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I. Overview of Use 

Field investigations, witness accounts, and a review of videos and photos indicate that 

the Syrian Air Force has carried out at least 56 attacks using incendiary weapons since 

November 2012 in 8 of the country's 14 governorates.4 

Human Rights Watch has reviewed 88 videos that provide a range of evidence of these 

56 attacks involving one or more incendiary weapons, including flaming incendiary 

submunitions dispersing in the air and/or burning on the ground, remnants of the 

bombs and canisters that carried the submunitions, scenes of the aftermath of attacks, 

and casualties consistent with the use of incendiary weapons. It is likely that more 

incendiary weapon attacks have occurred, but have not been documented. 

Human Rights Watch identified the specific type of incendiary weapon in 47 of the 56 

attacks. The majority (44) showed evidence of ZAB-2.5 incendiary sub munitions from 

RBK-250 ZAB-2.5M bombs, while two attacks involved the use of ZAB-500 unitary 

incendiary bombs, and one involved ZAB-100-105 bombs. 

One of the first documented attacks in Syria involving the use of an incendiary weapon 

occurred on November 16, 2012 in the Damascus suburb of Daraya, which had been 

bombarded by Syrian forces in the preceding weeks. An anti-government activist told 

Human Rights Watch that he filmed several videos showing ZAB-2.5 incendiary 

submunitions being dropped on Daraya: 

Warplanes began bombing Daraya with these flammable bombs on November 

16- that was the first time we saw these bombs. I saw MiG warplanes releasing 

small bombs that would catch fire while they were still in the air and keep on 

releasing some kind of gas [smoke] after it comes in contact with a building or 

ground. The gas-like material it produces has a very bad smell, like an acidic, 

metallic smell. 

The activist described another attack on Daraya on December 1, 2012 involving the use 

of ZAB-2.5 submunitions: 

On December 1 at around 10 a.m., I was with other activists in the media center 

when we heard a MiG warplane circling above us. When we went outside, we 

saw the warplane releasing a very big bomb, which produced an explosion, and 

then the bomb released things like fireballs producing smaller explosions. I 

4 The attacks were recorded in the governorates of Damascus (16), Hams (11) , Deir ez-Zour (8), Aleppo (7), ldlib (s), 

Daraa (4), Ham a (4), and Latakia (1). 
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saw four of these fireballs. One of the fireballs hit the street right next to the 

media center, just so meters away. The destruction wasn't very big as it hit the 

street, but it did cause a hole to burn in the street. 

A video of the "fireball" that fell next to the media center on December 1 clearly shows 

the remains of a ZAB-2 .5 submunition.s 

Anti-government activists have recorded and uploaded videos showing the 

government's use of incendiary weapons every month from November 2012 to 

September 2013, except July 2013. The most videos in a month appear to have been 

recorded in December 2012, when this method of warfare was still relatively novel in 

the conflict. The most recent incident of use that this review covers was at Da'el in 

Daraa on September 14, 2013. 

The incendiary weapons used by the Syrian government have sometimes been 

confused by media and others for chemical weapons, but they are not chemical 

weapons. Incendiary weapons contain a flammable substance, while chemical 

weapons release chemicals that kill and incapacitate by their toxic properties. The 

incendiary weapons used in Syria have also been described as cluster munitions, but 

they are not cluster munitions, as the ZAB·2.5 submunitions contain substances that 

ignite, whereas cluster munitions contain explosive submunitions that detonate. 

Human Rights Watch has separately documented the use of cluster munitions and 

chemical weapon s in Syria. 

II. Types of Incendiary Weapons used in Syria 

Syria is not known to produce or export incendiary weapons. The size of its stockpile of 

incendiary weapons is not known, but appears to be of Soviet origin, based on the 

types of weapons used to date. Human Rights Watch has not been able to establish 

how or when Syria acquired the incendiary weapons. 

The majority of witness accounts collected by Human Right Watch and video evidence 

indicate that fixed-wing jet aircraft and helicopters operated by the Syrian Air Force are 

being used to deliver incendiary weapons.6 There has been one isolated incident of the 

5 "[Dangerous - a shell containing sulfur compounds - Daraya - December 2, 2012]." vid eo clip, You Tube, December 4, 

2012, http:/ /www.youtube.com / watch?v=mO?vijKQeXE (accessed November 7, 2013). 

6 "Syria: Regime Heli copter Dropping a Zab Cluster Bomb On Albu Amar 12/ 6/12," video clip, YouTube, December 6, 

2012, http:/ /www.youtube.com / watch?v=qxV8Xae2ERQ (accessed October 28, 2013) . 
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Another local activist in Quseir told Human Rights Watch: 

The bombs hit a school called Ghaleb Radi on Al Rifiyat [street] and several 

residential buildings next to it. The bombs were different from the cluster 

bombs. They caught fire as they were going down from the MiG warplane. I 

heard a big explosion and several smaller ones. We saw smoke in the air and 

when we arrived on Al Rifiyat Street, I saw at least nine houses on fire. 

