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Many countries with large numbers of refugees or displaced persons due to conflict also often
have significant contamination by landmines, cluster munitions, and other explosive remnants
of war (ERW).1 This includes countries with high numbers of landmine, ERW, and cluster
munition victims2 in need of assistance.3 This paper provides an update from one last published
in June 2015.4
Fleeing armed conflict or persecution, refugees no
longer enjoy the protection of their own state.
Through international humanitarian and human rights
law, states have recognized and committed to address
the needs of both displaced persons and of landmine
and cluster munition victims.
Since the last Landmine and Cluster Munition
Monitor paper on issues relating to landmines,
refugees, and displacement in June 2015, some
concerning developments were reported, including in
a number of countries that are States Parties to the
Mine Ban Treaty and/or Convention on Cluster
Munitions:





In Yemen: reports indicate that landmines
and cluster munitions are causing
displacement, killing or injuring displaced
persons, and preventing return.
In Syria: displaced persons are returning to
areas contaminated by landmines,
unexploded submunitions, and ERW.
In Turkey: risk education and a survey of
survivors are ongoing in border refugee
camps.

A Yazidi man injured by a landmine in the IranIraq war, now displaced by fighting in Iraq to a
refugee camp in Turkey with his wife. ©Jelena
Vicentic/ICBL-CMC, October 2015.
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In Algeria: flooding devastated Sawhari refugee camps leaving thousands of refugees,
including mine/ERW survivors, homeless.
In Croatia: refugees seeking to enter the European Union began taking a new route
concerningly close to mined areas that remain on the Croatian-Serbian border.
Also in Europe: media reports indicate there are numerous persons with disabilities,
including survivors and other war-injured persons, among refugees entering various
countries of Europe.

According to the most recent available count, at the end of 2014, 59.5 million people were
forcibly displaced worldwide as a result of persecution, conflict, other violence, or human
rights violations. Of this global total some 19.5 million were refugees,5 38.2 million were
internally displaced persons (IDPs), and close to 1.8 million were asylum-seekers.6
Dangers faced by refugees, asylum seekers, and displaced persons
Refugees, asylum seekers, returnees, IDPs, and stateless persons are especially vulnerable 7 to
landmines, ERW, and cluster munitions due to: their lack of knowledge of the area and types
of contamination; having little or no contact with more informed local communities, needing to
access scarce local resources; or changing conditions in an area during the time that they have
been away (in the case of return). This is the case when they are leaving, entering, or remaining
in countries contaminated by explosive hazards.8
In Yemen, reports indicated that casualties from cluster munition strikes, unexploded
submuntions, and landmines among displaced persons are increasing.9 Médecins Sans
Frontières (MSF) treated a number of casualties and reported that a large number of them were
children.10 Displaced persons have been prevented from returning to their homes due to
contamination by landmines and ERW contamination. The Yemen Executive Mine Action
Center reported that the majority of landmine victims were refugees and IDPs returning to
Aden.11
After the border between Hungary and Serbia was closed in September 2015, refugees began
travelling through Croatia on the way to the European Union. The route taken by these refugees
goes directly through minefields leftover from the Balkan conflicts of the 1990s.12 Concern
about this danger motivated the Government of Croatia and NGOs to move mine clearance
teams to these border areas in an effort to prevent casualties.13
As an indication of the problem inside Myanmar, in June 2015, the Danish Refugee
Council/Danish Demining Group estimated that, where they work in Kachin State, IDPs
account for approximately half of all landmine casualties. This indicates that in order to make
a living, IDPs must return to their place of origin to work their land and tend their animals.14
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In addition to massive displacement due to conflict in Ukraine,15 many communities in eastern
Ukraine have been exposed to ERW and mines left behind in devastated towns and villages.
Displaced families returning to communities formerly under conflict remain at great risk.16
Protection and assistance in places of refuge and return
Many landmine and cluster munition survivors and the families of casualties are, or have been,
refugees. This means that they are outside the protection of the state they are fleeing and may
face difficulties to be recognized and integrated into the receiving country. It is a special issue
of concern for the international mine action community as a whole.
States Parties to the Mine Ban Treaty and Convention on Cluster Munitions are responsible for
ensuring adequate assistance for mine/ERW victims on their territory, no matter their
displacement or citizenship status. Yet, as noted by the UNHCR Executive Committee, host
states with refugees, “are often developing countries, have limited resources and face various
challenges in providing such services and facilities” for persons with disabilities in these
settings.17 In responding to the needs of mine/ERW survivors, states can request, and should be
able to expect, support from the international community to protect and assist these vulnerable
groups.
Challenges from displacement are aggravated for mine/ERW survivors and other persons with
disabilities due to the frequent interaction with the multiple additional barriers to their full and
equal participation. Such barriers can include physical or environmental barriers, language and
literacy barriers, and policy barriers and attitudinal barriers, such as social stigma and
stereotyping.18 Furthermore, resources for services tend to be even more limited in refugee
camps, although specific services are sometimes provided to address the physical rehabilitation
needs of landmine/ERW survivors.
In October 2015, flooding had a devastating effect on refugees, including many mine/ERW
survivors, from Western Sahara living in camps in Algeria. Thousands have lost their homes
and possessions just as winter is beginning. UN agencies present in the camps have undertaken
relief efforts, however funding shortfalls are limiting response activities.19
In Lebanon, the ICRC continued to respond to the needs of Syrian refugees by providing
emergency medical care to the weapon-wounded, including post-operative care and physical
rehabilitation. A few were fitted with assistive devices.20 In Lebanon, as well as Iraq (Kurdistan
region), Jordan, and Syria, Handicap International (HI) teams are supplying aid to injured
refugees, persons with disabilities, and vulnerable persons, including by providing orthopedic
devices and helping them access services.
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In Turkey, in 2015, the national campaign Initiative for a Mine Free Turkey carried out risk
education and survivor survey in four major refugee camps, with refugees from Iraq and Syria,
in the first stages of the project.
Across the border in Syria, a number of organizations including DanChurchAid and HI are
undertaking clearance work in Kobani to lessen the risks faced by returnees. Risk education
programs for the residents who have returned are also ongoing.21
Media reports indicate that there are many persons with disabilities, including war-injured
persons and landmine and cluster munition survivors, among refugees travelling through
Europe. There is no information on how many persons with disabilities or landmine survivors
are among the refugees. There appears to be a lack of even basic services to refugees with
disabilities as they seek safety.22 UNHCR is concerned that in Greece “refugees have to find
themselves a place to sleep in the few shelters available creating conditions for the ‘strongest’
to find a shelter to the detriment of persons with specific needs.”23
In Ukraine, due to the ongoing conflict, specialized medical or psychological services are
generally not accessible because of high costs and limited availability. Access to housing,
education, and employment opportunities was a challenge for many IDPs throughout the
country, with displaced persons with disabilities facing even more obstacles in this regard.24
Concluding note
In 2015, the UNHCR announced that worldwide displacement is at the highest-recorded levels
and still increasing, with more than 59.5 million refugees, asylum-seekers, and IDPs around the
world. On average 42,500 people became displaced by wars, conflict, and persecution each day
in 2014.25 In light of this global increase in displacement, there is a heightened need to ensure
that refugees and displaced persons are safe from the risks of landmines, cluster munitions, and
other ERW, and that mine/ERW survivors displaced from their homes are able to access needed
services. States that survivors have found refuge in, or returned to, and states’ legal obligations
and commitments under key relevant conventions are detailed below.

