‘menu of ideas’ to better 
document the ‘knock-on effects’ of explosive 
violence and to highlight the ways in which explo-
sive weapons impact the complex ‘ecosystem’ of 
urban environments.5

UNIDIR divides these indicators into four focus 
areas aligned with the UN’s Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs):

SDG 16 - Peace, justice and strong 
institutions.

SDG 11 - Sustainable cities and 
communities.

SDG 3 - Good health and well-being.

SDG 4 - Inclusive quality education, 
lifelong learning opportunities for all.

Each focus area is further subdivided into first, 
second and third-level impacts as a way of mediat-
ing between the immediate and reverberating effects 
of explosive weapons.6 Altering the traditional 
disaggregation of primary, secondary and tertiary (or 
reverberating) effects, UNIDIR incorporates primary 
and secondary blast destruction into first level 
impacts, whilst dividing reverberating effects into 
second and third-level impacts. 

In so doing, the indicators serve to explore the 
multifaceted nature of reverberating effects, 
rather than viewing them as fixed, homogeneous                  
consequences.  

Figure 1 UNIDIR - Impact levels from instances of explosive weapon use.7 
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Figure 2 UNIDIR - Summary of indicators to measure the impact chain of explosive weapon use, per focus area.8 
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Methodology

An Airstrike Called in by Marines, AirmanMagazine (cc by-NC 2.0).

This report draws on two main areas of research, 
the use of airstrikes globally combined with an 
analysis of an individual incident that took place 
in Garmsir, Afghanistan on 27th November 2018. 
Employing UNIDIR’s ‘Menu of Indicators to Measure 
the Reverberating Effects on Civilians from the Use 
of Explosive Weapons in Populated Areas’, the 
report looks to combine a global overview, with a 
more forensic analysis of a single incident, in order 
to draw out conclusions about the typical patterns 
of harm that emerge when airstrikes are used in 
populated areas. 

AOAV hired a Kabul-based journalist, Aziz Ahmad 
Tassal of the Kabul Press Club, to conduct and 
translate interviews in April 2021. 

For global patterns of harm, desk-based research 
into airstrikes globally was combined with data from 
AOAV’s Explosive Violence Monitor (EVM) between 
the beginning of 2011 and the end of 2020. 

AOAV does not suggest that the EVM captures 
every explosive incident involving an airstrike over 
the past decade. The EVM only records incidents 
mentioned in English-language news sources, and 
specific weapon types are often mis-referenced - or 
not referenced at all. As a result, it is likely that EVM 
data underestimates the full extent of airstrikes in 
the past decade, but provides a useful indicator of 
patterns of harm.9 Unless otherwise specified, data 
on the global use of airstrikes is drawn from the 
EVM.
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I was ashamed when I heard 
the name. A mother gives life 
and this one gives death, and 
we call this device a mother.

Pope Francis on the ‘Mother of All 
Bombs’ dropped by the US on suspected 
ISIS fighters in eastern Afghanistan.10 

Air-dropped bombs are extremely powerful, with a 
large destructive capacity when used in populated 
areas. In general, most air-dropped bombs cause 
a supersonic over-pressurisation shock wave that 
can blow apart buildings and kill and injure people 
hundreds of metres from the point of detonation. 
The fragmentation pattern and range is difficult to 
predict, but it is generally said that a 2,000lb Mk 84 
bomb has a ‘lethal radius’ (i.e. the distance in which 
it is likely to kill people in the vicinity) of up to 360m. 

There were a total of 6,157 airstrikes recorded by 
AOAV’s Explosive Violence Monitor from 2011 to 

2020, over 28 different countries. In total, these 
caused 83,964 casualties. 56% of these (46,888) 
were civilians. 26,755 of the civilian casualties were 
fatal - 57% - meaning if a civilian was hurt by an 
airstrike they were more likely to die than survive. 
Of all recorded victims (armed actors and civilians 
combined), 25,499 were injured, and 58,462 were 
killed. This is likely to be an underestimation as 
casualties, particularly non-fatal ones, often go 
unrecorded. Airstrikes are a high casualty method 
of explosive violence. On average, there were 13.6 
casualties per airstrike and an average of 7.6 civilian 
casualties per strike and 4.3 civilians killed per 
strike. 

A majority (51% or 3,120) of airstrikes occurred 
within populated areas. 46,561 total casualties 
resulted from these strikes. Of these, 90% (41,978) 
were civilians. 398 incidents were listed as not in 
populated areas, resulting in 8,087 casualties. From 
these, just 2% (149) were civilians. There were 2,640 
incidents when it was unclear whether the area 
bombed was populated or not. Of the casualties 
caused by these, 16 % (4,761 of 29,316) were civil-
ians. These were most likely non-populated. 
The worst affected country over the decade from 

Figure 3 Airstrike Casualties 2011-2020. Source: 
AOAV’s EVM. 

Figure 4 Airstrike Casualties, deaths vs injuries 
2011-2020. Source: AOAV’s EVM. 
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Air Force Provides Critical CAS During Operation Hammer Down II, DVIDSHUB (cc by 2.0).

Figure 5 Airstrike per Country 2011-2020. Source: 
AOAV’s EVM. 

airstrikes has been Syria. It has suffered 2,536 
attacks, 41% of the global total. Afghanistan is 
second with 1,322 incidents - 21% of the global 
total. Similarly, in terms of total civilian casualties 
from airstrikes, Syria is the worst affected (26,485 
casualties). Despite suffering fewer individual strikes 
than Afghanistan, both Yemen and Iraq have higher 
casualty counts - 9,209 and 5,236 respectively. Of 
the five countries that have received the most air-
strikes over the decade: Yemen has seen the highest 
rate of civilian deaths per strike (6.9), followed by 
Syria (6.4), then Iraq (4.1). Airstrikes have been used 
in 28 countries since 2011. 
The perpetrator responsible for the most civilian 
casualties is the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen. Their 
airstrikes have caused 8,918 civilian casualties, 49% 
(4,344) of these were fatal.

Next is the Syrian state forces, responsible for 
7,488 casualties, 51% (3,816) of which were 
lethal. However, when combined, US-led or NATO 
airstrikes, bombing in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, 
Pakistan, Somalia, Syria and Yemen actually killed 
more civilians (5,263) but had a lower overall civilian 

casualty count (7,393). This means American air-
strikes are, on average, far more deadly, with a 71% 
fatality rate for civilians.
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has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 
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with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
accepted as a normal and inevitable consequence of war. 
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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 2020. 

Since the monitor began in 2010, AOAV has recorded 
the appalling suffering caused across the globe by 
both manufactured and improvised weapons. States 
and other users must politically commit to stop using 
explosive weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
report illustrates the stark urgency needed to reach 
this commitment. 

Explosive weapons: 
Weapons that share common charac-
teristics causing deaths, injuries, and 
damage by projecting explosive blast, 
heat and often fragmentation around  
a point of detonation. These weapons 
include a variety of munitions such  
as air-dropped bombs, mortars,  
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
and artillery shells.

Shusha’s historical Ghazanchetsots Cathedral damaged on 8 October 2020 during the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh conflict,  
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Case Study - Garmsir, Afghanistan, 27th November 2018

For Abdul Ahad, the evening of the 27th November 
2018 began with a traditional Landay, a gathering of 
his extended relatives for a familial feast of mut-
ton. This would’ve been more than just a meal. The 
freshly cooked meat, a rare reprieve from the daily 
staples of bread and yoghurt, bringing comfort, 
warmth and energy to get through the cold winter 
months ahead. 

Later that night, a kilometre down the road from 
Abdul’s, his older brother Aktar along with his wife 
Bibi Ghoncha, his sister, adult children, their part-
ners and their own children. The family had just 
celebrated the birth of one-month-old Muslima, 
the first child of Aktar and Bibi’s youngest son Jan 
Mohammad, 22. 

Around 10pm, Abdul heard sounds from outside, 
including gunfire and helicopters. He went to look 
and saw a car fleeing the scene and heading down 
the road towards his brother’s house, Abdul correct-
ly assuming it contained members of the Taliban. 

