Taking forward the work on land mine
action advocacy in the South Caucasus
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A report of LINKS Europe based on a consultation process on the 2018-
2023 regional campaign “Landmine Free South Caucasus”, conducted
with stakeholders between June 2023 and February 2024
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l. Background and Context

The South Caucasus is a region with some
of the highest incidences of contamina-
tion from landmines and other unex-
ploded remnants of war in the world.
Whilst the problem affects Armenia, Azer-
baijan, and Georgia differently none can
say they have eradicated it. Contamina-
tion by landmines and other unexploded
remnants of war remains a major problem
for the future development of the region
and a real risk to life.

LINKS Europe has since 2018 been pro-
moting the importance of a holistic, re-
gion-wide approach to clear the South
Caucasus of landmines completely. Fol-
lowing a meeting in Thbilisi in October
2018 at which key stakeholders from the
three countries and from the international
community were present, we launched the
regional campaign LANDMINE FREE
SOUTH CAUCASUS (LFSC), with the first
event taking place on 4 April 2019.

For five years LINKS Europe had the op-
portunity to co-ordinate this information
and awareness-raising campaign, navigat-
ing the very difficult regional political
context, and not being defeated by the re-
strictions of the COVID-19 pandemic. It
has been a regional effort delivered in Ar-
menia, Azerbaijan and Georgia with the
participation of demining agencies, offi-
cial bodies and civil society organisations.
The campaign has held dozens of activi-
ties across the region with the participa-
tion of thousands of people, produced
more than twenty information and educa-
tion videos in the five campaign lan-
guages: Armenian, Azerbaijan, Georgian,
English and Russian; and distributed tens
of thousands of publications and informa-
tion material.
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We published quarterly the electronic
newsletter, South Caucasus Landmine
Observer, which goes out to thousands of
subscribers, and we have had a very high
engagement with our online presence
during key campaign moments. At the
policy level, we hosted a number of policy
meetings with the participation of Minis-
ters, diplomats, MPs, senior officials and
NGO activists. We worked closely with
partners in the three countries and are
grateful for the support and encourage-
ment we have received.

The campaign LANDMINE FREE SOUTH
CAUCASUS was co-ordinated by LINKS
Europe working with partners from Ar-
menia, Azerbaijan and Georgia and be-
yond, with the support of the European
Union. Apart from funding the campaign
the EU also provided political support
through the presence at the main events
of senior EU diplomats.

More information on the Landmine Free
South Caucasus campaign 2018-2023 is
available on various LINKS Europe publi-
cations that accompanied the LFSC cam-
paign. (see hyperlinks for these publica-
tions on the last page).

After five years, during which the cam-
paign has become a recognised brand it is
now time to renew it and relaunch it for
the next years, with more active participa-
tion by local stakeholders. We remain
convinced that a regional approach is not
only helpful but necessary in many cir-
cumstances, despite the obvious difficul-
ties such an approach entails. This how-
ever needs to be a flexible approach, and
very often more localised action is neces-
sary.




Il. Consultation process

In June 2023, at a meeting it organised
on the margins of the Intersessionals of
the Ottawa Convention in Geneva, LINKS
Europe announced a process for
reviewing the work of the campaign, and
for outlining a way forward. It
subsequently started consulting
stakeholders, including governments,
demining agencies, NGOs, international
donors, and other interested parties. A
more formal consultation process was
held from 15 January to 15 February 2024
through an open call to which anyone
could reply. In the consultation process
since June 2023 LINKS Europe held 22
in-person meetings in Baku, Thilisi,
Yerevan, Brussels, London, The Hague,
and Geneva; It also held 12 online
meetings. It received written submissions
from several partners.

In summary, the conclusions of the con-
sultation process are that the Landmine
Free South Caucasus campaign was a
timely intervention which brought the is-
sue of landmines to the fore of the public
and of decision-makers in the South Cau-
casus at a very difficult time for the re-
gion. The success of the campaign in
working simultaneously in the three
countries — engaging multiple constituen-
cies ranging from Government ministers
to schoolchildren, and working in five lan-
guages — in a period which saw a war, a
pandemic, mass population displacement
and a crisis in European Security, was
highlighted by many stakeholders. The

campaign was a confidence-building mea-
sure at a time of war and turmoil in the
region.

