
 
 

 

Siege Warfare under International Humanitarian Law 

 

Project Partner: CEASEFIRE Centre for Civilian Rights 

 

 

About CEASEFIRE 

 

The CEASEFIRE Centre for Civilian Rights is an international initiative to develop 

civilian-led monitoring of violations of international humanitarian law or human rights; 

to secure accountability and reparation for those violations; and to develop the practice 

of civilian rights. CEASEFIRE works with established NGO partners and UN agencies 

on the ground in Iraq, Iran, Syria, Yemen and South Sudan, monitoring violations and 

promoting the access of civilians to the range of non-violent mechanisms and remedies 

under both human rights law and the laws of armed conflict, working to ensure that 

their rights can no longer be denied. CEASEFIRE is registered as a charity in the UK 

(no.1160083) and its work is funded by the governments of Switzerland and Norway 

and by leading foundations.  

 

Project Overview 

 

Background 

 

High-intensity conflicts in the Middle East and elsewhere have been dominated by a 

series of long and brutal sieges. These include sieges of major cities in Iraq (Ramadi, 

Fallujah, Mosul) and Syria (Aleppo, Raqqa, Eastern Ghouta) as well as of dozens of 

smaller cities or towns. The siege of Hodeidah in Yemen is ongoing, and a new series 

of sieges in Syria’s Idlib are underway. Whether mounted by Syrian/Russian/Iranian 

forces, the international coalition against ISIS, or the Saudi-led coalition, these sieges 

have all produced high rates of civilian casualties and massive physical destruction. 

UN and other humanitarian agencies have condemned the starvation of local 

populations under siege and sought to improve humanitarian access, but have made 

little headway in addressing the underlying problems.  

https://www.ceasefire.org/
https://www.ceasefire.org/


 
 

Although the pattern and scale of violations in contemporary sieges differ 

significantly between cases, they have all seen the erosion of humanitarian norms by 

almost all parties to conflict. But the legality of siege warfare and the limits placed on 

both besieging and besieged parties by international humanitarian law are a matter 

of some controversy (for a short intro, see: https://www.ceasefire.org/humanitarian-

limits-on-the-use-of-siege-warfare/ ). CEASEFIRE is now planning an evaluation of 

three recent sieges to consider international humanitarian law adherence and the 

legal and policy questions raised, leading to a publication and joint seminar in the 

first instance.  

 

Project Output 

 

The principal project output will be a report of 40-50 pages (20-25,000 words 

including bibliography) on legal limits on siege warfare (law and practice). The 

report, which it is anticipated will be a co-publication between CEASEFIRE and the 

Clinic, will:  

1. Provide an accessible summary of the main international humanitarian law 

provisions protecting civilians under siege, as well as key relevant protections 

under international human rights law and international criminal law; 

2. Consider in greater depth a number of key legal issues that are unsettled or 

controversial;  

3. Evaluate the practice of the parties to the conflict in three cases of 

contemporary siege. At this point the case study situations are planned to 

cover the sieges of Aleppo (Syria), Mosul (Iraq) and one other case, possibly 

Hodeidah (Yemen).  

 

Key issues may include: 

• Does the imposition of a siege constitute an ‘attack’ for the purposes of the 

IHL rules on the conduct of hostilities and what are the implications for 

protection of civilians? 

• Does the IHL prohibition on area bombardment have any specific application 

to contemporary siege practice? 

• What is meant by the starvation of the civilian population as a method of 

warfare? (What do the travaux préparatoires have to say?) 

https://www.ceasefire.org/humanitarian-limits-on-the-use-of-siege-warfare/
https://www.ceasefire.org/humanitarian-limits-on-the-use-of-siege-warfare/
https://www.ceasefire.org/humanitarian-limits-on-the-use-of-siege-warfare/


 
 

• How do the merging of combatants/fighters with the civilian population and 

the use of civilians as ‘human shields’ affect the responsibility of the attacking 

forces? 

• What is the role and relevance of international human rights law – including 

its relationship to international humanitarian law – during non-international 

armed conflict sieges?  

 

The finished report is intended for publication and will lead to a joint seminar with 

an academic institute, possibly in Geneva. Depending on timing, it is anticipated that 

the student researchers may be able to support the planning of this workshop 

through proposing participants and drafting a concept note, and, subject to available 

funds, may be able to participate.  