What he didn’t know was that the Afghan-American 
special forces team they were fleeing had called in 
an airstrike from their US Air Force above. Within 
minutes, a devastating amount of highly explosive 
material would be heading bearing down on his 
brother’s house. 

It killed nearly everyone inside. 22 members of 
the family, over three generations, were wiped out 
instantly. Qadarmana, her 18-year-old brother-in-law 
who had sat in for his brother who could not attend 
and her eldest teenage son, Esmatullah, all died. 
Her five young children, aged between one and 
seven, all remarkably survived. 

The impoverished, rural area of Kustay (estimated 
pop. 20,000) that sits in central Helmand River val-
ley, has been controlled by the Taliban for the past 
five years and lies just 20km away from the bat-
tleline of Hazar Joft, in Garmsir district. The people 
of Kustay, including Abdul, are no strangers to fear 
or fighting. 

But after they witnessed the strike, saw the farm 
raging with fire and continued to hear helicopters 
overhead they knew they couldn’t risk venturing 
outside to help the injured. 

“No one could leave the house,” recounted Abdul. 
“It was a winter’s night and all of us were sitting 
in the house. No one came out of the house until 
morning. The dead and wounded were under the 
soil, but all the people were afraid of being bombed 
again.

“When our people arrived at the scene in the morn-
ing [around 5am], there was great panic and fear, 
the house was destroyed, human flesh, pieces were 
lying around, their hands and feet would be found 
under the dust in different areas.” 

The survivors who were pulled out of the rubble 
were all young siblings. Bibi Totia, 7, Bakht Moham-
mad, 5, Ghows Mohammad, 4, Obidullah, 2, Nazia, 
1 - the five children of father Agha (absent that night) 
and mother Qadarmana Mir (killed).

The first four were found in the morning and rushed 
to Lakary Hospital, within Garmsir, but Bakht Mo-
hammad wasn’t discovered until the evening. 

He was severely burnt all over his body and so was 

Garmsir, Helmand Province, Afghanistan (Google Maps). 



‘‘
In this report Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) 
presents the findings from the tenth consecutive year  
of the Explosive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP), 
which records the casualties from explosive weapon 
use worldwide as reported in English-language media.
In 2020, AOAV recorded 18,747 deaths and injuries  
as a result of the use of explosive weapons around  
the world. As seen every year for the past decade, 
civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 

reported harmed by explosive weapons in populated 
areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 
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with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
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taken to the more advanced Lashkar Gah Hospital, 
in the capital of Helmand. The road from Kustay to 
Lashkar Gah is “rough”, the 100km journey taking 
at least four hours to complete. Those who did not 
travel began to bury their relatives.

In the provincial capital, Dr. Khushal confirmed 
Bakht was transferred to Boot Hospital in the city 
as they were able to treat burn victims. He spent 
12 days there. Despite his injuries and suffering for 
roughly 24-hours without treatment, the young boy 
survived. “God give him health. Now he is fine,” said 
his uncle Mohammadullah, although Bakht has not 
yet been able to go to school.

Back in Kustay, there was outrage. The family insist 
none of those in Aktar’s home were members of the 
Taliban, they were farmers. The NATO forces said 
the fighters were using Aktar’s farm as a “fighting 
position” and claimed the strike had killed 16 Talib-
an. 

But the combatants were not amongst the dead 
according to Kustay resident Feda Mohammad, 
interviewed by Reuters at the time. Yet the Helmand 
Governor, Mohammad Yasin Khan, claimed there 
had been both civilian and Taliban casualties. 

Whether all of the Taliban were killed, or some made 
a timely escape, is unclear. What is clear, and can 
still be seen at the untouched bomb site that used 
to be Aktar’s home - “We don’t want to build this 
house. It is still in such a state of disrepair” - is the 
devastation laid upon one family. 

“This incident has saddened our entire family, rela-
tives and the people of our homeland. It has affect-
ed us very badly. Our homeland is still in fear. Our 
children are still afraid of planes,” said Abdul. 

The two relatives of the victims that we spoke to, 
Abdul and Mohammadullah, continue to work as 
farmers in Kustay, cultivating wheat and corn. They 
earn around $600-700 a year and live in extreme 
poverty. Due to the conflict, development pro-
grammes haven’t reached Kustay. Many have left 
for the more prosperous cities. Those who’ve stayed 
feel forgotten and unrepresented. 

Shortly after the incident, with complaints being 
made to local officials, a U.S. military spokesman in 
Kabul, Maj. Bariki Mallya, blamed secondary explo-
sions from stored munitions for the civilian deaths.

Later, a spokesperson for the NATO mission in Af-
ghanistan said: “At the time of the strike, the ground 
force was unaware of any civilians in or around the 
compound; they only knew that the Taliban was 
using the building as a fighting position.

“We investigate every credible allegation of error and 
review every mission to learn, adapt and improve.”

Although as Mohammadullah pointed out to AOAV: 
“Our entire area is under the control of the Taliban, 
the government cannot come there nor did they 
come to investigate the incident at that time.”

The airstrike that killed 22 and injured five members 
of the same family, from grandparents Aktar and 
Bibi to their new-born granddaughter Muslima, is 
recorded in the US Department of Defense’s 2018 
Annual Summary of Civilian Casualty Incidents11 - 
but only lists 14 civilians killed and three injured.12 
Ten casualties unacknowledged by their killer.

The forgotten people of Kustay, even in the face of 
mortal injustice, remain forgotten. 

Abdul Ahad (Aziz Tassal).

Mohmmadullah (Aziz Tassal).



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 2020. 

Since the monitor began in 2010, AOAV has recorded 
the appalling suffering caused across the globe by 
both manufactured and improvised weapons. States 
and other users must politically commit to stop using 
explosive weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
report illustrates the stark urgency needed to reach 
this commitment. 

Explosive weapons: 
Weapons that share common charac-
teristics causing deaths, injuries, and 
damage by projecting explosive blast, 
heat and often fragmentation around  
a point of detonation. These weapons 
include a variety of munitions such  
as air-dropped bombs, mortars,  
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
and artillery shells.
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SDG 16 - Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions

Figure 6 Child Casualties and Total Civilian 
Casualties from Airstrikes (2016-2020). Source: 
AOAV’s EVM.

16.1.1 - Number of direct civilian deaths 
and injuries from explosive weapons, 
disaggregated by gender and age.

Case Study
22 civilians were killed and five injured in the attack, 
all from the same family. Of the dead, 10 (45%) were 
children. All five survivors were young children, aged 
between one and seven. Of the 12 adults who were 
killed, the average age was 30. It was made up of 
two grandparents, aged 57 and 55 as well as 10 
others aged between 18-45.

Of the children, the average age of those killed was 
4.2. The youngest being just one-month old. Of 
those who survived, the average age was just 3.8. 
Of the 15 child casualties, eight were male, seven 
female. Overall, 10 of the 22 killed were male, 12 
female. 

Afghanistan
The use of airstrikes has been devastating for 
Afghanistan as a whole. In the past five years (2016-
20), there have been 3,977 total casualties, 53% 
(2,122) killed, 47% (1,855) injured. 

Of these, 40% (1,598) of the civilian casualties were 
children. 785 killed and 813 injured.13 In 2020, 17% 
of the total casualties from airstrikes were women.14

16.2.1 - Number of indirect civilian deaths 
and injuries from explosive weapons, 
disaggregated by gender and age.

Case Study
Attributing indirect deaths and injuries to a single 
occurrence of explosive violence is inherently 
difficult. UNIDIR defines indirect deaths and injuries 
as those ‘resulting from a loss of access to essential 
goods and services as a consequence of explosive 
weapons use’.15 Given the precise and contained 
nature of the strike on the farm in Kustay, it is hard 
to designate any specific indirect casualties to the 
attack. 

However, the general security situation in the village 
has led to significant underdevelopment in the area. 
As such, Kustay has seen a recent rise in measles 
which has likely claimed casualties. Similarly, 
displacement of those impacted by airstrikes and 
the conflict in general has made it even harder to 
develop decent transport and irrigation systems by 
those left behind. A lack of nutrition and access to 
medical facilities are all likely to claim lives. These 
factors will be discussed later in more detail. 

