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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

®H cnm­s tmcdqrs`mc vgx sgdx anladc tr£ Chcm­s sgd
rtqudhkk`mbd ok`mdr rdd sg`s vd vdqd bhuhkh`m e`lhkhdr>¯ 
Rasha Badran, air strikes survivor 

 

The four-month military operation to oust the armed group calling itself Islamic State (IS) from Raqqa, the 
Syrian city which IS had declared its capital, killed hundreds of civilians, injured many more and destroyed 
much of the city. During the course of the operation, from June to October 2017, homes, private and public 
buildings and infrastructure were reduced to rubble or damaged beyond repair.  

Qdrhcdmsr vdqd sq`oodc+ `r ehfgshmf q`fdc hm Q`pp`­r rsqddsr adsvddm HR lhkhs`msr `mc Jtqchrg-led Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters, and US-kdc Bn`khshnm­r `hq `mc `qshkkdqx rsqhjdr qnbjdc sgd bhsx- Vhsg drb`od
qntsdr lhmdc ax HR `mc sgd fqnto­r rmhodqr rgnnshmf `s sgnrd sqxhmf sn ekdd+ bhuhkh`mr ekdc eqnl ok`bd sn ok`bd
within the city, desperately seeking refuge or escape. Some were killed in their homes; some in the very 
places where they had sought refuge, and others as they tried to flee.  

Shortly before the military campaign, US Defense Rdbqds`qx I`ldr L`sshr oqnlhrdc ` ®v`q ne `mmhghk`shnm¯
against IS, signalling an increase in intensity in the US-kdc Bn`khshnm­r lhkhs`qx b`lo`hfm `f`hmrs sgd fqnto-
The impact on civilians was devastating. 

Amnesty International researchers travelled to Raqqa in February 2018 and spent two weeks visiting 42 
locations of strikes and interviewing 112 witnesses and survivors. The organisation analysed satellite imagery 
and reviewed other publicly available material. This report documents the experiences of four families whose 
cases are emblematic of wider patterns. 

The cases provide prima facie evidence that several Coalition attacks which killed and injured civilians 
violated international humanitarian law. Although IS exacerbated the challenges inherent to urban combat by 
operating amongst civilians and using them as human shields, their tactics were known well ahead of the 
Raqqa campaign. Coalition forces did not take adequate account of civilians present in the city and failed to 
take the precautions necessary to minimise harm to civilians and civilian objects.  

The Aswad were a family of traders who had worked all their lives to construct a building in Raqqa. Some 
family members stayed in Raqqa when the military operation began in order to protect their property, 
seeking shelter from the shelling in the basement of their building. On the evening of 28 June 2017, the 
building was destroyed by a Coalition air strike, killing eight people, most of them children. Mohammed 
Othman Aswad, the only survivor, told Amnesty International: ®I was sitting on an empty oil tin by the 
basement door chatting to Abu Mahmoud who was crouching next to me. His wife and [five] children were 
down in the basement with my brother Jamal£ The strike came out of the blue.̄  

Lng`lldc­r xntmfdrs aqnsgdq+ @ll`q+ vgn g`c oqduhntrkx ekdc sgd bhsx+ v`r jhkked as he stepped on a 
mine laid by IS when he returned to Raqqa to try to recover the bodies days later.  

The Hashish family lost 18 members. Nine were killed in a Coalition air strike, seven were killed as they tried 
to flee via a road which had been mined by IS, and two others were killed by a mortar seemingly launched 
by the SDF.  
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®Sgnrd vgn rs`xdc chdc `mc sgnrd vgn sqhdc sn qtm `v`x chdc- Vd bntkcm­s `eenqc sn o`x sgd rltffkdqr: vd
were trapped,  ̄Munira Hashish told Amnesty International. She and several of her children survived the air 
strike and the mines and eventually managed to escape ®by walking over the blood of those who were blown 
up as they tried to flee ahead of us,  ̄she said.  

The smugglers ± often IS members themselves ± jmdv gnv sn `unhc sgd fqnto­r rmhodqr `mc lhmdr- Sgdx
charged several hundreds of US dollars per person to guide civilians out of Raqqa. The price increased as 
the military operation progressed and IS stepped up efforts to prevent civilians from leaving the city. Unable 
sn `eenqc sgd rltffkdqr­ eddr+ Ltmhq` `mc gdq e`lhkx `ssdlosdc sn kd`ud nm sgdhq nvm+ cdrohsd sgd c`mfdq-
She told Amnesty International: 

Vd g`c sqhdc sn drb`od sgd bhsx ats bntkcm­s l`m`fd hs- @ants ehud c`xr `esdq ¬Dhc­[30 June/1 July 
2017] we tried to flee across the river but Daesh [Arabic acronym for IS] caught us. They beat the 
men very badly and detained me and the other women in a house for a day before they let us go... 

In mid-July, after her husband and brother-in-law were killed in a mortar strike, Munira and her family again 
tried to flee. Unbeknown to them, the road they took was mined. Mohammed, 12, one of the children 
injured in the explosion, told Amnesty International:  

We walked softly, softly, trying not to make any noise so that if Daesh were lurking around they 
vntkc mns gd`q tr£ vgdm vd fns ` onhms udqx bknrd sn sgd l`hm qn`c sgd rsqdds vd vdqd v`kjhmf nm
was blocked by a small earth mound; we had to walk on it to pass, and when we did, the explosion 
happened. 

Seven were killed and the rest were injured. Most of the dead and injured were women and children. The 
survivors had no option but to return home. A few days later a Coalition air strike destroyed their home, 
killing nine members of the family, mostly women and children.   

