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Explosive weapons are weapons that share common
characteristics of affecting an area around a point of
detonation, through a mixture of blast, fragmentation,
and heat effects.1 They include air-dropped bombs,
artillery shells, mortar bombs, rockets, missiles, and
improvised explosive devices (IEDs), amongst others,
and share the capacity to inflict wide-ranging damage
and destruction. When used in populated areas, their
impacts are often indiscriminate and can cause
severe immediate and long-term harm to civilians.2

This series of case studies builds upon previous
research by Action on Armed Violence, which pre-
sented a compelling need for addressing the harm
caused by explosive weapons in populated areas 
as a distinct humanitarian problem.3 In 2011, AOAV’s
100 Incidents of Humanitarian Harm examined the
broad pattern of harm caused by explosive weap-
ons in populated areas. In 2012, AOAV published
Monitoring Explosive Violence, analysing a 12-month
dataset of incidents of explosive violence recorded 
by AOAV’s Explosive Violence Monitoring Project
(EVMP). The use of explosive weapons in populated
areas was recorded to have killed and injured civil-
ians on a daily basis in 2011.4 However, data on the
scale of deaths and injuries does not fully convey the
diverse range of harm. People affected often suffer
injuries with life-long impacts, psychological trauma,
and socio- and economic harm through loss of liveli-
hoods, displacement, and damage to infrastructure
and vital services, as well as from the risks posed 
by unexploded ordnance (UXO).

This series, entitled Case Studies of Explosive
Violence, explores some of these diverse impacts 

on individuals and communities through photographs
and interviews in three different contexts. The stories
and images in this series illustrate both the immediate
suffering caused by explosive weapons at the time 
of the incident as well as some of the indirect and
longer lasting impacts. The reports cover a double
IED attack on a shrine in Pakistan, an explosion in 
a stockpile of explosive weapons in the Republic of
Congo, and the sustained bombardment of cities in
Libya by explosive weapons with wide-area impacts. 

These cases are only a snapshot of the continuing
harm caused by explosive weapons. Each demon-
strates the need for urgent action to address the
problem of explosive weapons in populated areas 
and for the establishment of stronger international
standards to protect civilians from the types of suffer-
ing documented here. This need is at the heart of a
civil society call—through the International Network
on Explosive Weapons (INEW)—for states and other
actors to take immediate action to prevent human 
suffering from explosive weapons in populated areas.5

In his 2012 report to the United Nations Security
Council on the Protection of Civilians in Armed
Conflict, the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
called the humanitarian impact of such weapons 
“disastrous.” The report highlighted their use in 
Libya, Syria, Côte d’Ivoire, and Sudan, and urged 
parties to conflicts to refrain from using explosive
weapons with a wide-area impact in densely pop-
ulated areas. In tandem, Ban Ki-moon urged states,
UN actors, international organizations, and NGOs to
intensify their efforts on the issue, including through
more focused discussion and further data collection 
and analysis.6

Introduction
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During this period, data collected by AOAV’s Explo-
sive Violence Monitoring Project (EVMP) found that
civilians made up 67% of the casualties of explosive
violence in Libya. The large majority of these were
caused by ground-launched explosive weapons, often
fired together in large number across populated areas.
Misrata and Sirte were two cities in Libya that were
particularly devastated by sustained bombardments
from large-calibre mortars, rockets, and artillery and
tank shells. 

Misrata, the third-largest city in the country, was 
bombarded by shelling and Grad rocket fire from
March to May 2011. In April, a third of all the cas-
ualties reported in Libya from explosive weapons 
were recorded by the EVMP as occurring in Misrata.7

A mixed residential and commercial area including
Tripoli Street and Benghazi Street was most heavily 

affected, where many buildings including shops, 
factories, and markets were destroyed by shelling.8

Incidents of explosive violence occurred in Sirte 
from 15 September to 23 October as opposition 
fighters of the newly-formed National Transitional
Council (NTC) led an assault on the city where loyalist
forces were located, supported by a campaign of
NATO air strikes. Both sides were frequently reported 
as using explosive weapons with a wide-area impact
during the four phases of fighting that took place in
the city centre and in residential areas across the city. 
The use of these weapons in Misrata and Sirte caused
damage, distruction, and enormous civilian suffering at
the time of use and continued to have lasting impacts
impeding humanitarian recovery efforts in both cities. 

