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Landmines have been an 
extensive and persistent 
feature of many conflicts 

for at least the past century, man-
ufactured on an industrial scale by 
many countries, and improvised 
by insurgent groups. They remain 
in the ground in some regions 
left over from World War II, Cold 
War proxy-conflicts, the Iran-Iraq 
War, and as a result of more re-
cent conflicts including those in 
Syria, Afghanistan, Colombia, 
and the countries of the South 
Caucasus. Azerbaijan, after re-
gaining large swaths of territory 
during the Second Karabakh War 
and as a result inheriting the ex-
tensive contamination associated 

with the former line of control, now 
may rank within the top ten mine- 
contaminated countries in the world. 

As a predominantly military or 
conflict created problem, it is often 
assumed that landmines are most 
susceptible to military solutions, 
but clearance of landmines during 
conflict has little in common with 
clearance of landmines once con-
flict has come to an end. A funda-
mentally different set of objectives, 
priorities, and constraints apply 
once war is over, demanding a 
very different set of methods, pro-
cedures, and plans. Although in 
the past military units have been 
involved in extensive post-conflict 

Setting Standards for
Clearing Landmines
Humanitarian Solutions to
the Residue of War

David Hewitson

clearance programs 
(in places like 
Vietnam)—and in 
a number of coun-
tries government 
mine clearance au-
thorities fall under 
a military or qua-
si-military ministe-
rial structures—the 
main centers of 
expertise today are 
primarily found in 
those civilian orga-
nizations that have 
been involved in 
post-conflict land-
mine clearance on a constant basis 
for the last three decades and more.

Reponses to landmines, as well 
as other explosive remnants 

of war, include more than just 
clearance. Destroying stockpiles 
of unused mines, advocating for 
the cessation of manufacture, sale, 
and use of landmines, providing 
affected populations with risk edu-
cation, and helping victims of land-
mine accidents are all important. 
Collectively these integrated activ-
ities are known as humanitarian 
mine action (HMA). 

Landmine clearance is an 
important element of the post- 
conflict reconstruction work taking 
place in Azerbaijan today. This 
essay looks at experience gained 

in other countries 
during more than 
30 years of hu-
manitarian mine 
action, the differ-
ences between mil-
itary and civilian 
mine action, and 
some of the lessons 
that may be appli-
cable to Azerbaijan. 

H i s t o r i c a l l y , 
mines were most 
commonly laid for 
military defensive 
and tactical pur-

poses, but they were, and are, used 
by insurgent groups to create fear in 
civilian populations in some con-
flicts. Irrespective of their original 
purpose, mines that remain in the 
ground after a conflict has ended 
affect people directly, by injuring 
or killing them, and indirectly, by 
denying access to productive land, 
prolonging suspicion between dif-
ferent groups, and impeding re-
settlement, economic activity, and 
reconstruction. Uncertainty about 
where mines might be located fur-
ther magnifies the effects of these 
indiscriminate and long-lasting 
weapons.

Eventually, all human-made 
objects degrade under the influ-
ence of heat, cold, water, biology, 
chemistry, ultra-violet light, and 

Landmine clearance is an 
important element of the 
post-conflict reconstruction 
work taking place in 
Azerbaijan today. This 
essay looks at experience 
gained in other countries. 
the differences between 
military and civilian 
mine action, and some of 
the lessons that may be 
applicable to Azerbaijan.
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other factors, but those processes 
can take many decades to come 
to their respective ends. In areas 
containing mines that were laid 
over 70 years ago it is common 
to find examples that remain 
active even today. 

The Evolution of 
Humanitarian Mine Action

After World War II much of the 
mine clearance that took place 

in Europe was carried out by former 
combatants, some still prisoners of 
war, as well as many volunteers keen 
to help reconstruct the ravaged con-
tinent. Some of them had first-hand 
knowledge (having laid the mines 
themselves) whilst others had access 
to records, but even under those 
circumstances the casualty rates 
amongst that set of deminers would 
not be considered acceptable today. 
Some areas were fenced-off and left 
as being just too difficult to demine, 
such as the Skallingen Peninsula in 
Denmark, where mines were laid 
as part of Adolf Hitler’s Atlantic 
Wall in the early 1940s, and where 
German ex-combatants conducted 
clearance in other nearby areas. The 
peninsula was not finally cleared until 
the mid 2000s.

