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KEY MESSAGES

• Anti-personnel landmines, cluster munitions and explosive remnants 
of war (ERW) are defined in international treaties and conventions.

• Landmines and cluster munitions have been used extensively around 
the globe since World War II.

• Quantifying the level of contamination and the number of mine victims 
around the world has been difficult, but is becoming better as a result 
of improved survey and reporting processes.

• The Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention (APMBC) and the 
Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM) have played a key role in the 
development of the sector.

• National level mine action programmes have successfully evolved 
over the years and landmines/ERW are increasingly seen as a 
development issue.

INTRODUCTION

Mine action is the combination of activities designed to:

• reduce real and perceived risks to affected populations of landmines, 
cluster munitions, ammunition stockpiles and ERW;

• address consequences of accidents upon victims;

• reduce economic, social and developmental consequences of 
contamination; and

• advocate developing, adopting and complying with appropriate instruments 
of international humanitarian law (IHL).

Each of these elements of mine action is addressed in this publication. It is, 
however, important to understand that mine action is most effective when all its 
different component activities take place together, in a coordinated and reinforcing 
programme. Doing so is difficult, requiring the combined attention and efforts 
of international and national government agencies, international institutions, 
militaries, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), commercial companies and 
representatives of women, girls, boys and men in affected populations.
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Mine action is not a static process that has already been defined and perfected. 
It evolves over time, as a result of changes in local circumstances and conditions, 
and also as experience is gained and policies, processes and techniques are tried, 
tested, accepted and improved or discarded.

The scope of mine action also changes over time. In its earliest days it focused 
on landmines exclusively. It soon became clear that other forms of unexploded 
ordnance had to be addressed, that affected people needed risk education and that 
victims required assistance. The urgent need to develop effective laws and treaties 
to stop continuing expansion of the problem was another early and significant 
enhancement. Later focus on cluster munitions as a specifically significant 
threat resulted in further modification to the scope of mine action. Today, with 
acceptance that stockpiles, other weapons and explosives pose an important risk 
to affected populations, the scope of mine action continues to evolve.

Mine action will continue to change over time and this is of benefit to mine action. 
Readiness to think about the context surrounding mine action, to ask challenging 
questions and to be ready to accept difficult answers are all hallmarks of an 
enquiring, professional approach to doing the right job and doing it well.

Mine action is a complex, challenging and often frustrating collection of activities, 
but it is also fascinating, rewarding and has the potential to make a real difference 
to the lives of people in affected countries. This book is an introduction to the 
purposes and practices of mine action. Much more information is available on 
the different activities that make up mine action, much of it through the GICHD’s 
own website 1. A selected bibliography is provided at the end of this publication.

Cluster bomb, World War II
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What are landmines?

In their simplest form, landmines 2 are victim-activated explosive traps, whether 
the intended target is a person or a vehicle. A mine comprises a quantity of explo-
sive, normally contained within some form of casing (typically in metal, plastic or 
wood), and a fuzing mechanism to detonate the main explosive charge. Some 

are buried under the ground, while 
others are placed on stakes or fixed to 
objects above the ground. They can be 
activated by a range of mechanisms 
including pressure, trip wire, electrical 
command or magnetic influence. Some 
modern mines can be initiated using 
other forms of electronic sensor.

Landmines are generally classified into 
two categories: anti-tank (or anti-vehicle) 
and anti-personnel. Anti-personnel 
mines are also commonly further divided 
into four categories based on their  
primary method of causing injury: blast; 
fragmentation; bounding fragmentation; 
and directional fragmentation.

Both the terms ‘mine’ and ‘anti-person-
nel mine’ are defined in separate 
instruments of international law – the 
APMBC and the Convention on Certain 
Conventional Weapons (CCW). The 

APMBC defines an anti-personnel mine as: ‘a mine designed to be exploded by the 
presence, proximity or contact of a person and that will incapacitate, injure or kill one 
or more persons.’ Anti-tank or anti-vehicle mines are often referred to in international 
negotiations as ‘mines other than anti-personnel mines’ or MOTAPM.

What are cluster munitions?

