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picked it up and moved it out from the bomb 
crater to a nearby area. I was afraid when 
moving the bombie but I needed the money. 
In one bomb crater I could get 40 kilograms 
(88 pounds) of scrap metal.” Currently, 
scrap metal is approximately 1,700 kip per 
kilo (approximately US$0.08/lb.11). Nearly 
all UXO contamination is in rural Lao 
where most people—about 80 percent of 
the population—are subsistence rice farm-
ers and have limited options for generating 
a cash income if they stay within their com-
munities and home base.

 Almost all respondents who reported 
voluntary exposure to potentially live ord-
nance were able to provide examples of the 
risk-reduction strategies they took. These 
indigenous risk-reduction strategies are 
often at odds, however, with expert views 
of safe handling of UXO. Indeed, some 
respondents also recognised that their 
strategies might still result in injury and 
tried to learn more by watching village 
experts or surreptitiously observing UXO 
clearance teams to learn from the way 
they handle UXO. Scrap-metal collectors, 
including men, women and children us-
ing locally-procured metal detectors also 
had a number of risk-reduction strategies 
including the one described in the follow-
ing statements:

• “I feel safer when digging, more con-
fident that it isn’t a UXO when I hear 
the small beeps.”

• “The system of the detector is that if 
we find a small piece of scrap, we get 
a different sound; if we find a large 
piece of metal, we get a loud sound.”

While a number of respondents were 
able to describe strategies they use for dis-
tinguishing between safe and unsafe ord-
nance, respondents identified accurate rec-
ognition skills as an area in which they felt 
they needed more knowledge, according to 
one scrap-metal dealer: “Without knowing 
it, I have bought many things from villag-
ers—BLUs12 with explosives, hand grenades 
with no pins, bullets, mortar shells with 
gunpowder inside.” 

The survey also identified a number of 
contradictions. For example, scrap-metal col-
lection on the one hand is perceived as being 
potentially risky but on the other hand is not 
necessarily associated with accidents. This 
may be due to a cognitive coping strategy 
whereby the risk is explained away as being 
exaggerated or a belief that the person has the 
necessary skills to remain in control.  

Conclusion
The assessment found UXO risk-takers, 

including women and children, are gener-

ally aware of the risk and engage in some 
form of risk-assessment process, which they 
use to make rational and deliberate deci-
sions regarding acceptable risk. However, 
from other stakeholders’ perspectives such 
as humanitarian mine-action experts, regu-
latory bodies, educators and decision mak-
ers, there are different views on acceptabil-
ity and rationality of local risk-assessment 
processes. This conflict is largely about a 
divergent definition of risk, differences in 
how problems are structured and solved, 
differences in judgments about the prob-
ability of an accident, and different kinds 
of knowledge.

While awareness is an important pre-
requisite to change and ongoing awareness 
campaigns may be essential for children, 
the assessment did not identify it as a ma-
jor determinant of risk behaviour. Focussing 
on traditional message-based approaches 
to MRE is likely to result in developing an 
intervention that does not address the ma-
jor underlying determinants of behaviour. 
Traditional messages on expert-perceived 
positive behaviours common in MRE pro-
grammes may include “Don’t touch UXO” 
and “If you see UXO, report it to a mine-ac-
tion agency.” However, this approach could 
result in MRE planners falling into the 
common pitfall of developing an interven-
tion that does not address the major deter-
minants of high-risk behaviour. 

 To be effective, the MRE programme 
will have to take into account the deter-
minants of behaviour identified in the as-
sessment. Such an approach may include 
life skills and communication training. It 
should also take into account the informa-
tion and skill-development needs of at-risk 
communities as identified by respondents in 
this assessment. In this sense, it represents a 
paradigm shift from current “expert” HMA 
practice and message-based MRE. With 
its emphasis on standards, safety, technical 
expertise, and zero- or minimal risk, imple-
menting such an approach, which actively 
engages high-risk populations and builds 
on current coping strategies and knowl-
edge, is likely to be challenging. Such an 
approach will require a change from zero-
risk to risk minimisation and recognition 
of the often valid risk-assessment processes 
and risk-reduction strategies indigenous 
communities employ. It may also involve 
a more meaningful and useful transfer of 
knowledge from experts to laypeople. As 
M. Worden13 noted, speaking in the field 
of health promotion, even when it is known 
how to undertake successful prevention 
activities and the people are aware of the 
preventative tools, such interventions are 

often unpopular with policy makers, lobby 
groups, the public and even practitioners 
themselves. Recent examples of risk-mi-
nimisation approaches in HIV prevention 
like safe needle exchange and safe injecting 
practices may provide some insight into ef-
fective strategies in taking a pragmatic ap-
proach to UXO risk reduction.  

