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JEFF ABRAMSON: Good morning. I'm Jeff Abramson, deputy director of the Arms Control Association and moderator of today's briefing. I'll be making some very brief opening comments and then introducing and asking each panelist to speak for approximately 5 minutes. After both panelists have concluded, we'll take questions.

My organization, the Arms Control Association, is likely known to many of you through our journal Arms Control Today and our work on nuclear arms control issues. And as you can imagine, we are quite busy and quite hopeful that major progress will continue to be made on the nuclear agenda that President Obama laid out earlier this year in Prague and many leaders have supported.  Obama's nuclear work was cited by the Nobel Committee in selecting him for the peace prize, which he will receive early next month. 

But the Nobel Committee also cited his willingness to engage in international diplomacy and support international institutions in making that selection. The Mine Ban Treaty has the support of the majority of the world's countries, including nearly every NATO ally and nearly every nation in the Western Hemisphere. A recent offspring of the treaty, if I may call it that, is the Convention on Cluster Munitions, which has been signed by more than 100 countries and is nearing the number of ratifying countries needed for its entry into force.

Thus far, however, this administration has not indicated a willingness to review old policy with an eye toward supporting these treaties.

But I believe this administration has the ability to set a bold agenda on conventional weapons, like it has on nuclear weapons and nuclear material security. But we are simply not seeing it yet.

Last month, however, Secretary Clinton did agree to actively support efforts to create a legally binding international arms trade treaty, which is a very positive step. And recently, the United States decided to attend the upcoming Mine Ban Treaty review conference as an observer, another positive step. 

But the United States can and should go much further and join the treaty.

Today's panelists will explain not only the ongoing humanitarian need for and relevance of the treaty, but also why the United States could easily move forward on joining it. 
Our first panelist, Wendy Batson, is a development specialist who has designed and implemented programs for refugees and persons with disabilities in Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia, Ethiopia, Kenya, Angola, and Pakistan among other countries. In doing all this work, not surprisingly, she has worked with a number of organizations, including the UN High Commission for Refugees, Vietnam Veterans of America Foundation, and is now the Executive Director of Handicap International - USA. The Handicap International network has international offices in France, Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, Luxemburg, Great Britain, Canada and the United States that collectively support 240 programs in sixty countries. Handicap International was one of the founding organizations that established the International Campaign to Ban Landmines, which many of you know received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1997 for its work in bringing the Mine Ban Treaty into existence. Wendy…
WENDY BATSON: Thank you very much Jeff for that kind introduction. I wanted to speak very briefly just to touch on several what I think are critical issues. The first and most important thing about the Landmine Treaty is that it has been an astounding success. The second most important thing about the Landmine Treaty is that there remains a great deal of work to be done and to build on the very real accomplishments of the last ten years. When we look back over this decade, we can see that there are still 70 states and six areas not recognized as countries that can still be considered mine-effected. When you look, however, within those 70 states, you can see that there’s now a small group of countries grouped together at the top which are responsible for a staggering amount of the landmine casualties still occurring today and I want to comment about that in a moment. 
But I do want to note that one of the most exciting things that happened as a consequence of the treaty was the degree to which this weapon was stigmatized and taken out of the international weapons arsenal in terms of real applications, in ways that are still really remarkable. And when we look at what was happening before the treaty came into effect and was just a committed dream in a number of committed activists’ brains, I would like to say that enormous progress has been made since that time. 

Fifteen years ago, Cambodia alone was suffering really an unknown number of landmine casualties. But we suspect at least 4,000 a year. And this went on for years. Many of those people survived the initial accident and went on to be left permanently disabled. So at one point we knew we were dealing with a suspected number of amputees in Cambodia alone that were reaching the 40-45,000 mark. The health and social consequences of having a population left with very special needs and many of them living in countries that didn’t have the health delivery systems that were even necessary to begin giving rudimentary assistance, was just one of the three overwhelmingly complex aspects of trying to meet this kind of situation. 
Once the treaty was signed, we can follow over ten years a slow but inextricable pushing back both through mine clearance, through mine risk education and through the slow establishment of health delivery systems in which even very poor countries. Many countries began learning how to produce prosthesis, produce wheelchairs, produce canes and crutches, help do social integration and open up education and livelihood opportunities for persons with disabilities; and that landmine victims were among them.