Then when I reached the school, I saw at least seven bombs burning on the 

playground and releasing white smoke that had a terrible smell. People were 

helping the families in the buildings that were on fire. When I went to the field 

hospital there were at least 20 wounded people-that included women and 

children. I saw at least three of them severely burned, like I have never seen 

before. 

The houses of Al Drisse, lsmael, and Rahmet were burnt. Members of the 

families I listed were among the injured people. I saw three of them burnt. I am 

sure th at there was much more but I clearly remember I saw a 17-year-old boy 

with burn on his back, an older man with burn on his left leg and his chest, but 

from the right side. The third case was also a man, but I don't clearly remember 

where his injuries were. The three of them were from one of the families. 

According to the activist, the Free Syrian Army armed opposition group was not active 

in the school, a single-story building. 

Attack on Urm al-Kubra, Aleppo 
Around midday on August 26, 2013, Syrian government forces used incendiary 

weapons in an attack on a school in the town of Urm al-Kubra in northern Aleppo 

governorate, 15 kilometers southwest of the city of Aleppo. According to the Violations 

Documentation Center in Syria, at least 37 civilians-mostly teenagers-were killed and 

at least 44 wounded in the attack.2 7 

Dr. Saleyha Ahsan, a British emergency medicine doctor who was volunteering at 

Altarib Hospital at the time and treated many of the victims, gave an account of the 

attack via email.28 She visited the scene of the attack two days later where she talked 

to a student from the school who witnessed the attack, as well as to the school 

headmaster, Mr. Mohammed Abu Omar. The headmaster and his brother Ahmed 

2 7 Violations Documentation Center in Syria, A Specia l Report on the Use of Incendiary Bombs in Aleppo and Dara'a 

Governorates (VDC, 2013), http:/ (www.vdc-sy.info/pdf/ reports/1382274490-English.pdf, p. 8·12. 

2 8 Dr. Saleyha Ahsan, email message to author, November 4, 2013. 
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school building. Based on the remnants and other evidence from the scene, as well as 

the types of casualties, Human Rights Watch and the BBC identified the munitions as 

ZAB-soo. 

Dr. Ahsan described the scene in the emergency department at Altarib Hospital shortly 

after the attack: 

Initially there had been concern that this was a chemical attack because of the 

white powder covering all of the patients. Hospital staff started to wear face 

masks. Patients were then being hosed down in the courtyard before being 

allowed into the hospital-as per the cleaning process had this been a chemical 

attack-but this was also of benefit to their burns anyway. 

Cold-water therapy was being applied to all the patients but there were no 

adequate facilities to stop them from becoming too cold with the application of 

cold water and they were shivering. Bags of saline solution were being ripped 

open and poured onto the casualties as they sat on the floor of the hospital 

reception room. 

A white cream, I believe was Flamazine was also being applied to the patients. I 

was securing intravenous access, administering analgesia, antibiotics and 

fluids. Due to the extent of burns it was difficult to gain access easily- there 

were no intraosseus needles available [to provide fluid and medication that 

cannot be effectively delivered intravenously]. 

Three bodies were in a pick-up truck outside in the hospital courtyard. They 

were the bodies of three female students but were unrecognizable due to the 

severity of the burns. It was also impossible to tell that they were in fact female 

but I was informed by hospital staff that they were. They had been in the direct 

hit area of the bomb. 

Dr. Ahsan described treating five boys in a room upstairs at the hospital, including 15-

year-old An as Said Ali, who had been waiting outside to pick up his sister when the 

school was attacked. His sister survived unharmed, but Ali was severely burned. 

According to Dr. Ahsan: 

The hair on his head almost melted to his head and he had ... fragments stuck 

to the side of his face and hair. His face was swollen and it was difficult for him 

to open his eyes. He did not appear to have circumferential burns on his neck, 

legs or arms. He kept saying "I want to sleep" and was crying out in pain. 
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Anas Said Ali was taken to a hospital in Turkey. He had 70 percent burns and 

suffered infections. He died two weeks later from complications caused by the 

severe burns. 

The majority of male patients Dr. Ahsan treated had between 40 to 70 percent of their 

bodies covered in second- to third- degree burns. 

Dr. Ahsan said that "a heavy, acidic, burning smell hung over the patients." When she 

visited the school two days later "the ground directly hit by the bomb was still smoking 

and the area hot ... The same acidic, acrid smell hung over the school and in the rubble 

where the bomb had hit." 

