Update from the  start of the 1MSP of the Convention on Cluster Munitions (9-12 November 2010)

Tuesday and Wednesday 9-10 November 2010

Opening Ceremony

Sabaidee from Vientiane and the opening of the 1st Meeting of States Parties to the Convention on Cluster Munitions! The MSP began on Tuesday 9th November with an auspicious opening ceremony in which delegations made their way to the Cultural Palace in a procession along a road lined shoulder to shoulder with smiling Lao volunteers to greet participants, with the procession culminating amidst dancers in traditional colorful dress in front of the ceremony hall.

The opening ceremony began with a screening of a short film made by the National Regulatory Association for UXO Lao, “From Vision to Action,” vividly depicting the effects of the use of cluster munitions and work being done to implement the convention’s provisions in the Lao PDR. 

Participants then had the honor of hearing the President of the Lao PDR address the ceremony, who appealed to delegates to seize the great opportunity before them to fully implement and realize the objectives and goals of the Convention and endorse the comprehensive Vientiane Action Plan and adopt the strong political Vientiane Declaration. The Deputy Secretary General of the United Nations, Ms. Asha-Rose Migiro, followed, emphasizing in particular the impact of the convention in relation to the Lao PDR, the partnership between governments and civil society as a hallmark of the convention, and the importance of survivor participation in the process. As the final speaker, Mr. Thoummy Silamphan, a cluster munition survivor from Lao’s Xiengkouang province, courageously addressed the massive hall and his president, to recount the story of his injury from cluster munitions at the age of eight, when he lost his left hand after a cluster bomb exploded in the bamboo shoots he was gathering in his village. Now working for World Education Laos and as a Ban Advocate against cluster munitions, Mr. Silamphan’s words were a powerful reminder of the impacts of cluster munitions on individuals and the potential for the Convention to bring about significant improvements to their lives. 

The ceremony concluded after three performances from volunteers representing their feelings about the impact of UXO, including a skit, a dance performance by students from the national art troop, and the performance of a song called “Goodbye Bombie.” 

The official Conference began with very strong opening statements from the UN Deputy Secretary General, Ms. Asha-Rose Migiro, the Vice President of the ICRC, Ms. Christine Beerli, and Thomas Nash on behalf of the CMC. 

Lao introduced the draft Vientiane Declaration text, the strong political commitment to put an end to the suffering caused by cluster munitions, and Norway presented the Vientiane Action Plan, which contains 66 concrete actions designed to promote the timely and effective implementation of the convention. Lastly, Belgium introduced the draft reporting format to be considered for adoption during the week and Canada introduced the draft Work Program for the Convention for 2011. 

The 1 MSP got off to an extremely good start on Tuesday and Wednesday, with general statements resoundingly reflecting the commitment of States Parties to ensure that the provisions of the convention take shape in national practice. Highpoints included concrete progress reported by a number of states on implementing their stockpile destruction obligations early on in the life of the Convention, in particular, the completion of stockpile destruction by Austria; several positive announcements of increased funding commitments, in particular to the Lao PDR for clearance; and comprehensive support for the universalization of the convention. Additionally of note were the prominence placed on the issue of disinvestment by several delegations, and numerous statements referring to the stigmatization of cluster munitions and the normative power of the convention. The CMC presented three impressive statements at the opening session (Thomas Nash), on general status of the Convention (Steve Goose), and on universalization (Laura Cheeseman), which are attached.

Nearly every delegation noted the critical importance of civil society’s contribution to the achievement of the convention, which was empowering and gratifying to the over 300 members of the CMC present in Vientiane, both in recognizing the work we have achieved thus far and in providing motivation to continue to build on our successes in the work ahead. 

And a large number of delegations, including New Zealand, Fiji, Japan, Albania, Germany, the Holy See, BiH, Ireland, the Philippines, the UK, Slovenia, Ecuador, Switzerland, Croatia, Tanzania, Senegal, Portugal, Sierra Leone, Botswana, Malawi indicated their support for the Vientiane Declaration and Vientiane Action Plan, which was encouraging at the start to the conference.  Numerous others, including the Holy See, Norway, Uganda, Palestine, the Gambia, Indonesia, Philippines, Jordan, Slovenia, Mexico, Ecuador, Iraq, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Mauritania, Cameroon, Botswana, Moldova, were also amongst those that welcomed Lebanon’s offer to host the 2nd MSP. 

Delegates also frequently spoke of the impact of the one-day field trip to Xieng Khouang province which many attended on Monday, to one of the most heavily bombed areas in the Lao PDR, where they witnessed cluster munition clearance operations ongoing by UXO Lao and the destruction of cluster munitions. Numerous delegates spoke of the powerful effect of witnessing the extent of the contamination first hand, as one delegate said, the trip left a lifetime impact.

