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hmad al-Kabissi was 
helping displaced resi-
dents of his native Anbar 
province, west of Bagh-
dad, to return home af-

ter liberation from the Islamic State 
(ISIS) when he lost his two legs in 
a landmine explosion. He consid-
ers himself lucky. Three of his col-
leagues were killed on the spot.

Kabissi, 27, was part of a demin-
ing team operating in Ramadi after 
undergoing one month of training. 
“We were asked to dismantle bombs 
in one of the many booby-trapped 
houses left by ISIS in the city. One 
of us must have stepped on an ex-
plosive device. The explosion cut 
through us. They died. I survived,” 
Kabissi said.

“I liked the idea of removing the 
explosives scattered all over the 
place and helping families recover 
their homes after they have been 
cleared.”

Kabissi, who now uses a wheel-
chair, is waiting for government sup-
port to provide him with prostheses 
to be able to walk again. “After all 
these sacrifices, I was left without 
care or compensation to continue in 
my life, which I fear I will spend on a 
wheelchair,” he said.

With an estimated 26 million 
landmines and other unexploded 
ordnance (UXO) scattered across 
the country, Iraq is among the most 
severely contaminated countries in 
the world due to decades of con-
flict. While most of the landmines 
date from the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq 
War, more accumulated during the 
1990-91 conflict and the 2003 US-led 
coalition invasion of Iraq. ISIS and 

others continue to add to the mine 
count today.

Official Iraqi reports state that one 
in every five Iraqis is at risk of being 
injured by landmines and unexplod-
ed ordnance.

In Anbar, there is no approximate 
number of the unexploded devic-
es being cleared by international 
and local demining organisations, 
provincial council member Rajee’ 
Barakat said. “A large amount of 
ordnance has been removed but the 
process of clearing explosive rem-
nants of wars takes a very long time. 
It is even worse here in view of the 
huge number of bombs that were 
planted by ISIS all over the place,” 
he said.

Demining efforts by international 
organisations are concentrated on 
clearing main intersections and 
streets, government buildings and 
public facilities, Barakat said, add-
ing that the “sensitive task of re-
moving UXO from private houses 
and agricultural fields is handled by 
explosive experts in the army and 
the federal police.”

The UN Mine Action Service (UN-
MAS) has cleared nearly 400 “prior-
ity” sites in Falluja and Ramadi since 
2015, disabling more than 2,600 ex-
plosives in areas recaptured from 
ISIS. The cost of clearing Iraq, ini-
tially estimated at $50 million, has 
doubled because of the battle of 
Mosul.

UNMAS Programme Management 
Officer Paul Heslop said in a state-
ment the “large contamination of 
Mosul” required additional demin-
ing costs of $50 million. He said the 
removal of explosive devices from 
buildings was more dangerous than 
clearing minefields and necessitated 
more technical expertise and so-
phisticated equipment. “Once the 
area is completely liberated (from 
ISIS) we will be able to have a better 

assessment of the extent of contam-
ination,” he said.

Khaled Rashed, general director 
of the Directorate of Mine Action in 
Iraq, acknowledged the explosive 
hazard problem in Iraq is complex, 
unprecedented and required a na-
tional and international response.

“Iraq is among countries of the 
world that have been contaminated 
for several decades,” he said. “The 
destruction of explosives remaining 
from the Iraq-Iran war in the ‘80s of 
the last century is not completed. 
The Gulf war (1990-91), in which all 
types of weapons were used, further 
complicated the issue also causing 
environmental hazards and damage 
to agriculture.”

During the ISIS occupation, many 
booby traps, as well as improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs), were 

planted. Around Mosul, since opera-
tions began in October 2016, nearly 
1,700 people have been killed or 
wounded by explosive hazards, UN-
MAS said.

There are no official counts of vic-
tims of UXO in Iraq but unofficial 
figures estimate more than 14,000 
people have been killed or wounded 
by landmines since 1991, most of 
them civilians.

Rashed acknowledged a lack of 
funds had delayed demining work. 
“The directorate’s limited (financial) 
capacity is impeding the work which 
requires huge funding and strong in-
ternational support,” he said.

Poor funding has restricted as-
sistance to mine victims such as 
Kabissi, Barakat said. “The central 
government is not responding to our 
demands to allocate monthly sala-

ries to those who suffered impair-
ment,” he said. “Also, the Ministry 
of Health has turned a blind eye to 
our request for treatment and pros-
theses for the war disabled.”

In 2007, Iraq signed the Ottawa 
Convention banning anti-personnel 
mines. Under the convention, Iraq 
committed to free the country of 
landmines by 2018, an impossible 
task.

The problem of terrorism might 
end one day in Iraq but it will take 
decades of action and stronger ad-
vocacy to get rid of the legacy of 
mines and explosive remnants of 
wars.

Oumayma Omar, based in Baghdad, 
is a contributor to the Culture 
and Society sections of The Arab 
Weekly.

Decontaminating mine-infested Iraq — a war far from over
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Sensitive task. An Iraqi unit searches for mines and bombs near the site of an explosion in Mosul, last 
March.                                                                                                                                                                           (Reuters)

De-mining in the Arab World

Some 26 million 
landmines and other 
unexploded pieces of 
ordnance are 
scattered across Iraq.

An estimated $100 
million is needed to 
clear Iraq of 
unexploded 
ordnance.

