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Executive Summary | Assessment of the rubble excavation and clearance 
operations in the districts affected by the explosion of Mpila munitions depots in 
Brazzaville, Republic of Congo 
 
On 4th March 2012, several military munitions depots exploded in the centre of the 
Mpila quarter, in the north east of Brazzaville. This series of blasts devastated several 
districts, notably Ouenzé and Talangaï, which suffered the most damage. The explosions 
also scattered unexploded ordnance (UXO) and numerous projectiles over a radius of 
several kilometres, thus contaminating an area of nearly 15,000 inhabitants and 
exposing them directly to the risk of new explosions. 
 
The European Union (EU) largely funded the rubble excavation and clearance 
operations in the districts affected by the explosions and subsequently gave the non-
governmental organisation (NGO) Demeter Déminage (referred to hereafter as 
Demeter) the task of organising the assessment of the effectiveness of the clearance 
activities, of the coordination between the national authorities and the implementation 
partners, and of the risk education given to communities around Mpila concerning the 
threats and potential danger of UXO. The assessment mandate, which also calls for 
recommendations to improve the effectiveness of similar rubble excavation and 
clearance programmes, was entrusted to the Geneva International Centre for 
Humanitarian Demining (GICHD), acting in partnership with the independent research 
project Small Arms Survey, also based in Geneva. 
 
The present report is based principally on the testimonies and interviews collected by 
the four members of the assessment team during the period spent in Brazzaville from 14 
to 23 January 2013, when the clearance work was not fully complete. The team acquired 
additional information through telephone interviews, as well as by consulting internal 
reports supplied by the agencies and organisations involved. The assessment report 
deals with four main themes: coordination, implementation, capacity development and 
transfer of responsibilities to the national authorities, in addition to funding. The 
conclusions seek to highlight the actions and initiatives that contributed to the 
achievement of the goals formulated within the set deadlines and which could provide a 
blueprint of “good practices” able to be applied subsequently in the context of similar 
rubble excavation and clearance programmes. The conclusions also underline, in the 
form of experience gained and “lessons to be learned”, the obstacles or inadequacies that 
may have hampered and/or slowed down the successful implementation of the 
clearance and risk education (RE) activities. 
 
Since 1993, the Republic of Congo has been shaken by a series of military conflicts and 
has experienced a period of political and social instability since the end of the last major 
armed conflict in 2000. Now considered a middle-income country, the Republic of Congo 
remains contaminated by explosive remnants of war (ERW) and UXO, the legacy of 
successive civil conflicts, especially in the areas around Brazzaville. Poor conditions of 
physical security and stockpile management (PSSM) have resulted in several explosions 
within military munitions depots between 1997 and 2010. At the time of the Mpila 
explosion, the national emergency response capacities, such as the engineering troops’ 



Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) unit, were understaffed and lacked proper 
coordination. 
 
Following the explosion, the United Nations assisted the Congolese government in 
carrying out a rapid assessment a few days after the catastrophe in order to identify the 
humanitarian aid requirements. The Resident Coordinator (RC) ensured overall 
coordination of the actions of the United Nations System agencies (UNS) in collaboration 
with the government, notably the Ministry of Social Affairs, Humanitarian Action and 
Solidarity (MASAHS). Within the UNS, the United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS) 
and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) respectively assumed responsibility 
for the coordination of mine and RE action in cooperation with the ministries 
concerned1. The European Union and several donors were major contributors to the 
rubble excavation, clearance and RE efforts through direct funding of the three main 
implementation partners (Mines Advisory Group (MAG), Demeter and Handicap 
International), as well as through the deployment of EOD teams and the provision of 
technical, material and humanitarian support as bilateral assistance. 
 
Assessment of the rubble excavation and clearance operations in the districts affected 
by the explosions is generally positive, both in terms of coordination between the actors 
and operational implementation. Given the quantity of ordnance on the ground the day 
after the explosions, the most significant indicators of achievement are, on the one hand, 
the very low number of accidents among the local population during the clearance 
period and, on the other, the absence of accidents among the operators. 
 
However, the work remains unfinished. During the assessment team’s visit (14-23 
January 2013), the clearance activities had been halted even though clearance of the 
craters was incomplete. The population was still unable to return to the secure area. 
 
The rubble excavation, clearance and RE activities went through several coordination 
phases. Firstly, cooperation between the UN agencies on the national and international 
level allowed UNMAS to commence operations, to integrate rapidly in order to 
undertake the coordination of activities within the shortest time possible and to benefit 
from emergency intervention funding. In the field, the creation of the operations unit, 
bringing together the heads of the Congolese Armed Forces (FAC) and all the clearance 
and RE actors, enabled the efficient distribution of tasks among the operators by 
geographical sector, the centralisation of data and immediate quality control of the 
standards and procedures implemented. The “tactical” and immediate objective of the 
action plan – to limit injuries as well as loss of human life among the local communities 
and clearance operators – was therefore both coordinated and attained. 
 
