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Nearly twenty years ago, an international consensus began to take shape with the eminently humanitarian vision of eliminating the threat of antipersonnel landmines in the Americas. A coalition of mine-affected states, donor nations, international and non-governmental organizations conceived a multi-lateral effort, coordinated by the Organization of American States, to achieve what then seemed a nearly impossible mission. Continuing in this vein, the General Assembly approved resolution AG/RES. 2559 (XXXX-O/10) “The Americas as an Antipersonnel-Land-Mine-Free Zone” at its fortieth ordinary session in Lima.

To fulfill the mandate assigned to the General Secretariat, the Office of Humanitarian Mine Action (OHMA) of the Secretariat of Multidimensional Security has implemented actions and initiatives through its Program for Comprehensive Action against Antipersonnel Mines (AICMA for its initials in Spanish) in support of the Member States that have requested assistance for their National Plans to address all aspects of the mine problem. The Program, which was originally conceived as a mine clearance program in response to requests for assistance from the Central American Member States, has grown to support a wide range of mine action activities: (a) humanitarian demining; (b) mine-risk education; (c) physical and psychological rehabilitation of landmine victims and their socioeconomic reintegration; (d) destruction of stockpiled mines; (f) promotion of a ban on the use, stockpiling, production, and transfer of antipersonnel mines; and (g) destruction of obsolete or surplus munitions and explosive remnants of war. In each field of action, the goal is to reestablish safe, secure and productive living conditions for mine-affected communities. 

Throughout the past nearly twenty years of mine action work dating back to the first mine clearance operations supported in Nicaragua in 1993, the Program has made steady progress in reducing the impact of landmines in the Americas. In 2010, thanks in large measure to the perseverance of these partners, the goal of Central America as a mine-free zone was realized as Nicaragua became the final nation in the region to achieve this status. This significant milestone represents more than a major achievement in advancing the goals of peace and security in the Americas. The success of the AICMA Program in Central America stands as a challenge to continue to extend the vision of a region free of the threat of mines to other OAS member states. It is also significant to note that of some 80 or more mine affected countries, only sixteen have been able to complete their mine clearance and destruction plans. In contrast, of the nine American states that have received assistance through AICMA, five -- Costa Rica, Honduras, Suriname, Guatemala and Nicaragua -- have been declared mine-free.

The work supported by the Program has resulted in significant and concrete benefits for the peoples of the Americas.  The threat of more than 200,000 landmines that previously contaminated farmland and vital infrastructure has been eliminated.  Another one million landmines that were previously held in government storage facilities have also been destroyed.  Some 1,250 landmine survivors and their family members have received life-changing help in recovering from their injuries and reintegrating into the productive fabric of their communities.  In an extensive effort to prevent new landmine victims, nearly a million people living in more than 2,500 communities located near mined areas have receive information about the risks of antipersonnel mines and unexploded munitions.

Within the General Secretariat, the Office of Humanitarian Mine Action provides overall coordination of the AICMA Program, including solicitation and administration of financial contributions from the international community and the provision of technical and logistical support for mine action activities carried out by the assisted Member States.  The Inter-American Defense Board (IADB) provides assistance to the Program through teams of monitors in the mine-affected countries that are provided by the Board’s contributing members. A primary objective of the Program’s assistance is to build national capacity through a collaborative, multi-lateral, civil-military effort with a fundamentally humanitarian goal.  

One of the core functions of the AICMA Program is to support the national mine clearance capacity of Member States. This support takes many forms including fundraising, planning assistance, financial management of donor-provided funds, training for national demining personnel, logistical support to complement national capabilities, monitoring and quality control of clearance operations, insurance and danger stipends for national deminers, and the purchase of specialized technical equipment.

Major challenges lie ahead in achieving the stated goal of converting the Americas into the world’s first antipersonnel-land-mine-free zone, as expressed in OAS General Assembly Resolution AG/RES 2559 (XL-O/10). Illegal armed groups in Colombia continue to use mines and improvised explosive devices that exact a heavy toll on civilians, as well as on military personnel. Ecuador and Peru still have thousands of mines scattered in remote areas of their common border that require clearance before full recovery from past conflicts and economic reintegration are possible. These efforts require sustainment for periods ranging from several years for Peru and Ecuador to as long as a decade or more for Colombia. 

Although Nicaragua has fulfilled its obligations under that Ottawa Convention and is now officially considered to be mine-free, some limited external support is required in 2011 to complete the transition. The final clean-up of an abandoned military base in central Nicaragua, which is littered with discarded ammunition left from the 1980s, is scheduled to be completed in February. While AICMA maintains a presence in Nicaragua to assist in this remediation project and to provide micro-financing for community recovery projects on cleared lands, a transitional victim assistance effort will be sustained in 2011 as details are developed for transition to an as-yet undetermined organization to assume responsibility for continuing care over the long term.

Colombia presents the most challenging environment for mine action in the Americas. Lessons learned from Central America are now being applied broadly by AICMA in Colombia, where reports of mines placed by illegal armed groups are widespread, but offer little focus for clearance operations. Working with national authorities, non-technical survey, land release and overall mine assessment and planning have become a primary focus of the OAS Program in Colombia. Based on the valuable experience gained in Central America, it is feasible to develop a coherent set of national priorities and plans that can reduce the time and the resources needed to address the problem in Colombia. 

