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Introduction 
The heavy and sustained use of explosive weapons 
in populated areas of Libya continues to cause 
severe suffering to civilians. Widespread concern has 
been voiced over the use of explosive weapons in 
populated areas, exemplified by the international 
media attention focused on the use of cluster 
munitions in the Libyan city of Misrata, as reported by 
Human Rights Watch and the New York Times on 15 
April. Misrata has been under siege over the last 
eight weeks and the use of cluster munitions, 
prohibited by the 2008 Convention on Cluster 
Munitions, is the latest development in a broader 
pattern of explosive weapon use by government and 
rebel forces. The increasing use of Grad rocket 
systems, which cover wide areas with deadly 
explosive force, is also causing indiscriminate harm 
and is another alarming example of the 
bombardment of populated areas occurring in Libya. 
 
Severe civilian harm 
Using explosive weapons in populated urban areas 
puts civilians at grave risk of harm. On Sunday 17 
April, a rebel spokesman reported that at least 17 
people had been killed in Misrata by shelling by 
forces loyal to Muammar Gaddafi, and around a 
hundred more were wounded.1 Ali Hmouda described 
his experiences of a rocket strike near a bakery: “I hit 
the ground, but my friend Ahmed didn’t, when the 
shrapnel flew, his head came off and landed in my 
lap.” Dr. Ramadan Atewah, a surgeon working in 
Misrata, reported that "The most pressing problem 
has been the shelling of civilians with mortars and 
rockets."2 Continuous use of explosive weapons is 
hampering humanitarian aid efforts, and threatens to 
cause enduring damage to the lives of the people of 
Misrata.  
 

 

 

 

 
Misrata 
Global media and international NGOs have reported 
up to 3,000 people killed and injured by the sustained 
use of rockets and high explosive mortar rounds in 
Misrata over the last two months.3 Reuters reported 
that more than a hundred rockets had been fired into 
Misrata on 15 April alone.4 At least eight people were 
killed while they queued outside a bakery when a 

rocket struck on 14 April. Human Rights Watch 
(HRW) researchers reported that a medical clinic had 
been hit by an 81 mm mortar round on 16 April. The 
shell landed in the car park of the clinic and wounded 
four civilians. Based on their investigations, 
researchers said that there was no evidence of 
military activity in the areas which came under 
attack.5 The BBC reports that Misrata’s population 
has been suffering shortages of food and medicine, 
and only had sporadic access to supplies of 
electricity and water.6 On 15 April UN OCHA reported 
that the water from the municipal water system in 
Misrata had been cut off for 45 days.7 The continued 
bombardment has blocked access to humanitarian 
aid, and on 18 April, shelling struck the port area 
which is the city’s last available lifeline.8     
 
Cluster munitions 
On Friday 15 April reports confirmed that Colonel 
Gaddafi’s forces had used cluster muntitions, which 
are banned by the 2008 Convention on Cluster 
Munitions, in the shelling of Misrata.9 Their usage 
was strongly condemned by the media and by NGOs. 
Hillary Clinton called the use of cluster munitions a 
worrying development.10 In response, the Libyan 
government was quick to deny using cluster 
munitions. This immediate denial is a reflection of the 
strength of the global stigma against the use of 
cluster munitions, a type of explosive weapon which 
is deemed unacceptable for the severe harm and 
suffering they cause civilians.  
 
Grad rockets 
Observers in Misrata, including HRW and the BBC, 
have also voiced concern about the use of Soviet-
manufactured Grad style rockets.11 Grad rockets are 
nearly 3 meters long, packed with heavy explosives, 
and are fired from truck-mounted launchers 
containing 40 rocket pods each.  This means that 
hundreds of rockets can be fired in the space of a 
few minutes, capable of saturating wide areas with 
blast and fragmentation effects.12 Like cluster 
munitions, Grad rockets are extremely imprecise, and 
when fired into residential areas, as in Misrata, they 
pose a serious danger to civilians.  
 

 

 

 

 

“This is a human tragedy. What else do you call it 
when they bomb with artillery, rockets and 
mortars people who are safely sleeping in their 
homes?” Ali Salem, 40, a resident of Qasr 
Ahmed, who said his four children now struggled 
to sleep. New York Times, 15 April. 

 
“Libyan government forces have repeatedly fired 

mortars and Grad rockets into residential 

neighborhoods in Misrata, causing civilian 

casualties. The Soviet-made Grad in particular is 

one of the world's most inaccurate rocket systems 

and should never be fired in areas with civilians." 

Peter Bouckaert, emergencies director at Human 

Rights Watch, 15 April 2010. 



Long-term harm 
The direct and immediate threats to human life that 
explosive weapons pose are compounded by the 
long-term suffering they present to civilians once the 
violence subsides. The continual bombardment 
increases the risk of severe long-term harm. On 16 
April, the bombardment by Gaddafi’s forces damaged 
factories and food industry plants around Misrata.13 
Witnesses have reported that the protracted 
bombardment has also damaged Misrata’s hospital, 
port, and residential areas.14 The impacts on 
infrastructure caused by explosive weapons will 
increase the time and resources that civilians need to 
rebuild their lives. Additionally, explosive weapons 
have contributed to the displacement of over 500,000 
people from Libya15. Thousands of people are still 
attempting to escape Misrata by ship.16 Those unable 
to flee the fighting are also exposed to events likely 
to cause long-term psychological trauma. Raju, a 

dentist who worked in Misrata and fled to Benghazi, 
described how: “this morning I woke at 3am in a cold 
sweat. I dreamt that my son called out to me, 'Papa, 
why are you dying and leaving me alone?' It will take 
me a long time to heal.”17  
 

Recommendations 
1) Libyan forces should immediately end the siege 

of Misrata and allow unfettered access to 
humanitarian agencies seeking to provide relief 
to the civilian population in the city. 

2) The Libyan government should immediately stop 
any use of cluster munitions, and stop the use of 
all explosive weapons that have indiscriminate 
effects, including Grad rocket systems. 

3) All actors should refrain from using explosive 
weapons in populated areas. 
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