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THE MONTREUX MINE SYMPOSIUM

******

Every year, thousands of men, women and children are victims of anti-personnel mines.

The use of these often extremely pernicious weapons has resulted in a tragedy that is 
acute in humanitarian terms. Apart from the appalling number of casualties they cause, 
anti-personnel mines mutilate horrendously, strike blindly at all human beings alike, and 
continue to spread terror for years or even decades after the hostilities have ended.

Moreover, massive and indiscriminate sowing of mines renders whole regions useless for 
human habitation and activity, thereby resulting in substantial population movements and 
consequent economic destabilisation in other neighbouring regions.

The widespread and indiscriminate use of these weapons has become common practice in 
a great number of armed conflicts. This has the effect of hindering or even preventing 
humanitarian assistance as staff of humanitarian organizations have also been killed or 
wounded by mines.

The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement has not been spared: to mention only the 
most tragic event, seven first aid workers of the Senegalese Red Cross were killed and 
four others injured on 25 January this year when their vehicle hit a mine.

The magnitude of the suffering caused by antipersonnel mines, as witnessed by its 
delegates in the field impelled the ICRC to organize a Symposium which was attended by 
surgeons and orthopaedists, military strategists, mines specialists and manufacturers, legal 
experts in the international humanitarian law and disarmament, representatives of 
demining organizations, concerned non-governmental organizations and the media. The 
Symposium took place in Montreux from 21 to 23 April 1993.

The general objective of this Symposium was to collect the necessary facts and ideas to 
coordinate future action by bodies that are interested in improving the fate of mine 
victims and in undertaking preventive action. More specifically, the aims of the 
Symposium were to gain as accurate a picture as possible of the actual use of mines and 
its consequences; to analyze the mechanisms and methods that presently exist to limit this 
use or alleviate the suffering of victims, as well as to identify the lacunae in such 
methods; to decide on the best remedial action; to establish a strategy on how to 
coordinate the actions of different bodies involved in such action; and to write a report on 
the conference which could be used as a reference for future actions.

The said report has been prepared and distributed to all Governments on August 5, 1993. 
The resume which is submitted to the Council of Delegates, is that of an abridged version 
of this report. This abridged version, authored by Mr. Girardet, is intended to mobilize 
the public in general and will be broadly distributed, in particular to NGOs and 
journalists.
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The recommendations of the Montreux Symposium, which are cited in the book, cover a 
number of areas where National Societies could play an important role. This is 
particularly the case with regard to: development and dissemination of materials to 
surgeons and medical staff in the surgical treatment and rehabilitation of the mine-injured; 
collection of information on the short and long-term socio-economic costs of anti
personnel mines; and general sensitization of both the public at large and governments. 
Furthermore, National Societies have a substantial contribution to make, within their 
respective countries, in the field of rehabilitation of mine victims in order to contribute 
towards alleviating the suffering caused by these weapons.

On the legal side, the ICRC, in accordance with its mandate to work for the faithful 
application as well as the development of international humanitarian law, will actively 
participate in the preparation of the planned review conference of the 1980 United 
Nations Conventional Weapons Convention, which contains a Protocol on mines, just as it 
did for the initial 1979-80 United Nations Conference. The review conference offers an 
important opportunity to modify and develop provisions relating to mines in order to 
achieve concrete and worthwhile results. It therefore has to be very carefully prepared, 
and the ICRC is willing to host meetings of experts, both independent and governmental, 
in order to furnish the necessary analysis and relevant documentation for the forthcoming 
review conference. National Societies could play a pivotal role in convincing their 
respective governments to consider favourably the offer of the ICRC, with a view to 
assuring a better protection for victims of armed conflicts.
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SUMMARY OF REPORT ON LANDMINES

Anti-personnel mines : seeds of destruction 
Thoughts beyond a seminar

Landmines, and especially anti-personnel mines, are among the nastiest appurtenances of 
modem warfare. They kill indiscriminately and maim terribly. They can terrorize 
civilian populations for years after hostilities are formally ended and - as is sometimes the 
aim of those who lay them - disrupt societies for decades through overwhelming fragile 
health and social service structures. Amputations are difficult and expensive operations; 
amputees require years of help if they are to have any hope of being reintegrated into the 
population. How many amputees can a given society integrate, giving them work or a 
normal family life? Mines are seeds of destruction that can retain their evil power for 
generations.