 

 

Project Outline: 

• Three phases, corresponding with the academic year:  

o November-December (5 weeks)  

- Review recent practice in the laying of sieges, confirm case study 
situations to be covered in the report and draft siege timelines, to be 
submitted to the partner by 13 December 2019. 

- Develop a bibliography on sieges as well as the case studies, to be 
submitted to the partner by 13 December 2019.  

- Coordinate publicity via social media with partner if appropriate 

- Submit an application for ethical approval by 13 December 

- Develop a communications strategy that covers how the team will 

communicate internally as well as with the partner and any 

external contacts (1 page). The external communications elements 

will be agreed with CEASEFIRE 

 

o January-March (10 weeks)  

– Further research on sections 1-3. This will include desk research and 

interviews with experts. 

- Complete draft of report to be submitted to the partner by the end of 

term.   

o April-June (10 weeks, taking into account 2 weeks exam period in May)  



 
 

– Develop a set of advocacy-based recommendations for CEASEFIRE  

to support it to strategise about next steps in its work on sieges 

- Revisions and finalisation of report following partner review.   
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UN Security Resolution 2417, 24 May 2018, Protection of Civilians in Armed 

Conflict.  

 

Understanding siege warfare 

 

‘The Strategic Logic of Sieges in Counterinsurgencies’, Beehner et al, Innovations in 

Warfare & Strategy, 2017 
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https://ssi.armywarcollege.edu/pubs/parameters/issues/Summer_2017/10_BeehnerBe

rtiJackson_StrategicLogicOfSiegesInCounterinsurgencies.pdf 

‘The Reemergence of the Siege: An Assessment of Trends in Modern Land Warfare’, 

Major Amos C. Fox, U.S. Army, Insititute of Land Warfare Publications, June 2018 

https://www.ausa.org/sites/default/files/LPE-18-2-The-Reemergence-of-the-Siege-

An-Assessment-of-Trends-in-Modern-Land-Warfare.pdf 

Sieges in international law 

‘Under Siege: International Humanitarian Law and Security Council Practice 

concerning Urban Siege Operations’, Sean Watts, Harvard Law School, May 2014 

http://blogs.harvard.edu/cheproject/files/2013/10/CHE-Project-IHL-and-SC-Practice-
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Sieges, the Law and Protecting Civilians, Emanuela-Chiara Gillard, June 2019, 
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- Sieges, evacuations and urban warfare, Laurie R Blank, 17 January 2019. 

https://www.ejiltalk.org/joint-blog-series-sieges-evacuations-and-urban-

warfare-thoughts-from-the-transatlantic-workshop-on-international-law-and-

armed-conflict/ 

- Are sieges prohibited under contemporary IHL?, Gloria Gaggioli, 30 January 
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armed-conflict-are-sieges-prohibited-under-contemporary-ihl/ 

- Can incidental starvation of civilians be lawful under IHL?, Mark Lattimer, 26 

March 2019 https://www.ejiltalk.org/can-incidental-starvation-of-civilians-be-

lawful-under-ihl/ 

Oxford Guidance on the Law Relating to Humanitarian Relief Operations in 

Situations of Armed Conflict, Dapo Akande and Emmanuela Chiara Gillard, 2016 
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 ‘Siege Warfare in Syria: Prosecuting the Starvation of Civilians’, Susan Power, 

Amsterdam Law Forum, Summer 2016  

http://amsterdamlawforum.org/article/viewFile/368/523 
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On specific contemporary sieges (initial list) 

 

‘Breaking Aleppo’ – Atlantic Council, February 2017 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/images/publications/Breaking-Aleppo-web-0215.pdf 

‘Covered in Dust, Veiled By Shadow: The Siege and Destruction of Aleppo’ Degnan 

et al, Syrian Accountability Project, Syracuse University College of Law, April 2017 

https://news.syr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Covered-in-Dust-Veiled-by-

Shadow.pdf 

‘Five Operational Lessons from the Battle of Mosul,’ Maj. Thomas D. Arnold & Maj. 

Nicolas Fiore, Military Review, Army University Press, Jan/Feb 2019 

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-

Archives/Jan-Feb-2019/Arnold-Mosul/ 

 

‘Accountability for Mass Starvation: Starvation in Yemen’, September 2019, Global 

Rights Compliance and World Peace Foundation. 

https://starvationaccountability.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/WPF-GRC-

POLICY-BRIEF-Accountability-for-Starvation-Yemen-Sept-2019.pdf  
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