A cluster munition is a conventional munition that is designed to release multiple 
submunitions (in some cases called ‘bomblets’) over a large area. The general 
definition describes both the container (also called a dispenser or ‘parent munition’) 
and the submunitions it holds. In the broadest definitions submunitions may 
contain explosives, smoke, tear gas, chaff, pyrotechnics, leaflets or other items. 
The number of submunitions varies from as few as two up to many hundreds 

V69 bounding fragmentation  
anti-personnel mine
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and the size of the individual submunitions may vary considerably. They can be 
dispersed or released from aircraft, drones, rockets or artillery.

The CCM 3 was designed specifically to address weapons that cause ‘unacceptable 
harm’ and has a narrower definition of cluster munitions. They are defined as 
those containing only explosive submunitions, each of which weighs less than 
20 kilograms. It does not include the following:

• A munition or submunition designed to dispense flares, smoke, pyrotechnics 
or chaff; or a munition designed exclusively for an air defence role.

• A munition or submunition designed to produce electrical or electronic effects.

• A munition that, in order to avoid indiscriminate area effects and the risks 
posed by unexploded submunitions has all of the following characteristics:

 } Each munition contains fewer than ten explosive submunitions

 } Each explosive submunition weighs more than four kilograms

 } Each explosive submunition is designed to detect and engage a single 
target object.

 } Each explosive submunition is equipped with an electronic self-destruction 
mechanism.

 } Each explosive submunition is equipped with an electronic self-deactivating 
feature.

Cluster munitions (Vietnam)
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What are explosive remnants of war?

Protocol V to the CCW 4 adopted in 2003 states that the term ‘explosive remnants 
of war’ or ERW refers to unexploded ordnance (UXO) and abandoned explosive 
ordnance (AXO). Ordnance is a general term that covers military weapons 
and ammunition (not to be confused with ordinance – which refers to a law or 
regulation).

Unexploded ordnance or UXO refers to munitions (bombs, rockets, artillery shells, 
mortars, grenades and the like) that have been used but failed to detonate as 
intended. Failure rates may be as low as 1 or 2 per cent, or as high as 30 to 40 per 
cent, depending on a range of factors, such as the quality of original manufacture, 
the age of the weapon, storage conditions, the method of use and environmental 
conditions.

Abandoned ordnance or AXO refers to explosive ordnance that has not been used 
during an armed conflict, but which has been left behind or dumped by a party to 
an armed conflict, and which is no longer under the control of the party that left it 
behind or dumped it. Abandoned explosive ordnance may or may not have been 
primed, fuzed, armed or otherwise prepared for use.

History of landmines

‘Modern’ explosive landmines were first used during the American Civil War when 
a Confederate general ordered his troops to prepare buried artillery shells so that 
they could be detonated by pulling trip wires or by being stepped on. 5 Despite 
concerns, on both sides in the civil war, use of the weapons continued.

Explosive remnants of war (Lao) 
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Anti-tank mines were developed on the Western Front during World War I as 
a defensive countermeasure to the newly invented tank – examples from that 
conflict continue to be unearthed today. Anti-personnel mines, on the other 
hand, were not widely deployed on the battlefield during the war. Some were 
placed in barbed wire entanglements, but they were often as dangerous to 
the side that laid them as they were to the enemy. 6 Some anti-personnel mines 
and booby traps were laid in abandoned trench positions in anticipation of an 
enemy advance.

In contrast, in World War II, both anti-personnel and anti-tank landmines were 
used on a huge scale. According to the United States Defense Intelligence Agency, 
more than 300 million anti-tank mines were used during the war, including 
220 million by the Soviet Union. 7 By the end of the war Germany is believed to 
have manufactured 16 different types of anti-tank mine, 10 different types of 
anti-personnel mine, and used many different types of improvised devices and 
captured mines. This included the development and incorporation of an anti-
handling device 8 and the first use of an aerially-delivered anti-personnel mine, 
able to be scattered.

Since 1945, the design of mines has concentrated on five criteria: effectiveness, 
size, detectability, logistic effort and speed of laying.

Rapid technological advance has also resulted in rapid obsolescence and by the 
1990s more than 600 different types of landmines had been produced. 9

Anti-personnel mines were used widely in the wars in Korea (where they 
accounted for nearly five per cent of US troop casualties) and in Vietnam. 10 

As a result of experience during the Korean War, particularly following human 
wave attacks against United Nations (UN) positions, the US developed the M18 
Claymore directional fragmentation mine. When detonated, either by trip wire or 
by electric command wire, hundreds of steel ball bearings are forcefully expelled 
from the mine casing in a 60 degree arc, with a lethal radius of around 50 metres.

