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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Afghanistan is one of the world’s most heavily landmine-affected states. It also hosts 
the world’s oldest mine action programme, established in the late 1980s. Since then the 
country has suffered two full-scale invasions, at least two civil wars, and a 
counterinsurgency conflict. It has also experienced three completely different systems 
of government. Despite this, the programme has continued to run throughout this time. 
The external environment has helped shape the way the programme has operated, and 
continues to influence how management tools and approaches are used and applied.  

 
The management approach to planning has evolved over the last two decades. Mostly, 
annual work plans have been the primary tool used to coordinate operators, raise 
funds, and measure progress. In addition to this, strategies were produced in 1997, 
2003 and 2006. The latest contains goals that remain broadly relevant today. In terms of 
its detail however, it has been superseded by events and this has reduced its utility.  
 
In 2012 a document was produced by a group of major mine action stakeholders - the 
Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention (APMBC) Article 5 Extension Request. Although 
not a strategy, it possesses a number of strategic characteristics, including a multi-year 
timeframe, specific milestones and targets. The Extension Request was developed 
through a collaborative, participatory process involving governmental, non-
governmental, and United Nations agencies. It has drawn international acclaim and is 
considered by many observers to be the most comprehensive document of its kind.  

 
The limitation of the Extension Request as a unified strategy is that it does not cover all 
aspects of mine action. Its primary focus is on the clearance of landmines and 
unexploded ordnance (UXO), as well as some limited mine risk education (MRE). At the 
same time, the coordinators of the national mine action programme – the Mine Action 
Coordination Centre of Afghanistan (MACCA) and  Department of Mine Clearance 
(DMC) – intend to complement the work plan within the Extension Request with the 
development of an annual, integrated operational framework (IOF). The IOF will address 
gaps and any operational concerns which are not already featured by the Extension 
Request and its associated work plan. The IOF will also provide an opportunity to realign 
operators and their interests, keeping the Extension Request as dynamic and relevant as 
possible.  
 
The early outcomes of the Extension Request process have been mostly positive. There 
is a degree of consensus among the main clearance organisations in regard to priorities. 
It is highly likely that future projects will nearly all be drawn from tasks laid down within 
its work plan. On the less positive side, stakeholders still disagree on the issue of the 
programme’s transition to national ownership. Operators have also reported a sizeable 
downturn in donor-funding for mine action. 
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Since the Extension Request was not designed to be an all-encompassing strategy, there 
are other areas which may require thought in the future. For example, it is only loosely 
aligned with other national-level strategies. Many of the challenges will be overcome by 
the mature systems and processes already established in the programme during 
implementation. In other cases, for example in regard to balancing governmental 
clearance priorities against meeting the priorities outlined in the APMBC work plan, this 
is not so sure. In sum, other components of the document such as those relating to 
responsiveness, transparency, accountability and learning will require flexibility as well 
as a degree of effort in order to realise their benefits. 
 
The case study outlines the history of the development of strategies within the 
programme and sees the Extension Request as the most important strategic document 
in the programme’s current phase. Even if the Extension Request is not viewed as a 
mine action strategy, it will, at the very least, determine the landmine clearance 
strategy for the next ten years and as such is worthy of study. The case study concludes 
that the Extension Request is of remarkable quality in terms of its technical appreciation 
of clearance and the clearance challenges that Afghanistan faces.  
 
This is impressive, considering that its development has built on a programme of work 
that has been delivered, almost uninterrupted, for over 20 years, despite considerable 
external pressures and continual conflict.  
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INTRODUCTION 

COUNTRY BACKGROUND  

Afghanistan is situated in southwest Asia and has a population of around 30.5 million. It 
is bordered by China, Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan and it 
hosts over 20 different ethnic groups. The Afghan economy is agriculture-based. In 
terms of health, education and income, Afghanistan is ranked by the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development Index as 172nd of 187 countries.  

 

AFGHANISTAN’S EXPLOSIVE REMNANTS OF WAS AND LANDMINE 

CONTAMINATION PROBLEM  

Most of Afghanistan’s landmine contamination stems from the war that lasted from 
1979 to 1992. During this period, Soviet and Afghan national forces used millions of 
landmines to protect their strategic assets from the Mujahideen. The Soviets withdrew 
from Afghanistan in 1989, and the pro-Soviet Government fell in April 1992. A civil war 
then broke out which lasted from 1992 to 2001, which included the rise of the Taliban in 
1996. All parties to this civil war are reported to have used Anti-Personnel (AP) 
landmines.  

The war between a US-led coalition and the Taliban regime in 2001 also generated 
further contamination. Cluster munitions were used by coalition forces, as well as large 
quantities of unexploded ordnance (UXO).  

The scale and scope of landmine contamination in Afghanistan has been assessed by 
numerous surveys and studies since the late 1980s. One was conducted at the time of 
the Soviet withdrawal – its outputs defined the shape of the initial UN-led demning 
programme. Other surveys included localised assessments of needs by international 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs). From 1990, data on contamination has been 
routinely captured through operator-conducted surveys. By 1992, an area of about 83 
km2 had been identified as contaminated.  

Between May and November 1993, the NGO Mine Clearance and Planning Agency 
(MCPA) undertook the first national survey and assessment on the impact of landmines 
and demining. This survey identified 389 km2 of additional suspected, contaminated 
land. In 1994 this survey was updated with data on areas that were not previously 
accessible, which increased the area of contaminated land to 466 km2. By this time 
surveys were used as a basis for annual work plans. In the case of the UN, this meant 
identifying needs at the district and provincial levels to create a national plan.  

In 1994 Vietnam Veterans of America Foundation conducted a household survey which 
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examined the socio-economic impact of landmine contamination. Additionally, in 1996, 
The Afghanistan Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) and the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) also developed an accident and victim database. In addition, a 
national socio-economic impact survey (SEIS) was conducted between 1998 and 1999 
by MCPA. In general, data related to mine action had been generated by a number of 
sources and collected by UN planning personnel by the mid-1990s. This greater range of 
statistical information was used for advocacy, planning education campaigns and 
prioritising demining interventions. 

