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Civilians and humanitarian workers are regularly
killed, maimed and threatened with small arms.
Although the presence of small arms does not, in
itself, cause conflict, their ready accessibility and
misuse are closely associated with physical and psy-
chological disability, forced displacement and civil-
ians’ declining access to basic services in the context
of conflict and social violence.

This paper provides a preliminary roadmap for
humanitarian agencies to engage more proactively
with the issue of small arms and light weapons. It
reviews the dimensions of the problem, from both the
disarmament and the humanitarian perspective, and
presents a conceptual framework for understanding
and measuring the humanitarian impacts of small

arms misuse. Its principal argument is that evidence
of the magnitude and scale of the humanitarian
impact of small arms is urgently required. Solid evi-
dence is the bedrock of sound policy and intervention
– and humanitarian agencies must lead the way.

Promising humanitarian responses to the threat of
small arms are gradually emerging. These focus on
curtailing the supply of weapons to regimes that reg-
ularly violate human rights, the enforcement of
humanitarian law in violence-affected societies and
operational reform to improve security in the field. A
better understanding of the humanitarian impact of
small arms will contribute to generating awareness
among stakeholders, and can serve to inform inter-
ventions designed to reduce armed violence.
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The world is awash with small arms. At least 640
million weapons are in circulation, and more than
half a million people are killed each year as a result of
their use. Millions more are disabled, or die from
untreated injuries and secondary illness. Yet the
human costs of small arms are so systemic and perva-
sive that they largely go unseen. Instead, research and
policy focus almost exclusively on technical issues to
do with production and stockpile management,
transparency and oversight of the small arms trade
and legal or normative regimes designed to reduce
the flow of arms. Where the question of small arms
has arisen in UN fora, the focus has been on supply-
side measures designed to harmonise and tighten
export criteria, development of marking and tracing
mechanisms, and the reigning in of illegal brokering.
These sessions have remained closed to most non-
governmental actors, and their governmental partici-
pants have agreed that the focus of international
action should remain on the illicit trade.

Small arms have yet to emerge as an issue of specifi-
cally humanitarian concern. With few exceptions,
humanitarian language is absent from most interna-
tional and national codes or conventions tied to regu-
lating the trade in small arms and light weapons. Even
as a growing number of advocates from the public
health and human rights sectors are raising the profile
of the issue, relief and development actors have been
slower to react, and there is no comprehensive
humanitarian response to small arms availability and
use.The evidence is limited, and so awareness of the
issue has not taken root. At field level, humanitarian
actors often subsume small arms within a larger basket
of ‘security’ concerns, without ever defining appro-
priate measures to reduce risk and vulnerability.
Personnel at headquarters often fail to recognise the
value of collating and analysing direct evidence, and
are understandably preoccupied with the demands of
rapidly responding to complex emergencies.

This paper argues that, in the light of the clear failure
to adequately regulate small arms availability, a
humanitarian perspective is more urgent than ever.
Such a perspective shifts the debate away from the
weapons themselves – their country of origin, the
export and import regime through which they pass
or stockpile management – and aims to assign a
measurable human cost to the availability and use of
these arms in regions of the world affected by
systemic violence.

Executive summary

Santander, Colombia: a combatant reads a
booklet on international humanitarian law
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Central to the humanitarian perspective is the recog-
nition that intentional violence perpetrated with
small arms has both short- and long-term conse-
quences for human safety and well-being. Some of
these impacts can be measured empirically, such as in
epidemiological studies of fatal and non-fatal injuries
and disability during, or in the aftermath of, armed
conflict. Patterns of forced displacement and the
militarisation of refugee camps, civilians’ declining
access to basic services and goods and the withdrawal
of humanitarian assistance in areas affected by armed
violence are all readily quantifiable. Other effects are
less easily recorded, such as the long-term economic
and psychosocial burden of disability or the
behavioural responses of relief workers exposed to
small arms use.

Although still very much in the formative stages, a
number of humanitarian agencies have begun to
address the small arms pandemic.Three overlapping,
but distinctly humanitarian, responses to the avail-
ability and misuse of small arms have emerged. The
first is a supply-side approach, focusing on
constraining the transfer of weapons to regimes that
violate human rights and international humanitarian
law.The second approach aims to mitigate the impact
of small arms on civilians through the rigorous appli-

cation of international humanitarian law and incen-
tives to reduce the demand for weapons. The final
approach, which takes an operational perspective,
stresses the consequences of arms availability for relief
workers and peacekeepers.