Lebanon’s mine-clearing effort described as ‘success story’
Samar Kadi
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T 

he bomb that exploded 
on a sunny morning in 
May ripped off the legs 
and one hand of the Syr-
ian boy. The incident did 

not occur in war-torn Syria but 
in southern Lebanon where the 
14-year-old was helping his refugee 
family in a tobacco field when the 
remnant from Lebanon’s past wars 
went off.

Lebanon has been plagued by 
landmines since its 1975-90 civil 
war and subsequent Israeli oc-
cupation. It faced unprecedented 

contamination levels from cluster 
munitions when Israel dropped an 
estimated 4 million bomblets in 
the final hours of the 34-day war 
against Lebanon in July 2006.

Many years after the guns had 
fallen silent, however, unexploded 
remnants of war still kill and maim 
people, mostly civilians.

The Lebanon Mine Action Centre 
(LMAC) has been carrying out and 
coordinating the painstaking task 
of demining and clearing Lebanon 
of unexploded ordinance (UXO) 
since 1998. It has cleared and de-
stroyed up to 70% of the munitions 
but the risk would remain even af-
ter a UXO-free Lebanon is achieved.

“The dangers posed by UXO 
stay forever,” said LMAC Direc-

tor Brigadier-General Ziad Nasr. 
“They are discovering unexploded 
bombs from the second world war 
in Europe. In Jezzine (southern 
Lebanon) we found a bomb from 
the second world war, which we 
detonated. We should always deal 
carefully with bombs because they 
all explode, even if they have been 
sitting there for ages.”

Different types of UXO, includ-
ing anti-personnel and anti-tank 
mines, mortars, tank shells and 
cluster bombs, contaminate Leba-
non but there is no accurate count 
of the number of such devices, Nasr 
said.

“The lack of accurate mapping of 
landmines, which were planted by 
the different warring parties, ren-
dered the task of demining much 
more complicated,” he said. “Also, 
erosion and mud movement dis-
placed many landmines over the 
years, adding to the problem. Some 
of those planted along the Blue Line 
are charted.”

Nasr explained that the Lebanese 
Army has completed a “non-tech-
nical survey” of the national terri-
tory to identify contaminated ar-
eas. “I can say confidently that we 
now know by 90% — if not 100% — 
where the minefields are,” he said.

Lebanon, a signatory of the 
Convention on Cluster Munitions 
(CCM), which bans the use, pro-
duction and stockpiling of cluster 
bombs and calls for destruction of 
existing stocks, hopes to become 
cluster-free by 2021.

Southern Lebanon is the area 
most contaminated with clus-
ter bombs. At least 25% of the  
munitions do not explode on im-
pact and pose a threat for decades 

after they have been dropped. An 
estimated 908 people have been 
killed and 2,842 wounded by UXO 
in Lebanon since 1975, LMAC fig-
ures state.

Mine clearance is painstakingly 
slow and dangerous work. Demin-
ers must abide by strict regulations 
and are flanked by ambulances and 
medics. LMAC has been working in 
mine clearance with several inter-
national demining organisations, 
including Britain’s Mines Advisory 
Group, the Norwegian People’s 
Aid, France’s Handicap Interna-
tional and DanChurchAid and local 
demining organisations Peace Gen-
erations Organisation for Demining 
and Lebanese Association for Mine 
and Natural Disaster Action.

Demining is only one of the 
humanitarian tasks assumed by 
LMAC. “Our work is based on five 
pillars,” Nasr said. “In addition to 
clearing mines, the other pillars are 
mine risk education, mine victim 
assistance, advocacy and destruc-
tion of stockpiles.”

While Lebanon has no cluster 
bomb stockpile to destroy, LMAC 
has been active with civil society in 
raising awareness about mine risks, 
Nasr said. “This is done through 
awareness campaigns for civilians, 
in the schools and universities, 
about precautions that should be 

taken to avoid contaminated areas, 
how to alert the army, etc…,” he 
said.

Victim assistance and rehabili-
tation is another important task 
assumed by LMAC in cooperation 
with civil society organisations.

“We help victims reintegrate in 
the society through providing pros-
thesis, helping them find jobs and 
vocational training and securing 
financial support for them to start 
businesses. We have 12 local NGOs 
some of them are national centres 
for rehabilitation across the coun-
try working with mine victims,” 
Nasr said.

Lebanon’s mine-clearing endeav-
our “is definitely a success story,” 
he stressed. “We are taken as a good 
example for demining internation-
ally.”

An Arab Regional cooperation 
programme managed by LMAC 
works to improve knowledge, 
exchange experiences and pro-
mote better mine action practices 
throughout the Arabic-speaking 
world.

Training on how to handle un-
exploded remnants of war is being 
set up in a Lebanese Army base 
outside Beirut. “We will be con-
ducting training in three languages 
but the programme will be mainly 
dedicated to Arab countries. We 
have already prepared the training 
curricula, the lessons and course 
material,” Nasr said. The centre is 
expected to open in September of-
fering training for military person-
nel and civilians.

With 17 out of 22 Arab countries 
contaminated with landmines and 
other unexploded munition, the ef-
fort could not be more timely.

Reliable method. Astra Joan, a mine detection dog from Lebanon, 
sniffs inert samples of various mines, during a demonstration. (AFP)

The Lebanese Army’s 
Mine Action Centre 
has cleared 70% of 
unexploded 
munitions in 
Lebanon.