Anti-personnel mines make even hardened observers cry their indignation: it is no 
accident that the instigators of a symposium on anti-personnel mines convened by the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in Montreux, Switzerland, this spring, 
were experienced war surgeons who had amputated too many limbs, seen too many 
blown-up kids, watched struggling health services break down under the weight of 
impossible rehabilitation. The symposium, which brought together experts in all the 
various disciplines that are concerned with mines, from mine-clearers, arms 
manufacturers and political analysts to specialists in humanitarian law, from military 
strategists to human-rights activists, was an attempt to take stock of what is really known 
about anti-personnel mines - and what can reasonably be done about them.

In parts of Cambodia, 20% of the population is made of amputees, and the carnage is not 
yet over. One of the biggest problems of returning to normality in Afghanistan has been 
clearing enough mines so that civilian populations can go back to their homes and start 
living their ordinary village lives again with reasonable safety. Somalia, unsurprisingly, 
was and still is a paradise of special duplicity, with anti-personnel mines used as booby 
traps, sometimes inside houses, so that when the inhabitants returned they were blown up. 
The difference between anti-tank and anti-personnel mines is becoming blurred as the first 
become smaller and are increasingly used against buses and trucks - where their targets 
are usually civilians. Anti-personnel mines seem to have become the grimly inevitable 
weapons of wars where differences between military and civilian participants are being 
deliberately blurred, where war is waged as much against society as against specific 
military positions, from a hostile border to an encampment. Used against civilians, they 
gradually became offensive weapons, tearing at the very fabric of society. Although the 
most recent wars are being waged less in the name of revolutionary ideologies than in 
hopes of ethnic or even personal gains, they are not becoming more humane. 
Professional mine-clearers speak almost with nostalgia of the Kuwait desert, where 
trained Iraqi sappers laid their thousands of mines according to the doctrines of the best 
European military academies, with maps to document it all. Even under those 
comparatively favourable circumstances, shifting sands and windstorms have provoked 
unhappy surprises; as late as June, 1993 three mine-clearers were blown up there.
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No one knows how many victims land-mines have claimed since they came into common 
use. Especially in developing countries, where most have been used in recent decades, 
only the toughest and least-badly hurt victims make it to hospitals; the others die before. 
A farmer in a field, if he is alone, has little chance for survival if he steps on a mine. To 
military people, mines often seem too small, almost innocuous, to be worth bothering 
about statistically. No one knows how many mines have been laid nor how many are still 
in factories and arsenals. The most conservative UN estimate is of at least 100 million 
mines still lying in the fields of 30 countries. That is almost certainly too low, but even 
if it were right, they would present almost insoluble problems. Despite multiple trials, 
mechanical mine clearance (demining in American parlance) methods are, so far, neither 
practical nor sure. Under good circumstances, where minefields are known, and even 
mapped, it still requires 100 times as long to clear mines as to lay them. It also costs, 
according to reasonable estimates, at least $1,000 to clear a single mine, including the 
insurance premiums for clearers; these are a minimum of $15,000 annual premium for a 
$400,000 cover, which seems little enough considering the risks. In Afghanistan, the 
United States spent $2.8 bn to supply arms (including anti-personnel mines) to the 
guerillas. Less than $30 million has been allocated for mine clearance.

Defence forces see mines, whether anti-tank and anti-personnel, as an important part of 
their arsenal. Compared to any other type of weaponry they are both deadly efficient and 
incredibly cheap, with anti-personnel mines costing as little as three or four dollars each. 
In Afghanistan, both Russian and Afghan government troops took to sowing hundreds of 
small mines even around one-night emplacements. Anti-personnel mines can be hand-laid 
or remote-delivered by artillery, helicopter or low-flying aircraft. They require relatively 
low technological expertise to lay, which is another reason why many guerilla 
organisations have taken to them with a vengeance.

Military strategists, and consequently their governments, could probably not be persuaded 
to accept a total ban on the use of anti-personnel mines, however desirable that might be 
from a humanitarian point of view. Export bans, such as the United States’ one - year 
moratorium (due to end in October 1993 but with a good chance of extension) can help 
but are not enough. The United States was always a small exporter; the long list of 
countries in the export trade, includes among the more important, Italy, China, Korea, 
Argentina and Brazil. Beside the fact that there is large chance of many countries 
breaking any ban, making mines is not difficult. Controlling licensing arrangements is 
harder than controlling hard exports. Even making mines from scratch is, as such things 
go, simple, although so far bulk buying has been so cheap and easy that it was hardly 
worthwhile even for marginal groups to set up cottage industries.

