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Introduction
The increasing use of anti-personnel mines of an improvised nature (hereinafter referred to as
‘improvised anti-personnel mines’) in recent conflicts has resulted in rising numbers of civilian
casualties in many contexts, such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Mali, Colombia and the Philippines,
amongst others. 1 Impacts on civilian populations also include socio-economic consequences, and
persist long after these mines have been emplaced, as they may remain undetected or become
dislocated for example as a result of flood, landslides or other disasters.
In different fora by different actors, including certain States, international organizations, humanitarian
and commercial demining operators and civil society organizations, these mines have been referred to
as ‘improvised explosive devices’ (IEDs) to reflect the improvised nature of these munitions. However,
due to the lack of an internationally agreed definition of the term ‘IED’ and the broad use of this term
to describe a range of weapons spanning from improvised rockets and mortars to improvised antipersonnel mines and remotely controlled explosive devices, there has been some confusion about
which IEDs fall within the definition of anti-personnel mines for the purpose of the Anti-Personnel
Mine Ban Convention (the ‘Convention’). This lack of clarity has implications for the implementation
by States Parties of their obligations under the Convention, notably Article 5 (destruction of antipersonnel mines in mined areas), Article 7 (transparency measures) and more broadly Article 1
(general obligations).
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Landmine Monitor 2018, p. 49.
1

This paper offers the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)’s views and recommendations
on IEDs that fall within the scope of the Convention, finding that: (I) the Convention applies to both
manufactured and improvised anti-personnel mines alike; and (II) certain IEDs constitute antipersonnel mines falling within the scope of the Convention. Drawing on the ICRC’s practical
experience, the paper proceeds with (III) giving practical examples of when IEDs constitute antipersonnel mines; and concludes with (IV) recommendations to States Parties on specific measures to
take with a view of fulfilling obligations under the Convention.

I. Improvised anti-personnel mines within the meaning of the Convention
Article 2(1) of the Convention defines an anti-personnel mine as ‘a mine designed to be exploded by
the presence, proximity or contact of a person and that will incapacitate, injure or kill one or more
persons.’ Pursuant to Article 2(2) of the Convention, the term ‘mine’ refers to ‘a munition designed to
be placed under, on or near the ground or other surface area and to be exploded by the presence,
proximity or contact of a person or a vehicle.’ None of the elements in the definition draws a distinction
between manufactured and improvised anti-personnel mines, nor do they exclude improvised antipersonnel mines from the scope of the Convention.
The negotiating history of the Convention’s definition of anti-personnel mines shows that States did
not intend to distinguish between manufactured and improvised anti-personnel mines.2 In negotiating
the Convention, a proposal to amend the text so as to explicitly proscribe the improvisation of
explosive devices for use as anti-personnel mines was rejected by States, as they considered these
weapons to already be covered by the definition of anti-personnel mines.3
Recent Meetings of the States Parties have reaffirmed that improvised anti-personnel mines fall within
the scope of the Convention. Notably, the final documents of the 16th and 17th Meetings emphasized
that States Parties affected by improvised anti-personnel mines must address these as part of their
fulfilment of obligations under Articles 5 and 7 of the Convention, as ‘the definition contained in Article
2(1) makes no distinction between an anti-personnel mine that has been “manufactured” and one that
has been “improvised”’.4
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Nor does the text of the Convention distinguish between manufactured and improvised anti-personnel
mines. While the Convention does not define the term ‘munition’, relevant international instruments
and domestic legislation indicate that ‘munition’ is a military-technical term, synonymous with
ammunition. 5 Ammunition, or munition, can be understood as ‘a complete device charged with
explosives; propellants; pyrotechnics; initiating composition; or chemical, biological, radiological, or
nuclear material for use in operations including demolitions’.6 This definition places emphasis on the
charge of the device, and its use. It does not, however, specify how the device is to be constructed,
other than requiring it to be complete. A device is complete where it contains all the components
necessary for its function,7 irrespective of it being manufactured or improvised.
The Convention does not specify under which circumstances a mine is designed ‘to be exploded by the
presence, proximity or contact of a person’. Within its ordinary meaning in the context of the
Convention, the term ‘design’ refers to the normal functioning of a weapon, and is broader than the
term ‘manufacture’. 8 In interpreting the term, States have voiced differing views on whether the
Convention refers to the intent of the ‘designer’ or the actual functioning of the mine.9 Irrespective of
whether a mine is manufactured or of an improvised nature, as long as the design is such that it would,
through its normal functioning, be exploded by the presence, proximity or contact of a person and
generate the same design-dependent effects of incapacitating, injuring or killing one or more persons,
it fits the definition of an anti-personnel mine under Article 2(1) of the Convention.
An anti-personnel mine is exploded ‘by the presence, proximity, or contact of a person’. In practice, an
anti-personnel mine could be exploded by the pressure of an ordinary footfall, or the triggering of a
tripwire, break-wire or tilt rod by a person, or even, in exceptional cases, by the presence or proximity
of body heat effecting the explosion.10 The term ‘contact’, albeit not defined in the Convention, means,
in its ordinary meaning, ‘the state or condition of touching; an instance of touching’, which indicates
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that actual disturbance of the mine is not required. This element of the definition therefore only
describes the acts that trigger the explosion, but does not address the technical features of the
component of a mine nor how it is constructed. Consequently, it is irrelevant whether the mine was
manufactured or improvised, as long as the explosion is triggered by a person.
Finally, the explosion of an anti-personnel mine must be capable of ‘incapacitating, injuring or killing
one or more persons’. This element of the definition revolves around the impacts on persons of the
explosion. Indeed, both manufactured and improvised mines will generate these effects, irrespective
of how they were constructed.