In its online database, the Violations Documentation Center in Syria lists 37 "martyrs" 

or dead from the attack, using statistics provided by Altarib Hospital: 15 boys, 14 men, 

6 girls, and 2 women. Where the ages were recorded, all the children killed were 

between 14 and 18 years except for a 6-year-old boy. (See Appendix 1) 

A representative of Al Alta rib Hospital informed the VDC that the hospital received 

about 50 victims of the attack with second- or third-degree burns, as well as "to 

charred bodies," and said the final total was 40 dead. According to the VDC, at least 

five injured children died at the Syrian border with Turkey "due to the delay of 

ambulances."3' 

A BBC crew filming in the hospital at the time of the attack captured the devastating 

injuries in a piece that was broadcast on August 29, 2013.33 In a follow-up piece 

broadcast a month later, the BBC visited some of the victims receiving treatment in 

Turkey.34 

One of the young women seen in the BBC film screaming in pain with burns covering 

her face and neck was 18-year-old Siham Kanbari. According to Dr. Ahsan, Kanbari 

suffered second- and third-degree burns over7o percent of her body. She died in a 

hospital in Turkey on October 20. 

A September 16, 2013 statement by the head of the Independent International 

Commission of Inquiry on Syria cited the attack and stated, "There is no evidence of 

32 Violations Documentation Center in Syria, A Special Report on the Use of Incendiary Bombs In Aleppo and Dara'a 

Governorates (VDC, 2013), http://www.vdc-sy.info/pdf/reports/t38227449D-Engli sh.pdf. 

33 "Syria crisis: Incendiary bomb vi ctims 'like the walking dead,"' BBC News. August 29, 2013, 

http://www .b bc.co. u k/ news/world-238925 94-

34"Syria: Agony of victims of 'napalm-like ' school bam bing," BBC News, September 29 , 2013, 

http://www .bb c. co. uk/ n ewsjworld-242886 98. 
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bringing de facto incendiary weapons, such as munitions containing white 

phosphorus, within the ambit of the CCW. 

In October 2013, the Violations Documentation Center in Syria warned that "there is a 

growing fear" that the government's use of incendiary weapons "becomes an ordinary 

occurrence" if states do not swiftly act to enforce international law on the weapons. 

All governments that care about the protection of civilians should urge Syria to cease 

its use of incendiary weapons immediately and work to universalize and strengthen 

Protocol Ill of the Convention on Conventional Weapons. 
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4· "Civilian objects" are all objects which are not military objectives as defined in 

paragraph 3· 

s. "Feasible precautions" are those precautions which are practicable or practically 

possible taking into account all circumstances ruling at the time, including 

humanitarian and military considerations. 

Article 2 

Protection of civilians and civilian objects 

1. It is prohibited in all circumstances to make the civilian population as such, 

individual civilians or civilian objects the object of attack by incendiary weapons. 

2 . It is prohibited in all circumstances to make any military objective located with in a 

concentration of civilians the object of attack by air-delivered incendiary weapons. 

3· It is further prohibited to make any military objective located within a concentration 

of civilians the object of attack by means of incendiary weapons other than air

delivered incendiary weapons, except when such military objective is clearly separa ted 

from the concentration of civilians and all feasible precaut ions are taken with a view to 

limiting the incendiary effects to the military objective and to avoiding, and in any 

event to minimizing, incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians and damage to 

civilian objects. 

4· It is prohibited to make forests or other kinds of plant cover the object of attack by 

incendiary weapons except when such natural elements are used to cover, conceal or 

camouflage combatants or other military objectives, or are themselves military 

objectives. 

# # # 

Status of Protocol Ill 

There were 107 states parties to Protocol Ill as of October 3 1, 2 0 13:so 

Albania 

Antigua and Barbuda 

Argentina 

Australia 

Austria 

Bangladesh 

so "CCW States parties and signatori es," United Nations Off ice at Geneva, September 30, 2013, 

http: I I www. uno g. chI __ 802 56 e e6 oo s 8 s 94 3. nsf l %2 8 http P ages%2 9 I 3ce7 cfco aa4a 7 548 c12 571co 003 9 c bo c ?0 pen Doc u 

ment&ExpandSection=t#_Sectiont. 
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Belarus 

Belgium 

Benin 

Bolivia 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Brazil 

Bulgaria 

Burkina Faso 

Cambodia 

Canada 

Cape Verde 

Chile 

China 

Colombia 

Costa Rica 

Croatia 

Cuba 

Cyprus 

Czech Republic 

Denmark 

Djibouti 

Ecuador 

El Salvador 

Estonia 

Finland 

France 

Gabon 

Georgia 

Germany 

Greece 

Guatemala 

Guinea-Bissau 

Holy See 

Honduras 

Hungary 

Iceland 

India 

Ireland 

Italy 

Jamaica 

Japan 

Jord an 
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Kazakhstan 

Lao PDR 

Latvia 

Lesotho 

Liberia 

Liechtenstein 

Lithuania 

Luxembourg 

Macedonia FYR 

Madagascar 

Maldives 

Mali 

Malta 

Mauritius 

Mexico 

Mongolia 

Montenegro 

Nauru 

Netherlands 

New Zealand 

Nicaragua 

Niger 

Norway 

Pakistan 

Panama 

Paraguay 

Peru 

Philippines 

Poland 

Portugal 

Qatar 

Republic of Moldova 

Romania 

Russia 

Saudi Arabia 

Senegal 

Serbia 

Seychelles 

Sierra Leone 

Slovakia 

Slovenia 

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines 
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