The first major HMA program 
was established in the late 1980s in 
the wake of the Soviet withdrawal 

from Afghanistan. Most of the 
initial training was conducted in 
refugee camps in Pakistan, with de-
mining teams crossing the border 
into Afghanistan to carry out a va-
riety of landmine-related tasks. All 
came under the broad umbrella of 
the UN’s Operation Salam. Instruc-
tors were generally provided on 
loan from Western militaries. Their 
own training and experience was 
based mostly on the clearance of 
minefields during ongoing military 
operations, often expected to be 
conducted in the face of hostile ac-
tion by opposing forces. Few of the 
instructors had prior personal expe-
rience in extensive peacetime mine 
clearance. The result was that de-
miners were trained in procedures 
associated with clearance under 
combat conditions. This typically 
involved up to three personnel, 
lying on their stomachs, crawling 
forward slowly within a clearance 
lane, using mine detection tech-
niques such as prodding the ground 
with bayonets. At the same time, 
smaller projects started within 
Afghanistan itself, managed mostly 
by ex-military personnel (including 
myself) who for the most part did 
not have specific combat mine 
clearance experience. 

Over the following several 
years there was a slow and often 
bitterly resisted (by some technical 
advisers) change in the approach to 

clearance. Two deminers, working 
together in a lane, one with a 
detector, the other using a bay-
onet, trowel, or other tools to in-
vestigate signals from the detector, 
eventually became one deminer 
working alone, detecting and in-
vestigating, while the other ob-
served from a safe distance to 
make sure that procedures were 
being correctly followed. Finally, it 
was accepted, again after often ex-
tended and heated debate within 
the burgeoning demining commu-
nity, that one deminer could work 
alone without being observed by a 
partner. A further improvement was 
the provision of specially designed 
personal protective equipment, 
consisting of ballistic visors and 
aprons, which allowed deminers 
to adopt a more ergonomically 
comfortable kneeling position.

The net effect of these changes 
was to increase the produc-

tivity of operations dramatically. In-
stead of three people in a clearance 
lane, delivering one unit of cleared 
square meters output between 
them, those three people now op-
erated in three separate lanes, each 
delivering their own individual 
productive output. Not only that, 
but increased comfort and im-
proved ergonomics meant that each 
deminer was producing more indi-
vidual square meters per working 
day. These improvements arose 

as civilian managers, following a 
pragmatic, evidence-based approach, 
gradually moved away from 
traditional military procedures. 

To begin with, Western militaries 
had viewed the civilian mine action 
organizations with considerable 
suspicion, considering them as am-
ateurs trying to do a military job. 
However, within a few years the 
position had completely reversed, 
with those same military units rec-
ognizing that the civilian humani-
tarian agencies had immeasurably 
more experience of clearing land-
mines. Suddenly they were asking 
whether their own military per-
sonnel could be embedded with the 
civilian agencies to gain experience.

By the mid 1990s there was 
increased public and govern-

mental awareness of landmines as a 
global humanitarian issue. The ef-
forts of the International Campaign 
to Ban Landmines, working with 
a number of international institu-
tions and supportive governments, 
led to the Anti-Personnel Mine Ban 
Convention (APMBC), established 
in 1997 and often known as the Ot-
tawa Convention after the city in 
which it was first signed. For the 
first time, countries that adopted 
the APMBC took on commitments, 
not just to stop manufacturing, 
selling, transferring, or using mine 
themselves, but also to clear all 
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mines on their own territories. In 
1996, the global humanitarian mine 
action sector was worth around 
$135 million; by 2006, the amount 
has increased to about $500 million 
dollars per year. Since then, global 
annual declared funding has fluctu-
ated between around one-third and 
two-thirds of $1 billion per year. 
Other expenditures by commercial 
entities hiring landmine survey and 
clearance services increase the total 
amount further. As the scale of hu-
manitarian operations expanded so 
too did the level of experience and 
expertise within the sector.