The first widespread use of ‘remotely delivered’ or ‘scatterable’ mines took place 
in the Vietnam war by US forces seeking to stop the flow of men and material 
from North to South Vietnam through Cambodia and Laos. Aerially delivered 
anti-personnel landmines had a number of military advantages over manually 
laid mines – they could be deployed rapidly, required little logistic support 
and could be laid deep within enemy territory with minimal risk to air-crews. 
However, they represented a threat to advances by friendly forces. This led to 
the development of anti-personnel mines fitted with self-destructing or self-
neutralizing mechanisms.
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While mine technology has advanced rapidly over the past few decades, the 
most prevalent and typical use of landmines involves the manual emplacement 
of low-technology anti-personnel and anti-tank mines in internal armed conflicts, 
by both government forces and armed opposition groups.

In Afghanistan, Angola, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Cambodia, Ethiopia, Iraq, 
Mozambique, Nicaragua, Somalia, Sudan and many other war-torn nations, anti-
personnel mines were widely used as part of a deliberate military strategy to 
terrorize civilians and control their movements. Proliferation was fuelled by ready 
availability and low cost, with typical prices ranging from US$ 3 -15 per mine.

More recently, and in particular in the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, the 
use of ‘Improvised Explosive Devices’ or IEDs has grown rapidly. While under 
international law these devices fall under the category of a ‘booby trap’, some 
exhibit characteristics of an anti-personnel mine. Many are command-detonated 
by wireless signal, whereas others rely on person stepping onto a pressure plate 
or a vehicle setting them off.

History of cluster munitions

The development of cluster munitions took place much later than landmines. 
By their nature they rely on a relatively complex delivery system to dispense 
them from aircraft, rockets or artillery. One reason for their development was 

World War II clearance site layout
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that unguided aircraft bombs were very inaccurate. The bomblets within cluster 
bombs were intended to cover a wide area and be suitable for attacking targets 
that were difficult for a single bomb to hit with precision, such as massed troops in 
the open, columns of armoured vehicles, airfield runways, buildings and bridges.

Cluster bombs were first used in World War II by Germany and the Soviet 
Union. In 1943 Soviet forces used air-dropped cluster munitions against German 
armoured troops and German forces used SD-1 and SD-2 butterfly bombs against 
artillery in the Kursk salient. In that year German aircraft also dropped more than 
1,000 SD-2 butterfly bombs on the port of Grimsby in the UK.

In the 1960s and early 1970s during the Vietnam War, US forces used cluster 
munitions extensively in bombing campaigns in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. 
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) estimates that in Laos alone 
millions of unexploded submunitions remain, and some 11,000 people have been 
killed or injured by them, more than 30 per cent of them children. It is estimated, 
based on analysis of US military databases, that 9,500 sorties in Cambodia 
delivered up to 87,000 air-dropped cluster munitions.

From the 1970s through the 1990s cluster munitions were used in conflicts as 
diverse as Afghanistan, Angola, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Chad, Chechnya, Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, the Falkland Islands/Malvinas, Kosovo, Serbia and Western Sahara. In Iraq, 
between 2003 and 2006, the US and UK used nearly 13,000 cluster munitions 
containing an estimated 2 million submunitions. In 2006 in Lebanon, Israeli forces 
used surface-launched and air-dropped cluster munitions against Hezbollah, 
and Hezbollah fired more than 100 Chinese-produced Type-81 122 mm cluster 
munition rockets into northern Israel. Most recently, cluster munitions have been 
used in the conflicts in Libya and Syria. 11

EXTENT OF GLOBAL CONTAMINATION

Initial estimates

It is impossible to give an accurate estimate of the total number of uncleared 
landmines, unexploded submunitions or other explosive remnants of war 
around the world. In the early 1990s international concern was focused on 
the humanitarian impact of landmines, especially anti-personnel mines. Initial 
estimates by the UN suggested that there might be 100 million anti-personnel 
mines buried in countries around the world. This figure was not based on 
any survey or quantifiable evidence and was quickly discounted as a gross 
exaggeration.
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The first attempt to quantify the global problem of anti-personnel landmines 
was undertaken by the Vietnam Veterans of America Foundation (VVAF) in 
1994. VVAF completed a series of surveys in a number of known mine-affected 
countries. The results were published in a book titled ‘After the Guns Fall Silent – 
The Enduring Legacy of Landmines’.12 The report identified 83 countries where 
landmine incidents had been reported in the past. VVAF also undertook detailed 
household surveys in six countries: Afghanistan, Angola, Cambodia, Croatia, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina and Mozambique.

