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Introduction 

Through the course of countless wars, millions of ordnances have been produced for armed conflict. 

However, a vast percentage either fail to explode or are abandoned during the conflict, becoming “explosive 

remnants of war” (ERW). Clearing these unused yet dangerous weapons often takes long periods of time 

(depending on the scale), as well as resources and specialized labor. Therefore, large numbers of people are killed 

when in contact with such weapons, before they can be safely disposed of.  

Being the by-product of nearly all armed conflicts in modern history, ERW terrorizes approximately 84 

states, posing a global predicament. The widespread nature of ERW is largely credited to major wars (e.g. WWI 

and WWII), hence the involvement of many nations. Even to this day, ERW remains a huge threat to countries still 

engaged in conflicts, such as Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Iraq, the Russian Federation (Chechnya), and Sudan. 

Moreover, even short-lived conflicts have resulted in significant ERW problems. For instance, according to the 

United Nations Mine Action Coordination Centre in Southern Lebanon, the 2006 Lebanese War (July 12-August 

14) contaminated over 35 million square meters of land with unexploded submunitions and other ERW.  

The impact of ERW extends to far more than just casualties, fostering an economic and social impediment 

on the nation. In terms of agriculture, the tendency for armed conflict to occur in rural areas results in the 

contamination of a substantial amount of arable land. Consequently, individuals are denied access to their land, 

food production plummets, stimulating a deteriorating economy. This was once again highlighted by the 2006 

Lebanese War, where about 26% of Lebanon’s arable land was contaminated. On the other hand, ERW presents a 

great obstacle to recovery from war. ERW hinders reconstruction, the return of refugees, the delivery of 

humanitarian, and other essential activities. Therefore, the effective and safe disposal of ERW remains an 

ambitious discussion for many nations.  
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Definition of Key Terms 

Abandoned Explosive Ordnance (AXO) 

Explosive weapons no longer under the control of the party that failed to use them during armed conflict, 

and were left behind.  

Casualty  

An individual killed or injured during a serious accident or war.   

Cluster Munition 

Air-dropped or ground-launched explosive weapons that release or eject smaller submunitions. Cluster 

munitions pose a threat to civilian safety due to the random scattering of submunitions.  

Dud 

An ammunition round or explosive that fails to fire or detonate. 

Explosive Ordnance Disposal 

The detection, identification, evaluation, render safe, recovery and disposal of explosive weapons  

Explosive Remnants of War (ERW) 

The wide range of explosive ordnances – abandoned or explosive - that remain after an armed conflict has 

ended, including artillery shells, grenades, mortar shells, submunitions, rockets, missiles, etc. Delegates ought to 

note that this term does not include landmines.  

Unexploded Ordnance (UXO) 

Weapons left behind during and after conflict due to the failure to detonate as intended, posing dangers 

similar to landmines.  

Background 

The past shapes the present. War is intrinsically woven into the tapestry of human history, with an endless 

cycle of conflicts, battles, and skirmishes. While a clear victor emerges, and military forces retreat from the 

battlefield, the imprint of a war never leaves the land. Explosive weapons used during the conflict may not function 

as intended and are abandoned, undetonated, scattered across the nation. Although they may not have served their 

purpose in the conflict itself, these explosive remnants of war (ERW) still pose a risk of detonation, even decades 

after being discarded. Such remnants encompass bombs, mortars, grenades, and artillery shells from the army, as 

well as rockets and missiles used by the air force. In short, the term “ERW” includes unexploded ordnance (UXO) 

and abandoned ordnance (AXO), with the exception of landmines. 
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Explosive remnants of war are a common threat to various nations, particularly those with a history 

plagued by unrest and armed conflicts. The impact of ERW can be classified into two overarching categories — 

endangering the lives of its citizens and contaminating the environment. Both are factors that ought to be addressed 

urgently, else the nation must reckon with needlessly lost lives, a recessing economy, and an uninhabitable home. 

In other words, for the safety of future generations, the issue of disposing ERW must be dealt with in an efficient 

and effective manner.  