 

 

A young man holding a child staring at the ruins of bombed buildings in Raqqa. © Amnesty International 

 

The case of the Badran family perhaps best illustrates the ordeal civilians endured in Raqqa during the 
military campaign. Thirty-nine family members and 10 neighbours were killed in four separate Coalition 
strikes as they fled from place to place, desperately trying to avoid rapidly shifting front lines and being killed 
and injured in the very places where they sought shelter. Rasha Badran, one of the survivors, told Amnesty 
International:  
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We thought the forces who came to evict Daesh would know their business and would target Daesh 
and leave the civilians alone. We were naïve. By the time we realised how dangerous it had become 
everywhere, it was too late; we were trapped.  

As the Badrans moved from neighbourhood to neighbourhood to escape the fighting, shelling and air 
bombardments, they came under fire from both Coalition aircraft and IS snipers, who were trying to keep 
civilians in areas under IS control to serve as human shields.   

Moving undetected was virtually impossible for such a large group, among whom were relatives injured in an 
earlier strike who had to be carried. On 18 July 2017, while attempting a desperate escape from a 
neighbourhood under attack, nine men from the family were killed in two separate Coalition strikes. They 
had just succeeded in moving the women and children to another location and were on their way to join 
them.  

A month later, remaining family members attempted to flee, only to be fired on by IS gunmen, who killed the 
doctor who had been providing medical care to the injured family members. The group had no choice but to 
turn back to the place they were escaping from. Two days later, on 20 August 2017, Coalition forces 
simultaneously bombed the two neighbouring houses in which the family were staying. These air strikes 
jhkkdc 2/ A`cq`m e`lhkx ldladqr+ lnrskx vnldm `mc bghkcqdm- @lnmf sgd cd`c v`r Q`rg` A`cq`m­r nmd-
year-old daughter, Tulip. Rasha told Amnesty International:  

£ @klnrs dudqxancx vas killed. Only I, my husband and his brother and cousin survived. The 
rsqhjd g`oodmdc `s `ants 6ol- H e`hmsdc `mc vgdm H qdf`hmdc bnmrbhntrmdrr H gd`qc lx gtra`mc­r
cousin, Mohammed, calling out. I could neither move nor speak. Then my husband and his 
brother found me. My husband was the most seriously injured [of the survivors] ± he had a head 
wound and blood was pouring from his ears. It was dark and we could not see anything. We called 
out but nobody else answered; nobody moved. It was completely silent except for the planes 
circling above. We hid in the rubble until the morning because the planes were circling overhead. 
Hm sgd lnqmhmf+ vd entmc Stkho­r ancx: ntq a`ax v`r cd`c. We buried her near there, by a tree.  

The four surviving members of the Badran family kept moving from place to place, still trying to find a way to 
get out of the city. A month later, the four were attempting another escape from an IS-controlled area when a 
Bn`khshnm rsqhjd jhkkdc Q`rg`­r aqnsgdq-in-law and cousin. It took Rasha and her husband another two weeks 
and several other failed attempts before they were finally able to leave the city. They were the only two who 
made it out alive.  

In the early hours of 12 October 2017 a blitz of Coalition air strikes destroyed much of Harat al-Badu, the 
last neighbourhood under IS control as the battle for Raqqa came to an end. Among the civilians killed in the 
bombardments were Mohammed Fayad and 15 members of his family and neighbours. Coalition air strikes 
destroyed his house and his brother-in-k`v­r gntrd `bqnrr ` m`qqnv rsqdds- Lng`lldc E`x`c+ ` l`m hm ghr
80s known as Abu Saif, had refused to leave the home where he had lived for 50 years when the Raqqa 
military campaign began. His daughters and other relatives stayed with him. As Coalition air bombardments 
shook the neighbourhood during the night of 11-12 October 2017, terrified neighbours sought shelter with 
the Fayad family. Among them were Ali Habib and his family. He told Amnesty International: 

I was sitting on a chair holding my little boy and the women were sitting on the floor, huddled 
snfdsgdq£ I felt the roof of the house collapse on me. I could not move and my little boy was not 
mdws sn ld `mxlnqd£ H b`kkdc lx vhed+ lx lnsgdq+ lx c`tfgsdq+ ats mnancx `mrvdqdc£ H
realised that everybody was dead. Then my boy, Mohammed, called out and that gave me the 
strength to free myself from the rubble and go to him. He had been thrown some 10m away by the 
explosion. We were both injured.   

Later that day the SDF and the Coalition agreed a ceasefire with IS, under the terms of which IS fighters were 
allowed safe passage out of the city. As part of the deal, a convoy of buses arranged by the SDF took IS 
fighters and their families out of the city to areas east of Raqqa that were still under IS control.   

To date, the Coalition has not explained why it continued to launch strikes which killed so many civilians 
while a deal granting IS fighters impunity and safe passage out of the city was being considered and 
negotiated. Many survivors of Coalition strikes interviewed by Amnesty International asked why Coalition 
forces needed to destroy an entire city and kill so many civilians with bombardments supposedly targeting IS 
fighters ± only to then allow IS fighters to leave the city unharmed. 

Sgd ®o`ssdqmr ne khed¯± or daily routines ± adopted by civilians struggling to survive amidst a high-intensity 
urban conflict were not particular to Raqqa and had had long been observed in other conflicts in other 
countries. Civilians crowded into homes and shelters, seeking safety in numbers, moving from place to place 
in search of shelter, emerging suddenly from buildings after prolonged hibernation, moving around front line 
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areas to look for food/water. Civilians had to make fateful decisions on where to move for safety in an 
information blackout; they were not informed about evolving patterns of fighting because ± without 
telephone, internet or other means of communication ± they were in the dark about events unfolding around. 
The Coalition needed to be mindful of each of these factors affecting civilian behaviour.  