Manufactured and 
Improvised Landmines

The post-2001 conflicts in 
Afghanistan and Iraq brought 

with them the widespread use of in-
creasingly sophisticated improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs). Many 
IEDs were used as landmines. In 
a repeat of the disagreements and 
arguments of the 1990s about mine 
clearance, the mid 2010s saw ex-
tended discussions about the clear-
ance of IEDs in humanitarian con-
texts. Once again, the suggestion 
was that this was an exclusively 
military activity that could only 
be addressed by a small number 
of (extremely expensive) individ-
uals with extensive military expe-
rience. But the constraints of the 

real world intruded, as donor gov-
ernments balked at the huge costs 
associated with the employment of 
such personnel. The fundamental 
importance of the distinction be-
tween “active” improvised devices 
in an ongoing conflict environment 
and those “abandoned” objects, left 
over after conflict had moved on, 
also became clearer. 

IEDs that have a current intended 
purpose, and that are found in areas 
where they are being used as active 
weapons against specific targets, 
present a complex problem that are, 
in addition, wrapped up in wider is-
sues of security and politics. Under 
such circumstances military re-
sponses are almost always unavoid-
able and essential, not least because 
they may demand the deployment 
of protective security assets, as well 
as require expensive, sophisticated 
equipment (such as for jamming 
radio or mobile phone signals) that 
are only effective within a compre-
hensive, up-to-date, and effective 
intelligence system. 

Situations of insecurity also 
typically raise questions of whether 
any clearance operation can satisfy 
basic humanitarian expectations 
of political neutrality. If the user of 
an IED is still observing it, waiting 
to send to it the command signal 
to detonate (perhaps as a military 
patrol approaches) and someone 

else seeks to find 
it and prevent it 
from functioning, 
then the user will 
view the clear-
ance operation as 
a hostile act. He or 
she may take vio-
lent action against 
the clearance per-
sonnel. That same 
IED presents a 
completely different situation sev-
eral months or years later, when it 
has been abandoned, the batteries 
in its power source have flattened, 
or when the insurgent group that 
planted it has left the area. In much 
the same way that conventionally 
manufactured landmines become a 
form of “pollution” (rather than cur-
rent military weaponry) once the 
war is over, so abandoned IEDs are 
suitable for a completely different 
non-military clearance response: 
one that can meet normal human-
itarian demands and expectations.

Landmines and the 
Management of Risk

At the heart of HMA is the 
question of managing risk. 

It is important to understand from 
the outset that this is not about 
managing one risk (the poten-
tial for physical harm caused by 
landmines), but rather about 

managing a 
complicated and 
dynamic collection 
of inter-related 
risks, only some of 
which are about 
direct human harm.

One of the basic 
principles of risk 
management is that 
taking action to re-

duce one risk can create other new 
risks. Mine clearance itself offers a 
clear example: in order to remove the 
risk to the civilian population of acci-
dental harm arising from treading on 
landmines, safety risks must be ac-
cepted amongst those who will do the 
clearance work. Those risks are them-
selves managed through training, 
selection of appropriate equipment, 
application of effective procedures, 
and so on.

The International Organization 
for Standardization (commonly 
known by its acronym, ISO) 
defines risk as “the effect of un-
certainty.” Uncertainty about ex-
actly where landmines are, even 
when records and sketch maps are 
available, generates other risks—
the main ones being wasting time 
and money clearing land that 
does not actually contain any 
landmines and clearing land that 
intended beneficiaries will not 
then accept as safe.

