Deployment to Gaza: How Troops of African Giant Pouched Rats Are a Vital Component
to Post-Conflict Healing in Palestine and Israel When Resolution Is Actualized

On October 7, 2023, Hamas, a political sect of Sunni Muslim Palestinians, attacked
Israel, killing approximately 1,200 people and seizing 251 Israeli hostages.! The Israeli military
promptly launched an offensive in the Gaza Strip.? Human rights groups report Israel’s military
offensive has caused tens of thousands of Palestinian deaths.? Two years later, “the first phase of
a ceasefire deal brokered by U.S. President Donald Trump” has left the international community
hopeful at the possibility of resolution.*

With the hope of resolution lingering between Israel and Palestine, the international
community must prepare to aid the region in healing through early intervention and taking
preventative measures to mitigate decades-long ramifications confronting the region. While a
multidirectional response will be necessary to effectuate healing, one component of this response
must be the revitalization of the region’s landscape through the clearing of cluster munitions.

Cluster munitions are sets of submunitions that are scattered across a large area by
aircrafts or missiles, posing both an immediate and impending threat to densely populated areas,

especially as many submunitions fail to detonate upon initial impact.> One organization,
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Religions for Peace, explains “so many of the submunitions fail to work properly, ... and, like
landmines, remain a fatal threat to anyone in the area long after a conflict ends.”® Religions for
Peace identifies that “[t]ens of thousands of civilians worldwide have been killed or injured by
cluster munitions,” with “25% of civilian casualties [being] children,” and “more than 50% of
survivors [being] children.”” Israel has yet to join the more than 100 nation-states who have
signed the Convention on Cluster Munitions, 8 an international treaty promulgated in 2008 which
prohibits the “use, production, transfer and stockpiling of cluster munitions.”® Beyond declining
to sign the international treaty, Israel and Hamas are both suspected of violating this international
norm, as evidence indicates both Israel and Hamas used cluster munitions in the war in the Gaza
Strip.'® While the precise extent of cluster munition-use in the Isracl-Hamas war remains
unknown, by October 2024, Israel’s military reported over 40,000 air strikes on the Gaza Strip
and “[t]he U.N. Mine Action Service estimates that between one in 10 and one in 20 bombs fired

into Gaza did not go off” as is commonplace for cluster munitions. !
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With Cambodia as an example'>—a region littered with cluster munitions from the
genocidal rule of Khmer Rouge and about twenty years of civil and regional wars '3—restoring
the Israeli-Palestinian region should start with an unusual actor to assist efforts to clear cluster
munitions and prevent further physical injury and death: The African giant pouched rat.

The African giant pouched rat is a species of rodent native to sub-Saharan Africa.!* These
rodents live approximately seven to nine years, with each rat weighing approximately six and a
half pounds and measuring approximately sixteen inches long.!> However, the African giant
pouched rat is more than a mere rodent. Since 1997, Tanzania non-profit organization APOPO—
which roughly translates to Anti-Personnel Landmines Removal Product Development—has
been training and deploying these rats as “low-cost scent detection solutions for humanitarian
challenges,” training African giant pouched rats to detect cluster munitions concealed within
post-conflict landscapes,'® as well as training them to detect tuberculosis contamination and
wildlife trafficking. With approximately nine months of focused training, the African giant

pouched rat is ready to work, able to detect a single target odor such as the TNT concealed
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within cluster munitions.!” The African giant pouched rats are trained “to distinguish explosives
from other scents,” scratching at the ground when they detect a cluster munition is buried
there.”!® Unlike humans who must rely on metal detectors which oftentimes pick up ample other
scrap metals, the rats narrowed detection of TNT accelerates the process of decontaminating the
landscape of cluster munitions. !

While African giant pouched rats certainly benefit the international community, there are
some limitations posed by employing these creatures. One limitation is that African giant
pouched rats, such as those employed by APOPO, are not easily bred, as their atypical
reproductive biology baffles biologists.?°

Furthermore, these rodents are invasive in many regions around the world, and thus
responsible deployment of the African giant pouched rats is quintessential to avoid the
introduction of an invasive species to ecological habitats not suited for the African giant pouched
rat.”! For example, the African giant pouched rat is considered an invasive species in Grassy

Key, Florida.?? In 1999, eight (8) rats escaped from the pen of an exotic pet breeder living in
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Grassy Key, and ever since, Grassy Key has been experiencing a steady increase in African giant
pouched rat populations.?® As the rodents are non-native species with large bodies and
omnivorous diets, the “indigenous ecological communities within the Florida Keys” face an
enduring threat due to the rodents’ reckless release.?*

Despite these limitations, the African giant pouched rats need to be trained and ready to
assist the international community when resolution in the Gaza Strip is actualized. The U.N.
agencies and organizations are fearful that Israel will disrupt reconstruction efforts, but even if
they do not, many experts suspect that it will take at least ten (10) years “and $500 million to
clear the bombs” from the Gaza Strip.?> APOPO African giant pouched rats have saved countless
human lives across the globe by assisting in decontamination and rehabilitation efforts in post-
conflict landscapes.? In preparing for the end of the Israel-Hamas war, the international
community needs to be ready to pull on resources from wherever necessary, and as such, the

African giant pouched rats should pack their bags and get ready to go.
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