Funding

Belgium, Luxembourg, New Zealand, Australia, and Switzerland announced new or increased funding contributions for Lao PDR, while others such as Japan and France noted funding commitments since signing the convention. 

Princess Astrid of Belgium gave a strong statement detailing the achievements of the convention and pledging Belgium’s continued commitment to achieving its provisions. Belgium’s funding commitment in past years in support of mine action programs was 6 million euro a year, she said, announcing however that in light of this conference, Belgium’s funding commitment will reach 8 million euro. 

Luxembourg’s Minister for Foreign Affairs, Jan Asselborn, announced that Luxembourg will contribute 750,000 euro over the next five years in support of the Lao government’s efforts on clearance, adding to the 2.7 million euro it has provided for clearance since 1999.

New Zealand’s Minister of Disarmament, Hon. Georgina te Heuheu, announced that New Zealand would make a contribution of over 1 million dollars that will be used to target clearance in the north west of Lao. 

Australia announced it would provide a further 1 million dollars to Lao to increase its capacity to implement the convention, increasing its total funding for the country to 4 million dollars since the launch of its 100 million mine action funding commitment in its 2010-2014 Mine Action Strategy launched in 2009.

Switzerland announced that it was contributing 3 million USD for clearance of UXO in Lao for the period of 2010-2013.

France delivered a statement on behalf of Minister of Foreign Affairs, Bernard Kouchner, which said that France has contributed 373,000 euro in 2010 specifically to Lao to combat cluster munitions. Japan also spoke about the importance it places on international cooperation and assistance, stating that since signing the CCM, it has provided more than 5.5 million USD for clearance and victim assistance to countries including Lao. 

Universalization

There was a resounding level of support for the universalization of the convention with statements from France, El Salvador, Costa Rica, Moldova, Indonesia, Philippines, Spain, Colombia, Slovenia, Italy, Ecuador, Tanzania, Ghana, Nigeria, Portugal, Djibouti, the Gambia, Mali, Burundi, Palau, Malawi, UNMAT, the ICRC, and Mexico, which specifically proposed to include the promotion of the universalization of the convention as a main point in the Vientiane Action Plan. Princess Astrid of Belgium pledged that Belgium will continue to work for the universalization of the convention to ensure it will have the greatest impact, and the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Luxembourg, Jan Asselborn, reaffirmed his commitment to utilize bilateral contacts to promote the convention. Fiji made a compelling statement that even as a state free from cluster munitions, it joined the convention to show its solidarity and appealed to all those that have signed but not ratified to “please get on board, join others and deliver results now.” New Zealand, Japan, Norway, Germany, and the ICRC also made very strong statements emphasizing the importance of universal adherence to the convention.

During the session on universalization, Japan, France, Belgium, the UK, and Mexico made some of the strongest statements on the regional and bilateral efforts they were undertaking to promote the convention. Japan gave a summary as Friend of the President on universalization on its efforts to promote the convention. The UK stated it will make use of all relevant bilateral and universal meetings to promote the convention, giving examples of regional and bilateral efforts (including with the US and Russia), and reiterated the UK government’s publicly stated commitment to work for a global ban on cluster munitions. France referred to the outreach it has done with 60 countries, while Belgium noted its work to promote the convention in NATO and European regional foras, along with Mexico which has also undertaken to promote the convention in regional outreach. Laura Cheeseman delivered a strong intervention on the behalf of the CMC (attached).

Stockpile Destruction

Another high point in the conference thus far was the announcement on the opening day by Austria that it had completed destruction of its cluster munitions two days earlier, as a small and expensive step forming one of the concrete actions that together will move us forward in our collective goal of ridding the world of cluster munitions, it said.

Belgium, Colombia, Spain, and Norway also gave positive statements on their previous completion stockpile destruction, presenting leading examples to show others that it is possible with political will to complete stockpile destruction well within the deadlines of the convention. Norway added that it decided not to retain any cluster munitions, on the advice of its military and Norwegian People’s Aid that it is not necessary to train on live cluster munitions, stating that it wished to use the opportunity to focus on the need to destroy all cluster munitions, not just some. 

Denmark gave an update on its progress towards stockpile destruction, stating that it removed and marked for destruction its current stockpile of 42,000 cluster munitions. Denmark also announced however that it planned to retain 170 cluster munitions for the training of EOD personnel. 

The Czech Republic announced that it has removed all existing stockpiles of cluster munitions from operational equipment and since 2008, all cluster munitions and 1,500 pieces of explosive submunitions had been ecologically destroyed. The Czech Republic stated it was retaining 796 pieces, which would be used strictly for training purposes. 

