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Hyman: A Firsthand Experience with Mine Action: On the Ground with the Organization of American States in Nicaragua
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use of a mine-sniffing dog for mine
detection, followed by the placement of
a yellow flag to mark the presence of a
possible landmine. Then the human or
manual deminer used a probing device
to determine the precise location of the
dog’s discovery. Since in this case a mock
mine was found (as opposed to a piece of
scrap metal, for example), the deminer
proceeded to meticulously snip and cur
the surrounding grass and vegetation to
prepare the ground for the landmine’s
later removal.

The process lasted about twenty
minutes. Despite the knowledge that this
process was being conducted under
simulated conditions, within a mock
minefield and containing fake landmines,
it was not hard to imagine the presence of
a real landmine and the accompanying
danger associated with its detection and
removal. The mood of extreme seriousness
and concentration transmitted by the
deminer and the observing army personnel
reinforced the gravity of this procedure.

A Panoramic View of the
Minefield: Its Proximity to Village
Lif

After this demonstration, we
followed the deminers up a hill to gain a
panoramic perspective of the minefield.
Several aspects of this perspective jolted
me. First, this view revealed the enormity
of the actual minefield, approximately
600 meters long or about six American
football fields, according to Carlos
Orozco, the national coordinator for the
OAS mine action programs. Mr. Orozco
also drew my attention to the numerous
yellow flags visible within cthe minefield.
Those flags, the same type used to
designate the detection of a mock mine
in the previous
represented locations at which actual
landmines had been detected. Perhaps 50
or more flags flew within the minefield

demonstration,

as a testament to the deadly seriousness
of this demining mission.

The second striking aspect to this
view was the proximity of shelters and the
local village of Mantiguas to the minefield.
To these residents, the minefield provided
a graphic daily reminder of che
consequences of war upon civilians, even
after the cessarion of hostilities.
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But the last visual impression from
this view was the most powerful: that of
three children walking along the road past
the yellow caudon tape demarcating the
presence of the minefield. Apparently,
these children were returning home from
school, walking along the only path
connecting their home to the school in
Mantiguas. 1 was reminded of a
photograph I had received from our
adopted village in Podzvizd in which
schoolchildren were walking to school in
single file behind an adult. I wondered,
“How many thousands of children must
walk past skulls and bones and menacing
reminders of a war’s deadly residue on a
daily basis? How might such daily
encounters with danger affect these
children? How much of childhood
innocence and wonder might these
images destroy, to be replaced by feelings
of insecurity and suspicion?”

While overlooking the Mantiguas
minefield, | asked the demining
supervisor about any mine-related
accidents that had occurred to the local
population. He stated that eight people
had been victims of landmines, five of
whom had died. Apparently, none of
these were children. He also claimed that
50 cattle had been killed while grazing.

As we drove back down the hill
toward the minefield, I suddenly noticed
a scene and asked my driver to stop the
van: just off the road, a short distance
from the minefield, several dozen carttle
lay in the shade of the trees, grazing or
lounging sleepily.

The following day, I was invited by
the OAS to witness the destruction of
10,000 landmines from the Nicaraguan
national stockpile in accordance with
their commitment, as a signatory to the
Ortawa Convention or Mine Ban Treaty.
The event was attended by numerous
dignitaries and representatives from
organizations involved with mine action
in Nicaragua and presided over by Minister
of Defense, Dr. Jose Adan Guerra.

The in which the

detonation was set to occur lay about two

location

miles away from our observation area. Yet
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all accendees were given earplugs to buffer
us from the auditory impact of the
explosions. Five detonation lines
extended from five burtons ar our
observation area to the detonation site.
Five people were given the honor of
pressing a detonation button. And five
massive shrieking explosions provided
titanic visual and sonic evidence of the
simultaneous descruction of thousands of
landmines, and of the commitment of
Nicaragua to eliminate the threat of
landmines from their borders.

The presence of landmines and their
impact on mine-affected civilians and
communities graphically reveals the
destrucrive consequences of the inability
of particular peoples and nations to
resolve conflict at a given time in their
history. Tragically, with respect to
landmines, the cessation of hostilities
does not concurrently ensure the
cessation of victims of war. All peoples
and nations carry an undeniable moral
responsibility to work towards reducing,
and ultimarely eliminating altogether, the
causes which produce military conflict,
and which in turn lead to the laying of
mincfields. As humanity strives to achieve
ideal, accept the
humanitarian responsibility for doing all

this we must
we can to heal the wounds of innocent
civilians produced by war and conflict.
And, I believe, we must do all we can to
educate humanity about the presence and
consequence of landmines and support
those organizations, like the OAS, seeking
to remove mines and restore dignity and
self-worth to landmine survivors. m
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