Research for this case study was carried out in May
2012 by Simon Conway, former Director of Land-
mine Action (now Action on Armed Violence). Mr
Conway conducted research through visits to Mis-
rata and Sirte and through interviews with survivors,
medical officials, and humanitarian aid-workers. 
AOAV has compiled Mr Conway’s research with 
media reports in this case study.9

Explosive weapons in Libya

“
The sustained shelling and bombard-

ment of areas populated by civilians

is causing widespread suffering.

Moreover, the damage to buildings

and infrastructure will lead to long

term and far reaching problems for

people as they try to rebuild their

lives after fighting has ceased.10

Valerie Amos, UN Humanitarian Chief, 
17 March 2011

In Libya, thousands of civilians were killed or injured during widespread
explosive violence from March to October 2011 between forces loyal to
Colonel Gaddafi and opposition fighters. 

Graffiti on a damaged wall in Misrata



GRAD ROCKETS
Rockets were used extensively by both sides during
the violence in Libya. Evidence of the use of Soviet-
manufactured 122mm BM-21 Grad rockets, as well as
the smaller Chinese-made 107mm rockets, was found
by the UN Commission of Inquiry in Libya.11 The use of
Grad rockets was met with widespread condemnation,
highlighting the harm they present to civilian lives. 

Grad rockets weigh over 60kg and are roughly three
metres in length, containing a high explosive fragmen-
tation warhead in the nose section.12 They have a range
of around 20km and up to 40 rockets are fired from
launchers over a period of twenty seconds.13 The Grad
rocket system is an ‘area-effect’ weapon designed for
use against troops massed in the open.14 Their wide
‘Circular Error Probable’ (CEP) makes them unsuitable
for attacks on point targets.15 However, during the 
violence in Libya there were a number of incidents
where Grad rockets were fired into towns and cities,
effectively saturating civilian areas with explosive 
blast and fragmentation from unguided rockets.

Pro-Gaddafi forces repeatedly used Grad rockets 
during the siege of Misrata, as well as in towns and 
villages in the west of Libya.16 In one incident on 
14 April 2011, at least 14 people were killed when
rockets fell on a queue of people waiting outside 
a bakery in Misrata.17

Rocket attacks caused severe damage to homes,
schools, medical facilities, and places of worship in
the besieged city.18 Grad rocket launchers seized in 
battle were also used by anti-Gaddafi forces during
the assault on Sirte. The report of the UN Commission
of Inquiry on Libya described how “the most common
damage and weapon debris observed was from Grad
rockets that seemed to have fallen in every part of the
city.”19 Residents spoke of “night-long Grad rocket bar-
rages fired indiscriminately, without the aid of spotters
or other attempts to aim fire at military objects.”20
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Peter Bouckaert, emergencies director at Human
Rights Watch, stated in regard to their use in Libya
that Grad rockets are “one of the world’s most inaccu-
rate rocket systems and should never be fired in 
areas with civilians.”21

MORTARS
Mortars are weapons which fire a distinctive fin-stabil-
ised bomb from a smooth-bore tube.22 The mortar
bomb is then fired across a high trajectory.23 The high
trajectory of a mortar means that they fall almost 
vertically. Because they fall at this angle, they project 
a large number of small fragments at a high velocity
over a wide 360-degree area as they detonate.24

Mortars are indirect-fire weapons. They enable users
to fire at targets that are outside of their line of sight.25

As such, they are not appropriate for striking a precise
target within a populated area where there is no opp-
ortunity to establish a clear line of sight.26 Mortars have
a high rate of fire, as the system is ready to receive
and fire another bomb as soon as the previous bomb
has left the muzzle.27 Mortars can therefore fire large
numbers of bombs across an area in a relatively short
space of time. In Libya, large-calibre mortars were often
fired in large numbers into heavily populated areas.28

