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TACKLING WEAPON 
CONTAMINATION



ASSESSING THE RISKS

The ICRC has the expertise and know-how 
to evaluate the consequences of weapon 
contamination and CBRN hazards on the civilian 
population, and therefore design suitable 
mitigation measures. The National Societies are 
often well positioned to gather the data needed 
for the risk assessment. Our combined efforts 
enable the authorities to plan and prioritize their 
response to weapon contamination. 
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OUR APPROACH

Even after a conflict ends, landmines, weaponry 
and other “explosive remnants of war” (ERW), 
such as unexploded bombs, shells and cluster-
munition bomblets, continue to kill and maim, 
block access to essential services and livelihoods, 
and therefore hinder reconciliation processes, 
often for decades. This deadly problem has a 
name: weapon contamination. 

The preventive weapon-contamination activities 
carried out by the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) are directly related to our 
mandate to protect civilians from the effects of 
armed conflict. During and immediately after 
armed conflict, we may also carry out activities 
aimed at reducing the consequences of weapon 
contamination and chemical, biological, 
radiological and nuclear (CBRN) hazards on 
the civilian population.

The ICRC is the lead organization for tackling 
weapon contamination in the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, 

providing support to National Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies involved in long-term 
national strategies to deal with the effects of 
weapon contamination. 

“Weapon-contamination activities” is therefore 
the umbrella term we use to refer to all 
operational activities aimed at identifying 
hazards and assessing risks in order to ensure 
the safety of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
workers and the continuity of the Movement’s 
humanitarian operations and to reduce the 
impact of hazards on the civilian population.
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PROMOTING  
SAFE BEHAVIOUR

An essential part of our humanitarian efforts to 
reduce the impact of weapon contamination 
is working with communities to promote safe 
behaviour and awareness of the risks related to 
mines, ERW and CBRN hazards. 

Public awareness-raising is built into our weapon-
contamination approach in the field – during the 
most acute phase of an emergency, in immediate 
post-conflict situations, and as part of longer-
term initiatives. Changing individuals’ and 
communities’ behaviour and attitudes towards 
the risks arising from weapon contamination 
is both challenging and essential if we want to 
effectively reduce people’s exposure to these risks.

To achieve these objectives, the ICRC often 
harnesses the grassroots networks of National 
Societies. Their proximity to, and knowledge 
of, the affected communities offer a valuable 
insight into potentially risky behaviour and the 
most effective ways to raise awareness.

IMPROVING  
THE MEDICAL RESPONSE

To support the medical personnel responsible 
for supervising ordnance clearance operations, 
the ICRC has designed an Explosive Trauma Care 
course. Participants develop the skills to manage 
casualties from an explosion and tackle topics 
ranging from administering immediate first aid 
through to understanding the full array of injuries 
and conditions arising from such situations.

In some countries, we work with the authorities 
responsible for responding to CBRN events on 
promoting and developing best practices for 
the safe management of CBRN-contaminated 
victims. Our aim is to equip the authorities and 
their agencies to deal with such incidents in a 
timely and effective way, while minimizing risks 
to health-care staff and facilities.
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MITIGATING  
THE DANGERS

People’s access to essential services and 
livelihoods might be obstructed by the presence 
of landmines, ERW or CBRN hazards. Generally 
speaking, the ICRC supports efforts to identify 
and mark contaminated areas, promotes the 
safe removal and disposal of the hazards and 
seeks temporary solutions that will reduce 
people’s exposure to weapon contamination 
until the areas are cleared. However, if there 
is no system in place locally or the authorities 
are unable to clear the contaminated areas 
themselves, we have the full technical capacity 
to step in and conduct clearance and other 
risk-reduction activities.

For instance, when access to a water supply is 
blocked by weapon contamination, efforts are 
made to restore a safe supply or, when this is not 
immediately feasible, to provide the affected 
communities with clean water in safe areas. In 
some cases, setting up latrines in safe areas is 
a way to stop people straying into minefields. 

The ICRC identifies contaminated farmland and 
prevents farmers from taking risks by helping 
them develop arable and livestock farming in 
safe areas. We may also grant microloans to set up 
alternative income-generating projects, such as 
making fishing nets. We strive to raise awareness 
of the dangers of collecting ERW or CBRN-
contaminated industrial equipment for scrap 
metal and of extracting explosives to fish in areas 
where nets are either too expensive or unavailable.
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FOSTERING RESPECT  
FOR THE LAW

As part of our mandate to promote respect for 
international humanitarian law, we endeavour to:

• foster compliance on the ground with 
international norms regarding conventional 
and non-conventional weapons (such as the 
Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention, the 
Convention on Conventional Weapons, the 
Convention on Cluster Munitions, and the 
Chemical Weapons Convention), including by 
providing technical support to the authorities 
in charge of implementing them;

• remind authorities of their obligations under 
these treaties prior to, during and after conflict;

• engage in dialogue with authorities if weapons 
are used in a way that is likely to have a negative 
impact on civilians.

F. 
de

 S
ur

y/
IC

RC

B.
 S

ao
ur

e/
IC

RC
Y.

 O
rlo

v/
IC

RC



MISSION
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an impartial, neutral and 
independent organization whose exclusively humanitarian mission is to protect 
the lives and dignity of victims of armed conflict and other situations of violence 
and to provide them with assistance. The ICRC also endeavours to prevent suffering 
by promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and universal humanitarian 
principles. Established in 1863, the ICRC is at the origin of the Geneva Conventions 
and the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. It directs and 
coordinates the international activities conducted by the Movement in armed 
conflicts and other situations of violence.
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