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On April 2nd 2003, in a field in Iraqi Kurdistan, I smelled explosives and burnt meat and I knew straight away that my life would never be the same again. 

I had been in Northern Iraq for two months, working alongside the BBC’s Tehran Correspondent, Jim Muir, and his cameraman Kaveh Golestan.

We covered the run up the war and – once military operations were underway – travelled widely across the Kurdish-controlled areas to report on the war as it unfolded.

As the front line between the Kurdish-controlled north and the central and southern territories held by Saddam Hussein began to crumble, my team travelled to Kifri, a town about 80 miles north of Baghdad. 
A few days earlier, forces loyal to Saddam had abandoned the positions around the town they’d held for many years. Accompanied by a Peshmerga soldier like the one you just saw in Jim Muir’s report we drove towards one of the trenches the Iraqi soldiers had left behind. 

The soldier assured us the area was safe. But he was wrong – and as I stepped out of our vehicle I triggered an unmarked anti-personnel landmine called a PMN. It was almost identical to this one… 

SHOW MINE

Costing just a few pounds and containing 240 grammes of high explosives, the PMN has probably killed and maimed more people than any other mine.

In my case, it blew my right heel wide open. 

Thinking we were coming under mortar attack – as we had done several times before -- Kaveh instinctively tried to run for safety. 
But in doing so he stepped on one mine and was thrown forward onto a second. 
He was killed instantly. 

Despite the best efforts of American military surgeons in Iraq and doctors here in Britain, my foot injuries were too extensive for the limb to be saved. Five days after stepping on the landmine, my leg was amputated below the knee.

REMOVE LEG
This is the reality of what landmines do to people in Iraq, in Angola, in Laos – in fact in the more than 80 countries that are blighted by landmines and unexploded ordnance. 

In many ways, I was extremely lucky.

My injuries could – and perhaps even should -- have been far more severe. 

More importantly, I received prompt medical treatment. Many landmine victims don’t. 
It’s estimated that in around fifty countries around the world the care and rehabilitation facilities for landmine survivors is inadequate.
Many landmine victims in the developing world spend the rest of their lives seriously disabled because they can’t afford – or simply can’t access – the care they need to get back on their feet.       

In some countries, landmine victims become outcasts because their injuries are regarded as a punishment for wrong committed in a past life. 
After my accident, I got involved with the Mines Advisory Group for one simple reason – they save lives. 

I’m convinced that if MAG’s deminers had reached Kifri before I did then I wouldn’t have lost my leg and Kaveh would still be alive today.

In Northern Iraq, where I was injured, MAG teams have been clearing mines every day since 1992. They risk their lives because they know their work transforms the futures of ordinary Iraqis who live alongside a daily threat from landmines – near their homes, schools and fields.

MAG has made incredible progress in Iraq, clearing more than a million landmines and pieces of UXO since the war ended. But millions still remain – waiting to kill or maim for decades to come.

In November last year I returned to a minefield for the first time since my accident, travelling to Cambodia to see MAG’s work at first hand.

Some people mistakenly think that because many countries have banned landmines they’re no longer a problem. It’s true that more than 130 countries have agreed not to produce, stockpile or use landmines. 

But even if another landmine was never laid again, there are still tens of millions of active devices that need to be dealt with. 

The Mines Advisory Group needs vital funds in order clear those mines – and to educate people about the dangers so that hopefully they don’t fall victim to a landmine in the way I did. 

MAG also needs people like yourselves -- people in the public eye -- to publicise and promote their life-saving work. 

I can speak from experience in saying that playing a part in MAG’s work is hugely rewarding. So I hope you’ll consider joining me, in fighting to rid the world of the terrible scourge of landmines.
Thank you. 