Both the Second 
Karabakh War and the 
November 10th, 2020, 
trilateral agreement 
concluded between 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, and 
Russia represents major 
diplomatic failures for the 

West. 
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There is always an imperative 
to clear mines as quickly as 

possible after conflict so as to allow 
affected people to get on with their 
lives; but doing things too quickly 
brings with it the risk of missing 
mines and the possibility that 
still-contaminated land will be re-
turned to civilian users who then 
become victims of 
those missed mines. 
The consequences 
of such events are 
not only unaccept-
able in terms of 
the harm and cost 
inflicted on people 
and their families; 
they can also lead to other potential 
land users rejecting released land 
because they have lost confidence 
in its safety. If that happens, then 
much of the effort (and cost) asso-
ciated with the clearance work will 
have been wasted. It may be neces-
sary to re-clear large areas, incurring 
yet more cost and delay, before the 
land is accepted as safe to use. Thus, 
all mine clearance operations seek to 
balance the demands of cost, speed, 
and quality. Doing things quickly 
may cost less (and may make land 
available sooner), but if the result 
is that farmers lose limbs or lives in 
areas claimed to have been cleared, 
then any economies will prove to 
have been false and supposed gains 
in time will quickly turn into further 
delays and additional cost. 

In some quarters it has been, 
and still is, suggested that working 
to humanitarian standards slows 
down military units that would 
otherwise be able to complete 
clearance and release land for 
civil use more quickly. It is hard 
to see how this could be the case 
unless the supposed different 

approach was ei-
ther more dan-
gerous (resulting 
in more deaths 
or injuries to de-
miners) or ac-
cepted a lower 
quality of work 
(increasing the 

chance that unexploded mines 
would be left in land handed 
over to the civil population, who 
would themselves be at increased 
risk of death or injury). The 
only other possible rationale for 
approaching the task in a 
different way would be if military 
units had access to some much 
more capable mine detection 
technology. There is no evidence 
that this is the case. Indeed, the 
humanitarian sector is closely 
involved in the development of 
new technology. Manufacturers 
often use humanitarian opera-
tions to test their equipment, not 
least because it is humanitarian 
agencies that encounter 
landmines most frequently 
and in the largest numbers.

All mine clearance 
operations seek to 
balance the demands of 
cost, speed, and quality.

Combat mine clearance was 
(and is) all about getting 

through an obstacle as quickly as pos-
sible so that an attack can continue. 
In balancing combat risks, speed is of 
the essence. Finding every mine is less 
important. In a humanitarian envi-
ronment the balance is very different. 
It is essential that every mine is found 
(or at least that missing a mine is a 
very, very rare occurrence). If there 
are any doubts about the safety of the 
land following clearance, people will 
not use it. If land is rejected by users, 
then the time, cost, and personal 
risks incurred by the deminers will 
have been wasted. In sum, the output 
of the clearance work is very different 
in the two situations.

Perhaps the idea that the military 
could somehow work more quickly, 
if it was only freed from the unnec-
essary constraints of humanitarian 
clearance operations, arises from a 
misconception about the relation-
ship between combat clearance and 
the release of land for civil use. What-
ever the explanation, it is unlikely 
that a government would be pre-
pared to compromise on the quality 
of land made available to its own 
people (even if it would accept po-
tentially high accident rates amongst 
its own troops). The result is that mil-
itary units working in humanitarian 
programs, such as within UN peace-
keeping operations, are required to 
work to humanitarian standards.

Keeping Busy vs. Making 
A Difference

Successful and efficient mine 
clearance is not just about 

deploying deminers, mine detection 
dogs, and mechanical demining sys-
tems to deliver cleared land. It is also 
about ensuring that the work “makes 
a difference.”

When HMA first started, the 
focus was on being seen to do some-
thing. Lots of resources were pro-
cured, trained, and deployed. Mea-
sures of progress focused on mines 
found and square meters cleared—
measures that have value in under-
standing the performance of opera-
tional elements yet do not provide 
any information as to whether ac-
tivity is “making a difference.” Mine 
action “makes a difference” when 
people use land for productive pur-
poses, when fewer people are killed 
or injured stepping on a landmine or 
picking up an unexploded munition, 
when economies grow, and when 
societies are confident about 
functioning free from the fear 
of landmines. Spending time 
and money on activity that 
fails to “make a difference” rep-
resents a waste of precious public 
money that could have been put 
to better use clearing areas where 
mines were present, and thatpeople 
were going to use.
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Measuring the outcomes 
of mine action (such as 

improved confidence and eco-
nomic wellbeing) is often harder 
than measuring 
outputs (such as 
the physical area 
of land cleared). 
Properly under-
standing the links 
between clearing 
land, providing 
risk education, and 
helping the vic-
tims of landmine 
accidents is even more difficult. 
Mine action is typically one of 
many recovery, reconstruction, and 
development initiatives in areas 
emerging from conflict. Showing 
which interventions lead to which 
beneficial effects (the outcomes) 
is difficult with many interacting 
social, political, and economic fac-
tors and influences operating in 
a rolling, dynamic way. 

