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Being a specialist insurance broker t o explosive-ordnance-disposal organisat ions around t he worl d has provided Howard Thompson wi t h 
t he opport uni t y t o be on t he sidelines of t he humani t arian-demining communi t y. But during a 10
-day visi t t o Cambodia, he was able t o experience first -hand t he significance of humani t arian demining and clearance. He wri t es about 
t his experience here. 

or many years now, my company has specialised in the in-
surance requirements of mine-clearance and explosive-ord-
nance-disposal organisations operating around the world. 

During that time, I have learned much about the skills and 
methods engaged in the field and have been fortunate enough 
to visit many mine-clearance operations, particularly in Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Kosovo.

In 2006, I joined one of my clients, Mines Advisory Group, 
for a 10-day visit to their operations in Cambodia and there saw 
even more forcefully what the “human” element of humanitarian 
demining is really all about. 

Having seen many specialists working in the field, demining 
by hand with the aid of machines and dogs, I have nothing but 
admiration for their work. However, this visit showed me some-
thing to which, until then, I had not attached a real human face. 
How many times have I read, heard and even said “the purpose of 
humanitarian demining is to return land to its people?” 

Only when you meet the returning people and see the pride 
they have in their homes and recovered land does it truly hit home 
how much mine clearance really means to the people of mine-	
affected communities. 

While in Cambodia, I visited many places as a tourist in 
Phnom Penh and Seam Reap and played operator on a remotely 
controlled Tempest flail machine (see photo 1). My efforts to clear 	
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bamboo and brush in the field certainly did nothing for the envi-
ronment at large as a result of my cavalier approach to trees and 
anything else that got in the way. I was soon relieved of my post! 

The variety of locations we visited and the many individuals 
encountered will remain in my memory for a long time. 

And of course there were some less familiar sights. For 

instance, MAG is unusual in engaging female as well as male 

deminers. One such young woman explained her story. Her 

husband had been killed by a mine, so she had to provide a 

living for herself and her three children. Working for MAG 

made so much sense; she was helping her community and 

providing herself with a good living (see photo 5). 

Another deminer (see photo 6) taking a break in	

the heat, was himself a mine victim. He also had a fam-

ily to support—and a large one, at that. He had fathered 

three sets of twins! Demining, therefore, gave him a 

better-than-average living to maintain his larger-than-

average family.
Moving on from where the work was being carried 

out, we entered the small village of Preah Put, which 

had been built on cleared land just a short drive from 

the area where clearance work was still being carried 

out. In this village we really saw the full benefit clear-

ance work can achieve. Young families were comfort-

able and secure, making homes for themselves and 

creating the beginnings of a thriving community. 

 It was hard not to feel like an intruder in their 

world. Such thoughts were soon dispelled however; 

they made us feel so welcome and were very warm 

and friendly, which provided sheer enjoyment all 

around. I will hold these memories dear. 

First, we met a woman who told us that her hus-

band worked across the border in Thailand cutting 

wood (see photo 7). She was happy to share her 

story with us while sitting on her veranda; the little 

boy was not so sure about us, though!

The next woman we met was far less comfort-

able. She lived in a rather fragile house, alone with 

her children. Her husband had recently died of 

tuberculosis and one of her children had to live 

elsewhere because there was no room for all of 

them in this new home. She bravely held back 

tears as she told her story.

She kept her distance from the other vil-

lagers, and her children did not join the fol-

lowers who attached themselves to us as we 

meandered through their village. She now 

has a new home and a completely new start. 

Her story is a sad one, yet I hope her life 

and her children’s lives will soon improve as 

they all come to feel like a real part of this 

new community.

In complete contrast, the man in 

photo 8 is responsible for the community’s 

irrigation supply, which was created from 

ground cleared by the MAG team. This 

pond now helps the growth of his and his 

neighbours’ crops. He needed very little 

persuasion to boast about his situation 

and to be photographed beside his pride 

and joy.
Photo 9 is a genuine display of a 

different sort of pride. A little boy de-

lighted in showing us the community’s 	

recently created water supply and ex-

actly how best it could be used, espe-

cially on a very hot day.

Could photo 10 be looked back upon in years to come as the start of 

the Cambodian neighbourhood Wal-Mart? This is one shrewd business-

woman! She moved here to start a “village store” from her house. She 

says the land is fertile and again safe. She knows the community will 

grow and the area will become wealthy as a result of the produce being 

farmed and the bamboo and fruit being harvested. What’s more, the mine 

clearers are nearby, continuing to clear a large strip of land that is planned 

for more housing. As families return or move in, her business will grow. It 

seemed a very good business move to me. 

We made an additional stop in the village to see a small mine-risk edu-

cation class held by MAG community liaison personnel (see photo 11 on 

next page). One little boy proudly displayed the scars he received from an 

explosion. Luckily he had survived reasonably unscathed; his playmate had 

not been so fortunate. 

Our final visit was to Ta Lou, a school that was inaccessible due to mines 

when MAG first arrived in the area in the mid-1990s, but 

which was now flourishing 

The familiar sights of a demining programme were well in 
evidence, whether manual, mechanical—such as the Bozena (see 
photo 2)—or of the canine variety as displayed by the Cambodian 
Mine Action Centre team in photo 3. 

Tempest flail machine.
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MAG Bozena.
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CMAC team with dogs.

3

MAG deminer conducting manual demining operations.

4

Female deminer for MAG.

