
Six year old Abdullah was injured during a 
strike on Basra, Iraq in 2003. Submunitions 
were scattered over a residential area - 
smashing through the windows of his home as 
he slept, the shrapnel cut off his arm and tore 
open his abdomen. Photo courtesy of DCA 
Archive 

 

 
Australia seeks to weaken the ban on Cluster Munitions 

April 2008 
From 18 – 22 February, 105 governments met in Wellington, New Zealand, to continue discussions 
towards a treaty banning cluster munitions that “cause unacceptable harm to civilians”. At the end 
of the week, 82 countries signed up to the “Wellington Declaration”, agreeing to negotiate the 
treaty in Dublin on 19 – 30 May 2008. Australia was among the countries that signed up to the 
Declaration. More countries are expected to sign up to the Declaration between now and the 
Dublin negotiations, allowing them to be part of the negotiations. 
 
The draft treaty text which will be used as the starting point for negotiations in Dublin bans all 
cluster munitions and their submunitions without exemption, provided that the cluster munition 
contains two or more explosive submunitions. 
 
Countries seeking to weaken the treaty 
A group of up to 19 countries, including many European countries (UK, Germany, France, Finland, 
Denmark, Italy, Switzerland, Sweden, Slovakia, Czech Republic) as well as Australia, Canada and 
Japan oppose the current text (on the basis that it is a total ban text) and want it modified in 
differing ways to account for each of their particular national interests. African, Latin American and 
Pacific countries were strong in speaking up at the Wellington Conference for a total ban on all 
cluster munitions. 
 
At the end of the week the draft treaty text had a compendium added to it that includes all the 
suggestions made by countries. The countries seeking to weaken the treaty text are arguing that 
the compendium will have the same status as the draft treaty text in Dublin, but that was not 
agreed to at the meeting. 
 
Changes that Australia wants 
Australia continues to argue for changes in three key areas: 

 that sensor-fused munitions with multiple sensors, point 
targeting, self-destruct and self-neutralisation mechanisms 
be excluded from the ban. This is so that Australia will be 
able to keep the $14 million of SMArt 155 artillery shells they 
have bought. Each shell has two submunitions with the 
features outlined above and are designed to only destroy 
large vehicles; 

 that the treaty place no restrictions over their ability to 
operate with countries that stay outside the treaty (especially 
the US) and who continue to use cluster munitions (including 
Australian troops being able to undertake actions that assist 
in the use of the cluster munitions, while not using the 
cluster munitions themselves); and 

 that countries be allowed to purchase and keep as many 
cluster munitions as they feel are necessary for them to 
undertake research and training (couched in the language of 

the minimum necessary, but without any indication of 
what an upper limit to „the minimum necessary‟ would 
be). 

 
What you can do 
Below is a letter-writing action on this issue. If you have 
not yet written, please do so. There are also postcards that 
can be signed that are going to the Minister for Defence 
asking that he support a strong treaty. Anyone wanting to order bulk amounts of the postcards for 
their family, friends, congregation or work colleagues can contact Mark Zirnsak on (03) 9251 5265 
or e-mail mark.zirnsak@victas.uca.org.au.  

mailto:mark.zirnsak@victas.uca.org.au


 
The Hon Stephen Smith 
Minister for Foreign Affairs 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600 
Salutation: Dear Minister 

The Hon Joel Fitzgibbon 
Minister for Defence 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600 
Salutation: Dear Minister 

 
Points to make in your letters: 

 Welcome the Australian Government‟s participation so far in the Oslo Process to ban cluster 
munitions “that cause unacceptable harm to civilians”. 

 Note that in every conflict cluster munitions have been used they have caused a consistent and 
predictable pattern of humanitarian devastation both during and long after the conflict, and 
express concern that the vast majority of victims of submunitions have been non-military 
personnel, including a disproportionate percentage of children. 

 Request that the Australian Government support the strongest possible treaty to ban cluster 
munitions that cause unacceptable humanitarian harm. Specifically: 

o Australia oppose the inclusion in the treaty of a „transition‟ period in which banned 
cluster munitions could be used by countries that have signed the treaty; and 

o Ask that Australia opposes any loopholes in the treaty that would allow troops from 
countries that sign the new treaty to benefit from the use of banned cluster munitions by 
allied troops of countries that have not signed the treaty. 

 
The Wellington Declaration and the draft treaty text to be used as the starting point for negotiations 
can be found at: 
http://www.mfat.govt.nz/clustermunitionswellington/  
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