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CLEARING CLUSTER  
MUNITION REMNANTS 
2019

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

 ■ Syria should comply 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. 

 ■ Syria should establish a national mine action authority.

 ■ Syria should develop a mine action programme enabling Syrian and international organizations to undertake 
systematic survey and clearance of explosive remnants of war (ERW).

CLUSTER MUNITION REMNANT CONTAMINATION
Syria is believed to have widespread CMR contamination 
along with dense contamination by mines (including 
mines of an improvised nature, see Mine Action 
Review’s Clearing the Mines report on Syria for further 
information), and other ERW resulting from the 
armed conflicts continuing since 2011. The extent of 
contamination by any particular category of device is 
not known. A United Nations (UN) needs overview in 
2019 estimated that 10.2 million people lived in 1,980 
communities that had reported explosive contamination 
over the past two years.1

Syrian government and Russian forces have used cluster 
munitions extensively and Islamic State has reportedly 
used them in a number of instances.2 Opposition group 
Jabhat al-Nusra has also produced videos showing 
Russian-made submunitions being adapted for re-use 
as projectiles.3 

In the first half of 2019, Russian and Syrian government 
airforces intensively bombed the demilitarised zone, 
including Idlib governorate, in north-west Syria. The UN 
Commission of Inquiry on Syria reported in July 2019 
that air strikes on the area regularly involved use of 
indiscriminate weapons, including cluster munitions.4 
Syrian state-run media reported “recent” use of cluster 
munitions by opposition groups in early 2019. Syria’s 
state news agency reported that the United States  
(US)-led coalition used cluster munitions in air strikes 
carried out in Deir Ezzour province in 2018. The coalition 
denied the report.5

The UN Commission of Inquiry on Syria reported 
“an alarming number of incidents involving cluster 
munitions” in February 2017, affirming that their 
use in densely populated areas such as opposition-
held eastern Aleppo “constitutes the war crime of 
indiscriminate attacks in a civilian populated area”.6 
Among multiple reports of attacks using cluster 
munitions, which could not be independently verified, 
the Syrian Network for Human Rights said that in the 
12 months to the end of February 2017 Russian forces 
conducted 121 cluster munitions strikes. It said these 
attacks brought the total number of cluster munitions 
strikes by Russia since it intervened in the conflict in 
2015 to 175, mostly in Aleppo (89 attacks), Idlib (68)  
and Hama (9).7

Syrian Civil Defence (SCD) said it had cleared large 
numbers of submunitions in Idlib and to a lesser extent 
in Dar’a, Hama, and Quneitra over the past two years 
(see Land Release section below).8 Human Rights Watch 
reported civil defence and first responders had located 
CMR, mostly Russian-made ShOAB-0.5 submunitions, 
in the towns of al-Tamanah, Jisr Al-Shughur and Maraat 
Harma (Idlib governorate); Qalaat al-Madiq (Hama 
governorate); and Tel’adeh.9 HALO Trust reported that 
Syrian NGO AFAK, working in the southern governorates 
of Daraa and Quneitra, had encountered seven types 
of cluster munition, mostly Russian-made PTAB 2.5M, 
AO2.5RT, A-O1 Sch, and SAKR B submunitions, but 
also Chinese-made Type 81 and one US-made BLU-97 
(thought to date back to 1973).10 Unverified social media 
reports said cluster munitions used in Idlib in May 2019 
included submunitions delivered by BM-30 SMERCH 
multiple rocket launchers.11
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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, including military engineers of parties to 
the conflict, civil defence organisations, humanitarian 
demining organisations, and commercial companies. 

Russia deployed several hundred military deminers 
from the Armed Forces Demining Centre. Russian 
troops provided training courses for Syrian army 
engineers and conducted clearance with manual teams 
supported by mine detection dogs and Uran-6 mine 
detection robots. In 2018, Russia started to withdraw 
troops, including deminers, from Syria and appealed  
to other countries to provide support. Armenia became 
the first country to respond to the appeal, sending an  
83-man team to Syria in February 2019, planning to 
focus its work on the northern governorate of Aleppo.12 

International humanitarian and commercial operators, 
including Mines Advisory Group (MAG) and Tetra 
Tech, operated in north-eastern Syria clearing areas 
recaptured from Islamic State by Kurdish and US-
led coalition forces.13 National operators included 
SCD, which, at the start of 2018, was working in five 
governorates (Dar’a, Hama, Homs, Idlib, and Quneitra) 
with the support of Mayday. SCD’s three teams in Daraa 
and two teams in Quneitra operated until early July 2018 

when developments brought their operations to a halt 
and the teams disbanded. SCD also had one clearance 
team working in Hama governorate and another in Idlib 
in 2018. By mid 2019, SCD had five clearance teams 
working in Hama (one team), Idlib (two) and Aleppo 
(two). It also planned to deploy two non-technical survey 
teams, one each in Hama and Idlib.14 Roj Mine Control 
Organization (RMCO) was conducting clearance in north 
and north-east Syria.15 Syrian NGO AFAK, working in 
partnership with HALO Trust, conducted clearance in 
southern provinces of Daraa and Quneitra in the early 
part of the year until a Syrian army drive to take control 
of the area.16 

UNMAS signed a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU) with the Syrian government in July 2018 under 
which it deployed two staff to Damascus. In January 
2019, it started a first risk education training course 
for 26 Syrian personnel, including 16 women.17 Russia 
announced in March 2019 that it would provide funding 
of US$1 million to support UNMAS’s activities in Syria.18 
In April 2019, UNMAS announced a “Humanitarian Mine 
Action Support to Syria (31 March 2019 – 31 March 
2020)” project supported by a $1.4 million grant from 
Japan which is expected to deliver risk education to 
43,000 people and conduct contamination impact 
surveys in 85 communities, also marking and fencing  
off explosive hazards.19

LAND RELEASE 
Comprehensive data on land released in ERW clearance 
operations in Syria is not available. 

Russian and Syria army engineers conducted ERW 
clearance in areas controlled by the government in 
2018, including in Homs governorate in 2018 and in 
Damascus, Daraa, and Quneitra governorates in the first 
four months of 2019, but few details were available of the 
location, scope, and results of their operations.20 

International humanitarian and commercial operators 
active in north-east Syria in 2018 reported clearance 
mainly of improvised devices left by Islamic State. Tetra 
Tech, working in Raqqa and Deir Ezzour in 2018 focused 
on critical infrastructure, operating with a toolbox that 
included mechanical assets, explosive detection dogs 
and drones, tackled some CMR but found they made up  
a small proportion of items cleared.21

SCD/Mayday previously said submunitions constituted 
the “vast majority” of items cleared in the course of 
conducting roving spot tasks in response to community 
requests. Between November 2015 and March 2018, 
SCD teams cleared nearly 16,000 submunitions, 11,759 
of them in Idlib governorate, as well as 521 other items 
of unexploded ordnance.22 In 2018 alone, SCD destroyed 
2,162 submunitions, mostly in Aleppo, Idlib, and Hama, 
and marked a further 118.23
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