What can be done?

Any serious international control of anti-personnel mines will a difficult proposition, but 
members of the symposium in Montreux did not despair completely. Landmines (it is not 
always very clear which references are specifically to anti-personnel mines) are included 
in both the 1977 additional protocols to the Geneva Conventions and in a protocol of the 
1980s Weapons Convention. The trouble is that only 37 States have ratified the 1980 
Convention, itself an updating of the old 1868 St Petersburg Convention. For over a 
century, international customary law has prohibited the use of "weapons causing 
unnecessary suffering". One need not be an international lawyer to see both the 
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possibilities and the problems opened up by such wording. Despite the difficulties, it 
seems urgent to update the international texts - and to persuade more states to sign them. 
True, not all will abide by their signatures. And what about guerilla groups, and parties 
to civil wars and the rest? How can those who break the international treaties be held 
accountable? The last question goes beyond the problems of anti-personnel mines, but 
some attempt to answer it should, almost everyone in Montreux felt, be specifically 
included in any new texts.

For the time being, an agreement on a total ban does not seem feasible, however 
desirable a goal it may seem in the long term. At least two practical modifications to the 
current situation could ameliorate matters considerably without attracting much opposition 
from political or military experts. The first is to ban non-detectable, or all-plastic, mines. 
There is no military reason for their use, only sheer nastiness. They are not even cheaper 
to make or easier for the layers to handle. The second measure is to insist that anti
personnel mines be made to self-destnict after a given period of time. Such a 
modification is, according to experts, neither inordinately complicated nor expensive; 
even though there will probably be campaigns saying that it adds 25 or even 50% to the 
cost, it is well to remember the very low initial cost of mines - and the high one of 
demining. Self-destruct mechanisms could even be fitted to hundreds of thousands of 
existing mines. The idea is that the mine would blow itself up after a determined time, 
probably one year at most. Several already-known techniques can be used to achieve the 
desired result, and most are reasonably flexible. The military experts were agreed that 
there seems no situation where such self destruction (on condition that they can choose 
the time) would not be acceptable; the rare exceptions of mapped, established borders, 
might require a special dispensation. One international official insisted that before self- 
destructing mines could be acceptable, they must be proven 99.99% effective - which 
may be unrealistic. Even the most expert hand clearing cannot give that guarantee.

The discussions on the comparative merits of self-neutralising and self-destructing mines 
came down squarely for the latter. When mines blow themselves up, one can be sure 
they have done what they are supposed to do, and they leave no explosive material lying 
around to be picked up and re-used by people who may not know that many explosives 
grow more lethal with time - even though their firing-pins may have rusted through. 
With regard to anti-tank mines, it was stated in Montreux that a means would have to be 
found to eliminate them after a certain time-period, without excessive cost.

While waiting for the review conference on the Weapons Convention to take into account 
some of these suggestions for better control of anti-personnel mines, the Montreux 
Symposium produced one another small and practical suggestion. Military medical 
facilities are often superbly staffed and equipped and very often underutilized; could they 
not be put more at the disposal of civilian mine victims? Perhaps then military 
commanders, too, would become better attuned to the horrors of what has been called, 
with considerable justice, the cowards’ weapon.

Throughout the discussions at Montreux, several suggestions concerning the role of the 
components of the Movement emerged. Accordingly, given the shortcomings of the 1980 
UN Convention, the ICRC plans to participate actively in the preparation of the 
forthcoming review conference, since it would offer an important opportunity to modify 
and develop provisions relating to mines in order to achieve concrete and worthwhile 
results. Towards this end, it has offered to host meetings of experts in order to furnish 
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the necessary analysis and documentation for the said conference. Parallel to this, the 
ICRC is organizing workshops on technical prosthetics and war surgery in order to 
exchange experiences and identify better means of treatment of the mine-injured.

National Societies could intensify their efforts in the field of rehabilitation of mine 
victims. In this context, the Federation could play an important role in coordinating 
exchange of information and, if need be, medical personnel between National Societies, 
as well as in disseminating the conclusions and recommendations of the Montreux 
Symposium in order to sensitize governments and the general public to the humanitarian 
problems created by the use of anti-personnel landmines.