Slovenia announced that two weeks ago it finished the legal procedures to enable it to destroy its stockpile, adding that all cluster munitions would be destroyed. 

Portugal confirmed that it had completed the destruction of its entire stockpile of cluster munitions and stated that the country had committed itself not to acquire cluster munitions ever again.

Canada stated that of the two types of cluster munitions in its stockpile, it had destroyed the first completely and was taking steps to destroy the second. 

The UK confirmed that it is on track to destroy its stockpiles by 2013, five years ahead of its deadline. To date, 46%, or close to 18 million submunitions, of its total stockpile of 38 million submunitions have been destroyed. The UK stated this represents an early and dedicated effort to realize as quickly as possible the obligation to destroy. The UK stated that as it has no facilities for destruction in the UK, it had contracted the destruction oversees and despite the complications and expenses involved, it was determined to fulfill its obligations. 

It was encouraging to hear from some of the states which stockpile cluster munitions of work being undertaken at an early stage and that Austria, Slovenia, Portugal will be joining others in becoming completely cluster-munition free, choosing not to retain cluster munitions.  It somewhat disappointing however to hear of plans by Denmark and the Czech Republic to retain potentially large numbers of submunitions. 

Clearance

Albania also proudly referred to its completion of cluster munition clearance and the importance it placed on the convention from its perspective of an affected country.

Disinvestment and interpretive issues
Luxembourg emerged as a leader on disinvestment at the opening of the conference, calling on all states to join them in prohibiting the financing of cluster munition production and expressing its hope that the prohibition on investment as implemented in Luxembourg could serve as an example to others.

Norway supported Luxembourg, echoing its call to promote efforts to prohibit investment in cluster munitions. Norway appealed to others to go beyond the convention in practice, drawing on the example set by the Norwegian pension fund which has excluded any company that invests in the production of cluster munitions, landmines, or nuclear weapons.

The Holy See added to previous interpretive comments on the Convention to explicitly state that it considers that foreign stockpiling or transfer of cluster munitions banned by the convention and stated that it considered it important that investment in the production of cluster munitions be prohibited under some of the convention’s provisions.

Madagascar reiterated its views on interpretive issues under the convention – that it will not allow transit or foreign stockpiling of cluster munitions on its territory and will refuse to provide assistance in military operations with non-states parties where cluster munitions are used. 

The UK, which has also previously indicated it considers transit and foreign stockpiling to be prohibited under the convention, confirmed that there are now no foreign stockpiles of cluster munitions in the UK or on any of its territories.

Updates on Ratification

A large number of signatories provided updates on their progress towards ratifying the convention, including some very encouraging announcements that ratification is expected to be completed shortly from Ghana, Portugal, Italy, Czech Republic, and Togo.

· Ghana announced that its parliament had ratified the convention and it was taking steps to deposit the instrument of ratification at they UN. Ghana said it hoped to be the 47th country to ratify the convention, before the end of the conference. 

· Portugal said it was most pleased to announce today that the last formal steps of its ratification of the CCM will be concluded in a matter of days, as it had already been approved by parliament on the 22nd of October.

· Italy announced that its ratification procedure is now well underway in Italian parliament after suffering a delay last year due to the fact that no provision existed in its budget to allow for earmarking of resources for stockpile destruction. Today, Italy said, it was about to overcome this difficulty as funds for destruction have been identified and would allow it to proceed and it was confident that it would be a full State Party by the next meeting of States Parties.

· The Czech Republic stated that the drafting of its ratification law was in its final stages and should be passed to parliament for approval in the coming weeks. The Czech Republic said that it expected this to be completed in the first half next year.

· Togo informed participants that its process of ratification which began in 2008 will soon be completed and that a draft law has been considered in cabinet and adopted by the government on 9 July this year and that the text had now been transmitted to the National Assembly for consideration and plenary vote.

Others reaffirmed that ratification was underway but did not give an indication of a timeline for completion.

· Uganda stated that it would have wished come to Vientiane as a full State Party but unfortunately its ratification of the convention had been delayed. Ratification has started, Uganda said, and a draft ratification paper had been submitted to the solicitor general and was waiting to be submitted to the cabinet for onward transmission. 

· Australia also gave an update on its ratification, which has been recently tabled in its parliament.

· Madagascar reaffirmed its commitment to ratify the convention, which it said would take place as soon as the political and social crisis in Madagascar had ended and its parliament resumed working.

· Costa Rica gave an update on its ratification, stating that the first reading of its legislation had been approved on the 25th of October, and that the main part of the job was done. 

