The Hidden Impact of Landmines

Why Gender Mainstreaming Matters in Mine Action 

By Gemma Huckerby & Mugiho Takeshita

It is true that based on the sheer numbers of those injured or killed, men and boys are the greatest number of mine or explosive remnants of war (ERW) victims. However, whether they themselves or a family member are injured or killed by a mine, or whether their land in or around the community is mined, it is women, and by extension their dependents, who ultimately bear the brunt of the global landmine scourge. This can in turn work against development processes in mine affected territories, and can contribute to the feminisation of poverty. 

This article looks at the ways in which gender can determine the impact of mines and ERW as well as the outcomes and successes of operations to combat the mine/ERW scourge. It also considers concrete ways in which women can contribute to mine action. Lastly, the article presents some recent activities within the mine action sector designed to promote gender mainstreaming.

***

Gender & the Impact of Mines/ERW

The impact of immediate and longer term effects of mines and ERW can be determined by gender in multiple ways. Female mine/ERW survivors can face divorce or abandonment if their ability to engage in physical labour and childrearing is considered to be compromised
. Divorce is often accompanied, for the female mine survivor, with becoming the sole provider for their children
. Similarly, unmarried women and girls who are injured by landmines can face reduced chances of marriage
. All of these scenarios can and do lead to extreme poverty for the women and their children. 

On the other hand, women are likely to have to care for injured spouses and children, but these same women often will not have access to safe and equitably paid employment
. Additionally, landmines, or the perceived threat of landmines, may further restrict women’s mobility. The presence or threat of mines/ERW can compromise women’s ability to carry out survival tasks such as collecting water and tending crops, or alternatively to engage in new economic activities outside the domestic sphere. 

Each of these gender-specific outcomes -fear of divorce, abandonment or ‘unmarriageability’, certain economic roles and care responsibilities- also impact psychologically. Women often suffer disproportionately from fear of disfigurement, injury, loss of spouse or death when their environs are known, or suspected to be mined
. 

Gender & Mine Action Operations 

Activities to combat the global scourge of mines and ERW must take gender into account if they are to reach every individual in need –regardless of their sex. For example, several factors may impact heavily on a woman’s ability to access mine risk education (MRE). Globally, illiteracy is much higher amongst women and girls than amongst men and boys
. Due to restrictions on mobility outside of the private sphere, the apportioning of domestic work including childcare and restrictions on communication with unrelated males, women can face physical or temporal obstacles to accessing MRE
. In many places, no radio, television, or other audio or visual media are accessible –while such media could provide a suitable and effective means of communicating messages of mine danger to women
.

There is evidence that women may not be receiving timely or adequate victim assistance. Social norms regarding what economic roles are appropriate for men and women can give rise to the belief that men are typically the primary income provider. This in turn can, and has, seen male mine/ERW survivors prioritised for emergency medial assistance, prostheses and rehabilitation –a significant problem for female-headed households. The female fatality rate from a mine/ERW accident is estimated to be 43%, with the fatality rate for men being much lower at 29%
 -largely due to inequalities in victim assistance provision. 

Additionally, examination by male doctors may be forbidden and women may be restricted from practicing as doctors
. Women may also be forbidden from moving around outside the household without a male relative or chaperone
, again compromising their access to healthcare. 

Gender and Inputs to Mine Action

It is important to include women’s experiences and perspectives in mine action programmes. The United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) notes that “women…often identify priority areas for clearance, such as transportation routes to fields or markets that may be different than those identified by military or political authorities”
. Importantly, there is also evidence that information provided by men may in some cases be unreliable on its own. A Vietnam Veteran’s of America (VVAF) survey in Yemen showed that men tended to ‘exaggerate the number of victims of old date, and the number of animals killed by mines’
. Women actually tended the animals and used much more conservative estimates
.

Increasingly, women are being trained as mine clearance personnel / deminers in an increasing number of countries (including Sri Lanka, Kosovo, Laos, Cambodia and Lebanon), and clear evidence has emerged that they tend to make for a more egalitarian team
. Mixed-sex teams have also been observed to decrease the risk of injury and increase the chances of success of mine clearance operations. The initiative to incorporate women in mine clearance operations should be extended throughout mine-affected countries. 
Employing women in mine action operations can help tackle poverty -especially amongst female headed households- and can empower women. Consulting women in priority-setting for mine clearance helps to broaden women’s role in decision-making.