 

Current methods of locating and disposing ERWs 

Explosive remnants of war are often more 

volatile than regular arms, resulting from the 

deterioration of the detonator and main charge, which 

occurs over a lengthy period of time. ERW are therefore 

extremely sensitive, and the disposal of which is carried 

out with utmost caution. Extricating explosives that are 

partially or deeply buried is a hazardous process, as any 

form of disturbance, such as being touched or jarred, 

may lead to its sudden detonation. Upon the recovery of 

an explosive, it is often transported to a secure and 

unpopulated location, where the ERW can be safely 

destroyed through a controlled explosion. Alternatively, 

in situations whereby the removal of an explosive is deemed overly dangerous, civilians are forced to evacuate 

while it is detonated in place by a trained Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) team.  

Although these individuals possess extensive knowledge and experience, EOD personnel are not immune to 

this danger. Despite taking the necessary precautions, explosive remnants of war claim the lives of hundreds of 

professionals every year. This is where the crux of the issue lies — in the inherent danger of ERW. Although 

current methods of disposing ERW are relatively effective, casualties and injuries remain unavoidable, with 

negative environmental implications as well, which will be elaborated below. Thus, delegates of the Disarmament 

Commission are encouraged to learn from these shortcomings, and devise innovative solutions that tackle this issue 

head-on.  

Environmental Implications 

While the controlled detonation of ERW protects civilians by promptly eliminating this threat, it nonetheless 

 results in detrimental impacts on the environment. The explosion itself may lead to the destruction of nearby  

plants or damage to nearby infrastructure. Gases released from the explosive include toxic nitrogen dioxide, 

nitric oxide, and carbon monoxide, the inhalation of which leads to significantly harmful effects on an 

organism’s health. The additional release of carbon dioxide contributes to global warming as well.  

  

Figure 1: A UNMAS team removing explosive remnants of war 

from a region in Libya.  



XXIX Annual Session | Beijing Model United Nations 2022 

Page 4 of 10 | Research Report 

Impact of ERWs on civilians 

The presence of ERW on a nation’s land easily incurs casualties. Explosive remnants of war are generally 

found above ground, which indicates a greater likelihood of civilian interaction, and a subsequently higher chance 

of detonation due to their tampering. According to UNICEF, more than 22,000 civilians are killed or injured from 

exposure to ERW and landmines every year. Such victims suffer from shrapnel wounds, loss of limbs, or other 

forms of severe injury. Survivors undergo amputations, surgical procedures, and an extended period of 

rehabilitation to facilitate their reintegration into society. Nonetheless, their mental health does not emerge 

unscathed. Disabled or disfigured victims often face discrimination and unemployment, along with limited access 

to public services and education. The resulting physical and psychological damage that communities suffer from 

are usually treated by medical staff, which can add to the burden of already overstretched medical infrastructures. 

ERW possess a far-reaching socio-economic impact as well, with a fall in agricultural production.  

Impact of ERWs on the Agricultural Sector and Livelihoods of Farmers 

Over time, buried ordnance releases contaminants, such as perchlorate, into the surrounding soil. The entry 

of toxic chemicals into the soil system begets long-term consequences. To this day, regions in Germany 

and France are still labelled as “red zones”, due to the soil contamination from World War Two. Civilians 

whose income is derived from agricultural work would therefore suffer from the implications of polluted 

soil. Farmers are restricted from using contaminated, albeit fertile, land, as it would produce crops unsafe 

for consumption. Accidentally striking unexploded ordnance while farming is also a viable concern. This 

limitation greatly reduces their income, and leaves them struggling to make ends meet. Unfortunately, due 

to the need to make a living, farmers continue working in contaminated land, regardless of the aftermath. 

For instance, 80% of farmers in Laos reportedly used land that they knew or suspected to have been 

contaminated by explosives. This is an exceedingly dangerous action, as soil contamination can escalate up 

the food chain. While members of a community may not be directly affected by ERW, they can still be 

harmed through the intake of contaminated water, livestock, or crops.  

