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INTRODUCTION 
A cornerstone of the 1997 Mine Ban Treaty is the transference of responsibility for mine 
action within a country’s border to governments, as well as making them responsible for 
meeting deadlines on mine clearance and reporting on their status as to the various 
components of the treaty. In this respect, the view of national ownership within mine 
action mirrors that of humanitarian assistance, post-conflict resolution, and development 
in general, where national ownership is seen as fundamental to the sustainability of 
initiatives. Since the problems posed by landmines are in many cases long-term and pose 
a considerable barrier to economic development, there is an emphasis on the transferring 
of responsibility for mine action to national authorities, conceptualized primarily in terms 
of national governments. Nevertheless, it has become evident that the pace and extent to 
which mine action programs have come under the authority of national governments and 
institutions is far from satisfactory. Currently, mine action is characterized by externally 
managed mechanisms, dominated by international organizations, with little effort aimed 
at coordination (see Nergaard 2006).1 In this paper, we pose three fundamental questions: 
to what extent has responsibility for mine action been transferred to national authorities 
and institutions? What factors have either enabled national ownership, and which have 
hindered it? How can policy be designed and implemented so as to help facilitate it? The 
objective is to gain a sense of understanding as to the factors that have either facilitated or 
hindered national ownership of mine action programs, with the more overarching aim of 
informing policy formulations and practices for the future.  

In responding to these questions, we develop an analytic model that helps to 
contextualize the concept of national ownership within mine action. An examination of 
national ownership in the context of mine action is important for several reasons. 
National ownership is thought to be essential to achieving the desired impact and 
sustainability of post-war reconstruction, humanitarian assistance, and development. This 
is particularly true within the sector of humanitarian assistance concerned with mitigating 
the effects of landmines. While the Mine Ban Treat places ultimate responsibility for 
mine action on state parties, the majority of which are war-torn countries in the 
developing world. At the same time, the international community – with Western 
industrialized states assuming a dominant role – has been at the forefront of the political 
process that led to the Convention, and its subsequent implementation. Because of the 
                                                 
1 http://maic.jmu.edu/journal/9.2)editorial /nergaard/nergaard.htm  
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political focus on the issue of landmines, there has also been a vast donor interest in 
funding various landmine activities. While the engagement of international actors has 
been instrumental to many successes within mine action, it also raises certain dilemmas 
with regard to fostering genuine national ownership in mine affected nations. Operators 
within mine action generally have a large degree of independence, unparalleled in other 
sectors of humanitarian assistance, a degree of autonomy that has at times served to 
undermine national authorities. Mine action is also for the most part initiated in the 
immediate wake of armed conflict, and thus frequently becomes defined as coming under 
the rubric of emergency situation, at the potential expense of long-term development 
initiatives. Given that the aftermath of armed often means the decimation of political and 
social institutions, countries are not always in a position to assume responsibility for mine 
action. Therefore, the international community – writ large – often takes the initiative in 
instigating mine action, either through the UN or NGOs.2  
 
NATIONAL OWNERHSIP  
Why have discussions of national ownership become so prevalent within the sector of 
humanitarian assistance? During the 1960s and 1970s, relatively little attention was paid 
to national ownership. By the 1990s, however, there was a growing realization that donor 
driven programs were hindering sustainable of relief and development initiatives. There 
was thus a greater emphasis placed on the concept of participation and ownership of 
relief and development programs throughout the 1990s. In the context in poverty 
reduction programs, for instance, this is reflected in the World Bank’s Annual Report 
2000 and World Development Report 2000/2001. Post-conflict reconstruction has 
recognized this need as well, asserting that  
 
donors should work to foster internal consensus on a set of appropriate policies and programmes that reflect 
the economic, social and cultural environment of the country concerned. National and local authorities and 
groups, including the representatives of the parties in conflict, should participate in the formulation of 
programmes, paving the way for national ownership of the development process (OECD/DAC 1997:53).  
 
The increased attention to national ownership has also come with the recognition that 
local and national institutions – be they political, social, or cultural – have considerably 
more legitimacy among a population than external actors or the preferences of donors 
(see, for example Ghani & Lockhart 2006).  