Recent studies in Mozambique 
and Afghanistan have used satellite 
imagery taken over many years to 
assess the density of nighttime light 
on the ground as a proxy indicator 
of economic activity. Such studies 
have provided robust evidence that 
mine action has had a positive ef-
fect on economic development, but 
other anticipated benefits on pop-
ulation movements, security and 
stability, and capacity development 

often prove harder to identify and 
assess in measurable terms. While 
the positive evidence that mine 
action brings economic benefits 

is welcome, it is 
only a first step on 
increasing under-
standing of how to 
target and priori-
tize mine action so 
that it not only de-
livers some benefit, 
but instead delivers 
as much benefit as 
it can. The topic 

is one of ongoing and increasing 
professional and academic focus 
within the sector.

Increasing understanding is 
reflected in changes to planning, 
prioritization, and practice in mine 
action, but it also makes clearer 
the considerable challenges of 
achieving intended outcomes in the 
complex, dynamic environment 
of a human population and its 
socio-economic context.

Humanitarian Space

Here it might be useful to take 
a step back and summarize 

some of what has been said or im-
plied in previous sections. Through 
all aspects of the use, residual ef-
fects, and clearance responses to 
landmines—whether manufactured 

Mine action is typically 
one of many recovery, 
reconstruction, and 
development initiatives 
in areas emerging from 

conflict. 

or improvised—
runs the common 
theme of the pre-
vailing space and 
whether that space 
is military or hu-
manitarian. Mili-
tary units often talk 
about “permissive” 
or “non-permis-
sive” situations, 
meaning circum-
stances in which 
there is freedom to 
move and operate 
or where move-
ment is likely to 
attract a hostile 
response. In the 
military space ob-
jectives are primarily about pro-
tecting troops and other military 
assets to allow them to perform 
other functions. Those func-
tions range from peacekeeping 
and security stabilization to full 
combat operations. Casualty 
rates amongst specialist clear-
ance operators in non-permissive 
situations are often high. In 
Afghanistan and Iraq, including 
in the Kurdish areas close to the 
border with Syria, many spe-
cialist military and militia clear-
ance operators have died or been 
injured while searching for and 
dealing with IEDs. Such casualty 
rates would be unacceptable in 
a humanitarian working context.

For the mine 
clearance space to 
be humanitarian 
there must be a 
degree of security 
and stability. If 
there is not, then 
there is a constant 
risk that an HMA 
agency will ap-
pear to take one 
or the other side 
in conflict and be 
seen (rightly or 
wrongly) as a le-
gitimate enemy 
by the opposing 
side. In some 
modern conflicts 
the difficulties are 

compounded when there are not 
two sides, but many, ebbing and 
flowing in a mix of politics, clan 
and tribal warfare, and criminality 
(e.g., there are currently reported 
to be over 80 non-state armed 
groups active within Colombia). 

Some humanitarian agencies 
are prepared to attempt to work 
in areas that are relatively inse-
cure but doing so can bring sig-
nificant risks. The June 2021 at-
tack in northern Afghanistan by 
non-government elements on the 
HALO Trust, a non-profit hu-
manitarian mine action agency, in 
which 10 mine clearance workers 
were killed (with two others dying 

There is no reason 
why military units 
should not conduct 
mine clearance with 
humanitarian objectives 
in an environment that 
allows for humanitarian 
activity; but if they do 
so then there is also no 
reason why they should 
not approach the task 
in the same way as 
those organizations that 
operate for exclusively 

humanitarian reasons.
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later from their injuries) and 
many others were wounded, illus-
trates the challenges of working 
in an area where some groups are 
supportive of clearance opera-
tions while others are not. Thank-
fully, such attacks are rare. The 
great majority of HMA around 
the world takes place in areas 
where the local government and 
people are wholly supportive of 
landmine clearance work.