The work needs to be continued but ways
must be found to make it more efficient,
effective, and focussed. The present for-
mat of the LFSC is not sustainable be-
cause it is trying to achieve too much with
very modest resources, and the work
needs, therefore, to be re-organised.

From the Consultation process twelve rec-
ommendations emerge, which LINKS Eu-
rope is bringing to the attention of donors
and relevant stakeholders, and which it
will start implementing with

immediate effect.

1. Mine action is a necessary
confidence-building mea-
sure

Mine action is a vital pillar in the process
of building peace in the region. There re-
mains however a significant lack of trust
between the countries of the region when
dealing with this issue. Mine action must
therefore be seen as a necessary confi-
dence-building measure for the foresee-
able future.

LINKS Europe’s initial engagement with
the topic of mine action was the result of
it having identified this as a priority area
in the process of building trust and con-
fidence between Armenia and Azerbaijan.
Subsequent events have reinforced this
need. Even in the most optimistic of scen-



arios, related to peace in the region on the
one hand and landmine clearance on the
other, landmines and other unexploded
ordinance of war will continue to kill peo-
ple in the region for at least another
decade, probably more. In the interest of
peace in the region the three SouthCauca-
sus countries should work together, and
be seen working together on landmine
clearance, and on the process of returning
landmine-contaminated lands to their
communities, thus also contributing to
environmental rehabilitation.

2. Aregional approach when
possible; a more flexible lo-
calised approach when nec-
essary

Any kind of regional interaction in the
South Caucasus has been very problem-
atic, particularly because of the Armenia-
Azerbaijan conflict. Positive develop-
ments in the relationship between the two
countries are encouraging, but co-opera-
tion between the two on landmine issues
remains modest and episodical. There is
an urgent need for a more structured co-
operation, including through the involve-
ment of the two national demining agen-
cies: ANAMA and CHDE.

However, a regional mine-action plan
needs to be flexible, not least because it
should not be dominated by any one side,
and equally to avoid any one side ob-
structing the process for short-term gains.

3. Slow progress in the
rocess of the three coun-
ries adhering to the Ottawa

convention is disappointing

We were disappointed that not more has
been achieved in the five years of the
LFSC campaign in the process of moving
Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia to ad-
here to the Ottawa Convention, the 1997
“Convention on the Prohibition of the
Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer
of Anti-Personnel Mines and on their De-

struction”. The campaign engaged the
three governments on this issue continu-
ously. In all three countries we kept being
told that the door towards accession

was open, but unfortunately, no progress
has been made.

This is primarily a political decision, as
the limited value of anti-personnel land-
mines in modern warfare is well recog-
nised. Unfortunately, the experience of
Ukraine in the last two years appears to
have hardened some positions, even
though the opposite should have been the
case.

Adhering to the Ottawa convention, even
if in a phased manner, is the logical next
step that needs to be taken by the govern-
ments of the three countries.

We will keep this issue on the agenda, and
the international community must do the
same.

The Implementation Support Unit of the
Convention needs to step up its engage-
ment with the three governments. We re-
main convinced the objective of Armenia,
Azerbaijan and Georgia joining the con-
vention is within reach.

4. The taboo of the national
demining organisations
working together needs to
be broken

There has been a taboo in the past on the
national demining organisations of Arme-
nia and Azerbaijan interacting with each
other. We have dented this taboo a few
times through LFSC, but this remains a
challenging issue. This interaction must
now necessarily develop to involve con-
tact and eventually co-operation at a tech-
nical level. A more appropriate inter-state
structure, such as the UN, NATO, OSCE
or EU must now take over the work of
bringing the demining agencies together,
and to start exploring with them how they
can work together. This should lead to the



early establishment of a database for
shared information on landmine contami-
nation, based on maps of minefields, as
well as oral evidence from persons who
were involved in the planting of land-
mines.