Global Trends
Indirect deaths must inherently be based on 
estimates, but key indicators can point us 
towards the causes behind them. Syria, which has 
experienced by far the most airstrikes in the past 
decade, was estimated, by 2016, to have suffered 
at least 70,000 indirect deaths, due to “lack of 
adequate health services, medicine, especially 
for chronic diseases, lack of food, clean water, 
sanitation and proper housing, especially for those 
displaced within conflict zones.”16 As shall be 
evidenced in this report, thousands of airstrikes in 
populated areas in Syria have played a huge part in 
this infrastructural damage.



‘‘
In this report Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) 
presents the findings from the tenth consecutive year  
of the Explosive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP), 
which records the casualties from explosive weapon 
use worldwide as reported in English-language media.
In 2020, AOAV recorded 18,747 deaths and injuries  
as a result of the use of explosive weapons around  
the world. As seen every year for the past decade, 
civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 

reported harmed by explosive weapons in populated 
areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 
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The ICRC remains deeply concerned by the use of explosive weapons 
with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
accepted as a normal and inevitable consequence of war. 
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SDG 11 - Sustainable Citites and Communities

11.1.1 - Number or proportion of housing or 
shelter damaged or destroyed by explosive 
weapons 

Case Study
The nature of the US airstrike, combined with the 
topography in Kustay means that there was no 
damage to housing outside of the targeted building. 
The house, belonging to Aktar Mohammed, was 
completely destroyed. After the initial explosion, a 
fire raged for some time. When the rescue effort was 
launched in the morning after the attack, a car, a 
tractor and two motorcycles were discovered to be 
destroyed. Also it was reported that all the livestock, 
sheeps and cows, were killed. 

The nearest building to the target is around one kilo-
metre away, so it did not suffer any damage. 

Global Trends
Airstrikes deliver a high quantity of explosives at 
great velocity (the Tomahawk missile can reach 
speeds of up to 550mph).17 As such, even when 
they are precisely targeted, there will be significant 

damage to the surrounding environment. Many 
casualties are caused from the collapse of buildings, 
rather than directly from the blast. 

A 2018 study, analysing the impact on civilians 
of the conflict in Yemen over a six month period 
(December 2017-May 2018) found that 2,308 civilian 
structures were damaged, the vast majority caused 
by airstrikes. Most frequently damaged were houses 
(856) and residential farms (551). Civilian infrastruc-
ture was also frequently impacted (98), including 
main roads, bridges, telecommunication infrastruc-
ture, governmental compounds, ports and airports. 

The city of Sa’ada experienced by far the most 
airstrikes in this period, resulting in “a pattern of 
almost daily attacks on civilian structures in the 
northern governorate.”18 

A 2017 survey of Syrian refugees in Lebanon found 
that 44% of all respondents had their own homes
destroyed due to the use of explosive weapons, 
primarily airstrikes and artillery weapons.19

(BBC).20 The City of Mosul, Iraq before and after continual airstrikes



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 2020. 

Since the monitor began in 2010, AOAV has recorded 
the appalling suffering caused across the globe by 
both manufactured and improvised weapons. States 
and other users must politically commit to stop using 
explosive weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
report illustrates the stark urgency needed to reach 
this commitment. 

Explosive weapons: 
Weapons that share common charac-
teristics causing deaths, injuries, and 
damage by projecting explosive blast, 
heat and often fragmentation around  
a point of detonation. These weapons 
include a variety of munitions such  
as air-dropped bombs, mortars,  
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
and artillery shells.
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The United Nations21 estimates that 80% of the 
housing in Mosul was destroyed during the fighting, 
which included numerous airstrikes. In fact, the city 
suffered the 2017 Mosul Massacre in which between 
140 and 240 civilians22 were killed by coalition air-
strikes. AOAV data shows that Mosul has suffered 
the second greatest number of airstrikes in the past 
decade, 198, behind only Raqqa (212). 

Such devastation is not new, although perhaps has 
been extended by the larger quantities of explosive 
used. During World War Two, bombing raids on 
London destroyed around one million homes. At the 
end of the war, 40% of Germany and Japan’s civilian 
residential buildings had been destroyed, with seven 
million Germans losing their homes.23

11.1.2 - Number or proportion of cultural 
property damaged or destroyed by explosive 
weapons

Case Study
No cultural property was damaged by the US 
airstrike. However, the family that were killed had 
gathered that day to conduct the cultural tradition 
of Landay - to enjoy the meat of the freshly slaugh-

tered sheep during the winter months. As their other 
sheep were killed in the airstrike, this could be con-
sidered destroyed cultural property. 

Global Trends
There is currently no comprehensive global source 
documenting damage to cultural property by ex-
plosive weapons. Since airstrikes have such a wide 
radius of harm, they can often damage cultural sites. 
Yemen’s cultural property has been significantly 
damaged by airstrikes in recent years. In June 2015, 
an airstrike hit the ancient city of Marib, the largest 
ancient city in South Arabia. The Great Dam was 
struck, damaging the ancient Sabaean inscriptions 
on its walls.24 The Dam is considered a wonder of 
technical engineering and also appears in a verse of 
the Qur’an. 

11.1.3 - Number or proportion of service 
plants and installations damaged or 
destroyed by explosive weapons

Case Study
Given the precise nature of the attack and the un-
derdevelopment of Kustay, there was no record of 
damage to service plants. 

Sana’a After an Airstrike on 20 April 2015 - Widespread Distruction, Ibrahem Qasim (CC BY-SA 4.0).
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In this report Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) 
presents the findings from the tenth consecutive year  
of the Explosive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP), 
which records the casualties from explosive weapon 
use worldwide as reported in English-language media.
In 2020, AOAV recorded 18,747 deaths and injuries  
as a result of the use of explosive weapons around  
the world. As seen every year for the past decade, 
civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 
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areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 
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military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
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The general security situation in the area has led 
to an underdevelopment of infrastructure, with no 
access to electricity, irrigation or water pipes in 
Kustay. Deadly airstrikes such as the one featured in 
this report has also led to a displacement of people, 
meaning the political urgency for such development 
only diminishes.25

Global Trends
Key urban infrastructure is at great risk from air-
strikes, especially in conflict-ridden nations where 
systems may be rudimentary and more exposed 
to falling rubble, for example. According to the UN, 
Israeli air attacks in 2009 caused the widespread 
destruction of Gaza’s water and sanitation infra-
structure. It noted that: “Eleven wells were partially 
or totally destroyed, four water reservoirs, 20 km of 
pipes, and sewage networks and pumping stations 
in four locations were damaged. At the household 
level, more than 5,000 roof water-storage tanks, 
2,200 solar heaters, 500 water connections and 
numerous electrical pumps were destroyed. After 
the aerial bombing campaign, approximately 70% 
of the population suffered from shortages in drinking 
water.”26

11.1.4 - Proportion of transport network 
damaged or destroyed by explosive 
weapons

Case Study
There was no direct damage recorded from the US 
airstrike on the farm in Kustay. However, the prox-
imity of the village to the large Pro/Anti-government 
battlelines in Garmsir means there has been little to 
no investment in the transport network. The road to 
the provincial capital, Lashkar Gah, is described as 
“rough”,27 meaning the 100km journey takes at least 
four hours. 

Global Trends
Airstrikes often have devastating effects on trans-
port networks, especially on many remote locations 
that rely on one major route. 

After a series of airstrikes damaged bridges in 
Sana’a in 2016, the transport for 90% of the World 
Food Programme’s deliveries were disrupted.28 Such 
delays can have a knock-on economic effect. The 
more than doubling of the journey between seaports 

and Sana’a has resulted in a tripling of the price of 
key commodities such as wheat, flour, and steel 
since 2015. One single airstrike on a bridge in Lahj 
governorate was said to have affected as many as 
18,000 households.29

Overall, data from the Civilian Impact Monitoring 
Project has recorded 91 airstrikes incidents affect-
ing main roads that are estimated to have collec-
tively “hindered access or restricted freedom of 
movement for over one million households.”30

11.2.1 - Number or proportion of key 
services disrupted, including water, 
wastewater and solid waste management, 
electricity, transport networks, and 
communications

Case Study
The provision of these key services range from 
extremely limited to non-existent in Kustay. This 
means the US airstrike in question had no direct 
impact on these key services. 