A humanitarian perspective would generate solid
evidence by identifying, surveying and publicising the
human costs of small arms, as well as tracing the rela-
tionship between the supply of these weapons and their
effects on civilians.The international community must
develop a greater awareness of the humanitarian
impacts of small arms in areas affected by armed
violence. Engaging with the humanitarian dimensions
of small arms availability and use is both a moral and a
practical imperative.A humanitarian perspective recalls
the plight of the hundreds of thousands of people who
are killed, injured and disabled by small arms, and the
millions deprived of their homes and assets at gunpoint.
It recognises that public awareness of the impact of
small arms and preventive interventions to reduce the
human cost of armed violence are only possible where
there is systematic accumulation of evidence by
humanitarian actors.A humanitarian perspective places
the security and safety of people at the centre of a
debate which has until now been dominated by a disar-
mament and arms control approach.
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Until recently, policymakers and disarmament experts,
much less the humanitarian community, lacked a
detailed understanding of the full scale or dimensions
of the small arms issue.There are manifold reasons for
this, tied primarily to the political climate and to the
particular interests of domestic constituencies. The
1970s and 1980s were not conducive to a spirit of
multilateral transparency on conventional arms. In a
strategic environment dominated by nuclear weapons,
small arms were seen as more-or-less inconsequential,
a marginal or ‘soft’ issue. As a result, research was
confined to a small group of spirited academics, inves-
tigative researchers and peace activists. From the
beginning, research on small arms was concentrated
almost entirely in the US, and focused exclusively on
issues such as US and UK exports, as well as civilian
possession and domestic abuse (Laurence, 1992;
Goldring et al., 1995). Studies on small arms produc-
tion, trade and proliferation outside of the US tended
to be anecdotal, and advocates and campaigners found
it difficult to move the agenda forward.1

The scale of the issue
There are at least 640m small arms in
circulation, of which roughly 10% to
20% are powerful high-calibre weapons
designed to military specification.2

While robust data is hard to come by
and the number of illegally-held arms
unknown, it is estimated that more than
half of these weapons are in private
hands, with around 40% belonging to
military forces. Police forces account for
around 3%, and insurgent groups and
non-state actors less than 1%.3

During the Cold War, small arms
production was often confined to state-
owned factories.The global small arms
industry has, however, restructured in

the aftermath of the Cold War. Privatisation, together
with licensed production, has contributed to the
growing worldwide distribution of small arms
production. More than 1,000 companies in 98 coun-
tries are involved in some aspect of production (see
Figures 1 and 2).At least 30% of these firms are based
in the US, and just less than half are in Europe
(Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Spain,
Switzerland and the UK) and the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS).Other major manufacturing
states include Brazil, China and Israel, with new
producers such as India, Pakistan, Singapore, South
Africa and Taiwan close behind. The total value of
production, including both military and commercial
outputs, is estimated at approximately $2.8 billion,
with ammunition accounting for an additional $4bn.4

As for the small arms trade, the line between the legal
and the illicit is murky. Only 50% of the global trade
can be definitively documented through open
sources and government export and customs reports.

1

Peddling in misery

Unexploded ordnance on a Sarajevo street
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The illicit trade is estimated to be worth less than
$1bn (10–20% of the total trade); preliminary
research indicates that at least 54 countries have been
involved in supplying arms in defiance of arms
embargoes.

State-led production of small arms fell dramatically
following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, since
these were, in general, unprofitable industries with
low economic returns. The overall demand for
small arms also slackened over the same period, as
client states and proxy wars lost their financial
backers in the US and the Soviet bloc. As a result,
throughout the 1990s weapons producers and
brokers increased their reliance on new clients in
South-East Asia and Latin America. Producing
states, particularly in Central and Eastern Europe,
also sought to bolster sales by supplying arms to
wars in Africa and Europe.

At the same time, older stockpiled weapons have
cascaded into risk-prone areas (Homer-Dixon, 2001).
Military-style rifles, mostly AK-47s, G-3s and the
Fusil Automatique Legere, are among the weapons
most commonly used by armed combatants and crim-
inals in Kenya, Sudan and the Greater Horn of Africa.
Handguns such as .32s and 9mm pistols, as well as
grenades and explosives, are the most commonly used
weapons in atrocities and common crime in
Colombia, Brazil and throughout South and Central
America. Many of the small arms in circulation in
Brazil, Colombia and Peru originate from the stocks
of opposing forces in Nicaragua, El Salvador and
Guatemala. Following the cessation of hostilities in
these countries, many of these weapons were either
retained by their owners (in some cases to be sold

Box 1: Problems of definition

After more than a decade of acrimonious
debate, the UN’s member states are still unable
to agree on a suitable definition for small arms
and light weapons. According to the Report of
the UN Panel of Experts (A/52/298), produced in
August 1997, small arms are defined broadly as
‘those weapons designed for personal use’; light
weapons are ‘those designed for use by several
persons serving as a crew’. Specifically, ‘small
arms include revolvers and self-loading pistols,
rifles and carbines, sub-machine guns and
recoilless and assault rifles. Light weapons
include heavy machine guns, hand-held under-
barrel and mounted grenade launchers,
portable anti-aircraft and anti-tank guns,
portable launchers and small mortars and
ammunition of calibres less than 100mm’ (UN,
1997). For the purposes of this paper, ‘small
arms’ denotes both categories of weapon,
unless otherwise stated.