In all the cases detailed in this report, Coalition forces launched air strikes on buildings full of civilians using 
wide-area effect munitions, which could be expected to destroy the buildings. In all four cases, the civilians 
killed and injured in the attacks, including many women and children, had been staying in the buildings for 
long periods prior to the strikes. Had Coalition forces conducted rigorous surveillance prior to the strikes, 
they would have been aware of their presence. Amnesty International found no information indicating that IS 
fighters were present in the buildings when they were hit and survivors and witnesses to these strikes were 
not aware of IS fighters in the vicinity of the houses at the time of the strikes. Even had IS fighters been 
present, it would not have justified the targeting of these civilian dwellings with munitions expected to cause 
such extensive destruction.   

 

 

Entire neighbourhoods in Raqqa are damaged beyond repair. © Amnesty International 
 

The Coalition has so far refused to even acknowledge the scale of harm caused to civilians by the military 
campaign. At the height of the Raqqa battle, in September 2017, outgoing Coalition commander, Lieutenant 
General Stephen Townsend, wrote that ®£sgdqd g`r mdudq addm ` lnqd oqdbhrd `hq b`lo`hfm hm sgd ghrsnqx
ne `qldc bnmekhbs¯. However, this precise air campaign killed hundreds of civilians. At the same time, US 
Marines­ `bshuhshdr described by Army Sergeant Major John Wayne Troxell (senior enlisted adviser to the 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff), suggests that the Coalition operation was far from precise: ®Hm ehud
months they fired 30+/// `qshkkdqx qntmcr nm HRHR s`qfdsr£ They fired more rounds in five months in Raqqa, 
Syria, than any other Marine artillery battalion, or any Marine or Army battalion, since the Vietnam W`q-¯  

Given that standard artillery shells fired from an M777 howitzer have an average margin of error of over 
100m, launching so many of these shells into a city where civilians were trapped in every neighbourhood 
posed an unacceptable risk to civilians. Yet despite incontrovertible evidence of civilian casualties and 
wholesale destruction in Raqqa, and the high level of civilian casualties, the Coalition narrative remains 
unchanged.  

Sgd hmsdqm`shnm`k Bn`khshnm sn cded`s HR hm Hq`p `mc Rxqh` v`r enqldc hm 1/03- M`ldc ®Nodq`shnm Hmgdqdms
Qdrnkud¯+ hs rntfgs sn oqdrdms hsrdke `r `m hmsdqm`shnm`k Bn`khshnm vhsg aqn`c-based support from nations and 
institutions around the world. But the military action it took in Raqqa against IS was an overwhelmingly US 
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military affair. Under the command of a US General, US forces fired 100% of the artillery into Raqqa and 
carried out over 90% of the air strikes. British and French forces were the only other Coalition members to 
strike Raqqa from the air. The SDF provided the ground troops needed to push into the city on foot and were 
partly responsible for locating targets for Coalition air and artillery strikes. The percentage of the Coalition air 
and artillery strikes that were carried out based on SDF co-ordinates is unclear, as is the extent to which 
Coalition forces verified targets identified by the SDF. 

Eight months after military operation encdc+ lnrs ne sgd bhsx­r qdrhcdmsr qdl`hm chrok`bdc `mc sgnrd vgn
have returned are living in dire conditions among the mountains of rubble and the stench of dead bodies 
trapped beneath, facing the threat of mines/improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and unexploded ordnance. 
Virtually every resident of Raqqa who spoke to Amnesty International asked why those who could spend so 
much for a costly military campaign to destroy the city cannot provide the relief so desperately needed in its 
aftermath, including the heavy-lifting equipment needed to clear the rubble and recover the bodies and clear 
the IEDs. 

Amnesty International calls on the Coalition and its member states to acknowledge publicly the scale and 
gravity of the loss of civilian lives and destruction of property and livelihoods which resulted from its strikes in 
Raqqa. The Coalition should also make public the information necessary to investigate responsibility for 
civilian losses during the military operation, including dates, times, and exact location of strikes, which forces 
carried them out, as well as weapons used and intended targets. Amnesty International also calls on the 
Coalition to disclose the measures it took to verify targets were in fact military objectives, whether civilians 
were present in the vicinity, and the precautions taken to minimise harm. The Coalition should also conduct 
an urgent review of the procedures via which it assesses allegations of civilian casualties, particularly the 
qd`rnmr rn l`mx b`rdr `qd cddldc ®mnm-bqdchakd¯ `mc therefore do not warrant further investigation. 

Furthermore, the Coalition should urgently establish an independent, impartial mechanism to effectively and 
promptly investigate credible reports of violations of international humanitarian law, make the findings public 
and put in place the necessary mechanisms to provide prompt and full reparation to victims and families of 
victims of violations and to allocate adequate budgetary resources. Amnesty International also calls on the 
Coalition to establish a mechanism ensuring that lessons are learned and that strikes in ongoing Coalition 
military operations in Syria are carried out in full compliance with the rules of international humanitarian law, 
as well as provide resources for clearing mines and unexploded ordnance, and ensure displaced civilians 
have access to humanitarian assistance. Where there is admissible evidence that individual members of 
Coalition forces are responsible for war crimes, ensure they are prosecuted in a fair trial without recourse to 
the death penalty. 
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2. BACKGROUND 

Raqqa was the first large Syrian city and provincial capital to fall to armed opposition groups during the crisis 
and subsequent conflict which engulfed the country since 2011. In early March 2013 armed groups, 
including the Islamist groups Ahrar al-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra, expelled government forces from the city. 
Ax Itkx 1/02 sgd HR g`c drs`akhrgdc ` onvdqetk oqdrdmbd hm sgd bhsx `mc ax sg`s xd`q­r dmc hs g`c s`jdm etkk
control, following a power struggle with other armed groups.1 Raqqa became a magnet for aspiring jihadists 
`mc rdqudc `r HR­s de facto capital for its so-b`kkdc ®b`khog`sd¯+ `r sgd fqnto vdms nm sn f`hm bnmsqnk ne fqd`s
swathes of Syria and Iraq in 2014. The city remained under IS control until the joint Coalition-SDF military 
campaign to oust IS.  