However, the general degree of insecurity caused 
by the conflict, including the threat of airstrikes, has 
meant there has been little to no effort from either 
pro or anti-government forces to improve or install 
such facilities. 

Global Trends
Urban services are complex and interconnected 
systems, meaning virtually no system can function 
without the others, directly or indirectly. Airstrikes 
on critical infrastructures result in the inoperabili-
ty of energy grids, hospitals, and water treatment 
systems, inevitably leading to scarcity of food and 
functioning health infrastructures. This in turn leads 
to increasingly poor health conditions caused by 
malnutrition, low quality/absence of water, and 
the spreading of diseases.31 As such, intentionally 
striking health or water facilities is considered a war 
crime under international law.32

These risks are particularly pertinent in areas already 
lacking access to essential services. In 2018 Sau-
di-led coalition airstrikes struck facilities provid-
ing most of the water to the port city of Hodeida. 
Three months later, a 170 per cent spike in cases of 
cholera was recorded by Save The Children.33



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 2020. 

Since the monitor began in 2010, AOAV has recorded 
the appalling suffering caused across the globe by 
both manufactured and improvised weapons. States 
and other users must politically commit to stop using 
explosive weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
report illustrates the stark urgency needed to reach 
this commitment. 

Explosive weapons: 
Weapons that share common charac-
teristics causing deaths, injuries, and 
damage by projecting explosive blast, 
heat and often fragmentation around  
a point of detonation. These weapons 
include a variety of munitions such  
as air-dropped bombs, mortars,  
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
and artillery shells.

Shusha’s historical Ghazanchetsots Cathedral damaged on 8 October 2020 during the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh conflict,  
26 October 2020,                  MEDIA.
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11.3
1 - Number or proportion of population 
displaced, disaggregated by gender and age
2 - Number of deaths, missing persons and 
persons affected by explosive weapons 
per 100,000 population, disaggregated by 
gender and age34

Case Study
The US airstrike on a family home in rural Kustay 
was the deadliest single event in the area this 
decade. But it is by no means an isolated incident 
of harm. Kustay is controlled by the Taliban and lies 
just 20km away from the battleline of Hazar Joft, in 
Garmsir district. The proximity to fighting, combined 
with underdevelopment in basic infrastructure has 
led many people to leave the village and move to 
Garmsir, the eponymous central city of the district or 
Lashkar Gah, the capital city of Helmand province, 
although no specific numbers have been record-
ed.35 Such cases of displacement, fueled by fleeing 
the Taliban in the countryside, has led to the urban 
population doubling in Afghanistan between 2001 
and 2018. This in turn has created further problems. 
Basic services are strained and there has been a 
sharp rise in urban crime in the country’s major 
cities.36

When it comes to how the area was impacted 
proportionally, the attack in Kustay left 22 dead and 
five injured. In a rural village of roughly 20,000, this 
means 110 killed per 100,000 population. 

In terms of non-fatal effects, 20-year-old 
Mohammadullah, who had to pull his teenage 
brother, his sister-in-law and young nephews bodies 
out of the wreckage left by the airstrike, suffered 
serious trauma. “I lost my mind. I went crazy,” he 
told AOAV.37

Global Trends
The inability to defend oneself against airstrikes 
prospectively, as well as their devastation in 
actuality, are key reasons why people flee regions 
of conflict.  A 2017 survey of Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon found that “when asked about the catalyst 
for their forced displacements, the most common 
reply by men and women alike is bombing and 
shelling (36% of all respondents).” The same survey 
also found that women faced particular challenges 
after such attacks, including resisting criminals and 
physical home security.38

Reasons for displacement amongst Syrian Refugees in Lebanon, 2017 (Humanity and Inclusion).39



‘‘
In this report Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) 
presents the findings from the tenth consecutive year  
of the Explosive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP), 
which records the casualties from explosive weapon 
use worldwide as reported in English-language media.
In 2020, AOAV recorded 18,747 deaths and injuries  
as a result of the use of explosive weapons around  
the world. As seen every year for the past decade, 
civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 

reported harmed by explosive weapons in populated 
areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 

Introduction

The ICRC remains deeply concerned by the use of explosive weapons 
with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
accepted as a normal and inevitable consequence of war. 

Ms. Véronique Christory, Senior Arms Control Adviser, ICRC New York.  
Statement to the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly, First  
Committee: General debate on all disarmament and international security  
agenda items, 20 Oct 2020.1
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SDG 3 - Good Health and Well-Being

3.1.1 - Number or proportion of health 
facilities damaged or destroyed by explosive 
weapons

Case Study 
The airstrike on the farm in Kustay did not hit or 
damage any medical facilities. 

Global Trends
In Syria, there has been a sustained bombing 
campaign on hospitals by Syrian and Russian forces 
over the past decade. Physicians for Human Rights, 
an advocacy group that tracks attacks on medical 
workers in Syria, has documented at least 583 such 
attacks since 2011, 266 of them since Russia inter-
vened in September 2015.40

Comparatively, air-launched attacks on health facil-
ities in Syria were proportionally far more common41 
and far more deadly than ground-launched 
attacks.42

3.1.2 - Number of health workers 
killed or injured by explosive weapons, 
disaggregated by gender

Case Study
The airstrike on the farm in Kustay did not kill or 
injure any health workers. However, the threat of 
explosive violence is pervasive in Garmsir. The 
doctor who treated the victims, Dr Taj Mohammad, 
was himself killed by a roadside bomb not long after 
he saved the lives of the four young children.43

 
Afghanistan
Health workers are frequently at risk in conflict 
zones. Some of the deadliest attacks for health 
workers have come from airstrikes targeting health 
facilities. In 2015, UNAMA documented 20 health 
workers killed and 43 injured in Logar, Nangarhar, 
Balkh, Kandahar, Paktya, Ghazni and Kunduz. The 
vast majority of these casualties were caused by a 
US airstrike, in October 2015, that hit a Médecins 
Sans Frontières (MSF) hospital in Kunduz on 3 

October, which resulted in the death of 14 health 
workers including doctors, nurses and pharmacists 
and four caretakers, as well as 24 patients.44

Similarly, to the Kustay airstrike, the US “claimed 
they had received reports that the hospital building 
was holding active Taliban militia.” This was despite 
the fact no MSF staff had reported this to be the 
case. Also, both the US and Afghan militaries had 
been made aware of the coordinates of the hospital 
by MSF. 

Global Trends
Airstrikes are one of the primary causes of violent 
death for medical workers. Between 2011 and 2019, 
at least 916 medical professionals were killed in 
Syria.45 Another study found the majority (55%) of 
deaths were caused by shelling and bombing.46

The recent airstrikes by Israel resulted in two of 
Gaza’s most senior doctors being killed. In conflict-
ridden areas, where medical experts are often few 
and far between, this can have greater reverberating 
effects to the wider local medical management. 
The death of the head of internal medicine 
at Gaza’s largest hospital, as well as a senior 
neurologist, resulted in a “huge loss to the medical 
community.”47

3.1.3 - Shortages in essential medical 
supplies

Case Study
There were no shortages caused by the airstrike. 
However, the closest facility, able to treat the burns 
of the young five-year-old, was a four hour journey 
away. 

Global Trends
Conflict-ridden areas have fragile supply chains. 
One airstrike hitting a hospital, pharmacy, road or 
fuel reserve could lead to a shortage in medical 
supplies. 



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 2020. 

Since the monitor began in 2010, AOAV has recorded 
the appalling suffering caused across the globe by 
both manufactured and improvised weapons. States 
and other users must politically commit to stop using 
explosive weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
report illustrates the stark urgency needed to reach 
this commitment. 