However, the programming, follow-up and implementation of the operational goals 
defined during the 2nd and 3rd phases were delayed and postponed on several 
occasions up to the end of 2012. During these so-called “stabilization” phases, 
coordination failures arose due to a lack of dialogue and consistency in the 
programming and prioritization of objectives and in the setting of appropriate 
deadlines. This gradual deterioration also became apparent at the level of civil-military 

                                                        
1 The Ministry of National Defence (MDN), MASAHS and the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education 
responsible for literacy. 



cooperation, plagued by the recurring problem of the absence of the FAC staff assigned 
to clearance. 
 
Implementation of the objectives was translated into action in the field through rubble 
excavation and clearance activities. The implementation partners (some of which were 
already on the ground) and contributing countries deployed their means and EOD 
personnel with extreme rapidity. The latter began, with the aid of simultaneously 
trained Congolese military and civil researchers, the painstaking tasks of visually 
searching for UXO in their respective sectors, removing or destroying in situ any UXO 
found, as well as carrying out impact surveys in the peripheral sectors. 
 
The main difficulties that arose during the implementation of the rubble excavation and 
clearance operations concerned the supply of explosives and the standardisation, in the 
field, of visual detection practices with teams of researchers from different areas and of 
differing levels of ability. More generally, it is important to emphasize that UNMAS and 
the operators worked within the framework of the International Mine Action Standards 
(IMAS). Yet these procedures were not developed a priori for intervention subsequent to 
the explosion of conventional ordnance depots. 
 
The clearance work was complemented by a risk education campaign at the community 
level. The community liaison, reinforced by the use of an emergency hotline, promoted 
the exchange of information between the operators and the communities living in the 
Mpila districts concerning the presence of UXO and the related potential danger. 
Coordination between the RE actors facilitated the development and publication of joint 
guidelines and educational material in order to standardize the communication process. 
These activities were subsequently extended through an education campaign at the 
institutional level, notably to introduce RE into the school curriculum. 
 
The impact of these activities is undeniable but difficult to quantify. In contrast with the 
rubble excavation and clearance operations, scrupulously recorded by the operations 
unit, the RE activities were not entered equally systematically into the database of the 
Information Management System for Mine Action (IMSMA). It is however important to 
underline the fact that the international civil NGOs and agencies had problems 
impressing on their national military partners the importance and the issues of the RE 
activities and did not benefit from their participation in the implementation of RE 
projects. 
 
The rubble excavation and clearance operations were supplemented by capacity 
development work aimed at ensuring, in the medium term, a calm transfer of 
responsibilities to the national authorities. For this reason, most of the operators trained 
dozens of FAC staff on several occasions to EOD levels 1, 2 and 3, as well as in basic first 
aid. One FAC officer was instructed in the use of the IMSMA software in order to collect 
and analyse the data provided by the operators. In the field, transfer of responsibility 
certificates testify that specified areas of land have been cleared and that they are now 
the responsibility of the Congolese State. 
 
Despite these efforts, serious flaws remain. The FAC’s “organic” EOD capacity is still 
insufficient and understaffed. The assessment team also noted the probable loss of the 
electronic support for the IMSMA software, as well as the data recorded during the 



clearance and RE activities. In addition, it should be stressed that, in spite of the 
proactive approach of several implementation partners, there is a lack of a national, 
official and institutional risk education programme and technical training in standards 
and PSSM procedures. 
 
The success of the clearance and RE activities owes much to the rapid funding they 
received. The present report describes the mobilization and the key role of embassies 
and national representatives, as well as the flexibility of the implementation partners 
who frequently provided their own funding in order to start work on the ground while 
awaiting external financing. 
 
The assessment team deplores, on the other hand, the poor participation of the 
Congolese State in the direct funding of the rubble excavation, clearance and RE 
operations. 
 
The recommendations resulting from these conclusions are detailed for each of the 
stakeholders: the United Nations, the implementation partners, the national authorities 
and the donors. They are mainly structured around the four themes evoked throughout 
the report and which concern all the national and international actors: 
 

• Coordination 
• Implementation of clearance and RE operations 
• Capacity development and transfer of responsibility to the national authorities 
• Funding 

 
 
 
 
 
Complete report in French: www.gichd.org/fileadmin/pdf/evaluations/database/Congo/EvaluationUE-
Brazzaville-GICHD-Mars2013-fr.pdf 
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