During fighting in the city of Sirte in October, a journalist
based with the forces of the National Transitional Coun-
cil claimed that “in a whole week here I’ve only seen
one mortar team actually take a bearing on a target.”29

Libyan forces were known to possess large-calibre
mortars30 and the country’s stockpiles reportedly
included 81, 82, 120, and 160mm mortars.31 The
82mm mortar system has a typical range of up 
to 5km.32 According to Human Rights Watch, one 
of these mortars struck the car park of the Zawiyat 
el-Mahjoub medical clinic on 16 April 2011. The blast
from the mortar sprayed shrapnel into the clinic,
wounding civilians inside the building.33 The use of
mortars in the heavy shelling of Misrata led the UN

BM21 Grad rocket launcher, Sirte

81mm mortars awaiting
disposal near Misrata



Commission of Inquiry on Libya in its first report in
June 2011 to conclude that “Mortars are weapons 
that kill or maim whoever is within the impact zone
after they explode and they are unable to distinguish
between combatants and civilians.”34

HIGH EXPLOSIVE ARTILLERY SHELLS
High explosive shells produce fragments from the shell
casing, blast waves, and flash from heated gases.35

Shells containing a high quantity of explosive material,
such as the 152 and 155mm shells used in Misrata
and Sirte, will disperse these effects over a wide area.
This weapon has a range of up to 30km and fires 
projectiles weighing 43.5kg at a rate of six rounds 
per minute.36

Amnesty International reported how in Misrata, during
the night of 23-24 April 2011, several 155mm artillery
shells, believed to have been fired from a self-
propelled gun located in the outskirts of Misrata, 
killed at least six residents, including two children,
while they slept in their homes. 37 

Similar high explosive shells were reported to have 
a lethality radius of between 50 and 150 meters and
an expected casualty radius of between 100 and 300
metres.39 The use of these shells in populated areas
where civilians are likely to be located in proximity 
to a target therefore exposes them to severe risk of
death or injury.

Shells which are delivered by means of indirect-fire 
are targeted by a process of error correction known 
as ‘bracketing’ in which shells are aimed over and
short of a target before adjusting to find the correct
range.40 The Independent Civil Society Mission to
Libya claimed that this process “will inevitably result 
in death, injury, or damage to any individuals or
objects in the vicinity of the target.”41

TANK SHELLS
Battle tanks are armed with a powerful main gun
between 75mm and 125mm in diameter.42 Tank shells
are the large-calibre projectiles which are fired from
these armaments. 

Crates of used 125mm high explosive fragmentation
tank rounds were found after fighting at Misrata’s air-
port in May 2011.43 The rounds were fired from T-72
tanks, of which Libya is known to have had more
than 200 operational in its stockpiles.44 Once fired,
the shell breaks up into anti-personnel fragments which
cover an area of 520 square metres.45 In Misrata, it
was reported that these tank shells were fired randomly
into the city.46 Tank rounds fly in a much flatter trajec-
tory than mortars or artillery shells which travel in an
arc, and they can therefore cover this distance in just
a few seconds.47 The T-72 tank fires a high explosive
shell across a range of up to 4km.48

In Misrata, the UN Commission of Inquiry found 
damage to buildings caused by several types of 
high explosive tank rounds, including High Explosive
Squash Head (HESH) shells.49 HESH shells, like those
that were found in Sirte in October 2011, squash a
‘plaster’ of explosive across a building on impact.50

The widened surface area and the direct contact with
the building mean that when the explosive in the shell
detonates, it projects a violent blast wave which can
cause significant damage to the building.51 On 29
April, tank shells were fired into residential areas of
Misrata, causing high numbers of civilian casualties
including three young children whose home was
struck by a shell.52
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“
Our family has been decimated. 