5. Increasing transparency in
the work of MODs and na-
tional demining agenaes on
demining issues; better dia-
logue between them and
civil society

In the consultation process, various local
NGOs referred to the absence of dialogue
between NGO advocacy on landmine ac-
tion and state structures — particularly
the national demining agencies and Min-
istries of Defence. Such a dialogue frame-
work at the national level should be an
important pillar for future work. Some
embryonic structures, such as the Public
Council of ANAMA in Azerbaijan, exist,
but this work needs to be considerably ex-
panded.

6. Local NGOs working on
mine-action need to be em-
powered

Local NGOs working on demining issues,
particularly in the advocacy, education
and information sectors struggle to mo-
bilise resources, and are often funded
through short-term limited scope
projects. The process of empowering local
NGOs must now start in earnest. Interna-
tional support for demining needs also to
factor in this need when designing
projects.

7. Landmine victims must re-
main a main point of focus;
they remind us that thisis
first and foremost a humani-
tarian issue; Marking the 30
November as the day of soli-
darity with landmine victims
in the South Caucasus

Across the South Caucasus thousands of
people have been killed or were injured by
landmines or other unexploded remnants
of war in the last three decades. This has
left a huge scar on affected individuals,
their families, and communities. Support
by governments, and the wider commu-
nity has not been consistent. The cam-
paign Landmine Free South Caucasus
made efforts to raise awareness of this
problem in its work and activities, and in
2022 marked for the first time a “day of
solidarity with the victims of landmines
and UXOs in the South Caucasus”. This
was marked again in 2023.

It was inspiring and humbling to see how
the mood in meetings with officials and
other stakeholders changed when land-
mine victims were allowed to take the
floor and share their experiences. This
work must continue, and the Day of Soli-
darity now needs to be endorsed officially
by the governments of the region as a way
forward.

Central to this needs to be the depoliti-
cization of the humanitarian aspects of
demining, and of dealing with landmine
victims and their families and communi-
ties.




8. Learning from the experi-
ence of other regions

In the consultation process, a number of
local partners raised the need to have a
mechanism to learn from the process of
demining, and post-demining issues, in
other countries where similar problems
exist, such as Bosnia-Herzegovina.

This learning process should be factored
into future work.

9. Monitoring progress and
developments on landmine
action in the South Cauca-
sus; the need for more media
engagement

The campaign Landmine Free South Cau-
casus helped increase public awareness of
the ongoing landmine contamination is-
sues in the South Caucasus.

Media attention to the problem however
remains inconsistent. More efforts need
to be exercised to engage the media in fo-
cusing on landmine issues, on the plight
of victims and their communities, on the
benefit of rehabilitating landmine-con-
taminated land, and on the policy issues
surrounding the matter.

Specialised publications such as the on-
line newsletter South Caucasus Landmine
Observer should develop to become user-
friendly online sources that the media can
tap into.

10. More international sup-
Fort and solidarity is needed;
he response so far does not
{eﬂect the scale of the prob-

em

International support for landmine clear-
ance in the South Caucasus has been on-
going for many years, and a lot of good
work has been done thanks to the gen-
erosity of donors. But the stark reality is
that the level of that support has been mi-
nuscule compared to the extent of the
problem.

In Geneva in June 2023, LINKS Europe

proposed the holding of an international
donors conference on the landmine con-
tamination problem in the South Cauca-
sus. We feel the European Union is best

placed to convene such a meeting. In the
consultation process, this idea was posi-

tively received by a number of key stake-
holders.

11. COP29 offers an opportu-
nity to focus on the impor-
tance of increasing re-
silience of communities as
they juggle problems of
landmine contamination.

There is increasing realisation of the syn-
ergies between climate action and mine-
action. The report of the Geneva Interna-
tional Centre on Humanitarian Demining
(GICHD), “Mine action and the resilience
of communities to climate change”, pub-



lished in December 2023, highlights the
interrelation between mine action and cli-
mate resilience. It points out that 60 per
cent of the 20 countries ranked most vul-
nerable to climate change are contami-
nated by explosive ordinance.