The concept of national ownership can also be understood as a normative term, 
reflecting the changing philosophies that have undergirded humanitarian assistance. It is a 
term that is usually defined by practitioners, rather than academics or necessarily those in 
recipient countries. It is thus important to bear in mind that national ownership is a 
political concept, a term that can be used strategically on the part of donors or the 
international community as a way of legitimizing their efforts. Nevertheless, an emphasis 
on national ownership is a reflection of the shift from initiatives in the 1960s and 70s 
where development programs were largely concerned with funding national reform 

                                                 
2 In principle, the UN is only mandated to initiate mine action when asked to do so by a government. In 
practice, however, the UN has interpreted its mandate more broadly, and initiated mine action where it has 
seen a need. Further complicating this sequence of when mine action is to be initiated is the fact that certain 
nations may have a weak or even non-existent government, or, as a legacy of conflict, may not desire mine 
action to begin.  
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programs. This mirrors a generally held view that in order for initiatives to be sustainable, 
they must reflect the needs of recipient countries, and not the preferences or interests of 
the international community, donors, or other external actors.  
 Since the concept of national ownership is frequently invoked but rarely defined, 
it can be useful to explicate some of the ways in which the term has been utilized, and 
break the term down into its component parts. It is possible to identify at least three 
different aspects of national ownership: first, in terms of national institutions; second, as 
civil society institutions, and; third, as capacity building. In the following, we argue that 
national ownership must be conceived of in two somewhat different ways. At one level, 
national ownership refers to the formal integration of programs and initiatives within 
national institutions and governments; at another level, national ownership can be taken 
to refer to the involvement, support, and sense of legitimacy in relation to relevant 
population. This distinction is important, because each entails a very different way of 
approaching the issue of national ownership, and each has distinct policy implications.  
 
National Ownership and State Institutions  
One conceptualization of national ownership places emphasis on rooting responsibility 
within national institutions such as governments. This is not particularly surprising given 
that in its ideal form, the state is thought to act as the legitimate seat of power in a 
country, vested with the authority to enact policy within its borders, and the responsibility 
for allocating the resources needed to ensure the implementation of policy. Following 
several decade of downsizing the public sector as a result of neoliberalistic policy, there 
appears to have been a reversion to support for state institutions, such as through the Paris 
Declaration, driven in part by donors with the rationale of efficiency and the need to 
reduce transaction costs (Sen 2006). Apart from arguments regarding effective use of 
resources, a focus on national and state institutions, governments and states have the 
potential to act as a unifying and legitimate element within society, functioning as a way 
to overcome social, cultural, religious, or political differences. Legitimate political 
institutions, democratic principles, well-functioning institutions, and efficient policy 
arenas are all factors that have the potential of contributing to effective and nationally 
owned humanitarian and development programs.  
 Support to state institutions, however, opens for the possibility of a number of 
potential problems. One of these is that it becomes seen as the task of international actors 
to engage in state building. To an extent, national ownership presupposes the presence of 
functional governmental institutions. However, Chopra and Hohe (2004) have argued that 
the Western style paradigm of state building has been preoccupied with forming a 
national executive, along with a legislature, and judiciary – what can be described as a 
type of social and political engineering – may often be at odds with traditional societal 
structures, socially legitimate powerholders, warlords, or the coping mechanisms local 
communities develop during and after armed conflict. For instance, during armed 
conflict, there will be a tendency to use traditional kinship, tribal, and religious structures 
as a means of coping with the effects of war, these institutions providing a sense of social 
stability that would not otherwise exist (Harpviken & Kjellman 2004). In Somalia, 
Cambodia, Kosovo, and East Timor, for instance, efforts at replacing existing structures 
with a new administrative order resulted in a political and social reality that developed by 
itself, since the focus was on establishing new political institutions in the capital cities. 
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Engineered political institutions that do not build on existing social and political 
structures are likely to carry little legitimacy since communities do not become involved 
in the evolution of their own cultural and political foundations as a way of allowing for 
their gradual integration into the emerging state apparatus (Chopra & Hohe 2004).  

In the case of mine action, there is, at one level, a necessary inclination to focus 
on national institutions given the dictates of the Treaty. That is, since the Mine Ban 
Treaty places responsibility for mine action within a country’s border on states and 
national governments national institutions necessarily become important. Since mine 
action is, at least in principle, presumed to fall under broader humanitarian assistance 
initiatives, it operates on the same assumptions as other forms of aid. From the 
perspective of the UN, there is a longstanding principle of vesting national governments 
with responsibility for humanitarian assistance of all kinds, including the initiation, 
organization, co-ordination and implementation of aid within their own borders.3 This 
same basic principle also holds true with regard to mine action, with the UN invited to 
assume a lead role within mine action only in instances when a host government unable 
to fulfill these functions and requests assistance. There is thus a presumption that if mine 
action initiatives are to be sustainable and transferable to national institutions, there must 
be viable governmental structures in place. One can in this context pose the question of 
who defines when a state is weak or lacks legitimacy, and when state institutions are 
poorly developed. For its part, the UN has interpreted its mandate relatively broadly and 
taken a much more active role in defining the circumstances under which it can provide 
humanitarian aid. When the UN has done so with regard to mine action, it has come in 
the form of establishing Mine Action Centers (MACs), which are eventually to be 
integrated into existing national institutions (Kjellman et al 2003).  