4

Landmines/ERW, Refugees, and Displacement

December 2015

Table: Responsibilities to protect and assist
All states listed have made a commitment to provide victim assistance through the Mine Ban
Treaty or Cluster Munition Convention, or both. Mine Ban Treaty States Parties in bold have
also been identified as having significant numbers of landmine survivors.
The 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (Refugee Convention) is the key legal
document in defining who is a refugee, their rights, and the legal obligations of states. It sets
out the basic rights that States Parties need to ensure to all those present on their territory.
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) 2006, is another major
framework with the potential to impact mine/ERW survivors. The CRPD is legally binding and
sets out the obligations on States to promote, protect and ensure the rights of persons with
disabilities.
State
Afghanistan
Algeria
Bosnia and
Herzegovina
Croatia
Cyprus
Greece
Iraq
Jordan
Kenya
Lebanon
Serbia
Turkey
Uganda
Yemen

State Party
State Party
State Party

Convention on
Cluster
Munitions
State Party
—
State Party

State Party
State Party
State Party

State Party
State Party
State Party

State Party
State Party
State Party
State Party
State Party
State Party
—
State Party
State Party
State Party
State Party

State Party
Signatory
—
State Party
—
Signatory
State Party
—
—
Signatory
—

State Party
State Party
State Party
—
—
State Party
—
State Party
State Party
State Party
State Party

State Party
State Party
State Party
State Party
State Party
State Party
Signatory
State Party
State Party
State Party
State Party

Mine Ban Treaty

Refugee
Convention

CRPD

Endnotes:
1

For example in States Parties to the Mine Ban Treaty such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Senegal, Sudan, South Sudan,
Somalia, Ukraine, and Yemen, as well states not party to the Mine Ban Treaty, such as Pakistan, Libya, and
Syria.
Throughout this paper, the term “victims” is used to mean all persons who have been killed or suffered physical
or psychological injury, economic loss, social marginalization, or substantial impairment of the realization of
2
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their rights caused by landmines, cluster munitions, and ERW. They include those persons directly impacted by
these weapons as well as their affected families and communities. “Survivors” are a subset of victims and are any
individuals who have been directly injured by an explosion of a landmine, cluster submunition, or an ERW and
have survived the incident.
3

As in Mine Ban Treaty State Party Ukraine, and state not party Syria.

See, Landmine and Cluster Munition Monitor, “Landmines/ERW, Refugees, and Displacement,” 20 June 2015,
www.the-monitor.org/media/2034850/MonitorBriefingPaper_Refugees_20June2015_final2.pdf.
4

Of this total, 14.4 million people were under UNHCR’s mandate and 5.1 million Palestinian refugees were
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