 

Major Parties Involved 

Afghanistan  

 Afghanistan ranks as one of the most contaminated countries resulting from explosive remnants of war. As 

a nation that has seen approximately 30 years of conflict and unrest, Afghanistan is currently littered with ERWs. 

This poses a significant threat to civilian safety. The issue of ERW contamination first arose in 1979, with the 

Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, during which the Soviets planted landmines across the latter’s territory. During 

this time, the Afghan mujahideen — Islamic groups which rebelled against the government and the Soviet Union 

—  manufactured improvised explosive devices as well. When the Soviet Union retreated in 1988-1989, 

international forces aided in the clean-up of such devices, leading to the establishment of the Anti-Personnel Mine 

Ban Convention (APMBC).  

The September 11 attacks of 2001 further exacerbated the worsening state of Afghanistan. As the United 

States launched its attack on the nation, the large-scale use of cluster munitions heralded a new era of ERW 
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contamination, the aftermath of which continues plaguing the nation today. Afghanistan is a key player in this 

committee’s topic, and looks favorably upon actions that effectively eliminate this threat and protect the livelihoods 

of its citizens.  

 

The United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS) 

The UNMAS is a specialized service under the UN Department of Peace Operations, operating under the 

mandates of the UN. In addition to addressing the threats posed by mines, this service coordinates and implements 

measures to eliminate the dangers stemming from explosive remnants of war. Since 1989, the UNMAS has been 

actively aiding nations in the disposal of ERWs. Most prominently, it established the Mine Action Programme of 

Afghanistan (MAPA) in 1989, which led to the increased security of Afghan civilians residing in ERW-

contaminated areas. The UNMAS also helped raise awareness on the dangers of ERWs, setting up risk education 

sessions and training sessions in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the Central African Republic.  

 

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 

The ICRC is an independent humanitarian organization based in Geneva, Switzerland, whose mandate is to 

protect the victims of armed conflict and provide assistance during situations of violence. This organization has 

played a crucial role in the clearance of ERW from affected regions, primarily through the proposition of the 2003 

Protocol on Explosive Remnants of War. In September 2003, the ICRC called for member states to negotiate a new 

protocol for ERW during a meeting in Leon, Switzerland. The issue was then placed on the agenda for the second 

Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) convention, which occurred in 2000-2001. The finalized protocol, which 

was the first multilateral agreement that addressed the aftermath of using unexploded ordnance, was fully 

implemented in November 2003. Currently, the ICRC provides physical rehabilitation programs for victims of 

ERW-induced incidents, particularly in Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Iraq.  

 

Countries Involved in World War I and World War II  

Artillery shells, grenades, and bombs were among some of the most frequently deployed weapons in both 

world wars. In their aftermath, countless unexploded ERWs were left scattered across various territories. Now, 75 

years later, these explosive remnants of war continue to induce severe damage, rendering the disposal of ERWs a 

relevant concern for major players in the two conflicts. Notable countries that have a stake in this issue include 

Japan, Germany, the United Kingdom, Ukraine, and Poland. Japan and Germany, in particular, were highly 

involved with ERWs during World War II, and thus makes great efforts toward their disposal thereof. This task is 

undertaken by specialized units — the Kampfmittelbeseitigungsdienst (KMBD) and the Japan Self-Defense Forces 

(JSDF) respectively. 

 

Laos 

During the wars in Indochina in 1964-1973, more than two million tons of ordnance were dropped upon 

Laos by largely the United States, aiming to cut supplies lines to North Vietnam. However, up to 30% of those 

ordnances failed to detonate on impact. Bombing records and results from a socio-economic impact survey indicate 
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that over 87,000 square kilometers of land are considered to be at risk of containing UXO. The net result for people 

living in contaminated provinces has been the denial of valuable fertile land for food production, and the ever-

present fear of UXO accidents. Those most vulnerable are the children living in the affected areas, as well as 

subsistence farmers, due to the millions of ERW laying hidden in fields, waterways, and forests. Since 1964, these 

unexploded ordnances have killed or murdered more than 50,000 Laotians. However, since 2004, the National 

Regulatory Authority for the UXO/Mine Action Sector (NRA) has facilitated all aspects of the ERW program in 

Laos, including survey, clearance, risk education, and victim assistance. 

Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

Explosive Ordnance Disposal 

Available physical destruction techniques listed by the Geneva International Centre for Humanitarian 

Demining (GICHD) include:  

• Closed burning, 

• Contained detonation, 

• Manual disassembly, 

• Mechanical disassembly and breakdown, 

• Robotic disassembly, Hydro-abrasive cutting, 

• Water jet cutting,  

• Microwave explosive melt-out 

The most frequently used method is contained detonation; ERW is detected and exploded on-site. This does not 

require transportation or complex technology. Thus, contained detonation is regarded as effective, simple, and 

convenient for EOD specialists. However, one negative factor to consider is the environmental damage that occurs 

from an on-site explosion. Flora and fauna surrounding the explosion are either damaged, killed, or injured. 

Furthermore, the “open-air” explosion emits carbon dioxide and nitrogen, as well as forming poisonous gases such 

as carbon monoxide and nitrogen oxide. 

Protocol on Explosive Remnants of War  

The Protocol on Explosive Remnants of War (Protocol V) was negotiated by the Certain Conventional 

Weapons (CCW) Group of Governmental Experts in 2002-2003, and adopted by the Meeting of State Parties to the 

CCW on November 28, 2003. Currently, there are 96 State Parties of the protocol. According to the United Nations 

Office for Disarmament Affairs, the key provisions are: 

• Parties that engage in armed conflict bear the responsibility for all explosive remnants of war in their 

territory  

• After the conclusion of hostilities, and as soon as deemed feasible, such a Party to an armed conflict shall 

identify and remove or dispose of  explosive remnants of war in their affected territories 
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• Parties shall, to the highest degree, record and retain information on the use of explosive remnants of war, 

and make available such information to the party in control of the affected area 

• Parties shall take all feasible precautions to protect the civilian population from the risks and effects of 

explosive remnants of war.  

• Parties shall cooperate among themselves and with other States and organizations, and assist each other in 

fulfilling their duties of clearance, removal, or destruction of explosive remnants of war 

Although the protocol does not provide the exact methods of disposal for Parties to implement after 

conflict, the protocol does ensure safety through the enforcement of data collection, protection, and disposal of 

ERW. Thus, whilst the protocol requires a “method for safe disposal,” it is up to the Parties involved, and on their 

judgement on what they believe is most appropriate. In summary, the Protocol on Explosive Remnants of War is 

the backbone for safe disposal, and has raised awareness towards ERW during armed conflicts. 

Convention on Cluster Weapons 

The Convention on Cluster Weapons was adopted on May 30, 2008 as a result of a 10-day meeting held 

between 108 delegates in Berlin, Germany, and was entered into force on August 1, 2010. The convention is an 

international treaty that prohibits the use, transfer, production, and stockpiling of cluster bombs. In addition, it 

establishes a framework for cooperation to ensure adequate assistance to survivors and their communities, 

clearance of contaminated areas, risk reduction education and destruction of stockpiles. Currently, the convention 

has 110 State Parties and 13 Signatories. 

Since the adoption of the convention, State Parties have destroyed 99% of the total global cluster munition 

stocks, adding up to nearly 1.5 million cluster munitions and 178 million submunitions. Although relatively lower 

than previous years, in 2020, State Parties reported the clearance of approximately 63.4 square kilometers of cluster 

munition contaminated land, and the destruction of more than 80,900 remnant submunitions.The use of cluster 

munitions has produced immense amounts of ERW, therefore the convention’s role in preventing its current and 

future use is a necessity. Additionally, the convention ensures that unexploded or abandoned and produced cluster 

munitions are disposed of, whilst conforming under the principles of the Protocol on Explosive Remnants of War. 