The report looked at landmines and humanitarian law, the social and economic 
costs of landmines, and emerging humanitarian demining operations in these 
countries. While it was a good first attempt to quantify the landmine problem, 
it was still not possible to put any meaningful number on the total number of 
landmines or area affected. The different types of data collected in the different 
countries made comparisons or summaries difficult.

Similarly, it has always been difficult to determine accurate numbers of landmine 
victims due to lack of data. Initial estimates were in the order of tens of thousands 
of new victims each year.

Affected country assessments

At the field level, maps of mined areas rarely existed or were unavailable, so 
demining programmes were forced to undertake their own surveys. Different 
terminologies were used but the three basic types of surveys undertaken were:

1. Non-technical surveys (or Level One surveys). Data was gathered through 
document searches, questionnaires and interviews with local people 
to determine if there was any knowledge of landmines in the area, any 
casualties etc.

2. Technical (or Level Two) surveys. Trained and properly equipped personnel 
would enter suspected areas to confirm the presence of mines, their type 
and the extent of the area contaminated.

3. Completion (or Level Three) surveys. Trained personnel checked an area to 
ensure that all mines had been cleared.

While this approach provided sufficient information for demining programmes 
to plan and start demining work at the country level, the information was often 
collected and stored in different ways and did not help much in determining 
national priorities or defining the global problem. The basis of this approach was 
often referred to as ‘chasing minefields’.
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Landmine Impact Surveys

In 2003, a consortium of non-governmental organizations called the Survey Action 
Center (initially a project of VVAF) instituted a new style of national surveys called 
Landmine Impact Surveys (LIS). The aim of the LIS was to move away from 
chasing minefields to focus on the impact landmines were having on communities, 
and then use this information to inform priority-setting. In turn this would add to 
global knowledge about the extent of landmine contamination, particularly given 
that the recent entry into force of the APMBC required all states parties to ‘clear 
all known mined areas’.

An Article about the LIS stated that ‘The primary rationale of the survey lies in the 
need to root mine action priority decisions in a firm understanding of the impact 
that landmines have upon communities. Data from four countries in which impact 
surveys have been completed indicate that only a small share of communities – 
perhaps as few as ten percent – can be categorised as high impact, another 25 
percent as medium impact, and the remaining 65 percent as low impact. This 
has implications for the prioritisation of scarce mine action resources, but it also 
makes broad elimination of the impact of landmines within the dates specified 
by the Landmines Convention appear more realistic, even though total clearance 
may appear unrealistic.’13

The Article places the impact survey initiative in the context of the evolving 
humanitarian response to landmines, from an emerging realisation of the threat 
in the 1970s and 1980s to the present-day landmine response capacity working 
with other reconstruction and development initiatives. ‘The success of the sector 
ultimately hinges on the availability of solid and systematic data on impact.’14

LIS were undertaken in a total of 14 mine-affected countries. 15 The initial surveys 
greatly improved knowledge and understanding of the landmine problem in these 
countries and they assisted with identifying priority areas. However, later LIS 
became large and expensive. Use of LIS data sometimes led to misunderstandings.

In particular, LIS data that defined areas where landmines were having an impact 
upon communities was often subsequently taken to offer definitions of where 
landmines were actually present: two very different things. The result was that 
slow, expensive and precious clearance assets were sometimes targeted on areas 
where landmines were not present.

Some commentators have presented such confusion and inefficiency as a 
shortcoming of the LIS themselves. A more reasonable approach is to view the 
problems of interpretation as ones arising from a misunderstanding of the original 
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purpose of LIS data and its later application in inappropriate ways for different 
purposes. LIS surveys sought to collect data to answer one question; when 
that data was later used to try to answer a very different question significant 
difficulties arose.

The lessons learnt as a result of the LIS and the difficulties over later use of data 
were of great importance in the development of the land release principles which 
are widely applied today.