As the assessment has shown, the com-
plex milieu in which behavioural decisions 
are made calls for a shift to a risk-minimisa-
tion approach. A range of integrated inter-
ventions that aim to address the underlying 
vulnerabilities of UXO-affected communi-
ties is also needed. From this perspective, 
UXO contamination in Lao PDR requires a 
collaborative, multi-sectoral and multi-level 
response that includes a range of legislative 
and regulatory strategies, improved UXO 
clearance methodology and targeting of re-
sources, skills training, MRE and an inte-
grated approach to UXO action that enables 
the implementation of broader poverty-al-
leviation and sustainable-livelihood strate-
gies. Such an approach will save lives, reduce 
injuries and promote economic growth and 
development, which in turn will contribute 
to addressing underlying vulnerabilities and 
reduce UXO risk. 

See Endnotes, Page
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T he existence of landmines and unexploded 
ordnance in any community has a direct im-
pact on the local people, especially in regard 

to their economic, social and physical well-being. The 
previous Iraqi governments systematically contaminated 
Kurdistan’s land with mines. 

Since the initiation of the Kurdish freedom revolu-
tion and other Kurdish struggles, this practice was con-
tinuously applied to Kurdish lands and was prolonged 
when the former Iraqi regime came to power in February 
1963. An “Arabization” strategy was used in an attempt 
to change the demographics of northern Iraq whereby 
the Iraqi government displaced Kurdish families from 
their land and replaced them with Arab families from 
other areas of Iraq. In addition to dealing with this, dur-
ing the consecutive conflicts that consumed all of Iraq 
and Kurdistan, huge areas of Kurdish land were heav-
ily contaminated with mines and explosive remnants 
of war. This led to thousands of Kurdish citizens being 
killed or facing lifelong handicaps.

Clearance Goals
The vision of the Iraqi Kurdistan Mine Action 

Agency is to rid Kurdistan of ERW. Currently the mis-
sion is to reduce the impact of mines and unexploded 
ordnance in the affected communities of Kurdistan. 
This will be achieved through the demining process 
(survey of contaminated communities, mapping, mark-
ing of hazardous areas, and destruction of mines and 
UXO), mine-risk education and victim assistance. It is 
a great challenge to clear mines from Kurdistan due to 
the difficulty of the demining process, the large areas 
that were contaminated and the approximate quantity of 
emplanted mines numbering in the millions.

Achievements
There are 3,512 registered minefields in Kurdistan. 

From the beginning of the demining process in 
Kurdistan in early 1993 through late 2004, a total of 
567 minefields and battle areas have been cleared and 
returned to their owners.

Approximately 5,615,989 square meters (2.17 square 
miles) of mined areas have been cleared, with 25,226 

The Mine-action Process in Iraqi Kurdistan 

by Jamal Jalal Hussein [ Iraqi Kurdistan Mine Action Agency ]

The Iraqi Kurdistan Mine Action Agency has been working to clear Kurdistan of landmines and unexploded 

ordnance that were placed by the former Iraqi government over the past 40 years and the Iranian Army 

during the Iran-Iraq War from 1980–1988. The Agency is overcoming many challenges and has cleared 

a vast number of minefields so the land can be handed back to the owners. Casualties from explosive 

remnants of war are extremely high but a new mine-risk-education program will inform people who live 

in dangerous areas how to minimize the threat of explosive remnants of war.

anti-personnel mines, 890 anti-tank mines and 273,404 pieces of UXO destroyed. 
Throughout 2005 and 2006 a total of 100,083 people have directly benefited from 
IKMAA’s clearance, explosive ordnance disposal and MRE efforts. 

Factors Influencing Demining Difficulties 
Experience shows many factors directly affect the clearance process and lead 

to a slowdown in progress. The age of the minefields, as they are already 20–26 
years old, leads to a number of complicating factors and difficulties in conduct-
ing demining operations. Some of these factors are related to Kurdistan’s natural 
terrain and topography while other factors stem from the difficulty of mine clear-
ance, the risks associated with mine clearance and difficulty of implementing the 
International Mine Action Standards due to safety concerns. Specific factors that 
affect mine clearance are:

• Limited period of time to work in some minefields due to weather 
• Hard ground 
• High, dry vegetation in most mined areas 
• Lack of desire by deminers to work in mine clearance because of the threat 

of dealing with suspected areas 
• The existence of high numbers of metal fragments that slow progress be-

cause mine-clearance personnel must check each square meter of ground 
with metal detectors. Most of Kurdistan’s large minefields were battle areas 
during the Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988).