I don’t think any of that would have happened of course without the power of a treaty behind it. Even countries that didn’t sign the treaty, and we would view the United States as primary among them, stepped back. The United State took on itself to agree at least to not any longer export this weapon or to use it itself, and agree to provide real resources into the international arena for clearance for mine risk education and for victims assistance programs. I don’t think that any of the very good systems that now exist for persons with disabilities in a number of poor countries—and I would use again, Cambodia as an example—I don’t think any of those systems would actually exist, were it not for both the resources and the attention that were brought to the landmine issue, which in turn brought forth a profession and an ability to treat a wide range of disabilities. 
In Cambodia for instance, our clinic now treats both landmine victims but also people with post polio paralysis and folks that were hurt in industrial accidents and an increasing number of traffic and motorcycle victims. I’d lay the sort of fruits of those services very much in the lap of the Landmine Treaty. 
Most important of course, even though they are still some recorded use of states stepping in and continuing to use landmines, the number is really very, very small. If I remember correctly in the last year as a matter of fact, I think it’s Burma, and there’s questions of some areas of unsettled territory inside the old Soviet Union, inside and around the states surrounding Chechnya. There’s probably some continued use, but a little bit unclear, in the Philippines. But by and large this weapon has been stigmatized and has been taken out of the world’s arsenal. 

What’s left to do? Well this is, of course, where we have to be a little bit more humble. Even though enormous resources have been brought to bear in all three of those so-called pillars of mine action, there’s no question that there is still significant clearance that needs to be done. There’s still very difficult issues around reliability of data. And there is a real need, but at least it is now a recognized need, to intellectually come to terms with the question of land release, which is one of the more interesting and powerful issues that are being dealt with by most mine practitioners today. And very briefly if any of you are interested, we can talk a little about that a little bit later. But it really has to do with ways of reducing suspected hazard areas that are thought to be mined in ways that don’t involve actually lying on your belly or being on your knees and probing the earth with a metal probe, which is just enormously expensive. 
I think the other really great requirement still for initial resources and for a long-term staying with this issue centers around victims assistance work. In doing victims assistance what we’re really doing is helping very poor countries really develop systems of health delivery. That is never easy. But I think it’s no surprise because many times landmines were used by very poor countries. Most of the landmine pollution tends to be clustered in some of the poorest and most conflicted countries in the world. And these of course are the very countries that are the least well equipped to deal with health delivery systems. I think though there has been profoundly important investment and there have been a lot of donor countries that stay committed to this issue to really help to continue support the new professions we’ve created in places like Afghanistan and Cambodia that will be critically important. 
And last but not least it’s incredibly important to remember, even though the overall casualties in terms of who is being hurt by these weapons has been dramatically reduced over the last ten years so that we think we’re seeing less than half of what we were seeing ten years ago, nonetheless we still see more than 6,000 people hurt from landmines in the last bunch of statistics that were available to us. And by and large most of those people are going to be presenting with special needs that are going to need to be met, for many years to come. 
So, great success? Yes. Great deal more to be done? Yes. And that means we feel that it is still critically important that particularly, it would mean a great deal to all of us if the United States stepped forwards and recognized the need to really waive the sort of banner to say to the international community, “we’ve come round, we’d like to rejoin the international community” in a way that says “we feel we still have more to contribute to an issue of great importance to people in a number of countries around the world.”
And last but not least, I also think that this is a problem that can be solved. There’s lots out there that can’t, but this one can. 