Our homes were destroyed. We 

live in a poor neighbourhood, the

houses are simple old houses and

they crumbled under the shelling.38

Aseila Ba’ayu, 
grandmother of the children killed

125mm HEAT tank shells 
awaiting disposal near Misrata
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Casualties

HEALTHCARE

While accurate numbers are not available, the United
Nations estimates that in total 30,000 to 50,000 
people died or were injured in the Libyan conflict.53

The EVMP recorded 1,031 civilian casualties from
explosive violence within the city of Misrata, most 
of which occurred in April. According to doctors in 
the city, by 15 April more than 267 bodies had been
brought to hospital morgues, the majority of them
civilians. The number of dead was probably higher
because some families did not bring their relatives 
to the morgue, and ongoing heavy shelling meant 
that others had to be buried in small makeshift 
burial grounds.54

On 9 September, the Health Minister for the newly-
formed National Transitional Council (NTC) said that 
at least 2,000 rebels and civilians had been killed in
the Misrata area and that at least 900 people had 
suffered injuries that had resulted in loss of limbs.55

At the height of the violence in Sirte on 26 September,
a doctor at the city’s Ibn Sana hospital said that many
of the wounded people they were treating had injuries
caused by shelling.56 The full scale of civilian harm
caused during widespread explosive violence in
September and October in Sirte is likely to have been
under-reported because journalists were largely
unable to access the besieged city.57

The use of explosive weapons in populated areas in
Libya placed an enormous strain on public health and
emergency medical services, both at the time of use
and subsequently thereafter. Medics had to treat 
thousands of civilian casualties of explosive weapons
in Misrata and Sirte. Many people suffered traumatic,
complex, and life-long injuries from the blast and 
fragmentation effects of explosive weapons.  

Dr Ahmad Haman is a junior orthopaedic surgeon 
at Misrata Central Hospital. He was responsible for
triage and assisting in surgeries during the heaviest
shelling in March and April. This included one eight-
hour operation on Mehmet Bashir, a 12 year old boy
who was injured in an RPG attack. Mehmet’s right
arm was amputated and he lost two fingers on his left

hand and his right eye.  In one incident Dr Hassan had
to collect the body parts of a family who were killed
by a tank shell as they tried to escape in their car. 

Amram Diab lost his wife and child when a NATO bomb demol-
ished his house in District No. 2, Sirte, on 29 September 2011. 

After the bombing the residents slept in the street rather than
risk being trapped in a collapsed building.

“
The injured were more than 1,300.

About 115 serious cases were kept

in hospital. Everyone without life

threatening injuries was sent home.

I’ve seen people who’ve just had a

leg amputated sent home.58

Mohammed Ali,  
IT engineer at Misrata Central Hospital

Amram Diab at his house in Sirte

The rubble of Mr Diab's house
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In Libya there is an identified lack of training in deal-
ing with specific injuries associated with conflict.
Casualties with particularly severe injuries have had 
to be sent abroad, and as of May 2012 there were
more than 150 casualties who were still receiving 
treatment in Austria and Germany.60 There is a limited

capacity for the Libyan medical system to provide or
continue to pay for the specialised aftercare that is
necessary to respond to the specific needs of victims
of explosive violence.61 This includes physiotherapy
and prosthetics that are now required by many 
victims of explosive weapons. 

“
I was in and out of the operating 

theatre with no food, no drink. There

were patients everywhere and some-

times you couldn’t find a place to

sleep. I still have trouble sleeping.59

Dr Ahmed Hassan, Surgeon at 
Misrata Central Hospital, May 2012

CHILD VICTIMS

Children were particularly affected by the fighting in
Misrata and Sirte, unable to attend school and unable
go outside and play. The principal risks to children
were death or injury during the fighting, death or injury
from explosive remnants of war, or from celebratory
weapon fire. Children were also at risk from attacks 
on and military occupation of schools and attacks on
medical facilities. Adolescent boys were also particu-
larly at risk of participating in the conflict, especially 
in support roles and manning checkpoints.

AMAR NESE 13 years old, Abu Haid, near Sirte.
In January, Amar returned to his school where he
picked up a cannon round that had been left after
fighting in the area. Medical facilities in Sirte did not
have the capacity at the time to respond sufficiently 
to his injuries, and after initial treatment he was trans-
ferred to Tripoli. He now has to re-learn how to write
with his other hand.