Women also have a vital role to play in mine risk education and advocacy. They are well placed to communicate messages of danger to the youth through their children, and to other children within the community
. Additionally, women’s grass roots and civil society organisations have an important role to play in advocacy on the national and international level, working to stigmatise the use of landmines mines and advocating for a total ban. For example, the Ban Landmines Campaign of Nepal is run from within the Women’s Development Society
.

Gender, Mine Action and Development: What Can Be Done?

United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security (31 October 2000) emphasises "the need for all parties to ensure that mine clearance and mine awareness programmes take into account the special needs of women and girls". In February 2005, the United Nations published the Gender Guidelines for Mine Action Programmes. Both of these events recognise the need to mainstream gender in mine action to make operations more efficient and more effective. 
It is vital that the mine action sector and mine/ERW affected communities become aware of the gender-specific impact of mines and its significance for mine action effectiveness and development initiatives. Moreover, mine action policy and programming must reflect the needs, capacities and rights of women and their families.  
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Mobilising the Mine Action Sector, Supporting Gender Mainstreaming:


 Swiss Campaign to Ban Landmines’ Gender and Mine Action Programme.





In December 2006, the Swiss Campaign to Ban Landmines began a two-year programme designed to support gender mainstreaming in mine action, complementing United Nations action on the issue. 





On the International Women’s Day, 8 March 2007, the Swiss Campaign launched a global survey on gender and mine action with the aim of gathering comprehensive, context specific information on the significance of gender in the impact of mines and in the effectiveness of mine action. 





The survey targets international mine action organisations; local non-governmental organisations in mine affected territories; relevant government ministries; mine action donors; UN agencies, and; women’s grass roots and civil society organisations. It collects information on the impact of mines on men, women and children, and on the relevant pillars of mine action: clearance and demining; mine awareness and mine risk education (MRE); victim assistance, and; advocacy for a global ban. The survey questionnaires are available in English, French and Spanish.


 


The information gathered through this survey will be synthesised into a toolkit for mainstreaming gender in mine action, aimed at providing all actors within the mine action community and in each mine affected territory with detailed and context-specific guidelines. The information will also be used to advocate to governments as programmers and funders of mine action, as well as to develop the capacity of women’s grass roots and civil society organisations to play a greater role in mine action. In May 2007, the programme will launch an online ‘Gender and Mine Action Portal’ (� HYPERLINK "http://www.scbl-gender.ch" ��www.scbl-gender.ch�), where thematic and country profiles relating to the significance of gender in mine action will be available. The portal will also be home to a live discussion forum –where actors from across the sector can engage directly with each other in discussion on the issue.





The Swiss Campaign and other concerned organisations are working to raise the profile of the issue within the mine action, and other humanitarian sectors. On International Day for Mine Awareness and Assistance in Mine Action, 4 April 2007, the Informal Working Group on Gender and Mine Action (IWGG), coordinated by the Swiss Campaign, released a Joint Statement highlighting the significance of gender in mine impact and mine action. To date this statement has been endorsed by six members of the IWGG, and six additional organisations whose work contributes to diverse aspects of mine action. 





Endorsers of this statement are convinced that mainstreaming gender into mine action policy and programming will increase the effectiveness and efficiency of operations. The group strongly urges the mine action community to make every effort to mainstream gender in planning, implementation and evaluation of operations, including: mine risk education (MRE); victim assistance; mine impact surveying and other data gathering; clearance and demining, and; advocacy for a global ban on landmines. The IWGG would welcome the endorsement of women and gender-focussed grass roots or civil society organisations.








For further information on the Gender and Mine Action programme or any of its activities please contact





Gemma Huckerby, Programme Officer, Gender and Mine Action Programme, � HYPERLINK "mailto:g.huckerby@scbl-gender.ch" ��g.huckerby@scbl-gender.ch� (+41 22 897 1052)
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