· Afghanistan stated that since the last meeting of the CCM, it was still in the process of ratifying the convention. Ratification had been delayed by parliamentary elections, but Afghanistan stated it was taking strong steps to ensure the completion of ratification.

· Peru stated that the a procedure in parliament to ratify the convention had begun and in the mean time it had started preparing a voluntary Article 7 report on transparency for submission to the UNSG.

· Liberia also said that it too was in the process of ratifying the convention and expected to be completed before the 2nd MSP.

· Cameroon said that its Head of State had approved the ratification of the convention and expected that the procedure would be completed very soon.

· The Gambia said that its process of ratification had gone far and hoped to be able to inform of its completion soon.

· Benin stated that its ratification was far advanced in parliament.

· Mauritania announced that it would be shortly submitting its ratification to parliament for approval.

· Senegal indicated that it hoped that ratification would be completed in the coming months, while Nigeria also confirmed that its process was underway but did not give an indication of a timeframe for completion. Kenya likewise confirmed ratification had been initiated and pledged to speed up the process. 

· The Philippines stated that its ratification was currently undergoing required national procedures. 

· Palau, Canada and Switzerland also reiterated that the process was underway.  

Non-states parties

Several non-states parties spoke in the general exchange of views on Tuesday and Wednesday, including Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, Eritrea, China, Jordan, Sudan, and Palestine. The statements from non-signatories did not reveal any particularly new information or movement on their positions, but it was a positive sign to see their interest and constructive engagement in the work of the convention and the presence of over 25 non-signatories at the conference is an optimistic sign for the future.

Vietnam reiterated its position on the convention citing concerns over the absence of major producers and stockpilers, a desire for user states to be held accountable, and a lack of capacity to clear contaminated areas and provide assistance to victims in affected countries. Vietnam stated as one of the most affected countries, with an estimate of nearly 1 million tons of cluster munitions and other UXO scattered in a contaminated area of 6.6 million hectares, or one-fifth of the country, it would need up to 10 million USD and 50 years to complete clearance. Vietnam added that its government however had adopted concrete measures to address the problem of cluster munitions and is acting in accordance with the convention. In 2010, the Prime Minister approved a national action plan for 2010-2025, tasking government agencies with specific duties on cluster munitions, amongst other measures. Vietnam however stated it was ready to cooperate with all actors to reduce the suffering caused by cluster munitions.

Thailand made a somewhat frustrating statement critical of the convention and urging States Parties to call on countries that have used cluster munitions heavily in the past and have large stockpiles to join the convention rather than pressing those with relatively little stockpiles to become parties to the convention. Nevertheless, positively, Thailand stated that it was seriously considering joining the convention, although only after it is fully ready to implement its provisions, citing challenges it was experiencing in fulfilling its Mine Ban Treaty obligations.

China reiterated its position that although it had never used cluster munitions, it preferred the CCW as the legitimate forum for work on cluster munitions, stricter adherence to IHL regulations on the use of cluster munitions, and stated that it was not at present in a position to accede to the CCM due to national defence needs. China added however that it would not change the fact that it would continue to cooperate with CCM States Parties and would join hands with Lao to make a positive contribution to address cluster munitions.

HRH Prince Mired of Jordan announced that despite progress on clearing antipersonnel mines in accordance with its obligations under the MBT, Jordan had yet to decide if and when it could join the CCM. Jordan, however, fully understood the importance of the convention and would continue to support the work of the CCM from the sidelines.

Cambodia stated that it was still assessing the impact of signing the CCM on its national security, sovereignty, and territorial integrity. Cambodia said that it stood by the goals of the convention but needed time to assess and prepare itself, encouragingly concluding that signing would be a matter of time.

Sudan stated that it had not yet signed the convention but claimed that it had never used cluster munitions, and denied using them in wars occurring the south, east, and the Darfur region. Sudan also stated it does not possess, stockpile or produce cluster munitions. Sudan stated it was important for all countries to accede to the convention but did not give information on its position on joining.

Eritrea delivered a long statement about international justice and the use of a multitude of weapons by ‘old and new colonizers’ which was out of place in the conference and said nothing about its intention to join the Convention on Cluster Munitions.

Palestine gave a politically charged intervention which concluded by saying that it would like to join the convention.

There were also a number of interesting and well attended side events as well as a gala dinner reception hosted at the Prime Minister’s office  and a reception on Wednesday hosted by the government of Australia, COPE, and the CMC at the National Rehabilitation Center/COPE visitor center featuring wheelchair basketball games. Discussions in the conference hall will continue on Thursday on universalization, then moving on to issues relating to the operation and status of the convention.
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