Landmines and the APMBC

Without doubt, the one single event that eventually led to determination of the 
extent of global landmine contamination, and its impact upon affected countries, 
was the entry into force of the APMBC in 1997. Article 5.2 of the Convention 
states that: ‘Each State Party shall make every effort to identify all areas under its 
jurisdiction or control in which anti-personnel mines are known or suspected to 
be emplaced and shall ensure as soon as possible that all anti-personnel mines in 
mined areas under its jurisdiction or control are perimeter-marked, monitored and 
protected by fencing or other means, to ensure the effective exclusion of civilians, 
until all anti-personnel mines contained therein have been destroyed’.16

Although it took some years for many mine-affected States Parties to address 
this obligation properly, progress has been made. This has been through 
annual Meetings of the States Parties (MSPs), the requirement to submit annual 
transparency reports and, more recently, submission of extension requests by 
States Parties that have not met their ten year deadline to clear all their known 
mined areas.

Landmine Monitor

The establishment of annual Landmine Monitor (LMM) reports issued by the 
International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL)17 took place in parallel with the 
entry into force of the APMBC. These comprehensive reports have been published 
each year since 1999 and reflect a global reporting network that provides a report 
on each country in the world (plus eight other areas not internationally recognized 
as states).

While the exact number of landmines still buried in the ground is not known the 
LMM has helped track and quantify the number of affected states, the impact of 
landmines on communities, the number of new landmine victims each year and 
the steps being taken to address the problem.
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Cluster munitions

Attempting to measure global contamination by cluster munitions is a more 
recent endeavour and follows the introduction into force of the CCM in 2010. 
While international focus had previously been on anti-personnel landmines, the 
reality was that demining organizations in the field cleared everything they found –  
anti-personnel landmines, anti-tank mines, cluster munition remnants and all other 
types of explosive remnants of war.

The requirement of Article 4, paragraph 2 (a) of the CCM for States parties to 
‘Survey, assess and record the threat posed by cluster munition remnants, making 
every effort to identify all cluster munition contaminated areas under its jurisdiction 
or control’ introduced the need to quantify contamination caused by cluster 
munition remnants on a global level.

Fortunately, the ICBL-CMC (Cluster Munition Coalition) expanded its charter 
to include cluster munitions and since 2010 has produced a separate ‘Cluster 
Munition Monitor’. As in the LMM, the report:

• identifies countries or areas affected by cluster munition remnants;

• quantifies the extent of that contamination; and

• describes the impact they have on communities.

Unexploded ordnance

It is also impossible to give an accurate estimate of the number of uncleared 
UXO and abandoned munitions that remain to be destroyed. UXO continue to be 
uncovered in significant quantities on battlefields many decades after conflicts 
have come to an end. Some munitions from World War I include mustard gas or 
other chemical agents, resulting in an additional hazard for explosive ordnance 
disposal teams. In Belarus, disposal teams sometimes encounter munitions left 
over from the Napoleonic Wars of the early 19th century. 18

As a result of international efforts to address the problems caused by mines and 
cluster munitions, the threat posed by UXO now receives more attention. In some 
subsistence economies civilians collect items of ordnance for their value as scrap 
metal or for the explosives they contain, and children may be killed or injured 
while playing with UXO they encounter in their daily lives. The consequences of 
not disposing safely of UXO have all too often been fatal.
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Current assessments

Some national programmes are now more than twenty years old and it is possible 
to compare what was actually found with some of the earliest estimates.

The original estimates for Afghanistan suggested that up to 20 million mines might 
be present. To date, and with the great majority of mine-affected areas already 
addressed, the total number of mines found is around 610,000 (with more than 
13 million items of UXO). In Mozambique almost 140,000 mines have been cleared, 
against early estimates of several million.

The situation is similar in most affected countries, suggesting that more 
appropriate estimates for global contamination levels are of the order of millions, 
rather than many tens of millions.

That is not to say that there are not areas where very large numbers of mines will 
still be found, such as along the Turkish/Syrian border or within the Demilitarized 
Zone between North and South Korea. In both cases mines are generally 
confined to controlled, fenced and off-limits zones, having relatively little direct 
humanitarian impact.