Figure 1: Global distribution of producing countries, 2001

Source: Small Arms Survey 2002
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later), or routed back to civil wars in Colombia and
Peru.5 Rough estimates suggest that, for every 1,000
weapons collected from former combatants in Central
America, another 100,000 remain in circulation, and
unaccounted for (UNIDIR, 1997). In Southern

Africa, weapons used in Mozambique’s civil war,
which ended in 1992, have found their way into clan-
destine markets in South Africa. In the Balkans,
protracted conflict has attracted a steady flow of
weapons from Eastern Europe via Albania.

Figure 2: Global distribution of small arms companies, 2001

Source: Small Arms Survey 2002

Box 2: Lethal weapons and the virulence of war

Television screens and print media the world over are saturated with images of men brandishing a deadly
array of military hardware. To many, genocide, massacres and conflict-related deaths are automatically
equated with the widespread availability of small arms. Yet weapons that find their way into civilian hands are
notably diverse in their stopping power. A crucial attribute conditioning the virulence of war is the weapon’s
‘lethality’: the degree to which it can inflict damage on one or more vital organs or structures. Lethality is in
turn not shaped exclusively by the ‘type’ of weapon used, but also the context in which it is used, the vulner-
ability of the ‘victim’ and ballistics.

In relation to context, unrestrained arms availability is closely linked with the collapse of public institutions
and the inability of the state to ensure a modicum of civilian security. In such environments, first aid is
limited, evacuation capabilities have collapsed and inadequate medical treatment may increase mortality
rates. Other factors relate to the location of weapons use and the relative vulnerability of those exposed.
For example, organised and formal militaries go to some lengths to protect themselves from the effects of
fragmenting munitions, through reinforced bunkers and sandbags. 

Ballistics has a bearing on lethality. Analysis of the non-combat use of assault rifles in Central and South-
East Asia indicates that these weapons figure prominently in personal disputes. Another scenario, seen from
Afghanistan to Albania, is the accidental discharge of assault rifles. In each case, the victim tends to be
close to the weapon, and the increased kinetic energy carried by the projectile inflicts greater tissue
damage, and with it the increased possibility of lethal injury.
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Box 3: From Albania to Kosovo: a tide of small arms

In March 1997, Albania was brought to the brink of civil war and state collapse. Angered over allegations that
the regime of Sali Berisha had defrauded thousands of their life-savings through ‘pyramid’ financial schemes,
Albanian citizens pillaged massive weapons stockpiles built up during the dictatorship of Enver Hoxha. A
virtual flood of small arms was unleashed into civilian hands. In just a few days, an estimated 80% of the
country’s military arsenal had been looted, including almost a quarter of a million AK-47 assault rifles, some
25,000 machine guns, nearly 1.5bn rounds of ammunition, 3.5m hand grenades and 1.4m anti-personnel
mines. The government quickly recovered most of the larger items, like armoured vehicles and artillery, but
the vast majority of the country’s official inventory of 643,000 firearms remained unaccounted for.

The absence of coherent or comprehensive arms control policies across the various states in the region,
coupled with lax controls on collected surplus weapons, led to black-market trading from one simmering
Balkan conflict to the next. Hundreds of thousands of looted assault rifles are reported to have resurfaced
in black markets in Kosovo, but strong demand rapidly exhausted supplies. Predictably, prices began to
rise. By early 1998, AK-47s were trading in Albania for some $300 each, considerably more than their
wholesale market value. As the conflict in Kosovo intensified, the price of weapons continued to rise: by
summer 1998, Kalashnikov rifles were trading for $650. At this point, the market shifted as traders began
importing small arms from elsewhere, with many new weapons flowing into the region from Croatia.
Although NATO had indicated that peacekeepers would try to fulfil the promise made at the Rambouillet
talks to disarm the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA), this was in practice impossible.

Figure 3: Black market AK-47 prices in Albania, 1997–99

Source: Small Arms Survey (2001; 2002)

With Serbia defeated and its troops withdrawn in late 1999, Kosovo was awash with small arms. The
majority of former soldiers appear to have held on to their weapons, though some appeared a year later
with the Albanian National Liberation Army (ANLA) in Macedonia. Others turned up in markets as far
afield as Northern Ireland. When fighting resumed in Macedonia in early 2001, weapons began to flow
back into the Balkans. It is a sad irony that, even as the government of Albania has rearmed through NATO’s
Partnership for Peace programme, the Logistics Department of the Public Order Ministry is plagued by alle-
gations that it is illegally selling weapons.

