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CLEARING CLUSTER  
MUNITION REMNANTS 
2020

KEY DEVELOPMENTS
Syria experienced multiple attacks with cluster munitions by pro-government forces in 2019. The United Nations Mine Action 
Service (UNMAS) reported that the government had agreed to the participation of international demining organisations in  
mine action.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION 
 ■ Syria and Russia should immediately halt the use of cluster munitions.

 ■ Syria should accede to the Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM) as a matter of priority.

 ■ Syria should apply with its obligations under international human rights law to clear cluster munition remnants 
(CMR) on territory under its jurisdiction or control as soon as possible. 

UNDERSTANDING OF CMR CONTAMINATION
Syria’s civil war saw continued use of cluster munitions in 2019 and 2020, adding to what is already believed to be widespread 
CMR in addition to dense contamination by other explosive remnants of war (ERW), including conventional mines and those of 
an improvised nature (see Mine Action Review’s Clearing the Mines 2020 report on Syria for further information). The extent of 
contamination by any particular category of device is not known. The United Nations estimated in October 2019 that explosive 
ordnance contaminated more than 2,560 communities and 11.5 million people and had caused an average of 184 explosive 
incidents a day throughout the year.1

Syrian government and Russian air forces intensively bombed Idlib governorate and other areas of north-west Syria during 
the first half of 2019, regularly using cluster munitions.2 First responders cited by Human Rights Watch documented 10 
attacks by pro-government forces in May 2019 using Uragan cluster munition rockets in north west Syria.3 The United 
Nations Commission of Inquiry monitoring Syria documented use of cluster munitions in a surface-to-surface missile attack 
by pro-government forces on a camp for displaced persons near the border with Turkey in November 2019.4 Pro-government 
forces struck a school in Idlib governorate with a missile armed with submunitions in January 2020 inflicting heavy civilian 
casualties5 and in February 2020 struck densely populated area of Idlib with what were believed to be URAGAN 9M27K-type 
cluster munitions fired from BM-30 “SMERCH” multiple-barrelled rocket launcher system.6 The Syrian Network for Human 
Right reported at least 24 attacks employing cluster munitions between September 2018 and April 2019, attributing 23 attacks 
to Syrian forces and one to Russian forces.7 

Syrian Civil Defence (SCD) has reported clearing large numbers of unexploded submunitions over the past three years in  
Idlib governorate and to a lesser extent in Dar’a, Hama, and Quneitra over the past two years.8 SCD and other operators  
report encountering mainly Russian-made cluster munitions, including SHOAB-0.5, AO-2.5RT, 9N235, AO1-SCH, and PTAB-1M 
and 2.5M submunitions.9

NATIONAL OWNERSHIP AND PROGRAMME MANAGEMENT
Syria does not have a national mine action authority or a national programme for survey and clearance. Mine action has been 
conducted by a wide range of organisations, largely determined by the forces controlling different regions. 

In areas under government control, these have included mainly Russian and Syrian military engineers and civil defence 
organisations. International and national demining organisations conducted clearance in north-east Syria controlled by the 
Kurdish Syrian Democratic Forces. Turkey reported its security forces cleared mines and improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 
in areas of northern Syria it occupied in October 2019.10
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UNMAS signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the Syrian government in July 2018 under which it deployed two 
staff to Damascus in October 2018. After meeting Deputy Foreign Minister Faisal Mikdad in Damascus in October 2019, UNMAS 
Director Agnes Marcaillou reported the government had agreed to the involvement of international demining organisations. 
They would be registered by the government and coordinated by UNMAS, which stated that discussions were underway on 
plans for survey, marking, and clearance.11 As of May 2020, however, no international demining organisations had registered 
with the government and UNMAS remained focused on training Syrian partners for risk education and community survey. 
Between January and July 2019 teams surveyed 365 areas in Aleppo, northern Hama, and Idlib governorates, marking 370 
explosive items.12

LAND RELEASE SYSTEM
OPERATORS AND OPERATIONAL TOOLS

Russia deployed several hundred military deminers from 
its Armed Forces Demining Centre from 2017 onwards, 
conducting clearance with manual teams supported by 
mine detection dogs and Uran-6 mine detection robots. 
Russian troops also provided training courses for Syrian 
army engineers at Hmeimim air base and at training centres 
established in 2017 in Aleppo and Homs. By the start of 
January 2018, Russian armed forces reported they had 
trained 900 Syrian engineers.13 

Russia started to withdraw troops, including deminers, from 
Syria in 2018 but its Ministry of Defence continued to report 
mine clearance and explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) in 
Syria in 2020.14 Russia appealed to other countries in 2018 to 
provide support. Armenia responded by sending an 83-strong 
team to Syria in February 2019, planning to focus its work on 
the northern governorate of Aleppo.15 Armenia rotated a new 
team to replace the first after four months.16

National operators included SCD, widely reported as White 
Helmets, which worked with six clearance teams and three 
community liaison/survey teams in north-west Syria in 2019. 
Three clearance and two survey teams operated in Idlib 
province, a focal point of conflict in 2019, with two clearance 
teams and one survey team working in Aleppo and one 

clearance team in Hama province. Teams mostly destroyed 
CMR and tackled a wide range of other unexploded ordnance 
(UXO). In January 2019, five SCD staff took part in a two-week 
course delivered remotely in humanitarian response to IEDs, 
focusing on search, identification, and threat assessments to 
increase safety in daily search and rescue.17 

AFAK, a Syrian NGO working in partnership with The HALO 
Trust, conducted clearance in the southern provinces of Dar’a 
and Quneitra in the early part of 2019 until a Syrian army 
offensive took control of the area.18 

In areas outside government control in the north-east, 
humanitarian demining organisations and commercial 
companies have conducted large-scale clearance in areas 
recaptured from Islamic State. Tetra Tech worked operated 
in Raqqa, Deir Ezzour, and, after its recapture in 2019, in 
Barghuz. Funded by the United States (US) Department of 
State, Tetra Tech focused on critical infrastructure such as 
hospitals, schools, water pumping stations, and electricity 
generating plants. A small national organisation, Roj Mine 
Control Organization (RMCO), was conducting clearance in 
north and north-east Syria but reportedly sustained heavy 
casualties among its deminers attempting clearance of 
improvised devices.19 

LAND RELEASE OUTPUTS 
LAND RELEASE OUTPUTS IN 2019

Syria’s continuing conflict prevented progress towards 
a coordinated national programme of mine action. 
Comprehensive information on outcomes of survey  
or clearance in any areas was unavailable. 

SCD reported conducting 753 tasks in three governorates  
in 2019 which resulted in destroying 887 CMR and 143 items 
of other UXO.20

Table 1: Syrian Civil Defence CMR clearance 2019

Province Tasks
Submunitions 

destroyed
Other UXO 
destroyed

Idlib 327 428 51

Aleppo 289 372 46

Hama 137 87 46

Totals 753 887 143
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