Preventing a “Dud” Response: Canada’s Role in Stopping Cluster Bombs
Undeniable evidence of civilian casualties caused by cluster bombs both during and after the conflicts in Lebanon, Iraq and Afghanistan has created a further sense of urgency among civil society and governments to take action on stopping the predictable suffering caused by this weapon.

Cluster bombs are weapon systems that include cargo containers and bomblets (aka submunitions). The cargo containers are fired, launched or dropped by aircraft or land-based artillery. After being dropped or fired, the canister opens in mid-air and ejects its cargo of hundreds to thousands of bomblets, which scatter over the target area and are designed to explode on impact.  Designed to attack dispersed, moving or unseen targets by having a wide area of effect or “footprint”, cluster bombs cause harm to civilians both when they are initially used and long after a conflict has ended.  

Today’s battlefields are often in built up or heavily populated areas, where civilians are interspersed with combatants. The wide area-effect design and inaccuracy of cluster bombs on deployment puts civilians at inherent risk.  While the delivery vehicle of a cluster weapon may be guided, the bomblets are not.  This means that a weapon aimed at a specific target will, in fact, affect an area of up to 1 km2 with no differentiation between military targets or civilians.  

Nor does the threat to civilians end when combat does.  Cluster bombs used in the past have proven to have a significant number of “duds”, submunitions that fail to explode on deployment, remain after a strike, acting like de facto landmines. These unexploded submunitions can explode when children pick them up and play with them or they can explode when people hit them with a tool while farming.  With some weapons experiencing failure rates up to 30 per cent, the result is potentially millions of duds left over after a conflict. According to the UN, in 2006 during the conflict with Hezbollah, Israeli-fired cluster munitions released up to four million submunitions over southern Lebanon.  An estimated one million duds remain. At least 360 million submunitions have been dropped since cluster bombs were first used. It is estimated that at least 33 million remain as “duds” on the ground.

There are far too few times in history when the international community has the chance for action in preventing a humanitarian crisis, rather than simply reacting to one.  Right now, on the issue of cluster bombs, we still have that chance.

In February 2007, 49 nations met in Oslo, Norway and 46 declared their support for a new treaty prohibiting the use, transfer and production of cluster bombs to be concluded in 2008.  A further 30 countries declared their support following a meeting in Lima, Peru in May, bringing the total of countries in support of a new treaty to 76! The Oslo Declaration outlines a process very similar to the Canadian-led Ottawa Process of 1996-1997 that culminated in the Landmine Ban Treaty or Ottawa Treaty.  

So what is Canada doing to support this historic new initiative? The truth is, not enough.  Canada was present at the Oslo Conference and has supported the Oslo Declaration, an important step. But there is so much more Canada, the nation that spearheaded the Ottawa Mine Ban Treaty and a country seen as a leader on humanitarian issues, could be doing.  All that is required is political will and leadership.  

In order to galvanize that will, Mines Action Canada (MAC) is collecting signatures on a petition calling on the Government of Canada to actively engage and be a leader in the negotiation of new international law on clusters.

MAC’s petition calls on Canada to show more leadership on the movement to ban clusters nationally and internationally such as declaring an immediate moratorium on the use, production, transfer and procurement of cluster munitions until this treaty is in place. Canadian support speaks volumes to countries still sitting on the fence.  

These are not difficult things for Canada to do.  They require no new resources, or radical changes in policy.  A declared moratorium, until the treaty is completed, would simply be putting official language to what Canada is doing anyway; we have never used cluster munitions in combat, and are already destroying our stockpiles. Moreover, it is consistent with Canadian values that Canada takes a strong moral and legal stance towards preventing predictable humanitarian harm to civilians. 

The evidence is irrefutable and the time is now.  If we act urgently, we can avert a new humanitarian crisis.  It is time for Canadians to speak up, for ordinary people to once again have extraordinary impact, like we did with landmines in 1997.  

The petition can be found online at www.minesactioncanada.org. The petition will be handed over on December 3rd, 2007, the 10th anniversary of when the world came to Ottawa to sign the Ottawa Mine Ban Treaty.  What better way to celebrate 10 years of history in the making than by doing it again!

Civil society changed the world once when we pushed the world’s countries to ban landmines and we are close to doing it again!  

Speak up and be heard, Canada! The time is now.
