Remarks by Thomas Nash, Coordinator, Cluster Munition Coalition 

Opening plenary of the First Meeting of States Parties to the Convention on Cluster Munitions

Vientiane, Lao PDR, Tuesday 9 November 2010

Thank you Deputy Prime Minister. What you and the entire Lao team have done to bring us together here at the First Meeting of States Parties is incredibly impressive. Although nobody that attended the field trip yesterday would doubt the capacity of the Lao government to perform minor miracles of logistics and organisation. 

It is fitting to kick off the formal proceedings of this meeting by highlighting the partnership that has made this journey to ban cluster bombs possible. States, civil society, the UN and ICRC have relied on each other, trusted each other, and backed each other up every step of the way in this process from the strategic level to the nuts and bolts of organising the meetings and we should not take that for granted.

Just over two years ago I met a young man named Thoummy at the regional conference on cluster munitions in Xieng Khouang, where yesterday some of us were able to see the stark reality of the cluster bomb problem. Listening to Thoummy address the opening ceremony earlier this morning affected me profoundly. It demonstrated so clearly the power of this Convention and of this community to bring about positive change to the lives of individuals. Survivors continue to be a source of hope, inspiration, expertise and motivation to us all.  

A lot has happened since that 2008 conference in Xieng Khouang, which cemented the Lao leadership on this issue internationally. 108 countries have signed the convention, 46 of them having ratified already, with ore states close to completing ratification, maybe even this week. Seven countries have destroyed their stockpiles. Two have finished clearing their land. Millions of dollars of additional donor funds have been released to deal with cluster munition problem in this country, the world’s most affected. One only has to look at the brand new Cluster Munition Monitor launched last week to realise how far we have come in such a short space of time. 

Travelling to Sekong province in the south of Lao last week and being in Xieng Khouang province yesterday, I was reminded of the challenges that lie ahead of us all. I was also struck again by the importance of the decisions States Parties will take on Friday. We met a man in Sekong whose brother was killed by an unexploded cluster munition as a young man in 1975. Today, 35 years on, he and his fellow villagers cannot cultivate enough rice to eat each year because their land still is saturated with unexploded cluster munitions. He told us he was happy this weapon was banned and that of course every country should join the ban. 

That is our message to all of you: get on board the ban. We have come to Vientiane with a delegation of over 300 from 80 countries around the world, and 150 from here in Lao to deliver this message in person. We are pleased to see so many non-signatories here and we urge you to accede to the Convention without delay. It is clear to us that we have already established a new benchmark, an emerging norm of international humanitarian law, which is of great significance and has a real power to save lives and improve livelihoods. When the Mine Ban Treaty held its First Meeting of States Parties in Maputo in 1999, we were condemning the ongoing use of anti-personnel mines, including by some who had actually signed the treaty. We are well ahead of that today on cluster munitions. 

Still though, too many countries have not joined this Convention. When we consider the stockpiles that reach into the billions of submunitions in countries not yet on board, we cannot fail to see the urgency of this endeavour. We need to intensify our outreach to other countries if we are to be successful in preventing further use. We must not forget that this is an abhorrent weapon, whose use has been condemned by the movement to ban it. We believe the affected states still outside the Convention are some of the most important to have on board. Because our job collectively is to turn this treaty and its meetings and processes into the definitive mechanism for ending the suffering caused by cluster bombs. When we achieve this, then the treaty will really have meaning for the farmers in Sekong and for all those affected by the weapon. 

This is why our message is also a call to deliver results now. We are greatly encouraged by the draft Vientiane Declaration, which calls for states to accelerate clearance, expand services to victims and survivors and increase resources to affected communities. This commitment encapsulates the very purpose of the Convention. 

Of course the challenge of any legal agreement amongst states is to turn the words into reality. Happily, we are already seeing results in many states, which is a great indication of the respect States Parties are showing for their solemn legal obligations. The Vientiane Action Plan will help keep up this momentum. It is remarkable to think that only four months after entry into force, governments are already agreeing a 65-point action plan. 

We have confidence in the Vientiane Action Plan because we believe this is a problem that can be solved. It is finite and on a scale significantly less daunting in almost all countries than the global problem of landmines was at the time of the Mine Ban Treaty’s First Meeting of States Parties. We should have no doubt that it will be challenging. Success will require that all actors maintain focus over the long-term, that donors provide resources and that affected states use them efficiently. But it can be done. We can make a real difference in the next five years to prevent further use, clear land and assist victims and survivors. 

It’s not often that individuals have the chance to step beyond their everyday responsibilities and push the boundaries of what’s possible. We, as a community, did this to bring about the Convention on Cluster Munitions. Now we must do it again to turn that vision into action and put this treaty into practice. 

Thank you.