NP39.qxd  2/8/02  5:21 pm  Page 6



7

Small arms: questioning the discourse
The responsibility for elaborating normative and prac-
tical instruments to regulate small arms, as with
nuclear, chemical or biological weapons, has tradition-
ally been the preserve of the disarmament community,
and the focus of international action has consistently
been on the illegal trade in small arms. Efforts to cast
the problem as one of ‘illicit’ and ‘criminal’ activity
draw on traditional biases within the arms control and
law enforcement communities. It also sits well with
governments that are loath to consider the political
dimensions of the small arms trade in international
fora. The US government, for example, backed by
right-wing politicians and the gun lobby, has banned
all references in multilateral negotiations to civilian
possession and the transfer of small arms to non-state
actors. Discussion has been further complicated by the
absence of universally binding norms or standards to
regulate the possession or use of small arms. Only very
rarely have the effects of such weapons been discussed
in any detail. Instead, the issue is cast in vague and
abstract terms associated with regional security or

peace and stability, suggesting that the magnitude and
scale of the problem is still little understood.

Small arms, new wars
The small arms issue is evolving amid apparent
changes in the wider landscape of armed violence –
the emergence of what some commentators have
termed ‘new wars’ (Duffield, 2001; Macrae, 2001;
Kaldor, 1999). These new wars are fought, not by
large, organised armed formations, but by an array of
more-or-less disorganised, fragmented non-state
actors and militia groups operating in the vacuum
left by collapsed or damaged post-Cold War states.
They are marked by collusion between warring
parties and access to profit through the exchange of
conflict goods, such as hardwoods and diamonds
(Cooper, 2001; Keen, 2001; Leader, 2001; Reno,
2001). They are also characterised by a particular
blurring of the distinction between combatant and
civilian. In some contexts, so-called ‘lifestyle
warriors’ have emerged – young men who soldier by
day, and return to their fields and families at night. In

s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

Box 4: The UN and small arms

In the UN, the debate on small arms has tended
to focus on supply-side measures designed to
harmonise and tighten export criteria, introduce
marking and tracing regimes and rein in illegal
brokering. Sessions have remained closed to
most non-governmental actors and, more impor-
tantly, the focus of action has remained on the
illegal trade.

This pattern continued largely unchanged in the
UN conference on the ‘Illicit Trade in Small Arms
and Light Weapons in All its Aspects’, held in New
York in July 2001. Government disarmament
experts dominated the conference. Nonetheless,
some humanitarian language crept into the
Programme of Action that emerged. Humanitarian
priorities are acknowledged in Preambular para-
graph 2, where it is noted that states are ‘gravely
concerned at … the excessive accumulation and
uncontrolled spread [of small arms] … which have
a wide range of humanitarian and socio-economic
consequences’. Paragraph 3 observes that ‘small
arms and light weapons … sustain conflicts, exac-
erbate violence, contribute to the displacement of
civilians, undermine respect for international
humanitarian law [and] impede the provision of
humanitarian assistance to victims of armed
conflict’. Nevertheless, the Programme of Action
still views the small arms issue primarily through a
classic arms control and disarmament lens.

A child soldier in barracks, Kisangani, DRC
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the Congolese capital Brazzaville, competing militia
factions that trade gun and mortar fire during
weekdays share weekend festivities. Civilians actively
aid, or are coerced into supporting, insurgents in
Colombia and Sri Lanka. Civilians are also serving as
cover for the operations of insurgency movements, as
targets for reprisals, as shields against attacks, as polit-
ical tools for international assistance and as a prin-
cipal target of ethnic cleansing and genocide. As a
result, in today’s conflicts at least one civilian is killed
for every soldier that dies.

Of the 30 to 50 conflicts that occurred each year
between 1989 and 1995, more than 95% took place in
developing countries. In these environments, small
arms, not heavy weapons, are the predominant tools of
conflict.The non-state groups that populate the new
landscape of violence are unlikely to receive or make
effective use of sophisticated or heavy weapons

systems, which are costly, require concealment, need
advanced training and may impede mobility.
Sophistication renders heavy weapons difficult to
deploy in battlefield settings, as well as hard to maintain
because skilled personnel may be lacking.Relative cost
also helps to determine the choice of arms in most
violence-affected areas.The AKM series of assault rifles
is available worldwide at prices as low as a few dollars.
Even more sophisticated weapons, including infrared
night-vision equipment, have hit global markets at
discount prices.As costs plummet, the ease of acquisi-
tion rises, especially for those groups that derive signif-
icant profit from exploiting conflict resources like
diamonds and hardwoods.Evidence suggests that casu-
alties of today’s new wars are overwhelmingly a conse-
quence not of heavy conventional weapons, missiles or
even landmines, but rather lightweight and mobile
small arms (ICRC, 1999; Meddings and O’Connnor,
1999; Michaels et al., 1999).
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There is no doubt that the human impact of small
arms availability and use is considerable and far-
reaching in all corners of the world. More than half a
million people are fatally wounded as a result of small
arms use each year, whether through intentional
violence, such as homicide or suicide, or unintention-
ally, through accidental shootings. According to the
World Health Organisation (WHO), the ‘gross
estimate of global deaths from all forms of homicide,
war and suicide in 1998 stood at 2,272,000 … from
war, the number totalled 588,000’ (cited in Small
Arms Survey, 2001: 236).Approximately 52% of war-

related fatalities among civilians and combatants, or
310,000, were attributed to small arms, and more
than half of all victims were from sub-Saharan Africa
(Murray et al., 2002). Arguably the most commonly
reported, if under-researched, impacts of small arms
emerge from armed conflicts and societies struggling
under the weight of widespread social violence.