A mine-detection dog handler and a trained mine-detection dog are searching a marked hazardous 
area for landmines. 
ALL PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR
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• Unavailability of minefield informa-
tion and maps—the former Iraqi 
regime did not release them to the 
United Nations or Kurdish demining 
organizations so there is no reliable 
information on the exact location of 
contaminated areas.

• Unintentional enlargement of mine-
fields—villagers transferred mines 
from mined areas to previously safe 
areas. Most of the minefields have 
been disrupted; in some cases, local 
villagers have attempted to clear their 
land by collecting or disarming vis-
ible mines or by removing the mines 
from the minefield and stockpiling 
them in another area

• Emigration of mines from uneven or 
steep ground, especially in mountains 
due to rain and snow

• Shortage of modif ied clearance 
machines such as front-end loaders 
and excavators within the demin-
ing program

• Qualified and well-skilled deminers 
abandon the program for better sala-
ries or easier jobs—it is a challenge to 
recruit veterans or skilled deminers to 
replace those leaving.

Other Activities
IKMAA presented its achievements and 

activities via a comprehensive demonstra-
tion at a photography exhibition on 4–5 July 
2006 at Media Gallery in Erbil, the capital 
city of the Kurdistan region. Photographs 
of all aspects of IKMAA activities were dis-
played, such as explosive ordnance disposal, 
surveys, demining assets used in Kurdistan 
(manual, mechanical and mine-detecting 
dogs), cleared minefields in Kurdistan and 
the handing over of land to owners.

The role of mine-risk education in 
IKMAA was presented via a number of 
photographs which were taken as MRE 

teams conducted and provided mine aware-
ness to communities affected by landmines. 
MRE materials and publications were dis-
played. Additionally, the role of mine-vic-
tim assistance as one of the mine-action pil-
lars was demonstrated through presenting 
prosthetic limbs and orthopedic devices to 
mine victims. 

An outdoor demonstration of the demin-
ing process was also given. It highlighted the 
difficulty of the deminer’s job.   

The organization has handed over 39 
cleared minefields (more than one mil-
lion square meters [0.4 square mile]) to 
the landowners. There has been significant 
work toward reducing the impact of ERW 
in contaminated communities, clearing and 
returning them to their Kurdish owners and 
reviving the socio-economic infrastructure 
of the region. In 2006 IKMAA held four 
ceremonies to transfer the 39 cleared mine-
fields. It is worth mentioning that the 39 
minefields were cleared by local deminers 
from mine-affected communities. Direct 
beneficiaries of landowners signed the trans-
fer-of-land documents and accepted the 
cleared lands during special ceremonies.

The MRE section at IKMAA has con-
ducted three summer-school courses in mine/
UXO-contaminated villages. The courses 
aim to: enhance the awareness of children and 
pupils regarding the danger of mines/UXO; 
teach children skills such as using a computer, 
painting, learning music, acting, protecting 
the environment, administering first aid and 
understanding children’s rights while also us-
ing the summer holiday to provide informa-
tion in the form of special classes, rather than 
spending time inside dangerous areas around 
the children’s villages. 

Conclusion
The Iraqi Kurdistan Mine Action Agency 

is proud of its accomplishmentsand is doing 
all that it can to make Kurdistan safe from-

landmines. IKMAA will continue to demine 
dangerous areas, educate peopleon the risks 
of mines and assist mine victims. Despite 
themany difficulties, IKMAA strives to in-
form the Kurdish people of thedangers of 
landmines and UXO. 

The IKMAA legislation was formally an-
nounced and approved by the parliament of 
the Kurdistan Regional Government on 7 
May 2007. The legislation’s 23 articles are in 
five sections that cover IKMAA Definitions, 
Establishment and Objectives, Structure and 
Responsibilities, Finance and Final Provisions.

Governorate Years of Accidents Mine UXO Total

Injured Killed Injured Killed Injured Killed

Duhok 1965-1989 165 87 43 6 208 93

1990-2003 514 190 134 30 648 220

Erbil 1963-1989 469 275 261 79 730 354

1990-2003 1000 584 959 289 1959 873

Sulaimaniyah 1950-1989 480 277 389 129 869 406

1990-2003 2228 1409 1235 413 3463 1822

Kirkuk 1955-1989 124 94 89 43 213 137

1990-2003 700 567 331 79 1031 646

Total 5680 3483 3441 1068 9121 4551

Table 1: Mine and UXO victims in four Kurdistan governorates from 1950 to 2003.