Explosive weapons: 
Weapons that share common charac-
teristics causing deaths, injuries, and 
damage by projecting explosive blast, 
heat and often fragmentation around  
a point of detonation. These weapons 
include a variety of munitions such  
as air-dropped bombs, mortars,  
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
and artillery shells.

Shusha’s historical Ghazanchetsots Cathedral damaged on 8 October 2020 during the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh conflict,  
26 October 2020,                  MEDIA.
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The constant aerial bombardment on Yemen has 
contributed to medicine shortages. The main 
paediatric hospital in the north of the country was 
forced to close due to damage from airstrikes and a 
lack of fuel and medical resources.

Health centers containing medical supplies have 
been destroyed and subsequent blockades have led 
to shortages. The problem is particularly acute in 
Yemen as it relies on imports for 100% of its medi-
cines.48

3.1.4 - Number or proportion of ambulances 
destroyed (locally)

Case Study
There were no ambulances destroyed in this attack. 
The victims were driven to the hospital by relatives. 
AOAV was told that it was unlikely that an ambu-
lance would venture into the dangerous rural district. 

Global Trends
Paramedics are very susceptible to attack. Their 
ambulances are mobile, highly visible and pass 

through multiple military checkpoints. Plus, they 
frequently attend scenes of recent violence which 
puts them at risk of ‘double-tap’ attacks, where a 
location is bombed twice several minutes apart with 
an intention to target first responders. This tactic 
has been used by Syrian and Russian air forces.49 

According to the British Medical Journal, from 2016 
to 2017 in Syria, there were 204 individual attacks 
involving 243 ambulances. The majority (55%) of 
ambulances were damaged or destroyed by air-to-
surface missiles.50

Half (49%) were either heavily damaged or put out 
of service. The main perpetrators were the Syrian 
regime (60%) and the Russian armed forces (29%). 
Half (52%) of ambulances were directly targeted.51 
This is despite ambulances being protected under 
international Humanitarian Law and the Geneva 
Convention.52

In the space of one month in eastern Aleppo, in 
2016, five ambulances were bombed, with two 
completely destroyed, leaving just 11 working 
ambulances for a population of 250,000.53 

Gunfight and Airstrike in Korengal Valley, The U.S. Army (cc by 2.0).



‘‘
In this report Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) 
presents the findings from the tenth consecutive year  
of the Explosive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP), 
which records the casualties from explosive weapon 
use worldwide as reported in English-language media.
In 2020, AOAV recorded 18,747 deaths and injuries  
as a result of the use of explosive weapons around  
the world. As seen every year for the past decade, 
civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 

reported harmed by explosive weapons in populated 
areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 

Introduction

The ICRC remains deeply concerned by the use of explosive weapons 
with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
accepted as a normal and inevitable consequence of war. 

Ms. Véronique Christory, Senior Arms Control Adviser, ICRC New York.  
Statement to the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly, First  
Committee: General debate on all disarmament and international security  
agenda items, 20 Oct 2020.1
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3.2.1 - Number or proportion of health 
facilities with service disruptions

Case Study
No health facilities were disrupted by this attack. 
Dr Khushal, a doctor at the EMERGENCY Hospital 
in Lashkar Gah, said he did not remember treating 
the young burn victim since they have so many 
wounded civilian patients in the province.54

Afghanistan 
The Kunduz Trauma Centre (mentioned above) 
has been closed ever since it was struck in 2015. 
According to MSF: “the need for life-saving trauma 
care is extremely high in Kunduz and the availabil-
ity of free, quality medical care is still very low.” A 
new centre has been built and is set to be opened 
in 2021 - meaning the region has gone six years 
without a specialist trauma centre. In the five days 
prior to the attack, the centre had treated 376 
patients in the emergency room.55

Global Trends
Health facilities that are open in areas facing aerial 
bombardments are extremely likely to face service 
disruption. In north west Syria, for example, a survey 
of healthcare workers found that 78% of health care 
personnel had witnessed at least one attack on a 
healthcare facility, with airstrikes being the most 
common form (72%) of attack.56 

Arguably, service disruptions may lead to more 
deaths than the airstrikes themselves. The World 
Bank estimated that the collapse of basic ameni-
ties and the health sector in Syria meant more had 
died from medical failures and disease than from 
bombing and other military activity.57

3.2.2 - Health worker density and distribution 
per 10,000 population, compared with pre-
conflict

Case Study
The airstrike on the farm in Kustay did not kill or 
injure any health workers. However, the threat of ex-
plosive violence is pervasive in Garmsir. The doctor 
who treated the victims, Dr Taj Mohammad, was 
himself killed by a roadside bomb not long after he 
saved the lives of the four young children.58 These 

losses are likely to deter many healthcare profes-
sionals from working in the region. Helmand, the 
province containing Kustay, has one of the lowest 
densities of doctors, nurses and midwives in the 
country.59

Afghanistan
According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), 
many ‘post-conflict’ countries that have suffered 
from airstrikes in the past decade, such as Afghani-
stan, Sudan, and Somalia still have an over-reliance 
on international doctors, according to the WHO.60

Afghanistan has the second lowest health workforce 
density and the highest level of rural residing pop-
ulation in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, with a 
ratio of 4.6 medical doctors, nurses and midwives 
per 10,000 people, considerably below the WHO’s 
minimum threshold of 23 health care professionals 
per 10,000.61 

Although, the same study notes that Afghanistan 
has made progress in that respect. from 1 doctor, 
1.29 nurses and 0.24 midwives per 10,000 people in 
2003, to 1.2 doctors, 2.1 nurses and 1.3 midwives in 
2017.62 

3.2.3 - Difference in proportion of births 
attended by skilled health personnel, 
compared with pre-conflict

Case Study
No data available. However, anecdotally, one of the 
victim’s family that was interviewed by AOAV told us 
there were now more clinics and maternity clinics 
available.63

Afghanistan
According to the UN, Afghanistan has one of the 
highest maternal mortality rates in the world. Some 
638 women die per 100,000 live births, with fewer 
than 60% of births overseen by skilled health pro-
fessionals, as of 2020.64

Global Trends
In Yemen, the fourth most aerially bombed country 
in the past decade, maternity care resources have 
been significantly impacted by the conflict. As 
reported by UNICEF, between 2015-18, only 3 in 10 



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 2020. 

Since the monitor began in 2010, AOAV has recorded 
the appalling suffering caused across the globe by 
both manufactured and improvised weapons. States 
and other users must politically commit to stop using 
explosive weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
report illustrates the stark urgency needed to reach 
this commitment. 

Explosive weapons: 
Weapons that share common charac-
teristics causing deaths, injuries, and 
damage by projecting explosive blast, 
heat and often fragmentation around  
a point of detonation. These weapons 
include a variety of munitions such  
as air-dropped bombs, mortars,  
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
and artillery shells.

Shusha’s historical Ghazanchetsots Cathedral damaged on 8 October 2020 during the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh conflict,  
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births took place in health facilities. And even those 
who make it to hospitals will find them struggling 
with even basic resources. As of 2019, only 51% of 
health facilities were fully functional, and nearly all 
suffered severe shortages of medicines, equipment 
and staff. One in every 260 women died during 
childbirth, and one in every 37 children died in the 
first month of life.65

3.2.4 - Difference in proportion of the 
population with access to affordable 
medicines and vaccines, compared with pre-
conflict

Case Study
No specific data available. However, one of the 
victim’s family that was interviewed by AOAV told 
us that the children in the area had received some 
vaccinations, but there were still major problems 
with children suffering from coughs, fever, diarrhea 
and measles.66

Global Trends
In the space of 10 days in early 2018, two MSF 
health facilities were hit by airstrikes in Idlib, Syria. 

The latter strike hit a center that was conducting a 
vaccination drive in the district of Mishmishan. In 
the second half of 2017, they had vaccinated more 
than 10,000 children there. According to MSF: “This 
service is now shattered. The area of the health 
center where the vaccination activity took place was 
badly damaged, destroying the stock of vaccines 
and the fridges required to keep the vaccines 
cold.”67

3.3.1 - Difference in maternal, neonatal and 
under-five mortality, compared with pre-
conflict

Case Study
There is no data available. It is worth noting, 
however, that the only survivors from the attack 
were all young children, aged seven and under. They 
were all treated at medical facilities, one at a spe-
cialist burns unit in Lashkar Gah for 12 days. 