Sgd hmsdqm`shnm`k Bn`khshnm sn cded`s HR hm Hq`p `mc Rxqh` v`r enqldc hm 1/03- M`ldc ®Nodq`shnm Hmgdqdms
Qdrnkud¯+ hs cdrbqhadc hsr lhrrhnm `r9®Hm bnmitmbshnm vhsg o`qsmdq enqbdr Bnlahmdc Inhms S`rj Enqbd± 
Operation Inherent Resolve (CJTF-OIR) defeats ISIS in designated areas of Iraq and Syria and sets 
conditions for follow-nm nodq`shnmr sn hmbqd`rd qdfhnm`k rs`ahkhsx-¯2 The joint CJTF-SDF military operation to 
oust IS from Raqqa began on 6 June 2017 and was declared completed on 17 October 2017.  

The SDF is a local militia established in October 2015 and includes Arab and other elements but is 
dominated by Kurdish Yekîneyên Parastina Gel forces (YPG, People­s Protection Units). The SDF announced 
Operation Euphrates Wrath to oust IS from Raqqa and its surrounding areas on 6 November 2016. During 
the following six months, the SDF and Coalition forces captured several towns and villages around Raqqa, 
and on 6 June 2017 launched the offensive on Raqqa city.  

Amnesty International visited north-eastern Syria in July/August 2017 to investigate conduct of hostilities 
during the battle and the measures taken by the parties to the conflict ± the US-led Coalition, its local partner 
the SDF and their adversary, IS ± to protect civilians in compliance with their legal obligations. On 24 August 
2017 Amnesty published a report which raised serious concerns about the US-kdc Bn`khshnm­r dwsdmrhud trd
of artillery and air strikes in Raqqa and the lawfulness of some of these strikes.3 In particular, it raised 
questions about the process by which SDF forces provided target co-ordinates for air and artillery strikes 
subsequently carried out by the US-kdc Bn`khshnm+ `r vdkk `r RCE `mc Bn`khshnm enqbdr­ bgnhbd ne vd`onmr enq
fighting in the city. The SDF used US-made, unguided mortars, which are unable to discriminate between 
civilians and combatants in a populated urban environment, in much the same way as the unguided artillery 
used by US forces. Another key concern was the large net explosive weight of munitions used in air strikes, 
which ensured that civilians in the vicinity of intended targets would be killed and maimed. 

Hlldch`sdkx enkknvhmf sgd qdonqs­r otakhb`shnm+ sgd TM Rodbh`k @cuhrnq nm Rxqh` b`kkdc enq ` o`trd hm
hostilities to allow civilians out of the city.4 Sgd Bn`khshnm hmhsh`kkx chrlhrrdc @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r ehmchmfr-5 

                                                                                                                                                       
1 Islamic State (IS) is also known as Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and sometimes Islamic State in the Levant (ISIL). It is also referred 
to by its Arabic acronym, Daesh. 
2 ®Lhrrhnm Rs`sdldms¯+ Nodq`shnm Hmgdqdms Qdrnkud+available at http://www.inherentresolve.mil/Portals/14/Documents/Mission/20170717-
%20Updated%20Mission%20Statement%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf?ver=2017-07-17-093803-770 
3 Amnesty International, ®H vnm­s enqfds sghr b`qm`fd¯9 Bhuhkh`mr sq`oodc hm sgdfight for Raqqa ± Syria (Index: MDE 24/6945/2017), 24 
August 2017, and available at https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2469452017ENGLISH.PDF  
4 ®Mn ¬worse place on e`qsg­ sg`m Rxqh`­r Q`pp`+ r`xr rdmhnq TM `cuhrnq tqfhmf enq o`trd hm ehfgshmf¯, UN News, 24 August 2017, available 
at https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/08/563802-no-worse-place-earth-syrias-raqqa-says-senior-un-adviser-urging-pause-fighting.  
5 Ibid. Hs v`r mns sgd ehqrs shld sg`s Bn`khshnm lhkhs`qx kd`cdqrgho qdetrdc sn s`jd rdqhntrkx @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r bnmbdqmr `ants its conduct 
ne gnrshkhshdr ctqhmf sgd v`q vhsg HR- Hm qdronmrd sn @lmdrsx­r qdrd`qbg cds`hkhmf e`hktqd sn oqnsdbs bhvilians during the battle for west Mosul 
(At any cost: The civilian catastrophe in West Mosul ± Iraq (Index: MDE 14/6610/2017), 11 July 2017, and available at 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/07/at-any-cost-civilian-catastrophe-in-west-mosul-iraq/), both Lieutenant General 
Stephen Townsend and his British Deputy, Major General Rupert Jones, accused Amnesty of ®mns tmcdqrs`mchmf sgd qd`khshdr ne v`q¯- The 
British General went as far as calling Amnesty International ®m`ĉud `mc cddokx hqqdronmrhakd¯ for raising concerns about protection of 

http://www.inherentresolve.mil/Portals/14/Documents/Mission/20170717-%20Updated%20Mission%20Statement%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf?ver=2017-07-17-093803-770
http://www.inherentresolve.mil/Portals/14/Documents/Mission/20170717-%20Updated%20Mission%20Statement%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf?ver=2017-07-17-093803-770
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2469452017ENGLISH.PDF
https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/08/563802-no-worse-place-earth-syrias-raqqa-says-senior-un-adviser-urging-pause-fighting
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/07/at-any-cost-civilian-catastrophe-in-west-mosul-iraq/
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In the weeks after the publication of the report, however, the Coalition did appear to accept one of its key 
findings. Among the recommendations that Amnesty International made in the report was that the Coalition 
widen its investigation of alleged civilian casualty incidents to include site visits and interviews with 
witnesses. In its September 2017 civilian casualty report, for the first time, CJTF-OIR stated that 
®Hmudrshf`shnmr hmbktcd hmsdquhdvhmf vhsmdrrdr `mc dw`lhmhmf sgd rhsd vgdqd onrrhakd£¯6 However, Amnesty 
International is not aware of any cases where Coalition investigators have visited the sites of strike location 
and/or interviewed witnesses. 

@lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r @tftrs 1/06 qdonqs `krn cds`hkdc HR `atrdr `f`hmrs bhuhkh`mr ctqhmf sgd a`sskd enq
Q`pp`+ o`qshbtk`qkx HR­r trd ne bhuhkh`mr `r gtl`m rghdkcr `r sgd bnmekhbs fns tmcdqv`x `mc sgd fqnto
redoubled efforts to prevent residents from leaving the city. IS laid mines/IEDs to slow advancing SDF forces 
and to render exit routes impassable,7 set up checkpoints around the city to prevent residents from leaving, 
and its snipers shot and deliberately killed civilians who tried to escape.8 As the SDF captured 
neighbourhoods and front lines shifted within the city, IS forced residents to move deeper into areas which 
remained under its control.  

 

 

Women walking in rubble-strewn street past destroyed buildings in Raqqa. © Amnesty International 

 

HR­r chrqdf`qc enq sgd lnrs a`rhb qtkdr ne hmsdqm`shnm`k gtl`mhs`qh`m k`v v`r ek`fq`ms- Hs sq`oodc bhuhkh`mr hm
sgdhq mdhfgantqgnncr `mc trdc sgdl `r bnudq enq lhkhs`qx nodq`shnmr- HR dmsdqdc qdrhcdmsr­ gnldr ax enqbd
and used them to conceal their movements and as firing positions against SDF lines. IS dress code, imposed 
on civilians and IS fighters alike, made it even more difficult for SDF and Coalition forces to distinguish 
between them. 

 

                                                                                                                                                       

bhuhkh`mr hm Lnrtk9 ®Qdl`qjrby General Townsend in a media availability in Baghdad, Irap¯+ TR Cdo`qsldms ne Cdedmrd, 11 July 2017 and 
available at https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript-View/Article/1244058/remarks-by-general-townsend-in-a-media-
availability-in-baghdad-iraq/ 
6 ®BISE-OIR Monthly civilian casualty rdonqs¯+ Nodq`shnm Hmgdqdms Qdrnkud, 29 September 2017, available at 
http://www.inherentresolve.mil/News/News-Releases/News-Article-View/Article/1329201/cjtf-oir-monthly-civilian-casualty-report/-   
7 IEDs locally produced by IS are mostly victim-activated and broadly fulfil the function of anti-personnel mines ± and are thus banned 
under international law. In this report, they are referred to as mines and/or IEDs. 
8 Sgd sdql ®rmhodq¯in this report refers to IS fighters who targeted people from concealed positions, even though the exact type of rifle used 
is unknown. 

https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript-View/Article/1244058/remarks-by-general-townsend-in-a-media-availability-in-baghdad-iraq/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript-View/Article/1244058/remarks-by-general-townsend-in-a-media-availability-in-baghdad-iraq/
http://www.inherentresolve.mil/News/News-Releases/News-Article-View/Article/1329201/cjtf-oir-monthly-civilian-casualty-report/-
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Civilian residents of Raqqa desperate to get their families to safety resorted to paying smugglers, who knew 
which streets were mined and where snipers were located, to guide them out the city or, as the battle 
progressed, out of neighbourhoods still under IS control. These smugglers, mostly IS members, charged up 
to several hundreds of US dollars per person, which many families simply could not afford. Many of those 
who were unable to pay smugglers and who tried to flee by themselves were killed and injured by 
mines/IEDs. 

@lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r ehdkd investigation carried out in Raqqa after the end of the military operation 
confirmed the concerns raised in its previous report. The four emblematic cases detailed in this report 
illustrate a wider pattern, which manifested itself throughout the military operation, as the Coalition neglected 
to address concerns about civilian casualties raised at the outset. That neglect has continued, with the 
Coalition failing to adequately investigate and provide reparation, and to provide humanitarian assistance 
commensurate with the scale of destruction caused.  
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3. METHODOLOGY 

This report is based on field research carried out between 5 and 16 February 2018 in Raqqa, where 
Amnesty International visited 42 sites of air strikes, artillery and mortar strikes, as well as the places where 
IS-laid mines/IEDs killed and injured civilians. By the time Amnesty International visited, all neighbourhoods 
of Raqqa were accessible, though certain roads and buildings could not be accessed due to the possible 
presence of mines/IEDs. Amnesty researchers visited every neighbourhood in Raqqa and spent considerable 
shld hm sgd mdhfgantqgnncr ed`stqdc hm sghr qdonqs+ m`ldkx sgd Idyq` hmsdqrdbshnm+ C`q`­hx`+ M`yket al-
Shehade, Harat al-Sakhani, al-Fardous and Harat al-Badu.   

Two Amnesty International researchers interviewed 112 civilian residents of Raqqa. Several survivors, 
witnesses and relatives of victims were interviewed separately for each case. Most of the interviews were 
conducted in Raqqa and some in other locations in northern Syria, including Tabqa. All the interviews were 
carried out in Arabic by Amnesty International staff, in private, without the presence of any authorities or 
other parties. When participants were willing, Amnesty International made audio-visual recordings of parts of 
the interviews. Most did not agree to be filmed for fear of future repercussions. The names of some of the 
witnesses cited in this report have been changed for their safety.  

Amnesty International also interviewed medical and humanitarian personnel operating in Raqqa and 
elsewhere in north-eastern Syria, members of the military and security forces and the Raqqa Civil Council, 
international military and security experts and journalists operating in and around Raqqa. The organisation 
reviewed and verified open-source written and audio-visual material from a variety of sources, including 
Coalition member states, and obtained and conducted expert analysis of satellite images of several locations 
in and around Raqqa city taken on different dates before and since the beginning of the Raqqa military 
operation.  