II.

IEDs as anti-personnel mines within the scope of the Convention

IEDs can take many forms and the term has been used to describe a panoply of different improvised
weapons (1). Certain improvised weapons constitute anti-personnel mines within the scope of the
Convention, requiring States Parties to fulfil their obligations under the Convention with respect to
these mines (2).
1. The breadth and ambiguity of the term ‘IED’
The confusion of certain States, demining operators and other stakeholders that has arisen from the
use of the term ‘IED’ stems to some extent from the ambiguity and breadth of this term. There exists
no internationally agreed definition of IEDs, and definitions of the term adopted by some States and
organisations, albeit mostly distinct and not universally accepted, are broad and cover many different
types of IEDs as improvised weapons,11 such as anti-personnel and anti-vehicle mines of an improvised
nature; roadside bombs; body-borne or vehicle-borne IEDs used in suicide attacks; shoulder-fired
recoilless rocket launchers; improvised claymore mines; and improvised mortars and rockets.12
Amended Protocol II to the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (‘amended Protocol II’) is
the only international treaty referring to IEDs. Article 2(5) defines the term ‘other devices’ as
‘manually-emplaced munitions and devices including improvised explosive devices designed to kill,
injure or damage and which are activated manually, by remote control or automatically after a lapse
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of time’. Today, the discussions under amended Protocol II on IEDs are not restricted only to those
constituting ‘other devices’ within the meaning of Article 2(5), but have focused more broadly on the
use in current conflicts of improvised (as opposed to industrially manufactured) explosive devices that
are either command or remotely detonated, with time delay fuzing or activated by a vehicle or a
person, the latter of which can be anti-personnel mines.13
In brief, as illustrated in the figure14 below, the term ‘IED’ has not only been used to refer to command
or remotely controlled IEDs, or those with time delay fuzing, but to label a wide variety of weapons
manufactured outside industrial standards, including improvised anti-personnel mines.
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This figure is intended to be an illustrative graph, which does not purport to be exhaustive.
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2. IEDs as anti-personnel mines within the meaning of the Convention
The legality of the use of IEDs must be assessed on a case-by-case basis, and will depend on how these
improvised weapons are designed, how the parties are using them and the environment in which they
are used. In particular, the use of IEDs must be assessed against international humanitarian law (IHL),
and its rules on distinction, proportionality and precautions in attack, as well as treaties that contain
specific prohibitions or restrictions on certain weapons, such as the Convention when applicable.15
IEDs fall within the scope of the Convention if and when they constitute anti-personnel mines as per
the definition in Article 2(1), i.e. a mine designed to be detonated by the presence, proximity or
contact of a person.16
In the ICRC’s view, an IED that is designed to be a booby-trap, i.e. disguised as or hidden in an innocuous
object and/or triggered by an innocuous act, can also be an anti-personnel mine within the scope of
the Convention, as long as it is a mine designed to be detonated by the presence, proximity or contact
of a person.17
The object and purpose of the Convention is to put an end to the suffering and casualties caused by
anti-personnel mines, and to give effect to the prohibition of attacks employing a weapon that
cannot be directed at a specific military objective.18 Where IEDs are hidden in or disguised as objects
typically used by civilians, or in civilian areas or premises, they are as incapable as manufactured mines
of distinguishing between civilians and combatants, and raise the same concerns to which the
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Convention was adopted to respond, and thus must be addressed in the same manner as
manufactured anti-personnel mines.