In 2002, the MCPA database indicated that although 289 km2 of land had been cleared 
since 1989, a total of 850 km2 of suspected hazardous areas remained. In November 
2003, NGOs, Survey Action Centre (SAC) and MCPA initiated the Afghanistan Landmine 
Impact Survey (ALIS)1. In addition to collecting new data, ALIS sought to verify or 
discount information in the existing dataset, and converted minefield data to 
community-centred data, allowing prioritisation to be based on impact. When the ALIS 
was endorsed by the UN on 30 September 2005, as many as 2,368 impacted 
communities had been formally identified and around 15 per cent of contaminated land 
was discounted.    

Landmine Impact Assessment Teams (LIAT) discovered new contamination, which the 
UN used to update the ALIS data. This, combined with updated records meant that in 
September 2007 the contaminated area had increased to 852 km2.  After two years, the 
process of systematically updating the impact baseline was phased out, and replaced by 
a “polygon survey”. This was an approach developed by the HALO Trust and rolled out 
by the UN between 1 April 2008 and the 30 October 2009. At the end of 2010, the 
polygon survey confirmed that Afghanistan could not meet its clearance obligations 
under the APMBC.  

At the time of case-study review in October 2012, the database records show that 706 
km2 of land have been released by mine action actors, through non-technical survey, 
technical survey and clearance. At the same time, there was approximately 590 km2 of 
outstanding hazardous areas that remained to be cleared. By this understanding, 
around 55 per cent of the problem has been addressed over a 23-year period.  

 

ESTABLISHMENT OF THE NATIONAL MINE ACTION PROGRAMME  

The origins of the programme’s activities can be traced to a period between 1988 and 
1990 following the Geneva Accords.2 In neighbouring Pakistan where the majority of aid 
agencies were based at this time, the UN established the Office of the United Nations 

                                                      
1 Managed by UNDP and funded by the European Commission.  
2 The Geneva Accords of 1988 were a peace agreement signed between Afghanistan and Pakistan, and moderated by the U.S. and 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). It lead to the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, and provided a mandate for UN-
led, humanitarian assistance in Afghanistan. 
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Coordinator for Humanitarian and Economic Assistance Programmes Relating to 
Afghanistan (UNOCA).  

UNOCA implemented a short-term, national reconstruction plan known as Operational 
Salam and within this plan set up a UN Mine Clearance Programme (UNMCP). The 
UNMCP began training Afghan refugees on mine clearance techniques, conducting 
awareness-raising, and creating and developing the capacity of national NGOs to 
conduct operations inside Afghanistan. In parallel to this, in July 1988, a number of 
agencies including local UN representatives and staff from the international NGO HALO 
Trust lobbied the pro-Soviet Afghan Government in Kabul to halt the use of landmines, 
and to form a civilian landmine clearance programme. This led to the formation of the 
High Commission of Clearance in November 1990: an inter-ministerial committee of 17 
ministries. The commission was served by a Permanent Secretariat, the DMC, 
established by an official government regulation. This set the stage for government-
endorsed, civilian-led (rather than military-led) mine clearance in the limited areas 
where the government exercised its authority.  

 
At the time of writing in 2013, both the Afghan Government and the UN contributed 
resources to a coordination office which contains both the UNMAS-managed Mine 
Action Coordination Centre of Afghanistan (MACCA) and the DMC organisation. This bi-
partite office has the task of coordinating, and quality managing other stakeholders 
within the country who require accreditation to operate. The two constituent agencies 
– the DMC and MACCA – are both staffed exclusively by Afghans and share some 
common roles and responsibilities. Both UN and government personnel, however, 
maintain separate reporting lines, have different funding sources (UN, and national) and 
as such, each remains a distinct stakeholder with its own strategic interests.  
 
As evidenced through several evaluations since its establishment, the DMC has seemed 
to consistently lack will and capacity. However, as the longest running national mine 
action authority in the world, it has shown it is resilient. At a wider level within the 
Government, the later influence of government agencies such as Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (MOFA) on the accession to the APMBC; the Ministry of Defence (MOD) on 
stockpile destruction; the Ministry of Labour Social Affairs Martyrs and Disabled 
(MOLSAMD) on Victim Assistance (VA); and the Ministry of Education (MOE) on MRE 
from 2001 onwards also demonstrates state interest and a degree of national 
ownership. 
  

INVOLVEMENT OF INTERNTAIONAL AND NATIONAL ACTORS  

The majority of mine action in Afghanistan today is conducted by NGOs and a number 
of Afghan commercial companies. The national NGOs are Afghan Technical Consultants 
(ATC), Demining Agency for Afghanistan (DAFA), Mine Detection and Dog Centre (MDC), 
Organisation for Mine Clearance and Afghan Rehabilitation (OMAR), and MCPA. Two 
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international NGOs currently have operations in the country: HALO Trust and Danish 
Demining Group (DDG). Most activity takes the form of survey and clearance and some 
14,000 national deminers are employed.  
 
Over time, mine action has been carried out by numerous other agencies in 
Afghanistan, which no longer manage mine action projects as part of the wider 
programme. This includes MOFA, UNDP, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
and the ICRC.3 The UN agencies currently managing the MACCA component of the 
coordination body remain important stakeholders within the programme. These are the 
United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS), and for the recruitment and 
administration of project staff – the United Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS). 
 

HISTORY OF STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESSES 

There have been three national mine action strategy documents in over 23 years of 
mine action in Afghanistan. The attempts to understand the scale and scope of 
contamination and an ongoing cycle of needs assessment and operational work-
planning suggest however, that additional, undocumented strategies have existed 
throughout this period. The strategic intent of individuals or organisations, and the 
effects of their unwritten strategies can also be observed in decisions, or as themes 
within the historical narrative. They can also be seen in the annual work-planning 
documents, which have fulfilled the functions of policy, strategy and work-planning 
document at various times during the programme’s history.  
 