Amnesty International recorded the co-ordinates of each strike covered in this report. Visiting and analysing 
sgd rbdmdr ne dudmsr+ bntokdc vhsg rtquhunqr­ `mc vhsmdrrdr­ `bbntmsr, enabled Amnesty International to 
attribute incidents to air strikes, artillery or mortar strikes or IS-laid mines/IEDs. In some instances, remnants 
of munitions found at the scene of a strike and analysed by military experts provided additional information 
as to which party would have carried it out.9   

 

                                                                                                                                                       
9 The presence of widespread unexploded ordnance and mines/IEDs in Raqqa made it too dangerous in most case to search foq ltmhshnmr­
fragments in the rubble of bombed buildings.  
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4. CIVILIANS UNDER FIRE   

®If you stayed you died and if you tried to escape you died.̄  
Munira Hashish, air strike and mines survivor 

 

Coalition forces officials repeatedly stated their intention to minimise harm to civilians when carrying out 
attacks on IS, in compliance with their obligations under international humanitarian law (IHL).10 That 
appears to have been the case for many of the strikes, including some investigated by Amnesty International, 
in Raqqa. However, for other Coalition attacks, including those detailed in this report, there is a strong prima 
facie evidence that they violated international humanitarian law and therefore were unlawful.11 It is 
impossible to determine conclusively how many strikes were unlawful without further information which only 
the Coalition can provide. To date, the Coalition has not made public the information necessary to make that 
determination.12 Amnesty International has requested the information from the Coalition and was awaiting a 
response at the time of writing. 

Field research, including site investigations and interviews with survivors and witnesses, carried out by 
Amnesty International in Raqqa in a number of cases indicates that Coalition forces failed to take all feasible 
precautions to minimise harm to civilians, and, in some instances, appear to have launched strikes which 
were likely to cause excessive civilian harm or which failed to distinguish between military targets and 
civilians, in violation of the principles of distinction and proportionality. Disproportionate attacks and 
indiscriminate attacks that kill or injure civilians constitute war crimes.  

Urban combat in residential areas presents inherent challenges. These challenges were exacerbated in 
Raqqa bx HR­r cdsdqlhm`shnm sn nodq`sd `lnmfrs sgd bhuhkh`m onotk`shnm `mc sn trd bhuhkh`mr `r gtl`m
shields. By the time the Raqqa military campaign got underway, HR­r nodq`shnm`k s`bshbr g`c addm
documented extensively, including during the military campaign in Mosul (Iraq) which presented similar 
challenges and was reaching its closing stages as the military operation in Raqqa began. Coalition forces 
failed to take into account sufficiently the fact that large numbers of civilians were present in every 
neighbourhood of the city as fighting got under way in those areas.  

Etqsgdqlnqd+ sgd ®o`ssdqmr ne khed¯± or daily routines ± adopted by civilians struggling to survive while a high-
intensity urban conflict raged around them, were not particular to Raqqa. These patterns of life had long 
been observed in other conflicts. They included crowding into homes and shelters, seeking safety in 
numbers, moving from place to place in search of safety, emerging suddenly from buildings after prolonged 

                                                                                                                                                       
10 ®In accordance with the law of armed conflict, the Coalition strikes only valid military targets after considering the principles of military 
necessity, humanity, proportionality, and distinction̄, Lieutenant General Stephen J. Townsend, CJTF-OIR Commanding General, writing in 
Foreign Policy, 15 September 2017, available at http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/09/15/reports-of-civilian-casualties-from-coalition-strikes-on-
isis-are-vastly-inflated-lt-gen-townsend-cjtf-oir/  
11 For more detailed information on the provisions of international humanitarian law (IHL) relevant to this report, see the Legal Framework 
section, below. 
12 Necessary information would include, notably, exact strike locations, weapons used and targeting considerations. In its Strike Releases, 
the Coalition states that: ®CJTF-OIR does not report the number or type of aircraft employed in a strike, the number of munitions dropped in 
each strike, or the number of individual munition impact points against a target.  ̄Moreover, its definition of what constitutes a strike makes 
it impossible to know the number of strikes carried out: ®£ a single aircraft delivering a single weapon against a lone ISIS vehicle is one 
strike, but so is multiple aircraft delivering dozens of weapons against a group of ISIS-held buildings and weapon systems in a 
compound£ .̄ See CTJF-OIR Strike Releases, available at http://www.inherentresolve.mil/News/Strike-Releases/  
SDF forces for their part have not reported at all on the strikes they carried out.  

http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/09/15/reports-of-civilian-casualties-from-coalition-strikes-on-isis-are-vastly-inflated-lt-gen-townsend-cjtf-oir/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/09/15/reports-of-civilian-casualties-from-coalition-strikes-on-isis-are-vastly-inflated-lt-gen-townsend-cjtf-oir/
http://www.inherentresolve.mil/News/Strike-Releases/
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hibernation, moving around front line areas to look for food/water, and sometimes refusing to leave for fear of 
losing property and/or for fear of danger in flight.  

In each of the four cases detailed in this report, Coalition forces launched air strikes on buildings full of 
civilians using precision munitions with a wide-area effect, which could be expected to destroy them entirely. 
In each of the cases, the civilians killed and injured in the attacks, many of whom were women and children, 
had been staying in the buildings for long periods prior to the strikes. Coalition forces would have been aware 
of their presence had they conducted rigorous surveillance prior to the strikes.  

Amnesty International did not discover information indicating that IS fighters were present in the buildings at 
the time they were hit. All but one of the targeted buildings were single-storey houses surrounded by taller 
buildings, offering neither strategic vantage points for IS snipers, nor particular protection for IS fighters, 
compared to taller, sturdier buildings in the areas. Although they could not definitively rule it out, survivors of 
these strikes were not aware of IS fighters in the vicinity of the houses before they were struck. Even had IS 
fighters been present, this would neither explain nor justify the targeting of these civilian building with 
munitions expected to destroy them entirely.  