DEFINING MINE ACTION

Mine action is a broad set of efforts intended both to prevent and to address the 
problems caused by mines, cluster munitions and other explosive remnants of 
war. The term is more specifically defined by various actors. These include the 
UN, which did so in its policy document issued in 1998,19 although it had already 
been used in the ground-breaking studies of indigenous mine action capacities 
published the previous year. 20

The term originated in Cambodia in the early 1990s when Canadian Army 
engineers suggested that the body set up to administer and coordinate mine-
related activities in the country be named the Cambodian Mine Action Centre, with 
a view to stressing the dynamic nature of the enterprise. It is now in general use, 
although the term ‘humanitarian demining’ is often still used, particularly when 
reference is made to the subset of mine action activities that concern the survey 
and clearance of mined areas.

The United Nations’ International Mine Action Standards (IMAS)21 refer to mine 
action as ‘activities which aim to reduce the social, economic and environmental 
impact of mines and (other) ERW including cluster munitions’. The relevant standard 
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provides that mine action ‘is not just about demining; it is also about people and 
societies, and how they are affected by landmine and (other) ERW contamination. 
The objective of mine action is to reduce the risk from landmines and (other) ERW 
to a level where people can live safely; in which economic, social and health 
development can occur free from the constraints imposed by landmine and (other) 
ERW contamination, and in which the victims’ needs can be addressed’.22

According to the United Nations, mine action comprises five complementary 
groups of activities or ‘pillars’:

1. Mine/ERW risk education

2. Demining, ie mine/ERW survey, mapping, marking and clearance

3. Victim assistance, including rehabilitation and reintegration

4. Stockpile destruction

5. Advocacy against the use of anti-personnel mines and cluster munitions.

The definition further notes that a number of other enabling activities are required 
to support these five components of mine action, including:

1. Assessment and planning

2. Mobilisation and prioritisation of resources

3. Information management

4. Human skills development and management training

5. Quality management

6. Application of effective, appropriate and safe equipment.

FIRST MINE ACTION PROGRAMMES

Afghanistan

The origin of modern mine action can be traced back to October 1988, when 
for the first time the UN appealed for funds for a humanitarian response to the 
problems caused by landmines on behalf of Afghanistan. Prior to this period, 
activities intended to reduce the impact of mines, especially mine clearance, 
were largely the domain of national militaries, as had been the case in Europe 
after World War II. Afghanistan was a different case, though, as there was no 
functioning Afghan army and the Soviet troops were not willing or able to clear 
mines before their departure from the country.
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The UN appeal was for funds for ‘humanitarian demining’, a new term which 
was understood to mean removal of emplaced mines, and also information and 
education activities to prevent injuries. The term ‘demining’ was used to denote 
mine clearance for humanitarian purposes and to distinguish it clearly from the 
military activity of ‘breaching’, which cleared paths through minefields to attain 
military mission objectives during combat operations.

After a period in which the UN, assisted by military contingents from donor 
countries, provided two weeks of basic mine clearance training to more than 
10,000 Afghan refugees, the UN decided to support the creation of a number 
of Afghan Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) to survey, map, mark and 
clear landmines and UXO, and to conduct mine awareness for the civilian 
population.

More than two decades later, these NGOs are still at work, and a number of them 
have conducted operations in other countries utilizing their particular expertise in 
survey, use of mine detecting dogs and quality management.

Within this UN-supported humanitarian response to landmines, victim assistance 
was largely confined to casualty evacuation for deminers, although the ICRC had 
set up a number of prosthetic clinics to fit artificial limbs to amputees caused 
by the war. ICRC hospitals in Peshawar and Quetta treated wounded coming 
into neighbouring Pakistan from inside Afghanistan and the organisation had 
an independent hospital in Kabul from 1988 to 1992. In Peshawar and Quetta,  
44 per cent (1,530) of the total wounded admitted were landmine victims. 23  
Here was the first evidence of a humanitarian problem growing rapidly in 
severity.