Basic indicators
A first step to generating public awareness and
designing appropriate and preventive interventions
relates to the systematic documentation of the

2

Counting the humanitarian costs 
of small arms

Humanitarian Primary indicators
impact

Direct Health-related • Firearm homicide rates
effect effects • Firearm suicide rates

• Unintentional firearm injury rates
• Intentional firearm injury rates
• Firearm-related disability rates
• Psychosocial and psychological trauma associated with armed violence

Indirect Violence- • Number of refugees and internally-displaced people (IDPs)
effect induced • Incidence of firearm-related death and injury among refugees and IDPs

displacement • Incidence of armed intimidation and assault among displaced people
• Arms availability in refugee/IDP camps
• Mortality rates among displaced and relocated people
• Social/physical welfare of refugees/IDPs

Collapsing • Social and physical welfare of the population
access to • Child soldiers
basic goods • Household access to basic commodities and services
and services • Community cohesion
and declining • Declining access to public goods
social capital • Sexual violence

Table 1: Key indicators of humanitarian impacts
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humanitarian impacts of small arms. Contributions
from public health specialists, epidemiologists and
social scientists have helped chart a rough path
forward.There is, for instance, an extensive literature
on the physiological impacts and wound ballistics
associated with firearms and the human body. Since
the late 1980s, a growing body of literature on the
impact of small arms on public health has also devel-
oped, particularly in the US and Canada (see, for
example, Krug et al., 2002; Coupland, 2001; Miller
and Cohen, 1995; Cook and Ludwig, 2000; Small
Arms Survey, 2001 and 2002).

The key areas of humanitarian impact are death and
injury, displacement induced by armed violence and
collapsing access to basic services and the means of
survival. Table 1 sets out these impacts, and the
primary indicators associated with them. Central to
the development of basic indicators is reliable and
verified data on the number, profile and types of
injuries and their causes, and the risk factors associ-
ated with small arms and their distribution.There are
many challenges associated with collecting statistics
on humanitarian impacts, including the absence of
standardised or comparable definitions and methods

for collecting and collating data, the logistical obsta-
cles that can face data-gatherers, limitations in the
geographic and demographic coverage of surveil-
lance systems and attitudinal and cultural issues that
contribute to the under- and over-reporting of inci-
dents.A major reason why the quantitative and qual-
itative dimensions of these effects are
under-appreciated is that often only affected people
themselves can describe them. Although not
discussed in detail in this paper, researchers are
increasingly drawing on participatory action research
to understand key risks, and community-based solu-
tions to reduce the human cost of small arms avail-
ability and misuse.6

Health-related effects
Objective indicators of small arms use include the
health-related effects on civilian populations, such as
fatal and non-fatal injury, as well as long-term
disability and psychological and psychosocial trauma.
While the larger burden of mortality experienced
during episodes of armed violence is attributable to
the secondary costs of war, such as morbidity arising
from malnutrition, disease and preventable illness,
evidence from the Small Arms Survey indicates that
the availability of firearms is a key influencing
variable on the likelihood of fatal and non-fatal
injury and morbidity.7 In areas where armed violence
is particularly virulent, increases in malnutrition rates
and infectious disease are extremely high, demon-
strating an empirical relationship between small arms
misuse and morbidity among vulnerable groups.8

Where small arms are readily accessible and both
legal and customary forms of dispute resolution are
weakened, the resort to weapons and the risk of a
violent outcome increases.9 While cultural, social and
economic factors loom large in determining if an
individual will resort to violence, the presence of a
weapon – whether used in criminal and domestic
violence or war – conditions the severity of the
humanitarian impact.

In conflict situations, small arms contribute to an
increase in the scale and pace of killing, the likelihood
of illness and the possibility of violations of interna-
tional humanitarian law.The case of Sierra Leone is
indicative. Immediately following the invasion of the
country’s capital, Freetown, by the Revolutionary
United Front (RUF) in 1999, a senior government
forensic pathologist reported that more than 7,330
people – almost 1% of the city’s population – had
been fatally shot in a single month.Thousands more
suffered lacerations, mutilations and firearm injuries.
Additional surveys carried out over the same period
recorded that 60% of all war injuries were gunshot-
related, that 11% of all victims were under the age of
15 and that 43% were women (Salama et al., 1999).