To address the complexity of the mine situation in Colombia, AICMA emphasizes a fully integrated approach. AICMA is not only responsible for coordinating technical, logistical and administrative support for Colombian military personnel in demining teams, it also carries out key enabling activities including mine data collection and survey, community liaison and mine risk education activities in the same areas where Colombian deminers work before, during, and after humanitarian demining operations. These activities seek to increase understanding of and support for humanitarian demining and greater exchange between the communities and humanitarian demining units. To facilitate the return of displaced persons to their communities as these are cleared, AICMA offers micro-financing for productive projects as an interim measure to reestablishment of government services and assistance from international aid and development entities.

In July 2010, Colombian deminers completed clearance of all thirty-five minefields under government jurisdiction. As a result, the effort to respond to humanitarian emergencies caused by mines or improvised explosive artifacts that began in 2007 accelerated this year. To date in 2010 twenty-eight mined areas affecting Colombian communities have been cleared benefitting more than 4,000 people, enabling them to return to their homes under safe conditions. This clearance effort, combined with increased emphasis on release of land through better analysis and without the use of expensive and slower clearance work, put nearly 400,000 square meters of land, nearly twice the figure released in 2009, back into productive use. Currently the AICMA Program is assisting Colombia in the departments of Antioquia, Caldas, Meta, Bolivar and Santander, with the government planning to eventually conduct clearance work simultaneously in twelve of its thirty-two departments. 

Colombia continued the expansion of its humanitarian demining capability from six to nine demining units this year with AICMA support and plans for an expanded demining organization of fourteen units by the end of 2011. Realization of this plan will depend largely on the availability of international contributions.

AICMA continues to support joint humanitarian demining operations in the Cordillera del Condor, along the Peru-Ecuador border region. During 2010, advances were made in the vicinity of in the Ecuadorian Province of Santiago Morona and the Peruvian Amazonas Department, respectively.  The difficult access to this region cannot be overstated.  Progress in clearing the contaminated sites along the Cordillera del Condor requires an extensive and intensive logistical effort including a reliable medical evacuation system.

In October, AICMA began working with the Ecuadoran government on a mechanical mine clearance project in the Rio Chira/Rio Catamayo sector of the border. This project has received financial support from the governments of Norway and Spain and will be executed with equipment contributed by Germany and the United States. 


Since its establishment in 1997, the OAS Program has assisted over twelve-hundred-fifty landmine survivors with medical, psychological, and rehabilitative interventions in various beneficiary countries of Central America (Honduras and Nicaragua) and Colombia, Peru and Ecuador. AICMA serves primarily in a supporting role, assisting in identification of previously unregistered victims, providing transportation, lodging and meals to give survivors access to service providers and covering costs for victims with difficulties that exceed national social security or health care system capacity. Partnerships and alliances with international organizations, NGOs and private sector entities interested in this field of action are fundamental to the overall success of the effort.

By the end of 2004 more than one million stockpiled antipersonnel mines were destroyed in Argentina, Colombia, Chile, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Peru, with AICMA technical advice and financial contributions from the donor community. Having accomplished this most important achievement, the Program extended its support to the destruction of unsafe, obsolete or excess ammunition stocks, as well as small arms and light weapons, which pose risks to surrounding communities or to public security.

 In 2010, AICMA executed remediation or destruction projects in Guatemala and Nicaragua with funding obtained from Spain and the United States. The Guatemala project resulted in the destruction of approximately 400 tons of unsafe and obsolete ammunition located in two storage facilities within close proximity of densely populated areas of the capital. Beginning in April 2010, AICMA assisted the Nicaraguan government in remediating a former military base that is contaminated with scattered and buried munitions that have already caused serious accidents involving local civilians searching for metal to sell for recycling. Projects are also planned in 2011 in Belize and Costa Rica, as well as additional efforts in Guatemala and possible assessment in the other Central American Member States. 

Fundraising in support of mine action and arms and munitions destruction grows increasingly more challenging as the international donor community looks toward other priorities and the world economic outlook has been more difficult over the past year. The financial needs of the AICMA Program have not diminished despite its imminent success in realizing the goal of making Central America mine-free. Although resources once needed to assist Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua can now be substantially reduced and still achieve remaining objectives in victim assistance and firearms and ammunition disposal, substantial international cooperation will be necessary to support Colombia’s major mine action goals and to help Peru and Ecuador meet their Ottawa Convention deadlines for mine clearance in 2017. In 2010, the Program received significant contributions from the governments of Belgium, Canada, Italy, Norway, Spain, and the United States. However, if increased funding is not available, particularly for Colombia, the planned expansion of its national demining capacity may be significantly delayed or modified. Future funding for mine action in Ecuador and Peru will also depend upon those countries’ ability to demonstrate significant progress in the coming year. 

AICMA has consistently promoted the interest expressed in OAS General Assembly Resolutions to make the Americas a landmine-free zone by coordinating mine action issues and assisting Member States with the preparation of reporting requirements under the Ottawa Landmine Ban Convention.  From 29 November to 3 December 2010, AICMA participated in the Tenth Meeting of the States Parties to the Convention in Geneva, at which Nicaragua formally announced completion of its demining program and Colombia sought and gained approval of its request for extension of its deadline for completion of mine clearance until March 2021. 
The year 2010 marked a major milestone for the OAS and the AICMA Program with the finalization of mine clearance in Central America, one of the most important goals established for it by the General Assembly. This achievement marks the great progress that has been made in eliminating the threat of landmines in the Americas. Nonetheless, sustainment of this effort and extension of mine-safe conditions to all parts of the Hemisphere will depend upon the continued commitment of the affected Member States with reinvigorated support from the international community. With the full commitment of all participants in the Program, this goal can become a reality for all the people of the Americas. 
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