MAG deminer with prosthetic limb.

Thai family.

Man in front of the communitiy’s irrigation supply.

Boy enjoying his community’s new water supply.

Woman in front of her village store.
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about t his experience here. 

Mine-risk education class. Ta Lou school.

Ta Lou classroom.

Schoolchildren and staff members welcome visitors.

60 | making it personal | journal of mine action | winter 2006 | 10.2

(see photo 12). The school director asked MAG Executive 
Director Lou McGrath to make the school a priority. It has since 
grown to become the main primary school for a wide region of 
the countryside around Preah Put.

The Director of the school, himself a mine victim, was clearly 
pleased and proud to welcome us to his school. This school oper-
ates with full classes; each child attends for half a day resulting 
in a complete changeover at midday. This was probably the most 
emotional occasion in the entire trip.

There is so much enthusiasm for learning in Cambodia, and it 
provides quite a salutary lesson for our part of the world. Beautifully 
dressed and immaculately clean children emerge from their village 
homes and walk or cycle for miles to get to the school. The com-
ment most often made to us was that education is a vital element 
in ensuring the dreadful history of Cambodia is not repeated for 
this generation. Hopefully with schools such as Ta Lou and their 
dedicated staff and enthusiasm, their aim will be achieved.

Throughout the journey, I was amazed at the number of 
schoolchildren we saw cycling or walking in what appeared to 
be the middle of nowhere, shielding themselves from the dust of 
passing vehicles and somehow remaining immaculately dressed 
in their school uniforms. Their school journeys would make 
British children gasp with the thought of such long travel and 
required dress. British schoolchildren have it much easier!

Here at Ta Lou, we met some of the children in their basic	
but effective classrooms (see photo 13). Never having been a 
great scholar myself, I did not feel too guilty about interrupting 
their lesson. 

Howard Thompson is the founder of H.M.T. Insurance Brokers Ltd., a unique insurance brokerage firm concentrat-ing on insurance for international, high-risk operations.
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The key members of the school staff and local dignitaries were 
assembled to meet us and, in spite of experiencing a “mini rainy 
season,” a special occasion was made of our visit and we were all 
included in a school photograph (see photo 14).

I am proud to say that our company has placed the insurance for 
most of the organisations engaged in the humanitarian-demining 

world. The work of clearing mines and ordnance will have 
to continue for many years yet, but seeing the results of 
successful clearance and its effect on just a few small 
communities made me rather proud to be associated 
with the progress the humanitarian-demining world is 
making—even if that involvement has predominantly 
been from the safety of an office desk in Surrey in the 
United Kingdom.

I ntegration of landmine-impact assessment as the es-
sential strategic component of mine-action survey 
has created the conditions for a qualitative advance 

in planning and management of mine action. This assess-
ment is further supported by the spread of the Information 
Management System for Mine Action1 as the core in-
formation system for mine-action country programmes. 
Landmine Impact Surveys provide a comprehensive assess-
ment of the effects of landmines on local socioeconomic ac-
tivities, through systematic interviewing of residents in all 
communities suspected by experts or the local population to 
be mine-affected. Governments use the landmine-impact-
assessment results to obtain a better understanding of their 
national mine problem and to better allocate resources to 
respond based on a shift in strategic focus from the mine-
field to the community and from hazard/contamination 
to socioeconomic impact. 

While this shift has improved the ability to strategically 
plan and set priorities for mine action generally, it faces a 
number of challenges in areas where it is not necessarily 
well-adapted, including accurate estimation of Suspected 
Hazard Areas; the need for Technical Survey follow-up for 
operational planning; development of IMSMA as the com-
prehensive database for mine-action programme manage-
ment; updating of national impact scores to reflect results of 
actions undertaken; community involvement in operational 
planning and priority setting; and measurement of the 
progress and impact of mine-action programmes nationally 
and globally. 

Increasing the Impact of 
Mine-action Surveys 

by Charles Downs [ New York University Wagner School of Public Service ] 

While mine-action surveys are an important tool in mine clearance, there are several 

challenges that must be overcome for survey results to be fully effective. Some 

of these changes include alterations in priority setting, information management 

and impact scoring. This article presents some potential obstacles to completing 

and evaluating mine-action surveys and proposes possible solutions to these 

challenges to increase their effectiveness and impact.

Mine-action Surveys and Priority Setting 
 Priority setting is the most critical process in mine-action 

programme management. The approach to priority setting 
should support the goals of the respective programme. 
These include direct mine-action goals (rapid reduction 
of new victims, elimination of all landmines and effects of 
landmines) and support to local and national development 
(e.g., support to local economic development, support to 
regional road or electrical system rehabilitation). 

Priority setting based on hazard alone may eventually 
lead to the elimination of all landmines and may permit 
more efficient clearance planning and logistics, although it 
may not provide much immediate relief to the population 
nor support government development activities. Priority 
setting based on community impact will respond better 
to perceived community needs, although it may not fully 
support national development. It makes a difference which 
communities are addressed first and which communities are 
left for later, and proper consideration of these opportunity 
costs requires appropriate priority setting. This is a manage-
ment process that requires information, consultation and 
judgment—including periodic review of results and reas-
sessment of the assumptions and decisions made. 

 
General Approach to Landmine Impact Surveys

Feedback to government and communities. While 
Landmine Impact Surveys always begin with the agree-
ment of the host government, actual commitment to the 
survey often is manifested only when the results begin to 
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