III.

Practical examples of IEDs as anti-personnel mines

The ICRC, through its field operations, has encountered in a number of contexts IEDs that fit the
definition of anti-personnel mines as per Article 2(1) of the Convention. Such devices were placed
under, on or close to the ground or surface area, and equipped with trigger mechanisms also
commonly used in manufactured mines, including but not limited to pressure plates;19 trip wires;20
crush wires;21 and pull-switches.22 They explode upon contact with or initiation by a person, such as
the application or release of pressure exerted by body weight, or in the person’s proximity or presence
such as through passive infrared sensors.23 For example, it has been reported that pressure-plate IEDs
are often activated by 10 kilograms of pressure, the weight of a young child.24 Further, the ICRC is
aware of the use of IEDs with pressure plates emplaced directly beside the main charges causing
maximum damage to the person activating it.
The ICRC, as well as many others, have all-too-often witnessed improvised anti-personnel mines
hidden in doorways in civilian houses or facilities such as water cleaning plants and schools, with
charges concealed in containers storing food and other everyday items used by civilians.25
Improvised anti-personnel mines are, in the ICRC’s experience, often artisanal or home constructed or
adapted. Everyday items such as nail polish and fuel have, for example, been used as explosives. The
ubiquity of components enabling the construction, combined with the innocuous nature of acts that
often cause explosions, contribute not only to the increased use of improvised anti-personnel mines,
but more critically to the rising number of civilian casualties in recent conflicts. Their construction
outside of industrial standards makes clearance operations even more difficult, thus exacerbating the
risk to humanitarian organizations working on the ground including demining operators.
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As such, it is not only a matter of compliance with the Convention, but also one of utmost
humanitarian concerns that States Parties fulfil their obligations under the Convention, including,
among others, the clearing and reporting of all improvised anti-personnel mines in areas under their
jurisdiction or control.

IV.

Summary and Recommendations

By comprehensively prohibiting anti-personnel mines, States Parties of the Convention commit to put
an end to civilian suffering and casualties caused by anti-personnel mines – an important requirement
in the face of the widespread civilian harm caused by anti-personnel mines to date. All obligations
under the Convention apply to anti-personnel mines that are both industrially manufactured and of an
improvised nature, as has been repeatedly confirmed by States Parties.
The lack of an internationally agreed definition and the breath of the term ‘IED’ have led to uncertainty
among some stakeholders regarding the application of the Convention to such devices. Where
designed to be detonated by the presence, proximity or contact of a person, and capable of
incapacitating, injuring or killing one or more persons, IEDs constitute improvised anti-personnel mines
and therefore fall within the scope of the Convention.
In light of the above, the ICRC encourages States Parties to explicitly use the term ‘anti-personnel
mine of an improvised nature’ instead of ‘IED’ for the purpose of the Convention. This will provide
greater clarity to States Parties to facilitate the fulfilment of their treaty obligations, in particular:
•

clearing areas under their jurisdiction or control that are contaminated with anti-personnel
mines of an improvised nature, and submitting extension requests if necessary in accordance
with Article 5 of the Convention;

•

reporting areas that are suspected or confirmed to contain anti-personnel mines of an
improvised nature under Article 7 of the Convention;

•

conducting mine risk reduction and education programmes in relation to such mines
pursuant to Article 6(3) of the Convention and Action 10 of the Maputo Action Plan; and

•

adopting and/or adapting national implementation measures including, inter alia, legislation
and military doctrine, as some States Parties have done, to clarify that the development and
use of anti-personnel mines of an improvised nature are prohibited, and to impose penal
sanctions to prevent and suppress prohibited activities accordingly, pursuant to Articles 1 and
9 of the Convention.
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