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AN OPEN LETTER TO THE AUSTRALIAN LABOUR PARTY
CLUSTER MUNITIONS 

Handicap International was surprised and angry to discover that the Australian Labour Party had, in the run-up to the federal elections, made the following claim to justify its support for the Howard governments’ planned procurement of cluster munitions:
"It is noted that Landmine Action UK, the Cluster Munitions Coalition, and Handicap International, have conceded that precision-guided munitions that discriminate between targets, such as those in the process of being procured by The Australian Department of Defence, do not pose a greater risk to civilians and constitute legitimate alternatives to general cluster munitions."
This statement is a quite cynical misrepresentation of Handicap Internationals’ position. We call for a total ban of all cluster munitions based on the experiences of our field teams over many years of the impact of those weapons on civilian populations, not just during conflicts, but for decades afterwards. For more than forty years military forces have used cluster munitions in the full knowledge of their inherent design weakness – they do not work as designed and, when they fail to work, they become de facto landmines. The companies who make cluster munitions have been fully aware of these facts and have totally failed to resolve the design failures but have not allowed that knowledge to get in the way of  their business priorities – they have simply misled their customers and promised that each new cluster weapon is an improvement on the last. Shamefully, governments have simply accepted those assurances, without adequate or, in many cases, any trials. Many of those countries have simultaneously  expended development funds in attempts to respond to the needs of communities damaged by the very weapons they are procuring and using. 
There is another reason we campaign for a total ban on cluster munitions – their use is already illegal under existing international law, most specifically under the terms of Additional Protocol  I, Article 51 to the Geneva Conventions.   
Given these facts why has Australia decided to begin using cluster munitions at the very time that responsible countries throughout the world, including many who have previously produced and used them, are working together to ban cluster munitions completely? What possible logic would recommend such an uncaring and insensitive 
policy? What over-riding military imperative has determined this moment in time for Australia to become a cluster munition user just as the rest of the world is giving them up as proven unacceptable weapons? There has never been a convincing military justification for the use of cluster munitions and it is hard to imagine any military situation which might face Australia which could only be resolved by  the deployment of a  specific cluster munition.   This policy is even less logical given that, following an international treaty banning cluster munitions, the weapon could not be used in joint operations with many of its key allies. 
The Australian Labour Party  should have examined, and understood,  all the facts before supporting such a controversial procurement – and this should have included consulting the Cluster Munition Coalition and  its specialist member organizations to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the issues. 

Australia has expressed a commitment to the Oslo Process which seeks to complete a legally binding international treaty banning cluster munitions before the end of 2008 – it is now supported by 85 countries and more than 100 governments will be represented at next months’ conference in Vienna. Your armed forces have made a major contribution to the humanitarian clearance of unexploded ordnance in many countries during the past fifteen years. Australia should be one of the nations leading the Oslo Process, not one of the user governments plotting ways to weaken the treaty in order to protect their stockpiles at the cost of more innocent lives. 
I trust that the Australian Labour Party will revise its policy in respect of this irresponsible procurement and take the trouble to gain an accurate understanding of the issues. The Cluster Munition Coalition through its Australian membership is well placed to provide the information you need. Handicap International will be happy to support that process, to provide accurate technical, impact and victim assistance related information or to debate this issue further. 
Sincerely.    
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Rae McGrath

International Spokesperson on Cluster Munitions

Handicap International Network

 Handicap International, co-laureate of the Nobel Peace Prize, is an international development organisation focusing on issues around disability and inclusion. We work alongside disabled people to provide long-term support and emergency relief. Our activities include rehabilitation, support for inclusion in all aspects of daily life, and the elimination of preventable causes of disability, such as landmines and cluster munitions.
Our vision is of a world where all disabled people can fully access and exercise their human rights. 
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