The observation that there must be responsibility on the part of governments, and, 
ideally, effective national institutions, does not mean that one should strive to engineer 
new, or even develop existing state structures. It simply means that, ideally, some viable 
structures – such as a working administrative arena – are in place that can assume 
responsibility as an obligation to the Treaty. This, however, is often far from the reality in 
many mine-affected countries. Given that mine action almost always comes in the 
aftermath of armed conflict, the capacity of states to assume responsibility for mine 
action is frequently compromised and reduced – if there is even a viable state or national 
government in place to begin with. The national ownership of mine action is thus often 
confronted with a type of Catch-22: while the Mine Ban Treaty mandates that states 
assume responsibility for mine action, there is more often than not an inability to do so at 
the level of national government, rendering national ownership difficult at best. Many 
member states thus find themselves in a double bind of having committed to national 
ownership through the Mine Ban Treaty, while lacking the necessary governmental 
capacity at the national level through which to do so. The central question in such cases 
thus becomes: how can national ownership be fostered in cases where a national authority 
– such as the government – is weak or even virtually non-existent? One potential way out 
of this dilemma is to foster national ownership at the civil society level. While this is 
obviously not quite the same as integrating formal responsibility for mine action within a 
national government, integrating mine action initiatives and programs as part of a local 
                                                 
3 United Nations, ”The Strengthening of the Coordination of the Humanitarian Emergency Assistance of 
the United Nations,” United Nations General Assembly Resolution 46/182, 1991. 
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agenda can be seen as constituting one significant step towards the involvement of 
relevant societal groups, and thus also a step towards fostering national ownership.  
 
National Ownership and Civil Society  
Civil society can in some ways be seen as the flipside of the state. Civil society is often 
thought of somewhat simplistically by politicians, journalists, or activists as the sphere of 
public life beyond the control of the state. The array of groups, organizations, and 
networks that comprise civil society are far more complex, however, and can be better 
understood as the sphere of voluntary groups that occupy the space between the state and 
the market (Carothers 1999:19). Common examples include social, religious, cultural, 
welfare, professional and trade organizations, women’s groups and NGOs. Although civil 
society and the state are interrelated, they nonetheless constitute two very different 
political and social spheres. Civil society can be seen as the autonomous sphere apart 
from the state (as well as the market), consisting of non-governmental organizations, 
social networks, and groups. It is, for instance, within civil society that social movements 
have their origins, or where traditional religious institutions flourish. Civil society groups 
and organizations may oppose governments and state structures, question their 
legitimacy, or operate quite apart from the state for various reasons.  

The self-organization of society is thought to function as a check on the powers of 
the institutions of the state and the market – playing a type of “watchdog” role – while 
serving as the locus for promoting democratic change and reform. At the same time, the 
state has the power and capacity to provide opportunities for civil society to flourish, or 
restrict its development. One way, for instance, in which the state can define the 
boundaries of civil society is through changes to the institutional framework, such as 
curtailing the legal rights of citizens to organize, particularly be the case during armed 
conflict. This does not, however, mean that there is not an active civil society; as the 
revolutionary movements in Latin America are testimony to, totalitarian regimes often 
sow the seeds for their own demise as civil society organizes against what it perceives as 
oppressive policies (see Harpviken & Kjellman 2004). Within political theory, civil 
society is frequently conceived as constituting a type regulating mechanism on the state, 
whereby its powers are held in check, or where the concerns of societal groups not 
adequately addressed by governments are voiced.  

At the same time, there is a potential for tension when seeking to integrate 
elements of civil society. One of the consequences of armed conflict is that elements of 
civil society may assume an “uncivil” role, whereby certain actors seek to advance their 
interests first and foremost (Maley & Saikal 2002). This may include former warlords or 
so-called “strong men” who see civil society as a means to cement their hold on power, 
instances where civil society actors become drawn into advocacy for one or more part in 
the conflict, operate as promoters of ethnic or religious interests, or function at the behest 
of clientelist networks with vested interests in a conflict (Harpviken & Kjellman 2004). 
At the same time, it is important to note that the possibility that capacity of civil society 
may be compromised as a result of armed conflict is not an excuse for neglecting its 
potentials with regard to mine action. In cases where civil society is weak, the task for 
outside actors becomes to work towards developing civil society institutions that can 
serve as the foundation for the eventual transference and ownership of mine action. Even 
in instances characterized by weak civil society, there is likely to exist elements that can 
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contribute positively towards building not only sustainable mine action initiatives, but 
peacebuilding and development more generally. The challenge for external actors is to 
identify and foster such parts of civil society.  