An Afghan fighter in the Andarab Valley: Afghanistan
is one  of the world's most armed societies
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Cause of injury Total patients Estimated Estimated
number of percentage
civilian patients civilian1

Bullet 8,432 2,866 34

Fragment2 5,759 1,785 31

Mine3 4,686 1,218 26

Total 18,877 8,305 44

11

In Rwanda, massive inflows of small arms into the
country from Egypt, South Africa, the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC), France and Russia,
among others, contributed to the genocide of 1994.10

Media coverage was perhaps partly responsible for the
general impression that the violence was committed
exclusively with machetes. While documents
obtained in Kigali reveal that a huge number of
machetes, hoes, axes, knives and razors were imported
in the months preceding the genocide, peacekeepers
also noted that an estimated 85 tons of small arms had
also been distributed throughout the country (Small
Arms Survey: 206). According to Goose and Smythe
(1994), ‘much of the killing was carried out with
machetes, but automatic rifles and hand grenades
were also commonly used. Their wide availability
helped Hutu extremists carry out their slaughter on a
horrendous scale. The huge piles of Tutsi bodies
massacred in Rwanda since April are now juxtaposed

with the huge piles of rifles in Goma, Zaire, that were
confiscated from fleeing Hutu’.

The wound database of the ICRC, established in
1991, includes records on all patients wounded in
war who have been admitted to Red Cross hospitals
on the Afghan border of Pakistan, in Kabul and
Khandahar, in Khao I Dang on the Cambodian
border of Thailand, in Butare in Rwanda, in Novi
Atagi in Chechnya and in Lokichokkio on Kenya’s
north-western border with Sudan. Between January
1991 and July 1998, 18,877 of the 27,825 patients
admitted registered injuries resulting from bullets,
shells, bombs and mines.The rest were admitted as a
result of burns, blunt trauma wounds or for recon-
structive surgery.According to data on admissions to
the ICRC’s Lokichokkio hospital between 1997
and 2000, given in Figure 4, around half of all
admissions were war-wounded, mostly from

s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

Box 5: Health-related impacts: caveats to the data

There are serious caveats concerning available data regarding injury and death from small arms.
Death and injury from war wounds occur predominantly among young men in the South – the part of
the world where armed conflicts are most prolific, and death and injury data weakest. Since the reli-
ability of health statistics frequently mirrors a country’s level of development, many incidents go unre-
ported. Even in those rare instances where criminal or tribunal investigations are conducted, they
frequently underestimate the magnitude of death and injury attributable to small arms. Often, the only
recorded incidents occur in a hospital, where a death certificate is completed. But the majority of
deaths occur away from hospitals and clinics: injured victims often seek treatment from alternative
sources, and their families frequently bury the fatally injured immediately. Moreover, international
firearm-related mortality rates are difficult to compare because the vehicle – small arms – is rarely
included in the International Classification of Disease (ICD) categories of homicide, suicide, uninten-
tional deaths or deaths of undetermined intent. As observed by Etienne Krug, Kenneth Powell and
Linda Dahlberg (1998: 215), ‘even within these categories, the information on the firearm compo-
nents is not separately provided in the WHO’s Health Statistics Annual, the most common source of
data for cross-national comparisons of mortality rates’. Official death reports from many war-affected
countries must therefore be interpreted with great caution and awareness of the limitations at each
step in the recording process. At this stage, it is often more instructive to review trends and patterns of
death and injuries attributable to small arms in areas experiencing systemic social violence, rather
than seeking longitudinal cross-country comparisons.

Table 2: Patients admitted to Red Cross hospitals by cause of injury, 199911

Notes: 1 Women and girls, boys under 16, men aged 50 or above; 2 Includes shells, bombs and mortars; 3 Anti-tank and anti-personnel mines
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southern Sudan. Of these, the vast majority of regis-
tered patients demonstrated gunshot wounds.

A basic epidemiological finding is that, for every fatal
small arms-related injury in situations of armed
conflict, there are likely to be many more non-fatal
injuries. Estimates from countries not affected by
conflict, such as the US, indicate that three people
suffer non-fatal injuries for every person killed.
Ratios of injured to killed tend to be lower in situa-
tions of under-development and armed conflict.This
is generally because wounded patients lack access to
vital health care. Under-reporting and inconsistent
monitoring often confound a detailed appreciation
of the injured-to-killed ratio, as does the fact that the
number of war-wounded who actually receive treat-
ment (and are therefore ‘counted’) is not necessarily
representative of the total number of people injured
in a particular confrontation. Furthermore, although
agencies such as WHO, the ICRC and MSF
document some injury types in their field opera-
tions, many do not differentiate statistically in their
formal reporting between lesions attributable to
fragmenting bombs and artillery fire, weapons other
than firearms, or secondary effects such as malnutri-
tion or disease (Muggah and Berman, 2001).

