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Deliberate handling of UXO leading cause of casualties

By Kicvann Wooon

itting astride a 250-kilogram

live bomb dug up in Kam-

pong Thom province, Yib
Maoca |I:|-' drip-]:!ed water From
a plastic bottle into the cut he
wis making with a hacksaw.,

Mao feared a spark could ig-
nite the several kilograms of TNT
hee was trying boextract, meaning
cerlain death for him and his fel-
I bomb salvaging craw.

Smoking ciganstes around the
bomb, however, was comsidensd
Finee |:r'_l|l' Man's tearn.

The high quality compoments
used in bombs, mortars and gre-
nades encourage many Cambodi-
ang to focgo the risks in pursuit of
income, mostly from the region’s
d'lri'.-"mg scrap metal industry.

"Once we used to run away
from the bomibs, and now we Tum
to thern,” said Mao, who recalls
the bomb falling mear his home
village of Frek Eded in 1972,

The rush o turn odd war fsls
inko cash is a key topic in a new

entitled Tampering, written
b:l.w;'it:lurd Hu_ymaf lisok= ak

the deliberate handling and use
of live crdnance,

It's also the Eocus of a docu-
mentary curcently belng shot by
filmmaker Skye Flizgerald and
sound engineer Chris Parkhurst.

Oha visit to Cambaodia in 2001,
Fitzgerald met Aki Ra, th -
prietorof the Land Mine Muscum
in Siem Reap, and was taken by
the idea of producing a documen-
tary on land admes,

After securlng funding from a
Fulbright Commission research
gramt and hn‘tn:ﬂleniuﬁ thee fillns B
inchade recycling of unexploded
ardmanoe — mrnm-.‘.nl],r e ferred
to as UMD — as well as the de-
mining of villages, Fitzgerald re-
turned in 2004 ko starl the project.

[n October of 2004, a scrap
metal middleman  invited
Fitzgerald and Parkhurst to Prek
Kdei - a rough two-hour mote-
taxi ride from Kampong Thom
o - ko abiserve a small coew of
X salvagers taking apart a
munsker boanks,

A villager had found a de-
tached tail fin wsing a metal de-
becbor and El.ll:‘!ﬂﬂ:d n:rrr-eul:l}r that

the mest of the bomb was buried
below in the loose soil,

Whibe rust had long sinee oblit-
erated any kentifying markings
o the shell, Mao pecalls the bomb
falling from a US Air Force B-52 in
the rainy season of 1972, when the
=0l wias saft

It failed to explode on impact
and remained buried nose-first
with its detonator intact abot
five meters below the surface.

While Cambodia is well
knowen for its landmine problem,
it was also F,mndl‘.'d wilh boimbs
between 1969 and 1973, The LS
dropped 300,000 tons of ord-
nance on Cambodia — three
times the amount dropped on
{:giln in the closing stages of

d War 11, according to hisfo-
rian David Chandler.

More than 30 vears later,
Fitzgerald fitmed i’fte salvagers
of Kampong Thom as they dug a
pit mnﬁﬂc bomb and built a
frame from tree branches to help
them winch the fal, meter-long
rlsgile up to the surface.

“Their chain wasn't long
enough to go around the bomb
as well, so they cut vines and
rxbended the chain,™ Fitzperald
said, "Two experienced men
wient dowm into the hobe and se-
cured vimes armund the homb,
We filmed that with a lipstick
CAPVETA OF one guy's head.”

For three days, Fitzgerakd and
Parkhurst Filmed feom anelevabed
wanta init as far sway as the
thick jungle would allow them,
observing the crew delicately
haicksawr into the sl live Bomb.

*Thany had a certain knowledge
base, which gave us some confid-
enoe, but we had to haowe a clear
umnderstanding that if we felt
things werent safe for vs, we coulkd
call a halt,” Fitzgerald sald,

in Poipet are making the most
ml.rru.:}'." Fll::;:.guralﬂ s

Except for a very small amount
that travels into Vietnam, Fitz-
gerald found that most scrap muetal
collected In Cambodia, including
that feom UXO, ls funneled
theough Poipet across the border
ey Thai nm:]fi'l:g fackories,

There they are typically lumed
inte constouction beams and rein-
bowcing rods.

Trucks do a clreuit akout every
three maonths and deliver their
cargo ko eight sorting yands in Pol-
pet, Fitzgerald says.

The yards sort the metal into
thres pcilﬁ:: safe LI, mm:]:lh:_u:l-l:d.
UX0D and other metal. Fitzgerald
estimates that five to 1 percent of
the recycled metal is UX O salvage,

Follonwimg, & LEXCk blast in 2007,
the Thad factories now bevy Hnes of
at least 5250 If sorting vards bt any

"
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Eeicd, ot far from I"|:_|-:i|:‘H-'I:.