From the perspective of mine action, the distinction between the state and civil 
society is vital. The Mine Ban Treaty places responsibility for mine action on national 
governments, with civil society or other actors being accountable to national authorities. 
As a result, one of the central discussions within mine action in recent years has been 
how local communities can attain a sense or ownership, responsibility, and a stake in 
dealing with the landmine problem. Within humanitarian assistance in general, there has 
been a shift in recent years away from a focus on state assistance to infrastructure and 
national reform programs, towards an emphasis on community based humanitarian 
assistance programs. This same line of thinking has also become prevalent within mine 
action, seeing one key to sustainability as the ownership of programs at the community 
level. If mine action, for instance, is guided primarily by external actors, there is an 
inherent danger that responses will be driven by the preferences of international actors. 
More fundamentally, if civil society groups are integrated into mine action initiatives, 
there will tend to be a greater involvement of relevant populations, and increase the 
likelihood that these groups will gain a sense of legitimacy and stake in the process.  
 
National Ownership and Capacity Building  
A somewhat different way of gaining an understanding of national ownership regards the 
issue of capacity building. At times, there has been a tendency to view capacity building 
to be synonymous with national ownership. Generally defined, capacity has been 
described as the ability of people, organizations, and society as a whole to manage their 
affairs, the process whereby people, organizations, and society as a whole unleash, 
strengthen, create, adapt, and maintain capacity over time (DCD/DAC 2005). Capacity 
building is thus the means through which to promote national ownership, rather than 
constituting national ownership in its own right. The idea of capacity building can thus be 
seen in conjunction with the aforementioned discussions of state building and civil 
society. Arguably, more attention has been focused on building local or civil society 
capacities in the context of development and humanitarian assistance. Identifying and 
taking stock of the potentials of civil society is seen as one key to facilitating national 
ownership, since the engagement of civil society actors is one way in which to build on 
existing capacities. That is, recognizing what the relative existing capacities within civil 
society are, and developing these further, can be seen as one way in which to facilitate 
national ownership – a type of reciprocal and mutually reinforcing process. Although it is 
not always made explicit, capacity building can also refer to developing institutions, 
organizational competence, or the political skills, being part of state building. That is, in 
addition to building capacity at the local level, capacity building can be seen as the means 
through which to facilitate the preparedness of national institutions, governments, or state 
structures to assume their role in national ownership. In previous sections of this paper, 
we have been critical of viewing on capacity building as primarily a state building 
exercise. We note this type of conceptualization of capacity building since policy 
initiatives aimed at national capacity often tends to focus on reproducing Western notions 
of states, and thus capacity building becomes about developing bureaucratic and 
managerial skills.  
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As with other areas of humanitarian assistance, capacity building has become a 
central issue within mine action. Since there is an assumption that the responsibility for 
mine action is to be taken over by national governments, it also becomes paramount to 
facilitate the development of state institutions. At the same time, it has by now become 
recognized that the effectiveness of mine action projects and programs, as well as the 
maximization of mine action initiatives, can be strengthened through a process of 
identifying and utilizing existing capacities in civil society. There is a growing awareness 
that the success of mine action can be furthered once communities perceive that they 
have a sense of responsibility for clearing mines in their areas. The ability to address the 
mine problem in one’s own area is predicated on possessing sufficient skills. In turn, 
developing the necessary ability and competence is dependent on existing mine action 
actors recognizing the potential that may exist within communities. One example of this 
is village deminers in Cambodia. Many villagers in Cambodia have been involved in 
warfare, either as civilians or soldiers. Many have thus become adept at laying mines, 
and, subsequently, removing them as well. Many villagers had in fact been clearing 
mines for decades. Some had also received specific training in mine-clearance. Other 
village deminers, those who were not military, learned basic mine-clearance skills in 
border camps where skills such as prodding and feeling for tripwires were taught 
(Bottomley 2003). A central challenge, then, is that of identifying existing capacities, and 
the potential for building on local and national structures.  
 