Any national plan developed today is coordinated by the MACCA and DMC. The 
coordination body has at least two institutional origins – one stems from the actions of 
the UN4 and HALO Trust, and others, lobbying the pro-Soviet government to address the 
landmine problem in its limited areas of influence. The other stems from Pakistan and 
the UN’s multinational training project. Established in February 1989, it provided 
minefield survey and demining skills to returning Afghan refugees in much of the 
remaining areas of the country. The project moved away from training towards the 
coordination of large-scale demining and the formation of national NGO implementing 
partners, each of which became an important stakeholder in its own right.  
 
The relationships between the Government, the UN, international NGOs and national 
implementing partners have created legacies of alliances – the early association 
between HALO Trust and the DMC for example – which are evidenced today. Other 
factors, such as the unpredictable nature of the conflict and funding, have influenced 
the strategic direction and the effectiveness of the programme to operate as whole.  
 

                                                      
3 UNICEF and ICRC working in Afghanistan since 1949 and 1979 respectively, along with line ministries, have had programmes for VA 
for example that considerably pre-date the late 1980s.  
4 UNOCA fielded a presence at a Regional Office in Kabul 
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The last formal, national, multi-year strategic plan – the Way Ahead – was produced in 
2006. This concise document places an emphasis on vision as opposed to targets and 
performance, but in many places has still been superseded by events. At the time of 
writing in 2013, the document with the most strategic significance for the programme is 
the APMBC Extension Request. The Extension Request can trace elements of its content 
back to the pro-Soviet period of government. Subsequent periods of Afghan history – 
with their own unique combination of conflict, politics and funding – have each 
demanded strategic responses from the different stakeholders and have in turn 
influenced the substance and format of the document. 
  

MUJAHIDEEN PERIOD: 1992-1995  

Shortly after the establishment of the mine action programme in late April 1992, the 
pro-Soviet regime collapsed and, with it, the inter-ministerial committee for demining. 
The new, Mujahideen Government – which exercised authority in only limited areas of 
the country – continued to provide a state-funded budget to the DMC, but public funds 
were in short supply. The Government embedded the DMC as a department within the 
Office of Disaster Preparedness (ODP): an institutional home still maintained today. This 
may have been an attempt to improve the capacity and sustainability of the DMC by 
placing it in an institutional environment that carried legitimacy with international 
agencies.5 
  
With the change in regime in Kabul, the United Nations Special Mission to Afghanistan 
(UNSMA) was set up in December 1993 to  improve direct support to the new 
Government and UNOCA was renamed UNOCHA6. Due to continued conflict in large 
areas of the country however, UNOCHA had to be managed from neighbouring 
Pakistan. It is from this period that the earliest public references to annual “Mine 
Clearance Programme Work Plans” appear, beginning in 1992. By the close of 1995, 
funding for the UNOCHA Mine Clearance Programme of Afghanistan had reached USD 
25 million. Although based in Pakistan, the UN had become established as the main 
coordination agency. In contrast, the DMC in Kabul was barely functioning. 
 

TALIBAN PERIOD: 1996-2000 

Disagreements between Mujahideen commanders on new power-sharing arrangements 
brought the Taliban to power in many parts of the country. Although the DMC was 
designated as the governmental point of contact between the UN-led programme and 
the Taliban, UNOCHA adopted a strategy of limiting its engagement with the Taliban on 

                                                      
5
 The ODP – now called the Afghan National Disaster Management Authority (ANDMA) – was and still remains a focal point for 

nationally executed humanitarian operations. It is the governmental focal point for the ARCS, for example.   
8 The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance to Afghanistan; not to be confused with the acronym for the Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), which did not come into existence until 1996. 
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the grounds of their international legitimacy7, which had waned. By extension, contact 
with DMC personnel was limited and then minimised due to the Taliban’s extreme form 
of government. At the same time, global support for the APMBC was increasing and the 
Taliban, among others, had declared their support for it.8  
 
By 1996 a more stable security situation on the ground had allowed the UN to open a 
number of regional offices across Afghanistan. The UNMCP became the “UN MAPA” 
although it was still run by UNOCHA. The headquarters – still based in Islamabad – 
became the Mine Action Centre for Afghanistan (MACA), and the regional offices were 
named regional mine action centres (RMACs). In 1997, the first national strategy was 
produced. This was the United Nations Mine Action Programme for Afghanistan’s 
‘Corporate Strategy’. This concise document contains a mission statement and outlines 
goals in terms of awareness, survey, clearance, training, management and public 
relations. For each operational area, performance indicators are listed that could be 
used to track progress. The strategy also calls for “a national capacity to manage the 
mine problem in Afghanistan”, although the DMC were not named for this role within 
the document. 
 
The corporate strategy does not outline a timeframe for achieving its goals. Instead it 
refers readers to the annual work plans produced for the programme for objectives and 
targets. At this time, the national annual prioritisation and planning process had been 
refined through a series of quarterly reviews, with regional planning transferred to the 
RMACs. The result of this process was the production of an annual mine action national 
plan. The components of this plan covered mine awareness, survey, clearance, technical 
training and monitoring. This is in line with the corporate strategy, although by 1999 at 
least, reference to the strategy was no longer made within annual work plans. The head 
of the DMC was invited to participate in this work planning process. The planning 
process was said to be relatively reactive and RMACs reportedly responded to 
community pressures to complete tasks rather than focusing on the identification of 
tasks that were likely to maximise the socio-economic impact of the programme.  
 
Between 1996 and 2001, MACA funding levels were about USD 20 million per year, but 
in 2001 donations are reported to have fallen below USD 13.5 million. Within the UN-
led programme, the view that responsibilities for mine action must eventually shift from 
the UN to a recognised government was growing. Documents produced around the year 
2000 proposed transferring responsibility for the coordination of the programme from 
UNOCHA to UNDP while the programme still operated with international assistance.  
 