MR. ABRAMSON: Thanks very much Wendy. I’m going to introduce Steve Goose who, like Wendy, has a long history of working on issues related to landmines and other weapons. He is director of the arms division at Human Rights Watch, and co-chair of the nongovernmental Cluster Munitions Coalition. Before joining Human Rights Watch in 1993, Steve was a staff member of the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Foreign Operations and a researcher at the Center for Defense Information. Steve worked with Human Rights Watch when it joined with Handicap International and other institutions to found the International Campaign to Ban Landmines and he will be leading ICBL's delegation to the upcoming summit in Cartagena. And on a personal note, I have come to rely on Steve for accurate information on these issues and I welcome his comments. 
STEPHEN D. GOOSE: Thanks Jeff. The reason that we’re having this call today is because next week will be the second five-year review conference of the Mine Ban Treaty. This will be the largest and most high level meeting on landmines since the treaty was signed back in 1997. It’s going to be a really big deal. It’s being dubbed the Cartagena Summit on a Mine Free World. It’s expected to draw more than a thousand people. Well over 100 governments will be represented. Most of them at a high level. We’re looking at dozens and dozens of ministers coming to this thing and a couple of heads of state. Lots of foreign ministers, lots of defense ministers will be coming. So this is one of the most important events to occur on landmines since this treaty has been in existence.
We were quite excited by the U.S. decision to send representatives, state department representatives to the summit. In fact this is the first time the U.S. has ever officially participated in a formal meeting of the Mine Ban Treaty. All these years, the U.S. never sent a representative to one of the annual, formal meetings. They’re going of course as an observer because they have not yet joined this Convention. But the very fact that they are showing up, we take as a positive sign of movement on this issue within the Obama administration. 
Unfortunately we don’t know what they’re going to say once they get there. We hope they’re not coming empty handed. We very much want them to come and say that they intend to join this Convention. If they can’t give us a timeline, we want them to say they intend to join at some point in time because the Bush administration reversed U.S. policy aimed at joining the Convention as early as 2006, and instead the Bush administration said “we’re never going to join.” We’re the only country in the world that has said out loud that we do not ever intend to join this Convention.
A U.S. decision to come on board this treaty is certainly long, long overdue. In the early 1990s, the U.S. was a real leader on this. It was the first government to call for the eventual elimination of anti-personnel mines. But then it fell behind its allies and friends in getting rid of this weapon and for the past decade plus, the U.S. has been on the outside looking in on what is without doubt the most successful humanitarian and disarmament treaty of the past decade. And Wendy gave you a good feeling why that has been. 
Certainly with the Obama administration’s emphasis on multilateralism and on disarmament, his award of the Nobel Peace Prize, this should be a no-brainer, to be able to join this Convention. In fact the U.S. has been in de facto compliance with most of the key provisions of this treaty ever since it came into being and in some cases even before. The U.S. hasn’t used anti-personnel mines since the first Gulf War in 1991. So it’s eighteen years since the U.S. has used this weapon. It’s had an awful lot of combat experience since then: high level and low level and has never had to resort to the use of anti-personnel mines. That gives you a real good feeling for just how important these weapons are to U.S. war fighting. They haven’t exported the weapons since 1992, haven’t produced it since 1997, have no plans for future procurement of the weapon. So in that sense the U.S. is in line with the treaty, except for holding a sizeable stockpile of these weapons for potential use in the future. And in fact that stockpile is getting quite ancient. Almost all those mines that we’re holding onto were produced back in the 1970s and ‘80s and were developed more for Cold War type fighting than what we face today. 
The political ramifications of the U.S. ever using these weapons would be quite negative. Our allies, virtually all of whom have joined this convention, would put down the U.S. were it ever to use anti-personnel mines. It would create problems for all of those inside the treaty because they have a legal obligation not to help any other country use the weapon, so they would be in big trouble if they were used in coalition operations. 
And I think I’ll just close with just talking about Korea because often times people think of landmines and they think of Korea and they think of the DMZ and how heavily mined it is. But that’s not the issue at all for the U.S. Korea is something of a bug-a-boo in all this. There is really no rationale in keeping mines that’s related to Korea anymore. The mines in the DMZ don’t even belong to the U.S. They belong to Korea. If the U.S. were to sign the treaty they would not have to do anything about those mines in the DMZ. The U.S. doesn’t plan to plant new mines in the DMZ or around the DMZ or anywhere in Korea. If you were thinking of landmines and you were thinking of protecting foxholes or digging mines in the ground, the U.S. doesn’t do that anymore. It’s against U.S. policy to use those sort of old fashioned World War II type mines. The U.S. now only wants to retain what they call remotely delivered anti-personnel mines, mines that shoot out of artillery or drop out of aircraft, that spread out indiscriminately over very large areas and send out trip wires to try to get your enemies. These weapons have been rejected by the international community as well. During negotiations back in 1997, the U.S. tried to convince our best allies that it had to have these things. They all said “no, these are too dangerous to use as well. We’ve got to ban them.” And they are prohibited by the treaty as well. 
But the U.S. military wants to cling to these because they have war plans that have been in existence for decades that include the use of these mines. But there are no indications that a large stockpile of landmines is essential for filling U.S. war fighting capabilities. They’re an add on. And there may be no place in the world they are needed less than Korea, where the U.S. has so many redundant systems to make sure that there are no surprise attacks and that if an attack takes place that they’re able to slow and stop the enemy. 