NATIONAL OWNERSHIP: SOME DILEMMAS  
There are a number of dilemmas and tensions inherent to national ownership. While it 
would be difficult to do justice to these discussions in their entirety here, a few of the 
more central debates are nevertheless worth noting. In terms of ownership at the national 
level, one issue regards the wishes of donor agencies with regard to the capacities and 
priorities of recipient countries. In instances where recipient countries have not 
formulated a cohesive policy, donors may seek to impose advice – advice that may reflect 
donor preferences rather than the needs of recipient countries. In cases where recipient 
countries do not have the necessary administrative capacity to implement policy, donors 
tend to see it as their responsibility to build such capacity, but then as a reflection of their 
own priorities and values. A somewhat different issue regards the role of elites. 
Authorities in developing countries and the elite have often stood to benefit financially, 
gained influence, and used donor strategies as a way of furthering their own patronage 
systems (Degnbol-Martinussen & Engberg-Pedersen 1999). As this dilemma has been 
stated: “To put it bluntly, the problem here is that recipients have gained too much 
control – too much ownership – not as part of a cohesive national policy, of course, but as 
part of a national political culture and de facto management of public funds” (Degnbol-
Martinussen & Engberg-Pedersen 1999:271-272).  
 Demands on the part of donors that authorities in recipient countries implement 
programs designed to reduce poverty have also proven problematic – particularly with the 
transition to sector program aid. Donors, for instance, have linked aid to poverty 
reduction initiatives, environmental concerns, or the increased participation of women in 
development processes. Although few would contest that each of these are important, 
they may also conflict with the priorities of countries or local communities. In essence, 
when donors insist on countries meeting these demands, they may also effectively be 
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undermining their parallel ambition of facilitating national ownership. While these are 
concerns in virtually any recipient country, it is considerably more problematic in nations 
characterized by a weak state as opposed to countries such as India where state 
institutions are relatively well developed (Degnbol-Martinussen & Engberg-Pedersen 
1999). There are also clearly cases where state capacities are weak, and political 
institutions are poorly developed. At the same time, weakened societal institutions can 
not be taken as an excuse for failure to transfer ownership to national and local 
authorities (see, for example Sharpe et al 2005). Even in the most war-torn countries, 
there is likely to exist some identifiable elements that have the legitimacy and capacity to 
serve as sustainable agents (see Harpviken & Kjellman 2004).  

The involvement of the international community often occurs in the context of 
emergency relief. This is particularly the case in the immediate aftermath of armed 
conflict, where the emphasis is on providing swift relief to those affected. A potential 
dilemma is balancing the need to provide humanitarian assistance in a short-term 
emergency perspective with the need to foster national ownership. One danger is that the 
time-frame for what constitutes an emergency becomes expanded, thus serving as an 
impediment to the transfer of programs and initiatives. A relevant question in this 
context, then, is how do international staff, agencies, donors, etc understand the concept 
of national ownership? It is not entirely clear that external actors enter into humanitarian 
relief efforts, including mine action initiatives, with an understanding of what national 
ownership actually means or how to facilitate it. When situations are defined as 
emergency, relief efforts often assume an interventionist nature, with little subsequent 
focus on developing sustainable long-term initiatives. A further problem has been the 
subculture prevalent amongst UN staff and other international agencies, which have 
tended to perceive their own role as one of administrators at the elite level, unaccustomed 
to relating to local populations (see Chopra & Hohe 2004). In part, this ties into the 
unclear mandates that have at times characterized international interventions, including 
mine action initiatives.  
 
TOWARDS A MODEL OF NATIONAL OWNERSHIP 
In order to gain a better understanding of the factors that both facilitate and impede 
national ownership, it can be useful to develop a model that can cast analytic focus on the 
key processes that impact national ownership. One of the pitfalls associated with viewing 
national ownership is that, at times, understandings of the extent to which national 
ownership occurs is reduced to an array of conceptually independent factors, or a few 
isolated variables. While certain factors may have an independent contribution on 
national ownership, the factors that either facilitate or constrict national ownership may 
in fact be better seen as constituting part of a broader process. In addition to political and 
social processes, such contexts can also mean other events, such as humanitarian issues, 
development, or the impact of different natural disasters (floods, etc.), for instance. Seen 
in this way, mine action is conceived as embedded in broader political, social, economic, 
and cultural processes. More specifically, national ownership can be seen as constituting 
the end product of a relational process between states, national institutions, civil society, 
individual actors and institutions, the extent of landmine contamination, and the history 
of conflict – to name but a few.  
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 Before describing the various aspects of such an approach, it is important to point 
out a few caveats. Models that are so complex and detailed that they simply describe the 
social reality they purport to analyze in all its nuances are of little help in identifying the 
key factors that produce a certain phenomenon or outcome. Studies that may be rich in 
facts and evidence are often of little help in understanding the phenomena studied 
“because we are treated to such a range of explanatory factors that we end up knowing 
much and little at the same time” (Koopmans 1995: 230). The task of the social scientist 
should thus be “to reduce complexity by explaining as much as possible with as little as 
possible” while avoiding gross oversimplification (Koopmans 1995: 230). In this sense, 
understanding national ownership can be done through identifying certain key junctures 
of this process, while recognizing that uncovering the processes and its inherent factors 
may come at the expense of empirical description and entail a certain degree of 
abstraction. In the following, we describe the key factors that comprise these processes.  
 