Twe kilograms of shrapnel
riipl:'d through Tong Houwt, 39,
who was standing 100 meters

away at the fime, breaking his
b and lngurl.ng his L
according o media reports,

Police sald the bomb was be-
ing disrmantled but d:d not men-
tion any casualtes among those
working on It

Statistically, Cambodians are
mre meone likely to be killed or
injured by old bombs than by
land mines.

Recent figures show that in
Movember 3004, UXO were re-

madble for 40 casuallles (in-
cluding 10 deaths) while 27
prople were injured or killed by
landmines. This reflects the trend
over the past four years,

More than halfof those people
invobred Im UXO accidents last
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The THT, which had hard-

emd inbo conecrete-like chunks
over tme, was evenfually re-
moved and taken away in three
full rice sacks, E

Previously, a stromg demand
for quarrying and mining explo-
sives drove a healthy market in
[MNT but since the government
has cracked down on Use trans-
porting of TMT from UXO, the
risk of belng fined $500 oui-
weighs the pmriL‘-.

The group took the THT at
night and buried it at a roadside
location for retrieval wheen trans-
portation restrichions miﬁhr b=
relaxied, Mao said,

Three pieces of metal casing
permained, inchidirg the neee cone,
which held the detonator.

To disarm the detonstor, the
bearm podnbed the nose come bk
the ground and it a fire inside it

“We were still close by, and
we calbed a halt and retreated to
a saber distance, ¥We didn’l know
what might happen, but it would
probably be similar to a
landmine blast, although di-
rected upward by the shape of
the cone " Fikegerald said,

With uneasy anticipation,
thew waited as the fire burned

"Mothing happened,” Fitz-
gerald explained. “So two guys
wont up amd stoked the fire,
turned thelr backs and began
walking away. They made {t
abwout 20 fee befome the detona-
tor exploded.”

The Blast was indeed directed
upwards and ro onie was injuned.

A metal buyer from Kampong
Thom town was called in and
offered the villagers 580 riel for
each of the 150 kilograms of scrap
metal from the bomb casing,

Aftersight days of life-threat-
ening work, the group spilt their
512 parmdngs more or less evenly
betwean the Ave-man team.

“Thee Thiads whe bury this stuff
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One of Maa's men fills the nose cone with kindling. The fire will
be used lo sof off the detonator still inside.

unsafe maberals cross the border

Thai-registered trucks cross the
s B o bl the material, pay-
ing the yards bebween $100 and

250 per load, depending on the

quality, and drive it o the smelt-
ingg Facborivs, sometinmes returning
that same afternoon fer more,

The owner of one Foipel scrap
vard walked Fitzgerald pasi huge
piles of rusted metal to an entire
I'|I'I.'I1'I|'LI'II.'E' 'ii-l"ﬂ'il“'l 'l-‘-"l'll"l't' I'IIJ I'Id I'I.'I'.!.H
of unexploded rockets, mortar
projecliles and bombs lay in vary-
img states of decay

The chief ordinance cutier,
Chay, uses an oxy-acetylene gas
torch to cut the bombs and mor-
tars lemgthwise, stopping occa-
sivnally o powr water when the
TMT inskde begins to burn.

“Oince. he picked up a burning
miortar bomb and ran 30 feet o
toss it into a small pond o pre-
went it 1':-r|:l|1:-|.iing."' Iﬁtl:H,u:ral T
ralled. “ Another worker balanced
mortars bebween his feet and me-
thedically pounded them apart
using a large hammoer.”

Ewery so often, Lthings go awry.

O Decomber 26, an ¢ld bomb
exploded at a serap metal shop in
Bonteay Meanchey's O Chirou dis-

Muvember were dvilians delib-
erately handling the ordnance.

In Sra"tm villarrl' near the
northern Thai border in Preah
Vihear province, Moyes found an
empty maortar bomb being used
as a siriker for & bell made from a
truck wheel.

Tha 'l.':|||.'|E,|." chief swould use
thie “Bymib bl o call peophe to
community mectings — includ-
ing fomums advising locals not to
hamdle ordnance

“Peophe are surrounded by the
remnnants of war on a daily basis;
they wake up next Lo them, step
orwer Bhiern on teeir way o schoal
and use them as house building
miaterials,” said Skye Fitzgerald.

Bul it's tampering that couses
the bulk of UXC casualties,

"] don’t think anyane whi is
trying 1o feed a family should
have to risk life and dismember-
ment by taking a hacksaw to a
bomb,” Fitzgerald sawvs. “Bul
there's an element of hope that
thay are putting food on the table
by salvaging these containers of
ST that wene meant @0 kil and
maim them.”

t Addrtiorel reporting by Ligm
L irie)