Arms-related death and injury do not necessarily
decrease significantly when wars come to an end.
ICRC analysis of patient data from Afghanistan, for
instance, indicates that weapons-related casualties
decreased by less than 35% during the 18 months

following the cessation of a particularly volatile
inter-factional conflict (Michaels et al., 1999;
Coupland and Samnegaard, 1999). Another study,
drawing on field-hospital data from Cambodia,
noted that civilians accounted for over 40% of
combat-related casualties, but over 70% of all non-
combat weapons casualties.The study reveals that the
threat of arms-related death or injury to civilians in
non-combat settings can surpass rates experienced
during conflict periods (Meddings and O’Connor,
1999). In Central America, firearm homicide rates
fluctuate between 30 and 50 per 100,000, which is
equal to the rates in some of the most volatile war
zones on the planet. Similar trends are apparent in
otherwise ‘peaceful’ areas of East Africa. Firearm
injury rates are often between two and four times
higher.

In addition to immediate trauma, small arms also
cause long-term disability. These injuries carry a
disproportionately high cost, even if they are difficult
to quantify using conventional methods. If properly
funded, the cost of physical rehabilitation and pros-
thetic limbs alone could easily absorb the entire
health budget of a developing country.Although not
discussed in this paper, the cost and productive losses
of fatal and non-fatal firearm injuries can be
measured through the use of composite economic
indexes such as years of potential life lost (YPLL) and
disability-adjusted life years (DALYs). A seminal
study produced by Krug et al. (1998) concluded that
war is ‘an important factor contributing to firearm

Figure 4: Patients admitted to the ICRC hospital at Lokichokkio, 1997–2000

Source: Muggah and Berman, 2001
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mortality … in 1990, war was estimated to be the
sixteenth cause of DALYs lost throughout the world,
but by 2020, it is projected to be the eighth leading
cause of DALYs lost’. At the global level, WHO
(2001) puts inter-personal violence, self-inflicted
injuries and war injuries among the top five largest
contributors to the global burden of disease for
people aged between 15 and 44 years.

The humanitarian impact of small arms also includes
psychological and psychosocial damage. Community
studies in El Salvador, for example, have documented
increased psychosocial stress correlated with greater
collective exposure to armed violence.The relation-
ships between the extensive exposure of Kosovar
Albanians, Sri Lankans and Vietnamese to armed
violence and psychological effects have also been
documented (Cardozo et al., 2000; Ugalde et al.,
2000; Leaning et al., 1999). Even where well-func-
tioning trauma systems are in place, considerable
long-term morbidity and disability often go unde-
tected. Psychological stress associated with armed
conflict accounts for a significant share of the overall
impact on public health (Summerfield, 2000; Petty
and Bracken, 1996).

Small arms availability and use disrupt referrals,
immunisation programmes and monitoring and
surveillance (Small Arms Survey, 2002;WHO, 2001;
Ugalde et al., 2000). Such disruptions can generate a
host of secondary consequences, including high
mortality rates among children. Indeed, there is a
strong correlation between high rates of armed
violence, deteriorating public services and propor-
tionately higher death rates for children from non-
violent causes. A recent International Rescue

Committee (IRC) study confirms this association in
parts of the DRC: ‘while only ten per cent of all
deaths ... were attributed to violence, there is a strong
association (across both time and space) between
higher violence rates and higher death rates from
infectious disease’.

Forced displacement
One in every 120 people on earth is designated
either internally displaced, or a refugee. The
UNHCR (2001) estimates the number of refugees at
12.8m, and the Representative of the Secretary-
General for Internally Displaced People puts the
number affected by internal displacement at between
20m and 25m. Small arms-related intimidation and
insecurity are a key factor inhibiting sustainable
repatriation or resettlement. The UNHCR (2001:
283) has acknowledged that ‘armed conflict is now
the driving force behind most refugee flows’. The
UN has repeatedly observed that ‘in many recent and
current internal armed conflicts, combatants deliber-
ately intimidate, attack and displace local populations
to further their pursuit of economic control over
natural resources’. In such cases, combatants rely on,
even profit from, civilian displacement.

Most people appreciate the persuasive power of a
weapon. Small arms are frequently used to perpe-
trate widespread and systematic massacres and
clearances, even where machetes or knives may be
the most visible weapons to the journalist. In
Rwanda in 1994, Bosnia in 1992–94 and Kosovo
in 1998, entire segments of the civilian population
were targeted with small arms. In 1999, widespread
violations of human rights took place against
ethnic Albanian Kosovars in the course of mass

s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

Box 6: The militarisation of refugee camps in Kenya

Kenya’s formally-designated refugee camps – Dadaab and Kakuma – house more than 200,000 Sudanese,
Ethiopian, Somali, Central African and even West African refugees. These refugees are subjected to armed
violence on a daily basis. A large proportion of refugee women collecting firewood are raped at gunpoint
by armed assailants. The prevalence of firearms in and around Dadaab – and the insecurity this generates
– has seriously affected the capacity of UNHCR to carry out effective ‘care and maintenance’. Armed
police escorts accompany all personnel in and around camps, and strict curfews have been imposed. The
mobility of staff, their accessibility and visibility to refugees and even to some extent their motivation to be
out among their beneficiary populations have all been undermined.