Strong and Weak States  
Even under the best of circumstances, states vary according to their relative strength or 
weakness. That is, states will vary according to the robustness and development of 
democratic institutions, their capacity and willingness to implement policy, and the extent 
of their authority over geographic areas. In extreme cases, functioning states may cease to 
exist altogether – assuming there was even a functioning state to begin with. That the 
strength of the state is central is not particularly surprising given that armed conflicts are 
frequently struggles over the right to assume state power, or at the very least, competition 
about the right to formal institutional recognition and inclusion. The effect of armed 
conflict has – in both predictable and unpredictable ways – the potential to impact and 
disrupt states in all of these areas. During conflict, the state may assume a more 
authoritarian stance, have its policy implementation capacity reduced, its control over 
territory reduced, and its legitimacy amongst societal groups compromised – to name but 
a few possibilities. One of the most relevant aspects in terms of mine action is the state’s 
capacity to implement policy. As indicated previously, states can be seen as being on a 
continuum as to the relative strength of their policy implementation capacity. More 
importantly, strength with regard to policy may vary from policy domain to domain, and, 
thus, states are not universally strong or weak, but can instead be described as selectively 
strong or weak.  
 At one level, one might be tempted to argue that there should therefore be an 
emphasis on state-building and support to national institutions. In general, this type of 
political and social engineering has been cautioned against previously in this paper. 
Moreover, it is not particularly convincing to assert that, from the perspective of mine 
action, a strong state necessarily constitutes a viable solution, or that mine action should 
constitute part of a broader state-building effort. While robust, viable national institutions 
can certainly facilitate national ownership – and ownership at the national level 
constitutes one variant of national ownership – national ownership at the state level is not 
always decisive in the context of mine action. Foreshadowing the argument to be pursued 
in the analysis that follows, the greatest impact in terms of national ownership of mine 
action may be made at the local level and civil society. In essence, it is possible to have 
national ownership in the absence of a viable state, but it is very difficult to have national 
ownership in the absence of national ownership at the local and civil society levels.  
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 There are a number of potential implications to be drawn from this. The history of 
conflict is clearly a variable that impacts the state’s capacity to act. Depending on the 
conflict, the state’s authority may be either strengthened or weakened, its policy capacity 
increased or decreased, along with its legitimacy amongst different societal groups. This 
may be said to have two aspects, one pragmatic, and one symbolic. In the case of the 
former, there may be a relative change in the ability of the state to actually assume 
responsibility and control over mine action. In the case of the latter, there can be 
differences in how the state is perceived among relevant mine action actors such as 
donors, NGOs, other governments, and international bodies (e.g., the UN), as well as by 
local and civil society actors. In this respect, the relative strength or weakness of the state 
acts as a contextual feature in which mine action takes place. In other words, the state can 
be said to constitute a type of structure that serves to render certain courses of action 
more likely than others.  
 
Strong and Weak Civil Society  
The strength of the state may be said to intersect with the relative strength of civil 
society. As with the state, civil society is not inherently weak or strong, but will instead 
tend to be developed or underdeveloped with regards to specific aspects. In other words, 
the strength of civil society will often tend to be strong in some respects, while weak in 
others. For instance, a country may be characterized by an active indigenous NGO sector 
at the same time as traditional network ties and structures have been disrupted as a 
consequence of the displacement of citizens. Similarly, conflict and post-conflict 
situations may lead to a fallback on primary groupings within society, with kinship, 
tribal, religious, and traditional structures serving as coping mechanisms, combined with 
a prevailing lack of trust towards government officials. In conflict, civil society can 
function as a source of support, with traditional structures become more important as 
people seek refuge in the familiar when facing upheaval and suffering; village, family, 
ethnic, and religious solidarities are reinforced; and, there is a development of a parallel 
subsistence economy or a black market. Although civil society may be broken down by 
war, it is nevertheless resilient, and new and traditional structures will emerge during 
times of conflict (Harvey 1998:206-207).  

In a very different way, it is crucial to realize that actors within civil society may 
at times assume “uncivil” roles and seek to advance their own interests first and foremost 
(Maley & Saikal 2002), particularly in conflict situations where there is both greater need 
and opportunity. This may include former warlords or so-called “strong men” who see 
civil society primarily as a means to further cement their hold on power, instances where 
civil society actors become drawn into advocacy for one or more part in the conflict, 
operate as promoters of ethnic or religious interests, or function at the behest of clientelist 
networks with a vested interest in the conflict. Nevertheless, even civil society groups 
that may have assumed an uncivil role during the conflict may prove invaluable in 
various post-conflict initiatives since such actors may also carry a great deal of 
legitimacy among societal groups (see Kjellman & Harpviken 2006). Consequently, well-
meaning policy that does not incorporate an understanding of the roles civil society can 
play runs the risk of strengthening its uncivil rather than civil components (Maley & 
Saikal 2002). 
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 From the perspective of mine action and national ownership, understanding civil 
society dynamics is key. Civil society can at once constitute both a resource and a barrier 
to building sustainable mine action programs. Clearly, identifying and engaging portions 
of civil society – be they indigenous NGOs, demobilized soldiers, fire brigades, or even 
religious groups – needs to be seen as one key to building sustainable national programs. 
Such a recognition, however, needs to be accompanied by an acknowledgement of the 
fact that in certain instances, parts of civil society may be underdeveloped, unable, or 
unwilling to engage constructively. Beyond these factors, a further key to understanding 
the dynamics of civil society lies in seeing the interplay between civil society and 
international actors. For example, international actors such as international NGOs and 
funding structures aimed at non-indigenous NGOs have the potential to undermine the 
development of indigenous NGOs. International NGOs may do so by emphasizing their 
own priorities and interests rather than those of national civil society, or by hiring 
personnel and potential staff of citizens who might otherwise form part of indigenous 
NGOs (see Bieber 2002). For the time being, we only indicate this dilemma; and this is 
an issue that will be returned to in latter sections of this paper.  
 