Sgd Bn`khshnm­r e`hktqd sn bnmrhcdq `cdpt`sdkx sgd oqdrdmbd ne bhuhkh`mr hm sgd bhsx vgdm rdkdbshmf s`qfdsr
became evident at an early stage of the operation. On 2 July 2017, Lieutenant General Stephen J. 
Townsend, the US commander of the Coalition force leading the operation, stated: ®£ we shoot every boat 
vd ehmc- He xnt v`ms sn fds nts ne Q`pp` qhfgs mnv+ xnt­ud fns sn athkc ` onmbgn q`es,¯13 an erroneous 
assumption that every boat carried IS fighters and weapons, whereas at that time civilians trying to escape 
the city had few options but to cross the river by boat (the bridges having by then been destroyed by 
Coalition strikes).14 

Coalition forces also made extensive use of munitions which have a wide-area effect or which cannot be 
precisely aimed at specific targets located in populated civilian areas. This is notably the case for artillery 
rounds, which have a margin of error of up to 50m, even when fitted with precision guidance systems.15 In 
fact, most of the artillery shells used by Coalition forces in Raqqa were unguided, with a much wider margin 
of error of over 100m. In residential areas where buildings are no more than few metres apart, such 
inaccuracies are virtually certain to cost civilian lives. By their own admission, US forces fired tens of 
thousands of artillery rounds into the city.16 Marines brag about burning out their howitzer barrels, having 
fired so many rounds in such a short period of time.17 Though this particular report focuses on civilian 
victims of air strikes, Amnesty International previously documented civilian casualties of Coalition artillery 
strikes in Raqqa in an earlier report,18 as well as their use of indiscriminate strikes, notably with white 
phosphorous in June 2017.19   

                                                                                                                                                       
13 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/02/world/middleeast/us-backed-forces-close-to-trapping-isis-holdouts-in-raqqa.html  
14 See: Amnesty International, ®H vnm­s enqfds sghr b`qm`fd¯9 Bhuhkh`mr sq`oodc hm sgdfight for Raqqa ± Syria (Index: MDE 24/6945/2017) and 
available at https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2469452017ENGLISH.PDF  
15 For example, M1156 guiding kits fitted to 155mm artillery rounds, reduce the Circular Error Probable (CEP) to 30-50m, irrespective of the 
range. However, most of the 155mm artillery rounds used in Raqqa were unguided, with a CEP of as much as 200-300m, when fired from 
sgdhq l`whltl q`mfd- Rdd ®How to rd`c sgd @qlx­rbudget request for more precision oqcm`mbd¯+ hmThe New York Times Magazine, 1 May 
2018, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/01/magazine/army-artillery-budget-howitzer.html  
anc ®XM1156 precision guidance kit hd`cr sn @efg`mhrs`m¯ in DefenseMediaNetwork, 26 April 2013, available at 
https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/xm1156-155mm-precision-guidance-kit-heads-to-afghanistan/  
Also rdd vd`onmr­ rdbshnm nm o`fd51.  
16 ®L`qhmd `qshkkdqx a`qq`fd ne Q`pp` v`r rn hmsdmrd svn gnvhsydqr atqmdc nts¯+ L`qhmd Shldr+ 1 Mnudladq 1/06+ `u`hk`akd `s
https://www.marinecorpstimes.com/flashpoints/2017/11/02/marine-artillery-barrage-of-raqqa-was-so-intense-two-howitzers-burned-out/  
and Press briefing by US Army Sergeant Major John Wayne Troxell (senior enlisted adviser to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) on 
23 January 2018, available on his official Facebook page at: https://www.facebook.com/SEAC.JCS/videos/1822475634443381/  
17 Ibid 
18 Amnesty International, ®H vnm­s enqfds sghr b`qm`fd¯9 Bhuhkh`mr sq`oodc hm sgdfight for Raqqa ± Syria (Index: MDE 24/6945/2017) and 
available at https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2469452017ENGLISH.PDF  
19 Amnesty International, ®Syria: Expert analysis shows US-led coalition use of white phosphorus may amount to war crimē+ 16 June 2017, 
available at https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/syria-expert-analysis-shows-usled-coalition-use-of-white-phosphorus-may-
amount-to-war-crime/ 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/02/world/middleeast/us-backed-forces-close-to-trapping-isis-holdouts-in-raqqa.html
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2469452017ENGLISH.PDF
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/01/magazine/army-artillery-budget-howitzer.html
https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/xm1156-155mm-precision-guidance-kit-heads-to-afghanistan/
https://www.marinecorpstimes.com/flashpoints/2017/11/02/marine-artillery-barrage-of-raqqa-was-so-intense-two-howitzers-burned-out/
https://www.facebook.com/SEAC.JCS/videos/1822475634443381/
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE2469452017ENGLISH.PDF
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/syria-expert-analysis-shows-usled-coalition-use-of-white-phosphorus-may-amount-to-war-crime/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/syria-expert-analysis-shows-usled-coalition-use-of-white-phosphorus-may-amount-to-war-crime/
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ASWAD FAMILY 
NINE CIVILIANS KILLED ± EIGHT IN AN AIR STRIKE AND ONE KILLED BY A MINE/IED WHILE TRYING YO 

REACH SURVIVORS 

®Vd jdos sghmjhmf ¬Hm ` bntokd ne c`xr hs­kk `kk ad nudq: sgd
SDF will come enq tr snc`x nq snlnqqnv­.̄ 20 
Mohammed Othman Aswad who survived the Coalition attack on 8 June 2017 

Jamal Othman Aswad was one of four brothers from the low-income district west of the Jezra intersection on 
the western outskirts of Raqqa city. By the time the Coalition began its campaign to wrest Raqqa from the IS, 
he was 41 years old and had become a successful trader. In 1990, he and his brothers ± Ammar, 
Mohammed and Khaled (of whom only the latter two survived) ± had established a business selling food and 
household goods. They ran a shop on the busy main road west of the Jezra intersection selling everything 
from infant milk powder to flat-screen TVs.  

