THE BENEFITS OF A
Regional Approach to Mine Action

by Dr. Suzanne L. Fiederlein [ Projact Manager, Mine Action Information Center |

or well over a decade, land-
mine clearance has figured
prominently in the post-
conflict reconstruction
and natienal reconcil-
lation processes in
Latin America. Dur-
ing armed conflicts
in Cenrral America
in the 1970s—80s,
combatants on both
sides used anti-person-
nel landmines. As the con-
flicts drew to a close and
peace agreements were negotiat-
ed, the removal of landmines emerged as
bath an agenda item in negotiations and an obsta-
cle to address in the post-conflict reconstruction
phase. El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua all
commenced landmine clearance efforts in indi-
vidualized ways based on the context of
their national cenflicts.

As the mine-ban movement gath-
ered steam in the 1990s and interna-
tional clearance cfforts became more
sophisticated, mine action developed a
regional character that
reflecred the interests of the countrics in
Central America to build lasting peace
and support for democratic governance.
The Organization of American States
{OAS) and the Inter-American Defense
Board (IADB) played central roles in
shaping and supporting the regional
mine action Programs.

A hallmark of the OAS/IADB pro-
gram is the use of internarional supervi-
sors and monitors drawn from various
Latin American countries. They oversee
the work of the narional militaries thac conduct
mine clearance, all with IADB rechnical assistance

distinctive

and overall program coordination and donor
funding managed by the QAS. This interaction
among military personnel, along with regular
opportunitics for communication among govern-
menral representatives (and civil society to a cer-
tain exrent), has laid the groundwork for a strong
regional movement to create a “mine free”™!
hemisphere.?

i Mine
Nicaragua as the internal conflicc berween the
Sandinista government and the Congras wound
down in 1990. The Nicaraguan government
quickly recognized the importance of mine clear-
ance to reconstruction efforts. If peace was going
to last and the country rebuild so that its citizens
could have hope of a beteer furure, then the exten-
sive landmine contamination had to be eliminat-
e¢d. The Sandinista army initially tried to conduct

clearance efforts first began in
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clearance on its own but eventually sought assis-
tance from the OAS and the JADB.3 Logistical
and financial challenges hampered the early
effores, but by 1995-96 the OAS’ Program of
Assistance to Demining in Central America
(PADCA), combined with rechnical assistance
provided by the IADB (through MARMINCA—
the Assistance Mission for Mine Clearance in
Central America), began to produce substantial
results not only in Nicaragua, but in the neigh-
boring countries of Honduras and Costa Rica,
which also suffered landmine contamination due
to the Contra-Sandinista war.

In 1998, the OAS/IADB programs wers
extended to Guaremala. Guatemala represents a
special case for the OAS/IADB program because
its munitions contaminacion is primarily one of
UXO rarher than landmines. It also is different in
that munitions clearance was addressed in its
peace accords and a distincr domestic approach to

Representatives of Guatemala’s Demining Commiission, CVB, demobilized
URNG, and Executive Coovdination Unit share lessons learned from their
demining operations, demonstrating how coordinatian among such diverse
groups leads to more effective ming action pragrams.

mine action was created to meet the requirements
of its particular post-conflict situation.

In order to clear contaminated land so that the
displaced population could be
Guaremala devised a unique arrangement in
which its Volunreer Fireman's Corps (CVB) was
asked 1o serve as 2 neutral acror in the clearance

resettled,

program and as a liaison between government
authorities and a population reluctant te trust the
military and cooperate with it in providing infor-
mation nceded to conduce clearance. The pro-
gram also included the demobilized Guaremalan
Narional Revelutionary Unity gucrrillas as a con-
stituent parener, and thus provided a framework
through which the demobilized guerrillas, the
military, and the CVB could build trust among
one another and in their interactions with the
population.*

By 2003, the OAS/IADB-supporred clearance
programs in Central America could list Costa

Rica and Honduras as “mine free,” joining El
Salvador, which was declared “mine free” after the
completion of its clearance program initiated
shorely afrer the signing of peace accords in
19923 With Guatemala and Nicaragua slated o
join their neighbors within the ncxt two years,
Central America is on rrack to become the first
“mine free” region in the world.

In the last five years, structures and programs
developed for Central America have gradually
been extended te landmine-contaminated areas
left behind by conflicts and national security con-
cerns in Ecuador, Peru, Colombia, Chile and
Suriname. Mine action remains most problemat-
ic in Colombia, where an ongoing internal con-
flict poses substantial barriers to launching
humanitarian mine clearance. The OAS and
IADB have been working with the Colembian
government to provide support and technical
advice for the country’s mine action program
since 2003. In February 2005, they host-
ed, in conjunction with the government of
Colombia, the International Seminar on
Humanitarian Demining in Cartagena,
Colombia. This seminar brought rogether
personnel from throughout Latin America
to share rheir knowledge and expericnces
in minc clearance. This event illustrated
the considerable expertise garnered by the
mine acrion community in the region and
the great extent to which the participants
interact and exchange information.

The GQAS/IADB mine action programs

contain confidence-building compenents
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i and mulcilateral assistance agreements that
have drawn the countries of the Americas
together in new and more creative ways.
By focusing on a concrete problem widely
acknowledged as an unacceptable threat to

the cirizens of those countries, governments, mil-

itary forces and former combatants have demon-

strated the desire and ability to work together ro
achieve the goal of creating a region free from the
scourge of anti-personnel landmines. In the
process they also have created new channels of
communication, both domestically and trans-
nationally, and improved regional coordination
and cooperation. 4
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