                                                      
7 The Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan was only ever formally recognised by Pakistan, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and the United 
Arab Emirates 
8 National organisations including the Afghan Campaign to Ban Landmines (ACBL) were at the forefront of bringing about the Ottawa 
Treaty, for which the different campaigns including ACBL were collectively awarded a Nobel Peace Prize in 1997. The Taliban regime 
openly declared its support for the ACBL nevertheless an invitation for the DMC to attend the ceremonies as part of the ACBL 
delegation was rejected by the organisers.  
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INTERIM ADMINISTRATION: 2001-2002 

In October and November 2001, a US-led coalition conducted a military campaign in 
Afghanistan to remove the Taliban. This led to the formation of an internationally 
accepted Transitional Government9 and also pushed all agencies in the country back 
into emergency phase programming.  
 
International contributions for mine action escalated dramatically: In 2002, annual 
funding for the programme reportedly reached more than USD 65 million. The invasion 
also removed the need for the UNOCHA coordination office to be based in Pakistan, and 
it was subsequently relocated to Kabul from Islamabad. The UNOCHA mandate ended 
and the UN Assistance Mission to Afghanistan (UNAMA) began. Consultations were held 
in February 2002 between OCHA, UNOCHA, UNMAS and UNOPS and responsibility for 
managing the MACA was transferred to UNMAS from UNOCHA. A Letter of 
Understanding signed on 2 June 2002 between the MACA and the DMC on behalf of the 
Government of Afghanistan established the mandate for the programme. It also laid out 
the process by which the MACA would lead in the capacity development of the DMC 
and support it to coordinate all mine action activities currently vested with the UN.  
 
From an operational perspective RMACs were established in each UNAMA area of 
operations and renamed Area Mine Action Centres (AMACs). These AMACs were given 
responsibility for the field-level management, coordination and oversight of mine action 
activities in their respective locations. This was inclusive of local priority-setting, quality 
management and reporting – all of which fed into the development of the national 
annual operational plan, which remained the major planning tool. In 2002, however, the 
strategic imperative was to change: Afghanistan announced it would become a States 
Party to the APMBC, and established a target to be free from the impact of AP mines 
within five years (eg see Van Der Linden). 

APMBC STRATEGY: 2003-2005 

Ratification of the APMBC on 1 March 2003 and the Government’s five-year target 
necessitated a longer-term planning approach. This was the beginning of the first 
formal, multi-stakeholder strategic planning process in Afghanistan. Over the following 
twelve months, a series of planning meetings took place. It became clear there was a 
need to: link the plan to donor priorities; use better information from the ALIS once it 
was available; and create a prioritisation model accordingly. A workshop facilitated by 
Cranfield University in early March 2003 produced a strategy that aimed to clear all high 
priority areas within five years and remaining areas by the year 2016.  
   
In parallel, a Mine Action Consultative Group (MACG) 10 was formed. The purpose of the 
MACG was to provide strategic and policy guidance during the transition of coordination 

                                                      
9
 13 November- 22 December 2001. On 22 December 2001, the Transitional Government of Afghanistan was subsequently replaced 

by an Interim Administration and whose Chairman was Hamid Karzai 
10 The MACG was originally named the Mine Action Working Group.  
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responsibilities, including VA, from the UN to national counterparts. Of importance was 
the MOFA’s position as chair of the MACG. MOFA had risen to prominence during the 
ratification of the APMBC which strengthened its legitimacy to act on behalf of the 
state; its chairmanship role meant that it effectively superseded the DMC in terms of 
strategic influence.  
 
On 26 February 2004, the MACG established a Mine Action Task Force (MATF) chaired 
by the MOFA. A transition plan was then drafted by a UNDP consultant working with the 
MATF and draft mine action legislation was prepared and presented to the MATF for 
review on 11 May 2004. However, neither the transition plan nor the mine action 
legislation were approved for use. Neither document made reference to the DMC as the 
ultimate coordinating authority. In protest, the DMC halted the progress of the law to 
the legislature, thus rending the transition plan redundant. 
  

AFGHAN COMPACT: 2006-2008 

The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness released in 2005 demanded more 
accountability from donors, implementers, and national governments. An “Afghan 
Compact” was created at the London Conference of 2006. The mine action targets in 
the Compact were harmonised with the APMBC obligations, then translated into an 
Afghan National Development Strategy (ANDS). This assigned responsibility for meeting 
the mine action targets to the MOFA rather than the DMC. Therefore, ANDS provided a 
new strategic mandate for mine action in Afghanistan.  
 
The UN-led programme was also seeking to develop multi-year funding commitments, 
and to do so this required a new, multiyear strategy. In response, a new formal strategy, 
the Way Ahead, was published on 21 May 2006. The Way Ahead drew its targets from: 
ANDS; the Afghan Millennium Development Goals which had been harmonised with the 
APMBC obligations; and the new UN Inter-Agency Mine Action Strategy for 2006-2010. 
The plan was developed relatively autonomously by the UNMACA under the direction of 
the MACG and the MOFA. The strategy contained a number of high level end goals, and 
was generally considered more accessible than the strategy of 2003. The Way Ahead 
document cites the creation of medium term plans (three-year timeframe) to guide the 
creation of integrated work plans (also known as planning documents).11  
 
By the close of 2006, all mine action agencies were working under UNMACA 
coordination and planning mechanism. A common coordinating mechanism, national 
mine action standards – first instituted in 2006 – and the utility of the centralised 
database are the drivers that brought this about. In 2007, the UN, MOLSAMD and 
MOPH signed Memoranda of Understanding (MOU) for the transfer of VA 
responsibilities, and the MOE and ARCS for Mine Risk Education. By October 2008, the 

                                                      
11 The IWP for April 2007 to March 2008, however, makes no reference to the Way Ahead, and it appears that the Medium Term 
Plan was never adopted.  
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first Afghanistan National Disability Action Plan 2008–2011 (ANDAP) had been prepared 
by MOLSAMD and approved by the Government. Disability Support Units (DSU) were 
set up in the MOPH and MOLSAMD. The stockpile destruction pillar of mine action was 
also declared achieved: the APMBC Article 4 obligation for stockpile destruction – 
mainly thanks to the Afghan New Beginnings Programme (ANBP).  
 