The brothers dreamt of constructing their own building and by 2010 ± after working together for 20 years ± 
they were able to begin work on a plot opposite the old family home. Construction took a year and cost the 
aqnsgdqr­ khed r`uhmfr ne rnldUSD60,000. Initially they planned to sell some of the 12 apartments and invest 
profits in the business but when the crisis and subsequent conflict in Syria began, business slowed and they 
struggled to finish the interior work. They sold only one of the apartments, on the fourth floor, to a family who 
fitted it out but then moved away from the city.  

Unable to complete the internal work on the building, Jamal, Mohammed and Khaled continued to live in 
rented accommodation elsewhere in the city with their wives and children. The youngest brother, Ammar, 
lived with their mother in the old family home across the street from the unfinished building. The brothers 
used the ground floor of the building and the cellar as a warehouse for their goods. With four storeys, the 
block was one of very few tall buildings in a predominantly one- and two-storey neighbourhood. It also had a 
cellar; something the older, traditional one-rsnqdx gntrdr 'trt`kkx qdedqqdc sn knb`kkx `r ®@q`ahb gntrdr¯(
lacked. Shortly after Coalition forces and the local SDF launched the military operation to oust IS from Raqqa 
on 6 June 2017, the area bdb`ld ` a`sskdfqntmc- Sgd @rv`c­r bdkk`q adb`ld ` rgdksdq enq sgd e`lhkx `mc
some of their neighbours.  

WHITE PHOSPHOROUS SHELLING 
At the beginning of the military operation, before the shelling started, Coalition airplanes dropped leaflets on 
the Jezra intersection area warning residents to distance themselves from IS fighters and leave the city,21 a 
cheehbtks `mc qhrjx dmcd`unq fhudm HR­r oqnudm sq`bj qdbnqc ne s`qfdshmf bhuhkh`mr vgn `ssdlosdc sn kd`ud bhshdr
under its control.22 On 8 June 2017 Coalition forces fired white phosphorus artillery projectiles above Jezra, 
seemingly to create a smokescreen through which SDF ground troops could move into the area.23 Amnesty 
International verified videos of the event which were published online and showed burning elements coming 
into contact with civilian houses.24 White phosphorous-impregnated fragments rained down on the area 
`qntmc sgd @rv`c­r athkchmf `mc rgno- 

Mohammed, one of the Aswad brothers who survived the attack, told Amnesty International:  

We had been in the basement from 8 June, after the first attack in the area ± a white phosphorous 
anla`qcldms vghbg rds lx mdhfgantq­r ennc v`qdgntrd nm ehqd+ `r vdkk `r `mnsgdq mdhfgantq­r

                                                                                                                                                       
20 Interview with Mohammed Aswad, Raqqa, 8 February 2018. 
21 See, for example, 
https://www.facebook.com/Raqqa.Sl/photos/a.780113668666553.1073741828.780110825333504/1565169326827646/?type=3&theater
and https://isis.liveuamap.com/en/2017/8-june-leaflets-dropped-by-international-coalition-onto-raqqa  
22 See, for example, Amnesty International, At any cost: The civilian catastrophe in West Mosul ± Iraq (Index: MDE 14/6610/2017), available 
at https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/07/at-any-cost-civilian-catastrophe-in-west-mosul-iraq/  
23 The artillery were most likely US-made 155mm M825A1s ± Amnesty International Press Release, 16 June 2017, available at 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/syria-expert-analysis-shows-usled-coalition-use-of-white-phosphorus-may-amount-to-war-
crime/ 
24 Ibid. 

https://www.facebook.com/Raqqa.Sl/photos/a.780113668666553.1073741828.780110825333504/1565169326827646/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/Raqqa.Sl/photos/a.780113668666553.1073741828.780110825333504/1565169326827646/?type=3&theater
https://isis.liveuamap.com/en/2017/8-june-leaflets-dropped-by-international-coalition-onto-raqqa
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/07/at-any-cost-civilian-catastrophe-in-west-mosul-iraq/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/syria-expert-analysis-shows-usled-coalition-use-of-white-phosphorus-may-amount-to-war-crime/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/syria-expert-analysis-shows-usled-coalition-use-of-white-phosphorus-may-amount-to-war-crime/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/syria-expert-analysis-shows-usled-coalition-use-of-white-phosphorus-may-amount-to-war-crime/
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shoe shop on the corner of the main road. During the days, we would spend most of the time in the 
cellar but we would go in and out between the basement and our old family home across the road, 
to use the bathroom and kitchen. We had to, as there were no such facilities in the cellar.25 

As the battle was approaching, the two youngest brothers, Khaled and Ammar, left the area. Both men paid 
IS-affiliated smugglers in order to leave, as this was the only way out. Jamal and Mohammed also took 
precautions, sending their mother and their wives and children to safety in Manbij.26 They decided to stay on 
to safeguard their business and the building they had worked so hard to construct. They knew that if they 
left, IS fighters would steal their property and likely make use of the building, putting it at risk of coalition 
strikes.   

 
Amal Othman, 13, and her brothers Ammar, 8 and Mahmoud, 17; and Jamal Aswad, 41 ± four of the eight victims killed in a Coalition air 
strike on 28 June 2017 in Raqqa. © Private  

                                                                                                                                                       
25 Interview with Mohammed Aswad, Raqqa, 7 and 8 February 2018. 
26 A city 140km north-west of Raqqa which had been previously recaptured from IS and was under the control of the SDF. 








































































