MIFTA FATALA 8 years old, Sirte.
Mifta lost his left hand and injured his feet after pick-
ing up a 23mm artillery round. His uncle says that he
does not like to show people his injury and refuses 
to use the plastic hand that he has been given.

Mifta Fatala

Amar Nese

Dr Ahmed Hassan,
Misrata Central Hospital



Libya has few psychologists trained to meet the
needs of people who might be suffering with trauma
following their experiences of surviving months of
bombardment in Misrata or Sirte. According to 
Elias Abi-Aad, a psychologist with Médecins Sans
Frontières (MSF), “Prior to the war, there were only
child psychology services in Misrata for treating 
conditions such as Down Syndrome or autism, 
nothing else, and even psychiatry wasn’t really 

being offered effectively. They had no experience in
normal clinical psychology at all, let alone trauma 
and war-related mental health disorders.”63

Danish Church Aid has reported a large increase in
behavioural problems amongst children in Misrata
since the fighting with typical symptoms including
aggressive behaviour in public, nightmares, bedwet-
ting, and fear of the dark.64

Psychological impacts
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ASMA GARGOUM and her family
lived near the vegetable market on Tripoli
Street, which was one of the areas where
the worst explosive violence took place
from March to May 2011. Attacks on the
Tripoli Street area involving 120mm mor-
tars killed 18 people and injured more than
250 on 20-21 April 2011.62 For 15 days,
Asma’s family were trapped in the base-
ment of their home during heavy bombard-
ment of the area before finally escaping on
the night of 26-27 April. One of Asma’s
brothers was killed in the fighting, while
her younger brother was traumatised and
was only beginning to recover a year later. 

“
Almost all the 

children are affect-

ed in some way 

or another. They 

have seen a lot of 

blood and death.

Asma Gargoum,  
Information Officer 
for Danish 
Church Aid

A child’s drawing of a large rocket or air-dropped bomb
buried in a house. The subject matter of children’s drawings
in these child-friendly spaces is often of violence and death. 



CASE STUDIES OF EXPLOSIVE VIOLENCE: LIBYA | 8

It is estimated that at least 500,000 people were inter-
nally displaced in Libya in 2011 as a result of the fight-
ing between rebel and loyalist forces and the NATO-
coordinated bombardment of the country.65 Between
February and September 2011, more than 700,000
people crossed Libyan borders. According to the Inter-
national Organization for Migration (IOM) it was “one
of the largest migration crisis [sic] in modern history.”66

A year after people fled the explosive violence in
Misrata and Sirte there were still many displaced fami-
lies who faced very significant threats and barriers to
their recovery. At the end of 2011, tens of thousands 
of people were still unable to return to their place 
of origin because their homes had been damaged 
or destroyed during the bombardment or they did 
not think it was safe. When asked by an assessment
team why their house was still unoccupied, more 
than 3,500 interviewees from Misrata said that their 
house had been too badly damaged.67

Many displaced families were living in improvised
shelters in the desert where they largely remained out 
of the reach of support.68 In Abu Hadi (40km south of
Sirte), twenty-two families lived in unfinished buildings
with no windows or doors and no electricity. The fami-
lies combined their financial resources in order to
rent a generator, which cost 500 dinar a month, and 
to buy supplies of clean water. The men, women, 
and children who lived in this makeshift camp were in
an extremely vulnerable position; in May 2012 large
amounts of abandoned ordnance were photograph-
ed in houses directly adjacent to where they were 
currently living.69

Displaced families

Mabrika Jabelle is a displaced resident of Tawergha,
which was badly damaged in August by explosive
weapons. Along with 120 displaced families from

Tawergha and Misrata, Mabrika found shelter in
unfinished housing units in Abu Grain, without 
electricity or running water. 