At this time UNMACA’s annual coordination budget (not operations) was around USD 11 
million and it had an approved establishment of over 470 positions (including 28 
international posts). In contrast, the DMC’s annual budget was around USD 50,000 and 
it had 14 personnel. In January 2008, DMC was reconfirmed as the lead government 
agency for mine action, and UNMACA’s mandate until 2013 – the end of the ANDS 
period.  

STEPS TO NATIONAL EXECUTION: 2009-2011 

Over the following year, 2009/2010, the annual work planning document was renamed 
the Integrated Operational Plan. The plan was well received. Its detailed structure over 
a 10-month time period, however, resulted in implementers reporting that it reduced 
the flexibility that operations needed. A series of sub-strategies are presented covering: 
Transition; Demining Operations Reform; MRE; VA; and Support to Capacity 
Development. While not independently published, these strategies are elaborated 
further in a document entitled “Mine Action Strategic Guideline” for the period 2008-
2013, produced by the UNMACA. The guideline lists the activities which would be 
undertaken within each sub-strategy, and the stakeholders that would be part of the 
process. 
 
The UNMACA also went through a process of attempting to redefine its relationship 
with the DMC and its NGO implementing partners. Among others, implementing 
partners were obliged to play a more active role in establishing their own organisational 
priorities and ‘aspirational’ work plans. Comparative analysis on the performance of the 
different NGOs was formalised, and performance was tracked and measured through 
scorecard systems. In January 2009, the UNMACA went through a third rebranding 
exercise, and became known as the MACCA.  
 
In 2010/2011 the Integrated Operational Plan was renamed the Integrated Operational 
Framework (IOF). It set out “the general policies and approach to project development 
followed by the MACCA and Implementing Partners of the Mine Action Programme of 
Afghanistan”. The change in purpose – which now encompasses strategy and analysis, 
and progress towards an “end-state” – meant that it was no longer simply an annual 
work plan like its predecessors. The initial IOF was also perhaps the first official 
publication to articulate that Afghanistan could not meet its clearance obligations to the 
APMBC. 
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APMBC EXTENSION CONTEXT: 2012 – TO-DATE 

Despite its re-location to the MACCA office site, it is reported that the DMC had been 
little engaged in the MACCA coordination processes. In an attempt to rectify this, at the 
beginning of 2012, the DMC and UN personnel co-located within the same rooms as 
their counterparts. Furthermore, in February 2012, and at the initiative of HALO Trust, 
each of the principal NGO implementing partners signed Memoranda of Understanding 
and Cooperation with the DMC and the ANDMA. In these documents, the NGOs 
formally recognised the DMC and ANDMA as their governmental counterparts. The 
international contingent in the UN coordination centre was also physically separated 
from the national one and an Afghan national was appointed to the senior position 
within the coordination centre. MACCA was now exclusively Afghan in composition, 
although still dependent on UNMAS as paymasters and stewards of UN-managed 
funding, via UNOPS. 
 

These changes came quickly for some implementing partners and were seen as a threat. 
In particular, the DMC’s perceived lack of capacity was viewed by some NGO directors 
as a potential obstacle to continued donor funding which, in turn, could threaten the 
livelihoods of thousands of deminers. Three of the national NGO directors moved 
forward with an appeal to the President’s office to implement the national mine action 
law of 2006 – with modifications. The law so written would dissolve the DMC, and give 
the national NGO directors executive decision-making powers in the coordination of the 
national programme. 
  

STRATEGIC PLANNING TODAY 

It is against this historical background that the Extension Request was produced. This 
legally binding commitment provides a definitive programme of clearance activity to the 
attainment of the clearance End Goal articulated in the earlier Way Ahead strategy. Its 
ten-year timeframe and the collaborative manner in which it was produced give it an 
inherent strategic characteristic that is not found in any other policy, plan or document 
elsewhere in the programme. Despite its scale and scope however, the Extension 
Request was not conceived of as a strategic plan for all mine action pillars, and as a 
result does not completely remove the need for a complementary strategy. The current 
thinking on how this need can be met is the annual production of an IOF to fill gaps as 
well as accommodate and rationalise shifts in priorities.   

THE STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS 

The MACCA and DMC coordination body took the lead in coordinating the development 
of the Extension Request and the MACCA Planning Department was tasked with leading 
the detailed work-planning process. The Extension Request was drafted and approved 
by nine different signatories or “major” stakeholders: MACCA, DMC, the five national 
NGOs, and two international NGOs. With the exception of DDG, these stakeholders are 
the oldest continuously operating implementers. Despite the importance of the MOFA 



 

11 | P a g e  
 

in the original signing and ratification of the APMBC, the document does not include the 
MOFA as a signatory. Donors were not directly involved, yet their indirect influence is 
referenced by participants in the process – for example more than one national NGO 
director viewed gaining an extension as the means for ensuring sustained funding.  
 
To create the detailed work plan of the Extension Request, a Work Plan Development 
Committee was established consisting of the nine major stakeholders. The Committee 
convened on a weekly basis for a period of three months between November 2011 and 
February 2012. Tasks were divided up among the members to address different 
components of the plan: prioritisation and ranking; generating planning assumptions 
(eg, productivity); and estimating the budget required for clearance. Coordination 
meetings were held to compile the results. Results were reported to the Work Plan 
Development Committee that held meetings at each committee members’ 
headquarters on a rotation basis. Progress was communicated to a wider set of 
interested stakeholders attending the monthly coordination meetings held at the 
MACCA and DMC headquarters.  
 