The fact that COP29 will this year take
place in Baku offers an important oppor-
tunity to contribute to raising awareness
of this topic. As the process of clearing the
South Caucasus of landmines and other
unexploded remnants of war continues in
earnest, the question of how to rehabili-
tate the land and turn it for the benefit of
the community, in a way that it will also
benefit climate action and the environ-
ment, arises. This is the first time that
COP is being held in a country with high
landmine contamination and the issue
should not be ignored.

LINKS Europe will seek ways to address
this issue in the framework of the theme
Climate Change, Peace and Security in the
COP agenda, and will be informed by re-
cent UN Security Council discussions on
the topic, including in June 2023 and
February 2024.

12. Funding and resourcing
landmine action in the South
Caucasus for the next five
years

Apart from the funding required for land-
mine clearance, and post-clearance reha-
bilitation in the South Caucasus, much
smaller but no less important resources
are needed to support landmine action
advocacy in the region, including through:

(a) In-country information and educa-
tion campaigns through local NGOs;

(b) In-country dialogue between CSOs
and MODs and National Demining Agen-
cies;

(c) Work with the victims of landmines,
and the regional Day of Solidarity with
the victims of landmines in the South
Caucasus;

(d) Increasing awareness of landmine is-
sues in the mainstream local media;

(e) Engagement with the governments on
policy issues, dialogue, sharing informa-
tion; capacity building; promoting the
regional approach and demining action
as CBMs;

(f) Monitoring the process of demining in
the South Caucasus and disseminating
accurate and timely information;

(g) Promoting landmine action in the
framework of COP29.

Donors need to integrate funding for
landmine action advocacy in the South
Caucasus into their consideration of the
wider problem, and develop flexible tools
to support such action.




lll. Next steps

Based on the twelve recommendations resulting from the consultation process,
the following immediate steps will be taken:

1) The LFSC campaign will cease working in its present format; LINKS Europe
will maintain ownership of the brand and logo to avoid it being abused;

2) Work with the grassroots, education, and awareness raising, and media capac-
ity-building will be separated from policy development and advocacy. LINKS Eu-
rope will forthwith focus on the latter.

3) LINKS Europe will before 30 June 2024 identify a focal point for the work on
the Day of Solidarity with the victims of landmines in the South Caucasus to take
over that work so that the day can be marked for the third time in 2024.

4) LINKS Europe will increase the frequency of our electronic newsletter, South
Caucasus Landmine Observer, initially to bi-monthly, and develop the newsletter
so it can be a resource to other stakeholders.

5) LINKS Europe will focus its work going forward on working with the three gov-
ernments, the international community, and other stakeholders — local and inter-
national — on developing policy issues related to landmine action in the South
Caucasus. It will do this through a new regional initiative — the Landmine Free
South Caucasus Regional Platform which shall be open to stakeholders from the
three countries of the region and the international community.

6) LINKS Europe will work with the current COP Troika countries (United Arab
Emirates, Azerbaijan, and Brazil) to support the inclusion of global landmine ac-
tion in the agenda of COP 29 and COP 30 in the framework of the theme “Climate
Change, Peace and Security”.

The Hague, 1st March 2024

You can download and read the compendium of the activities in 2019 here
You can download and read the compendium of the activities in 2021 here
You can download and read our latest leaflet on landmines, which provides information on our
work in Geneva in 2023, here
Read more general information about the campaign LANDMINE FREE SOUTH CAUCASUS here

Related websites:
www.links-europe.eu
wWww.commonspace.eu

Fluwelen Burgwal 58
2511CJ The Hague
The Netherlands



https://www.commonspace.eu/sites/default/files/2021-06/LFSC%20Final%20final.pdf
https://www.commonspace.eu/sites/default/files/2021-12/Online%20PDF%20version%202021%20Landmine%20Free%20South%20Caucasus%20Regional%20Campaign%20booklet.pdf
https://www.commonspace.eu/sites/default/files/2023-10/Towards%20a%20landmine%20free%20South%20Caucasus%20by%202030%20-%20Booklet%20LFSC%20Geneva.pdf
https://www.commonspace.eu/sites/default/files/2023-06/LFSC%20flyer%20June%202023.pdf

