Handicap International Press Release: Towards a cluster munition “free zone” in Latin America
San José, Costa Rica - Handicap International considers the regional conference on cluster munitions held in Costa Rica on 4-5 September as a positive step towards an international ban on cluster munitions. The conference attended by 18 Latin American countries strengthened the Oslo process, now supported by 17 States in this region and 80 worldwide.
Cuba is the only country that did not accept the invitation of Costa Rica, the host government, to participate in this conference. For the first time, Honduras, Nicaragua, El Salvador and Uruguay attended an international conference on cluster munitions. The four countries expressed their full support to the Oslo process. Argentina firmly stated that it does not produce or stockpile cluster munitions, while Chile declared that it does not produce and will not do so in the future.   
Cluster munitions were never used in Latin America (except for the Falklands). In an effort to remain so, the region is working towards becoming a cluster munitions free zone.  
Brazil was the only participating country that expressed reticence in joining the Oslo process. Yet, its presence demonstrated that it is difficult for States to stay away from a process for which there is such a growing interest within the international community. Handicap International calls Brazil to participate in the Vienna Conference on Cluster Munitions, joining the enthusiastic efforts of 17 other Latin American countries to end the suffering caused by cluster munitions. 
Participants in this conference expressed their support for the idea that cluster munitions have intrinsic characteristics that result in a large number of civilian casualties during and long time after the conflict, agreeing on the fact that use, production, stockpiling and transfer of the weapon as such should be prohibited. Except for Brazil, all countries agreed on that the only viable option to achieve this goal is through a new international treaty within the Oslo process.
Handicap International referred to its publication “Circle of Impact: Fatal Footprint of Cluster Munitions on People and Communities”, the report on the devastating impact of cluster munitions not only on individuals, but also on entire communities in 25 countries or territories.  
Handicap International called on States to make a strong commitment to making victim assistance a priority throughout this process, and ensuring that victim assistance provisions in a treaty banning cluster munitions respond to the needs and rights of survivors, their families and affected communities. 
The Cluster Munition Coalition (CMC) organized a regional forum on cluster munitions attended by 30 participants from regional NGOs and international organizations.  
 
Notes to editors: 
-      Norway launched the process aimed at a new treaty prohibiting cluster munitions that cause unacceptable harm to civilians in February 2007. Peru hosted a follow-up conference in May 2007, during which thematic discussions were held.  Serbia will host a conference for States affected by cluster munitions on 3-4 October 2007. A regional conference will take place in Brussels, Belgium on October 30th, where victim assistance and stockpile destruction will be discussed. This will be followed by international conferences in Vienna, Austria in December 2007 and Wellington, New Zealand in February 2008. Formal negotiations will be held in Dublin, Ireland in May 2008. States participating in the process committed to achieve a treaty by end of 2008.

-      Cluster munitions are weapons that can disperse several hundreds of smaller submunitions over wide areas. They have indiscriminate wide area effects that kill and injure civilians during attacks, having long-term devastating humanitarian consequences.
-      Following the meeting in Latin America Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela are participating in the Oslo process. 
-      Handicap International considers that victim assistance provisions in a treaty banning cluster munitions should be based on the obligation to promote, protect, ensure and report on the human rights of all victims: survivors, families and affected communities. Victim assistance includes, but is not limited to: data collection, emergency and ongoing medical care, physical rehabilitation, psychological support and social inclusion, economic inclusion, and disability laws and public policies. A global approach covering all areas of life is required to ensure victims will improve their living standard and effectively enjoy their human rights - this will only be achieved by a long term commitment of all stakeholders and the linkage of victim assistance to broader development processes.
-      “Circle of Impact: the Fatal Footprint of Cluster Munitions on People and Communities” by Handicap International Belgium was launched in May 2007. It reports that 98 % of cluster munition casualties are civilians. Since 1965 until 2006 at least 440 million cluster munitions were used and 22 to 132 million submunitions didn't explode on impact and remain a daily threat on civilians. In 25 countries/territories 13.306 casualties were compiled and confirmed, among them 3.007 boys. 5.475 civilians were killed and 7.246 injured. Data collection remains a challenge, being very limited in most affected areas. The total number of estimated casualties could be as high as 64.982 or even 100.000. 
-      Handicap International is an international organisation working in 60 countries worldwide in the fields of rehabilitation, inclusion of disabled people and in disability prevention, including landmines and cluster munitions clearance.

-      Handicap International is co-founder of the Cluster Munition Coalition and the International Campaign to Ban Landmines, which was awarded the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize.

-      The CMC is an international network of over 200 civil society organizations in 50 countries committed to protecting civilians from the effects of cluster munitions. Members of the CMC network work together on an international campaign calling on governments to conclude a new international treaty banning cluster munitions by 2008. 
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