The source material for the work plan in the Extension Request was drawn directly from 
the IMSMA dataset that had been developed throughout the life-time of the 
programme. Surveys such as the regular Post Demining Impact Assessments (PDIA), 
which had begun in 1997 and formally instituted in 2007, give the data a human-centred 
dimension. The Extension Request clearly acknowledges that the “vast majority of 
contaminated areas are suspected, there is very little actual known contamination in 
Afghanistan”. To refine the dataset, the Extension Request outlines the need for a two 
year village by village search. While this may well cancel some areas, the authors also 
acknowledge that more contamination may well be reported. 
  

FORMAT AND SCOPE 

The Extension Request is formulated specifically to comply with Article 5 of the APMBC. 
As a consequence, the natural emphasis of the Extension Request is on the clearance of 
AP mines. The process to create an Extension Request was based on an outline 
prepared by the APMBC Implementation Support Unit (ISU) and endorsed by the States 
Parties, and this guides the format. The ISU framework provides the structure for the 
development of an evidence-based request. Making a case for extension requires 
making a historical assessment of the original challenge, followed by an explanation of 
how and why progress was (or was not) made. To meet this requirement, sections of 
the extension request were produced internally by the MACCA and DMC – the historical 
narrative and history of survey activities for example. The most analytical component of 
the Extension Request is the work plan that lays out the remaining known 
contamination and how it can be addressed.   
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In terms of its technical scope the Extension Request covers: (1) AP and AT landmine 
clearance, and EOD; (2) survey; and (3) MRE activities. The Extension Request presents 
methods and assets for the following: (1) survey; (2) clearance; and (3) cancellation. 
Survey methodologies include non-technical and technical survey, and clearance 
methods include manual, mine detection dog, and mechanical clearance. The  States 
Parties’ Analysing Group12 which reviewed the Extension Request noted “with 
satisfaction” that consistent progress had been made by Afghanistan since its APMBC 
obligations entered into force and that this was consistent with the Cartagena Action 
Plan commitment to ensure that “all available methods” for  achieving Article 5 
obligations were being applied “where are as relevant”. The Extension Request clearly 
states that activities are conducted in accordance with the general methodology 
detailed in AMAS, in conformity with International Mine Action Standards (IMAS).  
 
Quality management activities described within the Extension Request include 
accreditation, quality assurance, quality control, and the monitoring and evaluation of 
performance. Quality management and performance management are merged through 
the use of a “projectised approach” to service delivery in which performance objectives 
are set and the organisation achieves those objectives in the quality management 
framework provided by the AMAS set of standards. 
  

KEY MILESTONES 

The milestones in the Extension Request are a natural continuation of a set of 
milestones established when the APMBC was ratified by Afghanistan in 2003. At that 
time, the Government of Afghanistan committed itself to destroy all stockpiled AP 
mines within four years and all AP mines in mined areas within 10 years. The time 
period of the Extension Request was also proposed at 10 years. If successfully 
completed, Afghanistan would fulfil its obligations within some 20 years of the 
ratification of the APMBC, and 33 years of the earliest establishment of demining 
activities in the country. The additional 10 years involves the removal of 5,661 hazards, 
and the clearance of 616.99 km2 of previously contaminated land. This would be of 
direct benefit to some 1,815 communities in 241 districts across the country. To obtain 
this target the plan establishes 11 annual milestones (2012 to 2022 inclusive) based 
around hazards, release of land and freeing communities of impact. 
  

ALIGNMENT WITH NATIONAL PRIORITIES 

Where they existed previously, the national mine action priorities from the ANDS were 
represented in the Way Ahead document of 2006 and have been routinely referenced in 
annual work plans and frameworks since that time. The period covered by the ANDS 
closes in 2013, and the existing ANDS priorities are now embedded within a new 

                                                      
12 A group of States Parties mandated to develop an analysis of Extension Requests and composed of the President and the Co-
Chairs of the Standing Committees 
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strategic framework termed National Priority Programmes (NPPs). The NPPs do not 
contain any specific mine action targets. The Extension Request still makes reference to 
the ANDS and cites some of its longer-term mine action objectives. Maintaining 
alignment of the Extension Request with additional national priorities, wherever they 
might arise in the future – outside of the NPPs – is premised on the development of 
annual planning documents. If gaps appear, this process could provide a relatively 
dynamic mechanism for refining priorities.  
 

ALIGNMENT WITH RELEVANT INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATIONS   

The Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM) was ratified by Afghanistan on 8 September 
2011. Although there are many complementary areas of programming, the CCM 
specifically excludes landmines13. The Extension Request does not address stockpiling 
issues, either of landmines or any other conventional ordnance; as such it does not 
address cluster munitions stockpiles. On the other hand, by considering the impact of 
UXO from battlefields as part of its prioritisation process and addressing MRE, the 
Extension Request is broadly compatible with the requirements for clearance and 
destruction of cluster munition remnants and risk reduction education.  
 
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) is referenced in the 
Extension Request with a statement of compliance. The CRPD was not ratified by 
Afghanistan until 18 September 2012; as such, the convention post-dates the 
submission of the Extension Request. Data on impact has also been analysed from a 
disability perspective and it informs the prioritisation system – recent victims form the 
highest clearance priority in the Ottawa ranking system, for example. The evidence 
suggests that the Extension Request is consistent with the provisions for equality and 
non-discrimination. Although the proactive components of disability interventions, such 
as increasing access, mobility, and the provision of rehabilitation are not directly 
referenced, the Extension Request refers readers to the Afghanistan National Disability 
Action Plan (ANDAP). 
  

NATIONAL OWNERSHIP AND CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT  

The Extension Request states that the work plan component required “collective 
ownership” which, by extension, meant the involvement of the “major” stakeholders. 
This characterises the plan as “national”. From a state ownership perspective, the 
position of the DMC has, arguably, never been as prominent in an official document 
submitted to an international forum as it is in the Extension Request. Not only is the 
Extension Request endorsed by the DMC on behalf of the state, DMC personnel were 
present at every stage in its development.   
 