Despite the objections and 
active hostility of some armed 
groups, humanitarian mine clear-
ance agencies are wholly focused 
on removing mines and other un-
exploded remnants of war in order 
to help people and societies go 
about their lives 
and business free 
from the fear and 
influence of land-
mines. There is no 
reason why mili-
tary units should 
not conduct mine 
clearance with 
h u m a n i t a r i a n 
objectives in 
an environment that allows 
for humanitarian activity; 
but if they do so then there is 
also no reason why they should 
not approach the task in the 
same way as those organizations 
that operate for exclusively 
humanitarian reasons. 

Efficiency and the Use of 
Public Money

Some civilian mine clearance is 
carried out under contract to 

commercial enterprises (mostly in 
the oil and gas, minerals extraction, 
power, and construction sectors), 
but the great majority takes place 
within programs funded by foreign 
governmental donations or domestic 
budgetary allocations. In every case 
there is pressure to be efficient whilst 
satisfying expectations of safety and 
quality. That pressure became more 
focused in the wake of the financial 
crashes around 2008. Funding from 
international donors was expected 
to be in shorter supply. Domestic 

budgets faced com-
peting claims from 
different elements 
of society and the 
economy. The re-
sult was that there 
was less tolerance 
for the clearance 
of land that turned 
out to contain no 
mines, as well as 

for improved prioritization of clear-
ance in areas that would make the 
greatest difference when released. 
The approach to making sense of 
prioritization, targeting of effort, 
and delivery of the most useful land 
came together under the umbrella 
“land release” concept. 

Land release puts 
great emphasis on 
the collection and 
use of information 
to support good 
planning and the 
appropriate tar-
geting of clearance 
assets onto land 
that is most likely to 
contain landmines. 
It also encourages 
better learning and 
i m p r o v em e n t , 
using knowledge 
gained from clear-
ance operations 
to increase un-
derstanding and help improve the 
efficiency of future operations.

The Role and Applicability 
of Standards

The lessons learned, the 
experience gained, and the 

new methods developed over more 
than 30 years of constant opera-
tions worldwide would have been 
of only local value had there not 
been a focal mechanism for the 
sharing of good practice, encour-
aging the adoption of improved 
techniques, and discouraging 
poor practice. That mechanism 
has involved the development and 
adoption of globally and nationally 
accepted standards.

When modern 
h u m a n i t a r i a n 
mine action 
started, the various 
organizations en-
gaged in practical 
clearance opera-
tions made sense 
of the circum-
stances they faced, 
independently of 
each other. Some 
adapted already 
existing military 
procedures and 
doctrine; others 
developed working 
practices from 

first principles. There were no 
common approaches or standards. 

As the scale of HMA op-
erations expanded— 

initially in Afghanistan and then 
into countries like Cambodia 
(from 1992), Mozambique (from 
1993), Angola (from 1994), and 
elsewhere—it became clear that 
there was a need for some com-
monality in the fundamentals of 
how to approach the work. 

The first set of standards— 
developed following a major inter-
national meeting that took place 
in Copenhagen in 1996—were re-
leased in 1997 by the UN Mine 
Action Service (UNMAS). These 
focused on core aspects of the 

The lessons learned, the 
experience gained, and the 
new methods developed 
over more than 30 years 
of constant operations 
worldwide would have 
been of only local value 
had there not been a 
focal mechanism for the 
sharing of good practice, 
encouraging the adoption 
of improved techniques, 
and discouraging poor 

practice. 

The approach to making 
sense of prioritization, 
targeting of effort, and 
delivery of the most 
useful land came together 
under the umbrella “land 

release” concept.
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practical conduct of clearance 
operations and reflected the 
lessons that had been learnt during 
the previous several years of hu-
manitarian operations. By then, 
many of the traditional military 
combat clearance approaches 
had already been abandoned, as 
more appropriate techniques were 
developed by humanitarian 
operating organizations.