Jamal Jalal Hussein is a mine-action 
expert with the Iraqi Kurdistan Mine 
Action Agency and Director of the Fria 
Society of Mine Action Professionals 
in Erbil, Iraq. He earned a Bachelor 
of Science in Chemistry in 1986. He 
began work in the field as a deminer in 
1998 with Greenfield Consultants. He 
became a Demining Team Leader in 
1999 and a Demining Training Instructor 
in 2000. He has also worked with 
the United Nations Office for Project 
Services as a Technical and Safety 
Guideline and as a Training Monitor. 
Contact Information

Jamal J. Hussein
Mine Action Expert, IKMAA 
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Tel: +324 84 458509
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M ost of our Journal of Mine Action readers know the 
MAIC at James Madison University as an information 
clearinghouse, complete with a robust Web site, training 

programs and various publishing ventures including this journal. 
And our newest products are no exception. 

Recently, the Mine Action Information Center was chosen to 
work on three survivor-assistance projects: 

1. Casualty-data best-practices guidebook
2. Survivor-assistance training
3. Adaptive Technology Catalog
All three projects being conducted at the request of the U.S. 

Department of State Office of Weapons Removal and Abatement 
Bureau of Political-Military Affairs. The survivor-assistance train-
ing is being conducted under the leadership of The Polus Center for 
Social and Economic Development.

Casualty-data “Guidebook” Project
Many in the mine-action/unexploded-ordnance community have 

trouble effectively gathering, managing and interpreting casualty 
data, although some mine-affected countries have created good casu-
alty-data systems and planning procedures. In our research, we have 
found that while there is a significant amount of casualty data col-
lected by various entities around the world, it is often not effectively 
used to inform the decision-making and planning processes in mine 
action. It is the use of the data that is really driving this guidebook, 
which will be published in September 2007. 

Some countries and programs are challenged to effectively col-
lect needed landmine/UXO casualty data; others collect the data and 
then seem to do little with it. Many programs collect and use land-
mine/UXO “accident” data to inform their mine-risk education and 
clearance projects. For instance, if the data shows that there has been 
one or more casualties in a particular location, the country’s mine-
action authority will assume there is a pocket of landmines or unex-
ploded ordnance located there and consequently choose to mark and 
clear the area. More recently, with the increased focus on developing 
mine-victim assistance plans, national authorities are more interested 
in obtaining additional information about accident survivors in or-
der to plan and deliver rehabilitative services. The guidebook will re-
search what is actually being done in selected mine-affected countries 
and assess their effectiveness, drawing conclusions regarding which 
approaches should be considered “best” practices.

The guidebook will be comprised of lessons learned and identi-
fied “best practices,” instructive, detailed case studies, and a set of 
recommendations to guide planners, which will be short and broadly 
applicable to most situations.
Survivor-assistance Training

In a recent survey conducted by the MAIC (as a follow-up to the 
Senior Managers Courses we have presented for the United Nations 
Development Programme), more than half of the mine-action centers 
responded that landmine survivor assistance was a “top” or “high” 

MAIC Survivor Assistance Projects

by Lois Carter Fay and Dr. Suzanne Fiederlein 
[ Mine Action Information Center ] 

New projects under way at the Mine Action Information Center are described here, including a best-practices 

guidebook on casualty data, survivor-assistance training and a catalog of adaptive technologies.

priority, yet an even greater number reported that “no one [in their 
mine-action center/agency] had received any training” in survivor as-
sistance. Consequently, the MAIC and The Polus Center for Social 
and Economic Development are working together to create a series of 
training workshops for national mine-action and survivor-assistance 
staff to aid them in developing and implementing programs that ef-
fectively meet the needs of landmine survivors and other people with 
disabilities in their countries.

The Polus Center assists people with disabilities in developing 
countries to become valued members within their communities. Its 
programs emphasize community-based rehabilitation, self-advocacy 
and community inclusion. It has extensive experience in working 
with local partners to create and implement projects to assist people 
with disabilities, particularly landmine survivors, in several coun-
tries. The Polus Center takes a social approach to landmine survivor 
assistance. It is focused on developing sustainable, person-centered 
projects for full social integration of landmine survivors.

Polus began working internationally in 1997 in Nicaragua and 
later expanded to Ethiopia, Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador and 
Mexico. These collaborative efforts have resulted in two community-
based prosthetic outreach projects, an accessibility project, a disabili-
ties leadership center, a regional wheelchair-manufacturing project, 
and a series of capacity-building mini-grants to local organizations 
and individuals. The Polus Center uses a locally based, holistic ap-
proach to ensure that project beneficiaries are the ones driving ser-
vices forward, and broad support is created in the community where 
they live.

The MAIC staff and JMU’s faculty consist of subject-matter ex-
perts in survivor assistance, mine action and management; we are 
also experienced in developing and delivering curricula for a variety 
of constituencies, including program planners and project imple-
menters, such as those for whom this survivor-assistance training 
program is designed.

Sample instructional materials from the Economic Reintegration Training Workshop.
IMAGE COURTESY OF THE POLUS CENTER
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