                                                      
13 Article 1, Clause 3 
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Despite this inclusivity, the Extension Request also explicitly recognises that gaps remain 
on national state ownership and it describes a National Capacity Development Plan, 
which supports the “transfer of some coordination responsibilities to DMC”. The 
concept of transition is also in the plan, which attempts to reconcile the position of 
MACCA and DMC through their “Afghan” commonalities. The co-location and semi-
integration of these two different organisations is cited as the “first step” in the 
transition process, although the Extension Request makes no firm representation of the 
final end-state of transition however. A forecast reduction in future donor funding via 
the UN and an assumed increase in government-raised funding is also presented to 
explain the financial underpinning of national ownership. The fundamental changes 
foreseen to take place in terms of funding will most likely have a significant influence on 
the achievability and realism of the work plan.  
 

GENDER ASPECTS 

There is no specific emphasis on gender within the Extension Request. Efforts are 
however made to reach women, girls, boys and men. Also, chaperones, or husband and 
wife and brother and sister teams are used to support the deployment of female MRE 
personnel. The needs of all gender groups impacted by mines are taken into account in 
the impact classification of hazards. Women are more worried about hazards close to 
community centres – as has been determined via surveys – and so those hazards receive 
a greater impact score. 
 
The Extension Request is compliant with requirements of policies (such as the UN 
Gender Guidelines for Mine Action (2010) and the Cartagena Action Plan) regarding 
MRE, clearance prioritisation and the collection and analysis of data disaggregated by 
sex and age. Gender sensitive surveys such as the 2012 Herat Landmines and Livelihood 
Survey generate sex and age disaggregated data and are conducted by male and female 
surveyors. Based on the evidence of the last 23 years however, the potential for 
establishing gender balance on NTS, technical survey and clearance teams is probably 
unrealistic, even within the 10-year period of the Extension Request. One area where 
performance might be realistically improved, however, is on the participation of women 
in planning. At a national level, there is no evidence that any Afghan women played any 
role in the development of the Extension Request. 
 

INFORMATION MANAGEMENT 

Implementing organisations have been reporting progress on a weekly and monthly 
basis to MACCA in Kabul since 1992. Following the completion of the ALIS, and the 
transfer of ICRC database to the MACCA, this data began to be entered into IMSMA 
after being checked for quality. It is reported in the Extension Request that, every 
month, IMSMA is synchronised and issued to interested and relevant stakeholders and, 
as a result, all stakeholders have access to the same data. The Extension Request makes 
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the assertion that the “information management systems developed and used in 
Afghanistan are arguably the most sophisticated of any mine action programme used in 
the sector globally”.  
 
One reason cited for this is that the MACCA developed bespoke database add-ons in 
addition to the hazard and clearance progress found in IMSMA Next Generation, which 
is used at the MACCA. These add-ons include:  

(1) a planning database that can be used to ensure donor harmonisation;  
(2) a donor database;  
(3) Quality Management database which contains information about the number 
of external Quality Assurance visits undertaken; and  
(4) a database which is used for the purposes of results-based management. 

  

ACCOUNTABILITY, TRANSPARENCY AND LEARNING 

In contrast to States Parties’ transparency reporting14 under the original framework of 
the APMBC, a State Party applying for an Extension Request articulates an appreciation 
of the resources and constraints as well as a time-bound approach to clearance. Both of 
these additional elements provide the scope and criteria for more detailed monitoring 
and evaluation of performance than was previously possible. The ISU has already 
proposed that Afghanistan advises the States Parties on the attainment of the Extension 
Request milestones and of any changes to the work plan – and this was confirmed in the 
draft “decision” made at the 12th Meeting of the States Parties. Planning targets 
specified in the document such as funds that are raised against the planned budget for 
survey, MRE or clearance can also be used for the development of such frameworks and 
to test the planning assumptions. 
 
From an operations perspective, the Extension Request articulates how the 
performance of clearance implementers is tracked through a Balanced Score Card and 
project monitoring systems. This results-based management system carries institutional 
legitimacy among operators and this is likely to continue. As part of this approach, each 
project is evaluated against every indicator and the project is given an overall score out 
of 100. An ‘operations’ indicator set has the highest weighting and accounts for 40 per 
cent of the total score. This gives a common frame of reference for analysing 
implementer performance. The Extension Request also asserts that lessons learned 
during the project and findings of each evaluation are then used to inform project 
funding decisions for the following year, or project cycle. 
 

EARLY OUTCOMES 

The Extension Request was approved at the 12th Meeting of States Parties at the close 
of 2012. At a macro level it therefore carries endorsement from all States Parties, 

                                                      
14

 Article 7 



 

16 | P a g e  
 

including those that are obliged to continue financial support to Afghanistan for mine 
action under their APMBC obligations15. This will presumably have a favourable and 
directly attributable effect on funding. Given the UN involvement in the development 
process, via their employees at the MACCA, the request may also be considered as 
aligned with multilateral donor priorities. In a similar vein it has also been reported that 
non-signatory states to the APMBC have a willingness to align bilaterally funded projects 
with the Extension Request Work Plan.  
 

As a result of the common work-planning process, there is a degree of consensus among 
the main implementing organisations with regards to the clearance priorities. It is highly 
likely that annual work plans in the future will continue to be drawn from the projects 
contained within the Extension Request. This system appears little different to earlier 
annual planning approaches, with the major exception being that priorities are selected 
from a holistic dataset that has already been prioritised, as a whole, in the context of 
the APMBC. 
 