So you’ve got a situation where the U.S. has almost nothing to lose and an awful lot to gain from a humanitarian and political perspective by coming on board the treaty. And we’re very hopeful that the Obama administration will see the light on this. I’ll stop there.
MR. ABRAMSON: Great. Thank you Steve and thank you Wendy. I’ll now open the call up for questions and I’d like to start with the media. David, I don’t know if you have questions or if other of the media have joined in the call. 
DAVID ALEXANDER: I have a couple of questions. Do you have any indication at all from the Obama administration that they’re willing to shift positions at all on the treaty?
MR. GOOSE: The very fact that they’re sending somebody to the Cartagena summit is an indication that they are taking a fresh look at policy. We know that there have been discussions initiated in the State Department, in the National Security Council, and with the Pentagon on this issue. We’ve been calling for a formal and public review of policy. But there’s been no announcement of that. That’s another thing that could be announced in Cartagena. We do know that there are people within the administration who are very sympathetic on this issue. Patrick Leahy, who was the real champion on this when the treaty was being developed and negotiated, has been pushing very hard on the administration and he’s been finding some receptive ears. 
MR. ALEXANDER: You mentioned that the U.S. is in compliance with most of the treaty provisions. In what ways is it not in compliance?
MR. GOOSE: It still stockpiles about 10 million anti-personnel mines. 

MR. ALEXANDER: So the stockpile is the real issue?
MR. GOOSE: Yup, the stockpile is the real issue. The U.S. doesn’t produce, doesn’t export, has not used, of course it’s reserving the right to use, but has not used and didn’t use anti-personnel mines in the invasion of Iraq or Afghanistan. The U.S. hasn’t used them in the ongoing fighting in either of those locations. And the U.S. is a big contributor to mine clearance in other countries and also to helping the victims as Wendy was talking about.  So in many ways it’s already acting like a good member of the mine ban community except for the fact that it’s holding onto this extraordinarily large number of outdated weapons for potential use in the future.
MR. ALEXANDER: Is there any significance in the fact that summit is in Catagena, Colombia? 

MS. BATSON: Colombia’s had a hard time and it continues to have a hard time. In fact if you look at the list of states with more than a thousand casualties, during the time that we’ve been recording data between 1999 and 2008, Colombia comes in third behind Afghanistan and Cambodia. And it is still, as of today, is the country which is now recording the most landmine casualties on an annual basis and has been for some, for a couple of years now. So yes I think there is a significance to holding it in Colombia in that it happens to be one of the countries still having a very serious problem with this weapon. 
MR. ALEXANDER: Are they still using them?

MR. GOOSE: It’s rebel use
MR. ALEXANDER: Rebel use?

MR. GOOSE: The government is a signatory, is a state party and has been for many, many years and has actually been held up as a kind of a key positive example of a country that saw the humanitarian benefits in joining this Convention even though it’s still at war and even though its enemy is using anti-personnel mines. FARC is probably the number one rebel user of anti-personnel mines and that’s why you have all these casualties that Wendy referred to. But the government itself has done a good job of implementing the Convention. They’ve destroyed all of their stock of anti-personnel mines. They’ve begun the de-mining process. They’re getting rid of the mines that the army laid in the past around its military bases. They’re on track there. They’re less successful with de-mining in civilian areas, sometimes because they’re not fully controlled by the government, and they need to do more on the victim assistance side too. They have a pretty strong program for helping out military victims, but not so strong for civilian victims. 
MR. ALEXANDER: Which of their rebel groups are involved in laying mines?

MR. GOOSE: FARC is far in the way the biggest problem. ELN is also known to use anti-personnel mines. In the past the paramilitary forces, which were in fact often times associating with the government also were landmine users but they have been out of business for a few years. So it’s really FARC by far and away, and to a lesser extent the ELN. 
MR. ALEXANDER: And in other countries?

MR. GOOSE: Last year rebels used mines in at least seven different countries. Wendy is right on the government side, in recent years the only government to really make any significant use of these things has been Burma/Myanmar and maybe a little bit of Russian use in Chechnya. But nowhere else.
No other governments using in recent years but rebels, yes, to a decreasing degree. Colombia being probably where the most use is being made, probably coming in after it would be Burma, the rebels there. Over this past year as fighting intensified and then came to a halt in Sri Lanka, it’s likely that the LTTE there laid a significant number of mines as well. 
MR. ALEXANDER: Ok, great. Thank you.

MR. ABRAMSON: Have any other members of the media joined the call that would like to ask a question? Ok then. I appreciate everyone joining in on the call this morning. Thank you very much.
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