 

Possible Solutions 

The Implementation of a Portable, Detonation-Resistant Bunker  

The majority of conventional methods are conducted “open-air,” fostering environmental damages. Thus, if 

contained detonation could occur in a closed system, various ramifications could be avoided. However, one 

significant aspect is that the closed system detonation has to occur “on-site.” The transportation of ERW poses an 

immense likeness of accidental explosions, and the “on-site” factor of contained detonations contributes to its 

widespread convenience. Therefore, a portable closed system (e.g., bunkers) resistant to mass explosives is a viable 

method of ERW disposal. Hypothetically, the bunker could be placed near the contaminated site, where specialists 

could place the detected ERW within. Then, all the ERW could be detonated, avoiding destruction and pollution of 

common contained detonations. 
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Utilizing Phytoremediation to Mitigate Environmental Impacts of ERW Detonation 

The land contaminated from ERW detonations can be easily cleaned through the usage of 

phytoremediation. This is an approach that harnesses the ability of plants to extract elemental pollutants from the 

surrounding soil, including those released from explosives. The phytoremediation process effectively detoxifies the 

soil, and renders the contaminants harmless. It can also prevent wind and water from spreading toxic chemicals 

further away. After several years, the contaminants will have been fully stored in the plants. These plants are then 

incinerated or converted to biochar for future use, and the land is therefore made available for farmers to cultivate 

their crops. Phytoremediation has been commonly used throughout history, as it is considered a low-risk and cost-

efficient method of eliminating environmental pollutants. For instance, sunflowers were planted to absorb the 

nuclear radiation after the Chernobyl incident.  

 

Supplementary Chemical Research to Suspend the Trigger System of ERW 

The detonation of ERW in conventional methods of disposal poses a substantial threat to safety. As 

previously stated, the explosion destructs flora and fauna, whilst emitting harmful chemicals into the atmosphere 

and surroundings. Thus, one method of safe disposal could be the creation of a chemical substance that would make 

the explosive nonfunctioning when in contact. The chemical could suspend the trigger system within, deteriorate 

the material, etc. Although there is a lack of United Nations organizations on chemical research for the military, 

one could be created. On the other hand, the United Nations could also collaborate alongside other organizations 

such as the Chemical Corps.  

 

UN Voluntary Trust Fund for Assistance in Mine Action (VTF)   

Teams from the UNMAS are usually sent to areas heavily contaminated by ERW. Funding for the 

UNMAS comes in numerous different forms, with appropriations made by the UN General Assembly being one of 

the main sources for financing such operations. Other expenses are covered by voluntary contributions, primarily 

through the Voluntary Trust Fund for Assistance in Mine Action (VTF), as well as organizations funding a specific 

region, such as the Common Humanitarian Fund (CHF) for Sudan and the Nepal Peace Trust Fund (NPTF). 

Several economically advanced countries have made sizable donations to affected regions. For instance, the United 

Kingdom has donated a total of 12 billion USD to Afghanistan, Iraq, and Sudan in 2020, through the VTF. 

Therefore, the funding for ERW-clearance operations in less economically developed countries (LEDCs) would not 

be an unmanageable burden for the economy of the affected nation. The establishment of the VTF can be a good 

point of reference for delegates wishing to address the economic aspect of this issue. Delegates can also consider 

the measures that can be taken to ensure its continuance, and address current issues with the VTF, such as the 

delays in the disbursement of funds.  

 

Usage of Technology to Locate ERW and Distribute Information 

In this day and age, technology plays a large role in all aspects of life, particularly in the distribution of 

information; thus, it ought to be harnessed to address this global issue. Firstly, during an armed conflict, national 

militaries often plant explosives in strategic locations, such as along the country’s border. However, non-state 
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parties, including guerrilla fighters and rebelling groups, place these munitions in random locations to sow fear, 

thereby presenting a challenge to organizations seeking to clear war-struck regions. This is where technology 

comes into play. Smart maps have grown in popularity as a practical solution to identifying potentially hazardous 

zones. For instance, Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA) collaborates with locals to collect and sync field data, which 

includes historical accident points and past incidents, and subsequently create a digital map of high-risk zones from 

the database. This information is then distributed to neighboring communities. Although this organization 

specializes in locating landmines, a similar concept could be used for identifying ERW.  
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