KEY FINDINGS: GOOD PRACTICES, LESSONS LEARNT, AND 

MAIN CHALLENGES 

GOOD PRACTICES AND LESSONS LEARNED 

The analysing group’s review of Afghanistan’s Extension Request noted numerous 
positive characteristics, labelling it “comprehensive, complete and clear”. It was also 
noted for addressing the critical strategic assumptions that underpin the attainment of 
its work plan. In addition, Afghanistan was praised for the quality of the process by 
which the Extension Request was prepared and the close cooperation of government, 
NGO, and UN personnel.  
 
The planning process galvanised the major stakeholders in the programme around 
operational issues. This approach can certainly be promoted in other programmes, and 
can assist in increasing harmony and alignment – particularly on the operational aspects 
of mine action. Perhaps equally as important is that by having a national work plan 
endorsed in an international forum, the other States Parties are themselves bound by 
the treaty to support the plan. This draws in a wider group of interested stakeholders 
which has strengthened the document’s legitimacy as the main planning framework for 
the country.  
 

The common impact measuring system used within the document – the Ottawa Ranking 
system – is a highly innovative way of measuring the impact of APMBC clearance targets 
in mine-affected states16. It is a structured impact measuring system, the parameters of 
which can be negotiated among participants to the planning process, and it aligns 

                                                      
15 Article 6 
16 Article 5 
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impact with APMBC objectives. It is intuitive and could see wider international 
application, particularly given the centrality of the APMBC to many mine action 
programmes. The system is also complemented by the existence of a rich database 
which gives programme managers a highly developed understanding of the 
contamination issue. Information management extends into the realm of results-based 
management and the Extension Request places significant emphasis on performance 
management of operators. The BSC system which has been developed for this purpose 
is a programme reality that generates objectively verifiable benefits.  
 
While the influence that the Extension Request will have on clearance implementers is 
obvious, for other agencies working on other pillars of mine action, the extent of 
influence is less certain. For example, the Extension Request has few references to 
stockpile destruction, advocacy or VA activity and, as a result, there is little scope for 
direction or alignment. The inextricable linkage of clearance to other pillars of mine 
action means that it is likely that the Extension Request will remain the most important 
guiding document on all future work within the Afghanistan programme. Additionally, 
with the intention to use the IOF to encompass the remaining aspects of mine action, it 
can be reasonably assumed that any aspects which up till now have been absent from 
the Extension Request will be included. 
  

CHALLENGES FACED 

One sizeable challenge is that despite the inclusion of the Way Ahead End Goals, the 
Extension Request has never been explicitly touted as a mine action strategy by its 
creators. As such, it should be generally recognised for its limitation: it focuses on 
attainment of APMBC Article 5 obligations by the main clearance operators, rather than 
national mine action in general. Even from a clearance perspective, there are areas of 
strategy that could potentially be strengthened, either through the IOF mechanism, or 
an additional strategy, or some other means. Related activities such as stockpile 
destruction receive only a cursory reference, despite the links between clearance and 
the ongoing discovery of new stockpiles. The main government focal point for stockpile 
destruction – the MOD – was not represented in the planning process, despite the 
potential synergies that might be exploited with programmes such as the ANBP.  
 
MRE has been addressed although the extent to which targets or objectives have been 
set has not been laid out in the plan. Major MRE stakeholders such as the MOE were 
also not involved in the plan’s development. Other areas in which Afghanistan could 
widen its strategic scope at the national level are on advocacy and VA.  
 
From an advocacy perspective it could potentially be argued that, with the ratification 
of APMBC, the work of mine action advocacy organisations in Afghanistan has been 
achieved. On the other hand, the continual publication and adoption of action points 
arising from the meetings of States Parties means that advocacy remains an ongoing 



 

18 | P a g e  
 

concern for all APMBC signatory states. Importantly it can also be argued that national 
implementation of legislation remains to be adopted in Afghanistan and this requires 
continued lobbying. The topic of mine action legislation in general however is politically 
sensitive – it concerns the role of the DMC and its authority to coordinate mine action 
programming. For as long as disagreement exists among powerful interest groups 
within and around the programme, the chances of clarifying DMC’s role in the short to 
medium term are reduced.  
 
In contrast to legislation, a strategic gap that could potentially be easier to fill due to its 
more operational nature is VA. If no further independent work on VA is to be 
coordinated through the MACCA and DMC, then how this mine action gap is addressed 
could be better explained through the clear identification of complementary 
programming. Wider strategies for VA do exist in the country, the ANDAP for example, 
and the linkages to the MACCA and DMC coordination effort might be made more 
explicit. This would improve coherence among the different pillars of mine action. 
  
Practical challenges will also remain for implementing the work plan. Not least, this will 
include the response to both security constraints as well as an additional contamination 
that may be identified as the programme moves forward. Perhaps most importantly 
though, operators have reported that funding for mine action in Afghanistan has 
decreased since the adoption of the Extension Request This has created a widespread 
sense of unease among programme stakeholders, which could have a tangible effect on 
the attainment of the new APMBC targets. The time period requested for extension is 
10 years, and any major disruptions, including any additional scope may pose a threat to 
the attainment of this target. The village by village search may actively mitigate this risk 
early on. Any lessons learned by Afghanistan in the early stages of delivery against the 
Extension Request are likely to generate further important lessons for other, heavily 
mine-affected states. 
 
A final challenge is the acceptance among stakeholders of what actually forms a 
national strategy for the programme. By default, the Extension Request comprises the 
national landmine clearance strategy for the next ten years among the dominant 
clearance organisations. The inextricable link between clearance and other pillars of 
mine action is likely to give it significant influence on future variations of work plans, 
IOFs and other strategic documents produced by the programme and other actors with 
an interest in mine action.  
 
Regardless of its eventual use however, the Extension Request is a document of 
remarkable quality in its own right – in terms of its technical appreciation of clearance 
and the challenges faced by mine-affected states. It sets a benchmark that will not 
easily be reached by programmes with fewer resources. Given that that it builds on a 
programme that has operated uninterrupted, despite considerable external pressures 
and almost continual conflict for over two decades, it is all the more impressive.   
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