Afghanistan 
A 2020 study that quantified various maternal 
and child health indicators , found that the scores 
for antenatal care, facility delivery, skilled birth 
attendance and oral rehydration therapy were 

091126-F-8155K-907, Airman Magazine (CC BY-NC 2.0).



‘‘
In this report Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) 
presents the findings from the tenth consecutive year  
of the Explosive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP), 
which records the casualties from explosive weapon 
use worldwide as reported in English-language media.
In 2020, AOAV recorded 18,747 deaths and injuries  
as a result of the use of explosive weapons around  
the world. As seen every year for the past decade, 
civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 

reported harmed by explosive weapons in populated 
areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 

Introduction

The ICRC remains deeply concerned by the use of explosive weapons 
with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
accepted as a normal and inevitable consequence of war. 

Ms. Véronique Christory, Senior Arms Control Adviser, ICRC New York.  
Statement to the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly, First  
Committee: General debate on all disarmament and international security  
agenda items, 20 Oct 2020.1
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Among the most prevalent medical conditions [seen 
amongst displaced families that cannot access care] are 
respiratory tract infections and chronic diseases, such as 
diabetes and hypertension. Without access to care, these 
conditions can worsen, and, in the case of chronic diseases, 
become eventually life-threatening.
Omar Ahmed Abenza, MSF head of mission for northwestern Syria, speaking in 
2018.75 

“significantly lower for severe conflict provinces 
when compared to minimal conflict provinces.”68 
However, any data on this indicator disaggregated 
by weapon type is unavailable. 

Global Trends
In Yemen, maternal and neonatal care has been 
severely inhibited by airstrikes. The maternal 
mortality rate has risen sharply since the escalation 
of the conflict, from five maternal deaths a day in 
2013 to 12 maternal deaths a day in 2018.69

Due to the conflict, many mothers simply cannot 
access a health facility. For those that do, they are 
faced with staff and equipment shortages, such as 
incubators. Pregnant women and new mothers have 
to share beds, meaning infection control is poor.70 
As mentioned before, the aerial bombardment in 
Yemen has hugely disrupted import supply chains 
in a country that relies on imports for 100% of its 
medicine.71   

3.3.2 - Difference in mortality rate attributed 
to cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes 
or chronic respiratory disease, compared 
with pre-conflict

Case Study
No data available. 

Global Trends
The bombing of a medical facility has considerable 
knock-on effects. After two MSF facilities were hit 
by airstrikes in Idlib in 2018, for example, nearby 
facilities reduced services to protect staff and 
patients. This means those suffering with treatable 

problems receive no care and their conditions often 
worsen. So, as healthcare capacity is reduced by 
airstrikes, even greater demand for advanced care is 
generated. 

3.3.3 - Difference in reported cases of 
and number of deaths from preventable 
diseases such as cholera, measles or polio 
or changes in the life expectancy of HIV-
positive patients, compared with pre-conflict

Case Study
There is no data available. However, one of the 
victim’s family that was interviewed by AOAV told 
us that the children in the area were suffering from 
measles with people dying regularly from the condi-
tion.72

Global Trends
A 2020 medical study, that looked at death rates in 
193 countries over 27 years, found that conflict led 
to a significant rise in indirect deaths relating to HIV-
AIDS, cardiovascular diseases, tropical diseases, 
enteric infections, respiratory infections and tuber-
culosis.73

Another study, from 2016, found that rates of polio 
were higher in countries with political conflict and 
instability. “Wars and conflict have resulted in the 
reemergence of polio in countries that were po-
lio-free for decades, and may contribute to the 
spread of the virus to neighboring countries,” it 
concluded.74 However, the disaggregated analysis of 
a specific weapon type on these findings has yet to 
be produced.



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 2020. 

Since the monitor began in 2010, AOAV has recorded 
the appalling suffering caused across the globe by 
both manufactured and improvised weapons. States 
and other users must politically commit to stop using 
explosive weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
report illustrates the stark urgency needed to reach 
this commitment. 

Explosive weapons: 
Weapons that share common charac-
teristics causing deaths, injuries, and 
damage by projecting explosive blast, 
heat and often fragmentation around  
a point of detonation. These weapons 
include a variety of munitions such  
as air-dropped bombs, mortars,  
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
and artillery shells.
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SDG 4 - Quality Education

Attacks on schools are one 
of the six grave violations 
against children identified by 
the UN Security Council.76

4.1.1 - Number or proportion of education 
facilities damaged or destroyed by explosive 
weapons

Case Study
There were no education facilities damaged by the 
US airstrike on a civilian family’s farm in November 
2018. 

Afghanistan
The Global Coalition to Protection Education from 
Attack (GCPEA) recorded 151 attacks on schools 
in Afghanistan in 2018, nearly half (44%) of which 
involved explosive weapons.77 In October 2020, an 
Afghan Airforce bombing hit a school in the northern 
province of Takhar, killing 11 children and their 
teacher. The Afghan government denied the civilian 
casualties but did not deny they had targeted the 
school.78 

Global Trends 
It is against international humanitarian law (IHL) 
to attack targets without discriminating between 
military and civilian targets. However, military (ab)
use of an education institution can convert it into 
a legitimate military target, under IHL.79 AOAV 
recorded 53 airstrikes (2011-20) where the primary 
target appears to have been a school. These strikes 
caused 1,257 casualties, the majority of which were 
suffered in Syria (730).80

These figures will not include additional cases where 
schools were damaged by airstrikes less directly. 
The Yemeni Ministry of Human Rights reported that 
by the end of 2015, 1,012 schools were document-
ed to have been targeted, destroyed and damaged 
by the Saudi-led coalition’s airstrikes.81 

Throughout Syria, it’s estimated that around 40% 
of schools have been damaged and destroyed by 
the conflict. The charity Syria Relief reports that six 

of their schools have been “deliberately targeted by 
airstrikes.”82 Syria has suffered a consistent barrage 
of aerial attacks against its schools. The UN verified 
120 attacks on educational facilities over 2014 & 
2015 and noted that the Ministry of Education had 
reported 889 schools partially or fully damaged by 
the end of 2014.83

4.1.2 - Number or proportion of educators 
killed or injured by explosive weapons, 
disaggregated by gender

Case Study
There were no educators killed or injured in the 
attack. 

Global Trends
There have been cases of educators being specif-
ically targeted by airstrikes. In June 2013, it was 
reported that a government helicopter carrying 
seven Ministry of Education employees, who were 
transporting exam papers to students in Aleppo, 
were hit with a missile. All seven employees and the 
plane’s crew died. The Syrian government accused 
opposition groups of targeting the plane.84 

According to the Yemeni Ministry of Human Rights, 
education administrative buildings were also delib-
erately targeted in the early years of the Saudi-led 
airstrikes. One such incident, on 18th August 2015, 
involved two airstrikes hitting the Ministry of Educa-
tion which resulted in the death of 17 and the injury 
of 21 educational personnel. Four children who were 
playing outside also perished.85

4.2.1 - Number or proportion of education 
facilities with service disruptions, including 
Internet

Case Study
No education facilities were closed or disrupted due 
to the airstrike. However, in the area Abdul Ahad, 
the brother and uncle of the victims, told us that 
education has been impacted in the region by the 
bombing in the local area. 



‘‘
In this report Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) 
presents the findings from the tenth consecutive year  
of the Explosive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP), 
which records the casualties from explosive weapon 
use worldwide as reported in English-language media.
In 2020, AOAV recorded 18,747 deaths and injuries  
as a result of the use of explosive weapons around  
the world. As seen every year for the past decade, 
civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 

reported harmed by explosive weapons in populated 
areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 

Introduction

The ICRC remains deeply concerned by the use of explosive weapons 
with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
accepted as a normal and inevitable consequence of war. 