In 1999 the standards were re-
viewed, with the Geneva Interna-
tional Centre for Humanitarian 
Demining (GICHD) undertaking 
management on behalf of UNMAS. 
The first editions of what became the 
International Mine Action Standards 
(IMAS) were developed and made 
available for public use. The IMAS 
are subject to ongoing review by a 
formally constituted review board 
composed of representatives from a 
wide range of UN agencies, interna-
tional institutions, governments of 
mine-affected countries, academic 
bodies, and non-profit and commer-
cial mine clearance organizations. 
A Steering Group provides higher 
level oversight and direction. The 
standards are formally approved 
and adopted within the context of 
the United Nations system.

The review process is designed 
to ensure that there are 

regular opportunities to update 
IMAS to reflect new understanding, 

methods, and techniques. IMAS, 
especially those with the greatest 
day-to-day relevance, have been re-
viewed and updated several times 
since they were first published. In 
some cases, entirely new standards 
(such as those relating to IEDs) 
have been developed in response 
to changes in the operational con-
text. All those involved in the re-
view process have an interest in 
helping mine action become, as 
we say, “better, faster, cheaper.” 
At the same time, they also have 
an interest in preserving the basic 
aims of doing the work safely and 
reliably. As a global sector, with a 
wide variety of engaged organiza-
tions, there are few initiatives or 
innovations that do not come to 
the attention of the UN and other 
international organizations. 

IMAS have no formal indepen-
dent legal standing in their own 
right. In some cases, they attract 
legal force when they are referred 
to in contracts: for instance, any 
organization working under con-
tract to UNMAS is required to 
satisfy IMAS; many commercial 
clients (such as in the oil and gas 
sector) choose to refer to IMAS in 
their contracts; during the recent 
clearance work in the Falkland Is-
lands the UK Government chose to 
refer to IMAS in contracts for the 
clearance and separate monitoring 
service providers. 

Although some mine action 
operations work to IMAS 

themselves, it is more usual to see 
them reflected at the local level in 
National Mine Action Standards 
(NMAS). NMAS draw on the 
IMAS as the basis for domestic 
standards; ones that are adapted 
to reflect the specifics of local 
legal, governmental, and program 
aspects. Unlike IMAS, NMAS 
usually do have formal legal 
standing through adoption in 
national legislation or other en-
forceable legal instruments. The 
current action plan for the 
APMBC includes a specific ob-
jective to keep NMAS up to date 
and aligned with IMAS. When 
there is an amendment to IMAS 
there should be an associated re-
view at the NMAS level to iden-
tify whether any changes are 
required. If so, they should be im-
plemented and the latest version 
of the affected NMAS be promul-
gated within the national mine 
action program. The challenges 
of staying up to date, working 
through national legal proce-
dures, and ensuring the quality 
and acceptability of proposed 
changes, means that there may 
be some lag between changes in 
IMAS and adjustments in NMAS. 
Nevertheless, the standards that 
are available are designed to be 
enablers of efficient and effective 
mine action.

In Azerbaijan, the National 
Agency for Mine Action (ANAMA) 
has a body of NMAS that have been 
used to support an established and 
successful mine action program 
stretching back over 20 years. The 
national standards are in the pro-
cess of being updated to reflect 
developments in the mine action 
program and to better align them 
with the most recent edition of 
IMAS. This will provide a stronger 
common framework for an ex-
panding the number of demining 
operators that are responding to the 
demands of the reconstruction and 
resettlement plans in the territories 
of Azerbaijan regained during the 
Second Karabakh War. Under the 
coordination of ANAMA, the var-
ious ministries involved in mine 
action (including the ministries of 
defense, interior, and emergency 
situations) as well as expanding ser-
vices drawn from the private sector 
and civil society will benefit from 
a more current NMAS. This will 
promote the safety and efficiency of 
operations around a common ref-
erence framework and encourage 
greater confidence in the quality 
of land cleared of landmines and 
other explosive remnants of war.

It is easy to imagine that 
standards matter only to those 

who carry out or inspect clearance 
work. It is true that those most closely 
associated with practical operations 
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do have the most obvious and 
detailed interest in what the stan-
dards say. But people who will end 
up using the cleared land—whether 
farmers, construction companies, 
private home occupiers, children 
playing outside schools or others—
also have an interest, even if they 
may not be aware of the existence 
of the standards themselves. 