Graffiti on a shop wall, off Tripoli Street, Misrata
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Education

Schools in Misrata were closed for several months
during the heaviest fighting.70 According to local
authorities, there were 122 public and 50 private
schools for children from grade 1-9 in Misrata.71

In many cases these schools were used as military
camps. They were often damaged during the fight-
ing and their contents including textbooks, student
records, and furniture were destroyed. After the 
conflict ended, education continued to be disrupted 
as schools were used to house the displaced.72

By February 2012, schools were open and function-
ing but often amenities were limited and there was 
a shortage of appropriately trained staff. Many of 
the teachers were from other countries and had 
fled Misrata because of the fighting. When schools
reopened, many of them were staffed by inexperi-
enced volunteers.73 During the cold weather children
were studying in scarves and hats.74

The schools in Sirte were closed for a shorter period
than in Misrata but the damage to the buildings was
much more acute. Satellite images from December
2011 identified the widespread damage that was
caused to buildings in Sirte. Seven primary schools 
and two secondary schools were categorised as
enduring medium to high damage. Two more 
schools were totally destroyed.75

Yarmuk school was one of those that were severely
damaged. The school, which normally houses 500
pupils, was struck by shelling in Sirte in October 2011.
According to Abrahim Saad, the school manager, the
building was empty and was not being used by the
city’s defenders at the time. 

In May 2012, the upper floors of the school were still
extensively damaged. Although classrooms on the
upper levels were still clearly unsafe, students were
being taught in rooms on the ground floor. All the
school records were lost. No government support 
had been received and the school relied on voluntary
donations from the local community.76

Yarmuk school

A classroom in Yarmuk school that was struck by a shell in October 2011
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Abdul Dhlim, a student at the faculty of journalism,
stands ankle-deep in the ashes of burnt books, (see
right) which were destroyed on 7 October when tank
rounds struck Sirte’s University. Although there were
no students at the university at the time of the attack
some of the teaching staff were present. The Univer-
sity has a 2,000-seat lecture theatre, which despite
ongoing repair work still bore visible fire damage and
could not be used. There was extensive damage to the
main lecture hall, the guesthouse and the bookstore.
Computers and student records were destroyed. 

Sirte University

Sirte University bookstore, destroyed by a tank round fired on 7 October 2011

Academic books reduced to ashes, Sirte University



11  | CASE STUDIES OF EXPLOSIVE VIOLENCE: LIBYA

The combination of fragmentation and blast in Misrata
and Sirte destroyed residential buildings, commercial
businesses and shops, and damaged infrastructure
including vital public utilities (water mains, sewage 
systems and electricity networks), schools and uni-
versities, local government buildings, hospitals and
health clinics, and mosques.

A Grad rocket which struck the warehouse of the 
Al-Naseem Dairy in Misrata’s port area on 16 April
caused approximately GBP 12.7 million worth of 
damage and the company was forced to close.78

The Libyan Insurance Company building in Misrata
was struck by a tank round on 6 March 2011. More
than a year later, the building was still badly damaged. 

Damage to infrastructure and buildings 

In January 2012, the UN Commission of Inquiry found
that nearly every building they encountered in Sirte
exhibited damage, mostly caused by Grad rockets
and machine guns.79 The shelling destroyed the 
banking system, and residents and humanitarian
agencies raised concerns about the lack of liquidity
and credit in the city, as a lack of secure access to
money would inhibit any efforts by residents to
recover from the damage caused by explosive
weapons in the city. 

“
We need to repair a lot of things

like telephone connections, water

and the sewage system. All of

these were ruined in the market.77

Mohamed Alghwail,  
Chairman of a market that housed 
750 traders in Misrata

A shop front on Tripoli Street

Wahda Bank, Sirte
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Shop fronts in Sirte, showing the long-term damage from both the blast and fragmentation effects of 
explosive weapons.
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Homes

This residential building in central Misrata bears the
scars of heavy shelling from two directions. The worst
damage is on the higher floors of the property, where
fire damage can also be seen alongside pockmarks
from shrapnel. More than 3,000 homes in Misrata and

the surrounding areas were recorded as suffering
medium, heavy, or complete damage (almost half 
of all those surveyed by an assessment team at 
the end of 2011).80

Tripoli Street, Misrata
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Homes in Sirte in several
residential areas were hit by
barrages of Grad rockets in
September 2011.81 Despite
having no power or utilities,
and in some cases being
unsafe to live in, residents 
in District No.2 of Sirte 
were living in these houses
that were damaged by mor-
tars, rockets, and artillery
during September and
October 2011. 