Ms. Véronique Christory, Senior Arms Control Adviser, ICRC New York.  
Statement to the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly, First  
Committee: General debate on all disarmament and international security  
agenda items, 20 Oct 2020.1
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A Syria Relief School in Ma’arrat al-Numan Area of Syria After Being Hit by Airstrikes, 19 December 2019.86 

Afghanistan
Even when students and educators aren’t physically 
harmed, airstrikes on and around schools will signif-
icantly disrupt learning. On February 7th, 2021, Jan 
Bibi Uoz Bashi Girls’ High School in Qaisar district 
of Faryab province in Northern Afghanistan was the 
center of fighting between pro and anti-government 
forces, including airstrikes. As it was a Sunday, 
the school wasn’t open, but the fighting broke the 
school’s protective boundary wall, damaged the 
interior walls and windows and “destroyed almost all 
school equipment.”87

4.2.2 - Number of schooling days lost

Case Study
No school days were known to be lost due to this 
particular airstrike, from an institutional perspec-
tive. However, Bakht Mohammad, who was just 
five years old when he was severely burned as his 
grandfather’s house went up in flames after the airs 
trike, has still not been able to attend school due to 
his injuries. This means he has already missed 2.5 
years of primary education. 

Global Trends
Schooling days can also be lost indirectly. The 
spectre of future airstrikes that hangs over a con-
flict-zone can drive students away from the class-
room. In Syria, it was reported that 40% of schools 
have been destroyed or damaged, primarily by 
airstrikes. But for those not directly hit by missiles, 
teachers and children began attending school less, 
according to the charity Syria Relief, due to fear that 
the classroom is no longer safe due to the bombing 
campaign.88

4.2.3 - Number or proportion of children 
without access to schooling, disaggregated 
by gender and age

Case Study 
No data available.  

Afghanistan 
As of February 2021, nearly half of all school-aged 
children in Afghanistan were out-of-school, 60% 
of them girls. The Norwegian Refugee Council 
reports that: “Insecurity negatively affects school 



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 2020. 

Since the monitor began in 2010, AOAV has recorded 
the appalling suffering caused across the globe by 
both manufactured and improvised weapons. States 
and other users must politically commit to stop using 
explosive weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
report illustrates the stark urgency needed to reach 
this commitment. 

Explosive weapons: 
Weapons that share common charac-
teristics causing deaths, injuries, and 
damage by projecting explosive blast, 
heat and often fragmentation around  
a point of detonation. These weapons 
include a variety of munitions such  
as air-dropped bombs, mortars,  
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
and artillery shells.
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attendance, with higher rates of out-of-school 
children in the most affected provinces. Girls, who 
are already less likely to go to school in Afghanistan, 
have been particularly impacted by the violence.”91 
In one year, nearly 1,000 schools were closed 
in Afghanistan due to the conflict, according to 
UNICEF.92 Airstrikes, as one of the primary causes of 
death and destruction in Afghanistan, undoubtedly 
played their part in this.

4.3.
1 - Number, proportion or rate of students 
who drop out of schooling, disaggregated by 
gender
2 - Proportion of students achieving at least 
a minimum proficiency level in reading and 
mathematics, disaggregated by gender
3 - Proportion of population in a given age 
group achieving at least a fixed level of 
proficiency in functional (a) literacy and (b) 
numeracy skills, disaggregated by gender

Case Study
No data available. However, Helmand province, the 
ninth most aerially bombed region globally of the 
past decade, has the lowest rate of male literacy in 
Afghanistan, at 41%. Female literacy rates are as 
low as 1.6% in southern provinces, according to a 
2019 study.93

Afghanistan
In 2017, it was reported that around 1,100 children 
a day drop out of school in Afghanistan, largely due 
to insecurity. And once pupils are out of school, girls 
and children with disabilities are put at a greater 

disadvantage, according to Syria Relief, due to the 
tendency of regressive attitudes to prevail when 
children are out of education.94 3.7 million Afghan 
minors are unable to go to school, leaving them at 
greater risk of exploitation, including child labour, 
recruitment by armed groups, trafficking, early 
marriage.95 Approximately, 75% of those unable 
to go to school are girls.96 Whilst this isn’t directly 
attributable to airstrikes, aerial bombardments are 
certainly one of the main drivers of this insecurity. 

Global Trends
Trauma from airstrikes can have a real impact on 
mental health and a child’s capacity for learning. 
A report from Save the Children conducted in 
the Gaza Strip, found that 78% of children cited 
noise of aircraft and the threat of bombing as the 
single greatest fear, with feelings of anxiety, anger, 
withdrawal, shame, confusion, night terrors, and 
aggressiveness being recurrent in children that 
suffered blast injuries.97 

In Idlib, the most aerially bombed region of the 
decade according to AOAV’s Explosive Violence 
Monitor, and Aleppo, the fourth most bombed 
area that has the second highest rate of airstrike 
civilian casualties, significant drops in literacy and 
numeracy rates were recorded in 2018. At Grade 3 
level (Primary Education level) over 60% of children 
were not at the literacy level expected of Grade 2 
students and at Grade 8 (pre-Secondary Education 
Level) 29% were not at this level. Meanwhile, 80% 
of Grade 2 students were not at Grade 2 numeracy 
levels and 38% were still not at this level by Grade 
8.98

All the schools near the battle line are inactive like Kharako, 
Hazar Joft area where there is always fighting. All areas [in 
Garmsir] except the district center have been under Taliban 
control for five years and there has always been fighting and 
bombing in nearby areas.

People are far away from school. We are trying to build a 
school for them.
Abdul Ahad, Kustay resident and relative of airstrike victims.99 
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average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
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with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
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results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
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Other Considerations

Our whole family is ruined 
and destroyed. Our homeland 
is still in fear. Our children 
are still afraid of planes.

Abdul Ahad, brother and uncle of victims 
in Kustay.100 

Psychological Harm

One factor, omitted from UNIDIR’s EWIPA indicators, 
is the psychological impact of explosive weapons 
in populated areas. As highlighted in this report, 
aside from devastating physical injuries, psycholog-
ical harm is likely the most common health impact 
inflicted by airstrikes. 

Whilst mental health conditions are harder to 
measure and quantify than physical injuries, this 
should not preclude an attempt to codify their link to 
the use of explosive weapons. 

Economic Impacts

Another area not explored by UNIDIR’s EWIPA 
indicators is the extensive, and often long-stand-
ing, economic impacts brought about by explosive 
violence. The damage from airstrikes, combined 
with the fear of future attacks, can prevent 
economic development efforts. 

In Yemen, for example, Human Rights Watch 
profiled 13 economic facilities that were hit by 

My brother’s house was 
in the middle of the farm, 
he had planted cotton, he 
had harvested, the cotton 
and trees were destroyed - 
nothing left.

Abdul Ahad.102 

airstrikes over the course of a year (March 2015-
February 2016). They “produced, stored, or distrib-
uted goods for the civilian population including food, 
medicine, and electricity…[and] employed over 
2,500 people; following the attacks, many of the 
factories ended their production and hundreds of 
workers lost their livelihoods.”103 Measuring rever-
berating effects such as food insecurity, education 
attendance and crime rates would provide a fuller 
overall picture of the harm done by airstrikes on 
commercial properties. 

Rules and Violations and Casualty Counting

The United States were the main perpetrator of air-
strike-related civilian harm in Afghanistan in the past 
five years (2016-20). They were responsible for the 
majority (57%) of child casualties in 2018,104 the year 
of the attack in Kustay which killed 10 children and 
injured five more. The United States Department of 
Defense’s official line has not been updated since a 
NATO spokesperson first responded to the incident. 
“At the time of the strike, the ground force was 
unaware of any civilians in or around the compound; 
they only knew that the Taliban was using the build-
ing as a fighting position.”

“We investigate every credible allegation of error and 
review every mission to learn, adapt and improve,” 
they said. The event was acknowledged in the US 
Department of Defense’s 2018 Annual Summary of 
Civilian Casualty Incidents, but listed only 17 civilian 
casualties, rather than the actual 27. 