They expect to be safe when they 
walk, drive or build on, excavate, 
or otherwise interact with land. If 
there is any doubt about whether 
land can be trusted it will not be 
used. Rejection of cleared land by 
users represents a complete failure 
of the mine clearance process. Stan-
dards, whether international or 
national, provide the foundation 
on which confidence is based: con-
fidence amongst those who pay for 
clearance work to be conducted; 
confidence amongst those who 
carry out the work; and confidence 
amongst those who are expected to 
accept cleared land as safe.

Doing the Right Job, Doing 
the Job Right

Mine clearance is a risk 
management process, 

dependent on the identification, 
collection, analysis, and use of 
information to drive evidence-based 
decisionmaking. The better mine 

action operators and authorities are 
at making use of available informa-
tion, the better targeted practical in-
terventions will be. The land that is 
released for public use will be more 
tightly targeted (avoiding wasting 
effort on areas that prove to con-
tain no mines) and is more likely 
to be used for beneficial social and 
economic activity.

Getting mine action right relies 
upon more than performing prac-
tical activities well. It demands in-
telligent selection and prioritiza-
tion of tasks as well as the pursuit 
of constant improvement through 
learning and innovation. The task 
is often summarized as “doing the 
right job as well as doing the job 
right.” At the level of a national 
mine action program, mine action 
is difficult to get right. A range of 
strategic, planning, and manage-
ment skills are needed at every 
level: from those who work on their 
hands and knees at the front of a 
mine clearance lane, through their 
immediate supervisors, to those 
with higher level responsibilities 
up to and including the ultimate 
national authorities. The better the 
information management system 
is, the better operational perfor-
mance can be understood, moni-
tored, and managed, and the better 
work plans can be developed and 
implemented. The better mine 
action is managed and delivered 

at every level; the more benefit 
will be provided to those affected 
by mines. Selection of the wrong 
tasks, selection of tasks in the 
wrong order, inefficient, unsafe 
or poor-quality conduct of clear-
ance operations will all diminish 
the extent to which mine action 
“makes a difference.” There is a 
powerful moral, as well as profes-
sional, obligation on all those in-
volved to address the most difficult 
aspects of understanding how mine 
action “makes a difference,” not 
just how to ensure that demining 
assets are kept busy.

The HMA sector has learned 
a great deal over more than 

30 years of constant, intensive, 
and varied landmine clearance 
operations all over the world. 
Much of what has been learned is 
reflected in IMAS and, by exten-
sion, NMAS. There are constant 
pressures and demands to be effi-
cient as well as safe and reliable. The 
system for establishing, reviewing, 
and updating mine action stan-
dards is proven and effective in en-
suring that new ideas, techniques, 
and methods are reflected in opera-
tional practice. When determining 
which standards and procedures 
are applicable to mine clear-
ance work, it is not the nature 
of the organization performing 
the task that matters (whether 

military, civil governmental, 
non-governmental or commer-
cial), but the purpose of its work. In 
an insecure conflict environment 
military personnel, procedures, 
and equipment are wholly ap-
propriate. In a post-conflict 
environment, then, the approaches 
and methods set out in IMAS 
and NMAS are the right 
ones to select—irrespective of 
what sort of organization is 
conducting the work.

The mine action sector con-
tinues to learn and improve, 
working from a basis of profes-
sional knowledge, competence, 
and standards that are rightly 
admired by other aid and devel-
opment sectors. There should 
be no complacency. The task 
of clearing landmines to re-
turn land to civilian popula-
tions is too important, but any 
organization involved in the work 
can be confident that IMAS, and 
properly aligned NMAS, provide 
a solid foundation for its own 
procedures and practice. Whether 
interested outsiders, managers, 
monitors, or practitioners we 
can all offer our best wishes and 
support to those who work with 
machines, dogs, rats, or on their 
hands and knees to help remove 
and destroy landmines and other 
unexploded remnants of war.  BD