“
Dozens of buildings are uninhabitable due to their structural integrity being

compromised, with multiple walls and roofs collapsed. Numerous buildings

exhibited impacts from shells consistent with fire from 106mm recoilless rifles

and 107mm rocket artillery, using both High-Explosive Anti-Tank rounds and

High Explosive Squash Head rounds.82

UN Commission of Inquiry on Libya, March 2012

Damaged homes in Sirte

Residents in front of their homes in Giza district, Sirte



Preventing safe return
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The presence of unexploded ordnance in both Misrata
and Sirte has made it harder for internally displaced
persons (IDPs) to return safely and re-establish their
livelihoods. Misrata and Sirte were both contaminated
with unexploded rockets, artillery and tank shells, 
as well as other ordnance. While the centres of both
cities had been largely cleared by May 2012, includ-
ing through informal efforts from local clearance
teams, many outlying districts remained affected. 
The police station in Dafniya, to the west of Misrata
(pictured below), was one such site that in May 2012
was still littered with unexploded ordnance and was
far too dangerous to use. 

Common ordnance found in Misrata and Sirte included
57mm rockets and 125mm High-Explosive Anti-tank
(HEAT) rounds. As of 19 June 2012, the Joint Mine
Action Coordination Team had cleared more than
300,000 explosive remnants of war (ERW). Remnants
were found at 89 schools across the country, and in
2,818 houses.83 Unexploded ordnance had only just

been cleared from the Sirte Power Plant, allowing 
construction to recommence.84 There was a nation-
wide shortage of explosives available for the vital work
of destroying ordnance. The problem was particularly
acute in Sirte, where operators instead were only able 
to mark dangerous items, and relocate those that
were safe to move to storage areas south of the city,
where they were vulnerable to looting.

A warning pointing to unex-
ploded Grad rockets, Sirte

Unexploded ordnance (UXO),
Dafniya police station, Misrata
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Civilians in Misrata and Sirte are still living with the
effects of explosive weapons. The use of explosive
weapons with a wide-area impact in these populated
areas destroyed their homes and shops. Many fami-
lies were unable to resume their lives because of 
the disruption and knock-on effects of the damage
caused by Grad rockets and heavy shells and bombs.
Over a year later, many still remained displaced and
endured economic hardships due to loss of livelihood
and property. Children in Libya were particularly
affected. Many children were unable to attend safe
schools, still suffered the traumatic effects of witness-
ing the use of explosive weapons, and were at par-
ticular risk from unexploded or abandoned explosive 
ordnance. 

This case study presents a snapshot of some of the
ways in which Libyans have been affected by the sus-
tained use of explosive weapons. AOAV has document-
ed similar patterns of harm from the use of explosive
weapons in many other countries and contexts, some
of which are discussed further in AOAV’s companion
case-studies from Pakistan and Republic of Congo.

The evidence in this case study of the lasting impacts
of explosive weapons in Libya reinforces the conclu-
sions of the UN Secretary-General in his most recent
report on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict.
States and other actors must take urgent action to
ensure that the harm to civilians seen in Libya is not
repeated. 

AOAV is a founding member of the International
Network on Explosive Weapons (INEW), which calls 

for immediate action to prevent human suffering from
the use of explosive weapons in populated areas. 
States and other actors should:
1. Acknowledge that use of explosive weapons in 

populated areas tends to cause severe harm to 
individuals and communities and furthers suffer-
ing by damaging vital infrastructure;

2. Strive to avoid such harm and suffering in any 
situation, review and strengthen national policies 
and practices on use of explosive weapons and 
gather and make available relevant data;

3. Work for full realisation of the rights of victims 
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