There remains a huge gap in the civilian casualties 
acknowledged by the US & NATO compared to 
UNAMA. In both 2018 and 2019, UNAMA and the 
US diverge dramatically on the figures. In 2018, the 
US only acknowledged 118 civilian casualties from 
airstrikes (70 killed, 48 injured). A difference of over 
500%. Again, in 2019 the US counts 98 deaths 
and 61 injuries due to their airstrikes.105 A margin of 
nearly 500%. 

And yet, if anything, UNAMA believes they are po-
tentially still undercounting. 
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Civilian casualties are recorded as ‘verified’ where, based on the totality of 
the information reviewed by UNAMA, it has determined that there is ‘clear 
and convincing’ evidence that civilians have been killed or injured. In order to 
meet this standard, UNAMA requires at least three different and independent 
types of sources, i.e. victim, witness, medical practitioner, local authorities, 
confirmation by a party to the conflict, community leader or other sources.

Where UNAMA is not satisfied with the quantity or quality of information 
concerning civilian casualties, it will not consider it as verified. Unverified 
incidents are not included in this report. UNAMA does not claim that the 
statistics presented in this report are complete and acknowledges possible 
under-reporting of civilian casualties given limitations inherent in the 
operating environment.

UNAMA statement on their casualty counting methodology.106 

In late 2017, then-Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis 
announced that the Rules of Engagement for airstrikes 
against the Taliban had been loosened, enabling the US 
Air Force to conduct more airstrikes. This was part of 
President Trump’s promise to “lift restrictions and ex-
pand authorities” for fighters in Afghanistan. 

In each of the following two years, the US dropped more 
weapons on Afghanistan than in the height of their pres-
ence in 2011 – at a rate of more than 20 a day. Conse-
quently, the civilian casualty rate tripled between 2017-

19.107 Yet despite this increase, the number of in-depth 
investigations into these incidents halved in 2019, with 
many charges of death or injury only receiving an initial 
assessment.108 

One of the key US rule changes was allowing more US 
forces to be embedded with Afghan military units. Since 
US airstrikes can only be called in by US personnel, 
this created far more opportunities for the use of aerial 
force.109 This is what happened in Kustay, with tragic 
consequences for Abdul Ahad’s family. 

Gaza Civil Defense Directorate crews remove the wreckage of an Israeli airstrike, Joegaza (CC BY-NC 2.0).
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Conclusion

Globally, in the past decade, we have seen the 
repeated use of airstrikes in densely populated 
areas, causing huge civilian casualties. In terms 
of frequency and overall harm caused by aerial 
attacks, Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen and Gaza 
have been the most impacted.110 Whilst technology 
to improve an airstrike’s precision has progressed, 
this has little difference when used in populated 
areas. That is why AOAV is calling on states to sign 
up to the Government of Ireland’s ‘Political Decla-
ration on Strengthening the Protection of Civilians 
from the Humanitarian Consequences that can arise 
from the use of Explosive Weapons with Wide Area 
Effects in Populated Areas’. 

As the tragic example in Kustay highlights, even 
with more advanced precision-guided missiles, 
mistakes can still easily be made - either by those 
in the aircraft or those calling in the strike on the 
ground. The mindset of distance warfare, where a 
force can strike an enemy-controlled area from the 
sky and never return, also ensures a barrier from 
their fatal mistakes. A cursory acknowledgement of 
an investigation into civilian casualties, regarding an 

airstrike in a territory you cannot visit, will not ensure 
accountability nor institutional betterment. Such 
practices allow the US to maintain lower official 
civilian casualty figures thereby helping their institu-
tional narrative that airstrikes that cause non-com-
batant death or injury are the exception, rather than 
the observable pattern of harm. 

Aside from the direct fatalities and woundings, this 
report has laid out in detail the reverberating effects 
of airstrikes on populated areas. It has shown that 
these attacks cause inordinate damage to people’s 
homes, places of work, critical infrastructure (wa-
ter-treatment, waste-management, electrical), food 
and medicine supply chains, transport networks, 
schools and hospitals. With these essential services 
removed by airstrikes, huge numbers of people 
are displaced meaning they cannot access basic 
medical care or schooling. Untreated psychological 
harm, declining literacy and numeracy rates, and 
vanished economic opportunities mean children will 
likely feel the reverberating effects of airstrikes for 
the rest of their lives. 

Israel airstrike on Gaza leaves large crater and tosses trees onto nearby houses, Joegaza (CC BY-NC 2.0).
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areas. The harm recorded in 2020 and reflected in this 
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Recommendations

• The use of airstrikes within 50km of populated areas should be unilaterally 
prohibited. This weapon type’s inherent danger to surrounding civilians and 
buildings means it cannot discriminate between legitimate and civilian targets, 
and must not be used in areas where civilians are present.

• UNIDIR should look to add to its EWIPA indicators to make provisions for the 
potentially devastating economic and psychological impacts brought about 
by the use of explosive weapons. There should also be an awareness of how 
incidents of explosive violence typically require an increase of psychological 
support to manage greater demand on services. 

• Further study should be undertaken to explore the ways in which EWIPA 
indicators can be utilised alongside other matrices pertaining to conflict, 
security, economic development and state capability in order to better negate 
the range of variables which affect long-term impacts resulting from the use of 
explosive violence. 

• States, international organisations and non-governmental organisations 
collecting and collating data on attacks on healthcare and education should 
- where possible - disaggregate their findings to highlight specific explosive 
weapon types. This will allow for greater research into the patterns of harm 
brought about by different explosive weapons.  

• States should become signatories to the proposed political declaration that 
seeks to address the humanitarian harm arising from the use of explosive 
weapons in populated areas.
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‘‘
In this report Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) 
presents the findings from the tenth consecutive year  
of the Explosive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP), 
which records the casualties from explosive weapon 
use worldwide as reported in English-language media.
In 2020, AOAV recorded 18,747 deaths and injuries  
as a result of the use of explosive weapons around  
the world. As seen every year for the past decade, 
civilians continued to bear the burden of this harm: 
civilians accounted for 11,056 of all explosive violence 
casualties recorded, or 59%. 

For the first time since our Monitor began, Afghanistan 
was the worst impacted country, as the casualties 
recorded in Syria continued to fall. Syria saw civilian 
deaths and injuries from explosive violence decline by 
58% in 2020 compared to 2019. While Afghanistan also  
saw lower levels of civilian harm, compared to 2019,  
this reduction was smaller, falling by a quarter (25%).

When explosive weapons were used in populated 
areas, the threat to civilians posed – as with other 
years – a significant concern. In 2020, 88% of those 

reported harmed by explosive weapons in populated 
areas were civilians. Civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in populated areas accounted for 89% of all 
civilian casualties harmed by explosive weapons in 2020.

These findings reiterate the consistent pattern of harm 
that AOAV has monitored over the last decade. Over 
the last ten years, AOAV has found that when explo-
sive weapons were used in populated areas, on 
average nine in every ten of the deaths and injuries 
caused were civilians. 

While this data highlights the immediate harm to 
civilians, the use of explosive weapons frequently  
has lasting impacts that linger far beyond the blast. 
AOAV and colleagues have sought to highlight some 
of the reverberating effects of explosive violence harm, 
which see even greater numbers of civilians affected, 
with impacts lasting generations.

Thousands more civilians are devastated by the 
impacts of explosive weapons than can possibly be 
hinted at by our casualty figures. AOAV’s data is not 

Introduction

The ICRC remains deeply concerned by the use of explosive weapons 
with a wide impact area in populated areas. Even when used against 
military objectives located in populated area, such weapons cause 
devastating direct and indirect civilian harm. In particular, their use 
results in unacceptably high levels of civilian casualties and destruction, 
directly caused by the weapons’ blast and fragmentation effects. Our 
first-hand experience shows that it also causes significant indirect 
(or reverberating) effects such as disruptions in the water and elec-
tricity supply, health care and other services essential to the survival 
of the civilian population. Bombing and shelling cities displaces people 
and causes major setbacks to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This grave pattern of harm cannot simply be 
accepted as a normal and inevitable consequence of war. 

Ms. Véronique Christory, Senior Arms Control Adviser, ICRC New York.  
Statement to the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly, First  
Committee: General debate on all disarmament and international security  
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