Start of international mine action NGOs

The creation of the world’s first international humanitarian mine clearance NGO – 
the Hazardous Area Life-Support Organisation (HALO Trust) – occurred in 1988. 
Another British organization – the Mines Advisory Group (MAG) was set up the 
following year and in 1989, MAG conducted the first survey of the impact of 
landmines in Afghanistan. 24

In 1992, Handicap International 25, which had already been operating for 10 years 
as a humanitarian NGO implementing projects in favour of the disabled, including 
mine amputees and other victims, made an alliance with MAG to set up its first 
two demining programmes in Cambodia and northern Iraq, and took part in the 
creation of the ICBL.
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Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA)26 has also participated in mine action since 1992. 
It first became involved in mine action in Cambodia and has since been operational 
in more than a dozen countries on three continents. A more complete list of over 
350 current mine action organizations can be found on the GICHD website.27

Commercial demining organizations

Following the 1991 Gulf war, clearance of mines and UXO, by a number of 
commercial demining companies, took place in Kuwait (well over 1 million AP and 
AT mines have been cleared during the following two decades).28 The 1991–1993 
clearance programmes involved a significant use of mechanical equipment and 
stimulated its development.

Subsequently, a number of commercial companies, such as Royal Ordnance, DSL, 
ELS, BACTEC, Mine-Tech and Mechem emerged, evolving through mergers and 
expansions into an active commercial industry. Today, international and many 
national companies compete for ‘mine action’ contracts for a range of clients 
serving humanitarian, development and commercial interests.

Cambodia, Mozambique and Angola

Following Afghanistan and Kuwait, the next major landmine challenge for the 
international community was in Cambodia. In January 1992, the UN Security 
Council expanded the mandate of the UN Advance Mission in Cambodia 
(UNAMIC) to include mine clearance and training 29 and in March the Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) began the repatriation 
of some 360,000 refugees and displaced persons from Thailand.

In June 1992, the Cambodian Mine Action Centre (CMAC) was set up as the basis 
for a national programme. Later, in 2000, the Cambodian Mine Action and Victim 
Assistance Authority (CMAA) was established to separate the regulatory aspects 
of mine action from the operational work of CMAC.

Planning for mine action in Mozambique began in 1992, just after the UN had 
appointed an expert to the Department for Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) 
in New York to focus on landmines and to set up the UN Demining Office. 
Experiences in Mozambique represented a watershed for UN-supported mine-
related activities as criticisms mounted about the slow pace of action and the 
direction the UN had chosen to take. A subsequent study of the programme 
suggested that an indigenous capability should not merely be seen as a mine 
clearance capability: ‘empowering national authorities to regulate, coordinate and 
sustain all mine action objectives should be a key objective.’30



30 | Chapter 1

Significant problems were also encountered in Angola, where planning for mine 
action began in March 1993, although a Central Mine Action Office was not set 
up until August 1994. The UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs (DHA) 1997 
report on the programme noted that as the youngest of the four programmes 
studied, it was, in theory, in a good position to benefit from the experiences of 
other programmes. In reality, it proved the most problematic as a promising start 
‘soon gave way to interminable bureaucratic in-fighting on overall programme 
objectives and approach and to disputes over assigned division of labour and 
responsibilities’.31 A number of hard lessons were learned.

Current situation

Around 40 countries have established some form of mine action programme, 
while in some other states and areas the UN oversees mine action activities. 
The size of these programmes varies considerably ranging from Afghanistan and 
Cambodia where they employ thousands of deminers, and have budgets in the 
tens of millions, to much smaller programmes as in Cyprus, the Falkland Islands/
Malvinas or some Pacific Island states.

As of December 2013, a total of 25 States had declared that they had completed 
implementation of their mine clearance obligations under the APMBC. The national 
mine action authorities and mine action centres of those States have, for the most 
part, ended their operations. In one instance the national mine action authority has 
taken on new responsibilities related to responding proactively to UXO problems 
and dealing with ammunition stockpile management.

For a full description of current efforts by the Convention’s States Parties with 
continuing demining efforts, see the Convention’s website or the Landmine and 
Cluster Munition Monitor. 32

Global developments

Although the APMBC says that it is the responsibility of affected states to clear all 
known mined areas, there has been considerable international support for mine 
and other ERW-affected countries in setting up their national programmes. This 
has been through funding and establishing different trust fund mechanisms, as 
well as the development of international standards, improved equipment testing 
procedures and regular international meetings to share experiences.

Different training programmes have been established to train national mine action 
managers and there is growing cooperation and south-south exchange between 
mine-affected countries.
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Mine action programmes have also moved from being seen just as ‘emergency’ 
programmes, with greater emphasis now placed on national capacity development 
and on integrating mine action into broader development and human security.
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