Scope of mine problem  
The scope of the mine problem is clearly a dimension that impacts mine action in general 
and national ownership of programs. Ascertaining the scope of the mine problem, 
however, has long been a thorn in the side of mine action. On the one hand, there have 
been instances where mine action has been initiated prior to the gathering of sufficient 
information. In some cases, this can be legitimized in the interest of emergency demining 
or for the provision of humanitarian assistance, for instance. On the other hand, mine 
action has struggled with arriving at ways in which to determine the relative impact the 
presence of landmines has, alternately couched in terms of socio-economic, social, 
political, or cultural impact. Clearly, a lack of information, particularly in the initial 
phases, can have long-term negative consequences, both for those affected by the 
presence of mines, but also for the ensuing political decisions and policy.  
 A different way of looking at this is in terms of the perception (versus an 
informed reality) mine action actors have of the scope of the problem. Perceptions can be 
driven by political will or the preferences of donors. It is hardly a secret that there is still 
considerable political interest in mine action, an interest that may gain more momentum 
with the marking of the ten-year anniversary of the 1997 Mine Ban Treaty. Where there 
is a perception that the mine problem is long-term, there is, at least in theory, an incentive 
to create sustainable national mine action structures. In reality, however, this has not 
always been the case since there are numerous other factors that affect the transition to 
the national ownership of mine action programs. For instance, in the cases of Sudan and 
Mozambique, impressionistic assumptions regarding the scope of the actual mine 
problem have not necessarily facilitated a transition to national ownership.  
 An empirical assessment of the scope of the mine problem is one of the factors 
that should play a decisive role in determining the desirability (seen as distinct from the 
feasibility) of national ownership. To state the somewhat obvious: the greater the scope 
of the mine problem, the more the need for sustainable national capacities that can deal 
with the long-term problems presented by mines. Conversely, in cases where it can be 
demonstrated that the mine problem is largely short-term (e.g., Kosovo), it may in fact be 
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legitimate to question the wisdom and need to build national programs. In other words, a 
determination of the desirability of building sustainable long-term mine action structures 
should be based on needs, rather than guided by a mantra or ideology calling for national 
ownership at all costs. Nevertheless, it is crucial to point out that most cases are not 
nearly as clear-cut as this discussion might indicate since, as pointed out here, there has 
often been a neglect of establishing the scope of the mine problem at an early stage.  
 
Donor structures and strategies  
While the issue of donor structures has been indicated in the discussion of civil society, it 
nevertheless needs to be seen as having the potential to act as an independent variable in 
terms of impacting mine action and national ownership. That is, the strategies of donors, 
along with the funding structures through which resources are channeled, can have a 
direct impact on the extent to which sustainable national capacities develop. At the risk of 
oversimplifying a far more complex reality, donors have the option of funding non-
indigenous actors, or focusing on channeling resources as a way of supporting national 
and local capacities. Clearly, these are not mutually exclusive objectives, and many 
donors do both. Nevertheless, a focus on funding external actors has the potential to 
undermine the development of national and local structures.  
 It is important to underscore that the issue of donors is a result of structural 
relations as well as donor strategies. Funding structures such as the IMF, World Bank, or 
the UN, as well as bilateral and multilateral strategies have often been accompanied by 
specific demands on countries. However, a general conclusion that can be drawn is that 
“donors cannot work for national ownership and institutional integration of aid and at the 
same time make very precise demands about a specific economic, political, institutional 
and social model of society in recipient countries” (Degnbol-Martinussen & Engberg-
Pedersen 1999: 314). At the same time, it is important to recognize that donors are 
embedded in political, economic, and social contexts that guide their decision-making, 
hence the claim that funding is often a consequence of structural relations. That is, while 
donor strategies are guided by real humanitarian concerns, political interests, economic 
interests, their preferences are also condition by political realities such as those of donors’ 
countries of origin. The general point to be gleaned from this is that donor strategies need 
to be understood in relation to political and social policies in which they occur, along 
with broader political discourses.  
 The issue of donor structures and strategies is far from simple since donors may 
be legitimately concerned with tangible results and cost-effectiveness for their input. In 
this sense, and apart from prevailing political interests, donors will tend to shy away from 
supporting assistance in countries where governments are perceived as corrupt, national 
institutions as underdeveloped, or where aid is tied to specific political imperatives (e.g., 
aid tied to democratization processes). In a somewhat short-sighted way, donors may 
perceive funding strategies that bypass national institutions as more cost-effective. In the 
context of mine action, such strategies can be coupled with the perception that local 
institutions and national governments lack the necessary skills and know-how to 
implement effective mine action programs, as well as the perception that the mine 
problem is of a nature that does not necessarily call for sustainable capacities.  
 At the beginning of this section, it was suggested that an understanding of 
national ownership could be better gained through conceiving of the facilitation of 
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national ownership as a process rather than simply as a set of independent factors. 
Although – and as has been pointed out in the previous discussion – each of the factors 
discussed in the previous has the potential to act as an independent causal factor in its 
own right. Nevertheless, and as has also been emphasized throughout, these factors are 
better thought of as interrelated and mutually supporting. By way of example: the 
perception that institutions in a recipient country are not developed enough to support 
national ownership can be reinforced by prevailing political thinking in a donor country, 
as well as the view that the mine problem is short-term (oftentimes through a lack of 
information). Conversely, the tremendous political interest in mine action can lead to 
policies that demand national ownership in the form of state building, even in cases 
where the mine problem may be relatively limited, and where national institutions are 
weak. There are obviously numerous theoretical scenarios, and the aforementioned 
underscore but a few of the possibilities.  
 
NATIONAL OWNERSHIP: SOME REFLECTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS  
Based on the previous discussion, a number of tentative conclusions and implications can 
be drawn. As the previous discussion has emphasized, the issue of national ownership is 
complex and multi-faceted. As a result of historical circumstances and trajectories, 
nations find themselves at very different starting points (i.e., levels of state and civil 
society preparedness) with regard to the extent that national ownership of mine action 
programs is realistic; this in turn impacts donor structures and strategies. In this respect, 
national ownership is much like development in general in that it is not one single factor 
that constitutes a sole determinant, but is instead a process comprised of relational 
factors.  
 While such an assertion may provide the impression that there is little policy-
makers can do to address this. One of the key factors emphasized here has been the 
relative preparedness of state and civil society institutions. Clearly, structural conditions 
such as the relative strengths or weaknesses of states are such that they are not easily 
addressed through simple policy dictates or changes; neither are broad patterns of 
historical development. Thus, the question remains as to what actors such as donors and 
policy-makers can do to facilitate the process in the case of mine action. As has also been 
a point of emphasis throughout the analysis presented here, donor structures and 
strategies constitute a key link in the broader process that facilitates national ownership. 
In this respect, policy changes amongst donors can play a significant role in helping alter 
the conditions that make national ownership attainable and more likely. As the analysis 
here points to, it is crucial that donors identify at an early stage components of programs 
that have the potential to facilitate national ownership. In the case of mine action, among 
such components is the need to gather information and data at an early stage, channel 
funds into the building of an indigenous NGO sector, and support the utilization of 
existing capacities such as fire brigades or demobilized military. In each case, it is crucial 
to underscore that such donor strategies must occur at the earliest stage. Otherwise, there 
is an inherent risk of creating funding structures that reproduce the very conditions they 
are seeking to alter. One implication of this is that donors waive demands regarding 
measurable cost/benefit results, at least in the short term. Information gathering and data 
collection are activities that take time, and therefore do not always yield immediate and 
measurable results; nor are initiatives designed to foster indigenous capacities on the 
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ground. There is also a need to look at the broader field in which mine action occurs, and 
integrate mine action into other humanitarian activities at an early stage. Such an 
approach requires that policy is designed from the basic perspective that national 
ownership constitutes one of the fundamental starting points for post-conflict recovery 
and development.  
 Understanding and developing ways in which facilitate national ownership 
requires both a conceptual clarification as to what national ownership actually is, in 
tandem with empirical case studies. This paper has briefly addressed the former issue, 
seeking to sketch out how national ownership can be conceived. In this sense, this paper 
has sought to lay out a conceptually guided research agenda for the future with the 
objective of aiding in the establishment of better policy, both for post-conflict 
reconstruction and development in general, as well as with regards to mine action more 
specifically. As necessary as conceptual clarifications are in the interest of guiding 
research, the obvious next step lies in undertaking case studies of various dimensions of 
national ownership, including cross-national comparative study of different national 
contexts.  
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