According to official UN reports, there are strong suspicions that the camps are being used to traffic in
arms. Significant numbers of weapons once used in Sudan, Somalia and Uganda are being trafficked back
into the refugee camps and surrounding areas of Turkana and Kenya’s north-east (Ifo, Dagahaley and
Hagadera). Bullets and guns have become a form of convertible currency, part and parcel of a ‘gun
economy’, and have been absorbed into local customary livelihoods. This is a lethal addition to traditional
conflicts over livestock, water and grazing rights. Clan-based militias and arms syndicates are gradually
replacing clan elders as a key unit of political organisation.
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deportations by the Serbian army, leading to
NATO’s 78-day air war. A survey administered by
Vincent Iacopino and Ronald Waldman in 1999
noted that more than 30% of all Kosovar house-
holds reported at least one of the following abuses
among members: shooting, threat at gunpoint,
firearm homicide, torture, disappearance and sexual
assault. In Colombia, it is widely accepted that a
large proportion of the country’s significant
internal displacement is the result of massacres of
civilian populations. The vast majority of these
violations are carried out with small arms; nine out
of ten atrocities committed against civilians in
Colombia by the military, guerrillas or paramili-
taries employ small arms.12

From Srebrenica to Goma, some of the worst small
arms-related violations against civilians have
occurred during transit, or in so-called ‘safe areas’.
This is largely because designated settlements
populated by displaced people are highly insecure.13

Camps are typically squeezed against an interna-
tional border, or located on desolate and inhos-
pitable land. It is now commonly accepted that
locating a refugee or IDP camp near an interna-
tional border, particularly where there is a conflict
nearby, will never allow the settlement to be free of
refugee warriors or armed actors. Camps have been
targeted by domestic and foreign security forces,
and used as ‘training grounds’ and recruiting bases
for non-state actors. The case of Afghanistan is
telling. Just prior to the US-led attack on
Afghanistan in late 2001, reports noted that recruit-
ment drives were increased in Pakistani refugee and
Afghan IDP camps. Taliban authorities were
returning weapons confiscated in 1995 and 1996 in
order to bolster their strength; the spokesperson for
UNHCR noted the agency’s ‘extreme concern’
over ‘the militarisation of internally displaced
people’ (AFP, 26 October 2001). Host governments
have supported the use of refugee camps for cross-
border counter-insurgency activities in Ethiopian
camps in eastern Sudan, Khmer camps in Thailand
and Salvadoran and Nicaraguan camps in
Honduras. In the mid-1990s, refugee camps in
Africa’s Great Lakes were used to supply and
accommodate Rwandan military and militia
groups. Once these armed forces had regrouped
and been trained, the camps became launching-
pads for cross-border military operations against
adversaries in Rwanda.

The militarisation of refugee camps presents a
problem to the country of origin, to the country of
asylum or temporary settlement and to the interna-
tional community. Particularly in refugee-hosting
countries, the presence of small arms in refugee

camps has resulted in a decline in offers for asylum.
According to Melvern (2000), ‘hosting refugees is
increasingly perceived to represent a threat to state
security’. At the very least, the use of small arms in
camps raises concerns regarding the obligation of
UNHCR and its implementing partners to protect
refugees, and the extent to which it can intervene to
control arms flows into and out of temporary settle-
ments.The Inter-Agency Network on Displacement
has noted that ‘the lack of safe and unhindered access
to vulnerable populations represents one of the
major constraints on the provision of protection and
assistance to displaced populations’.

UNHCR recognises that curtailing the sale or
transfer of small arms would contribute to greater
stability and security, and would reduce people’s
incentive to flee in the first place. In response to
growing threats to refugees in camp situations,
UNHCR has begun to deploy international police
advisors to improve security and law-enforcement
capacities, for instance in Kosovo Albanian camps
and in Burundian camps in Tanzania. In many cases,
UNHCR has hired host-country soldiers to ensure
security in the camps, or funded firewood collection
programmes to promote reforestation, as well as indi-
rectly to reduce women’s exposure to armed
violence. It has also established a permanent working
group on safety, as well as camp security surveys. In
response to increasing camp militarisation, key inter-
ventions called for by UNHCR (2000: 1–2) include
disarming exiled groups that have access to weapons;
curtailing the flow of arms into refugee areas; and
disarming exiled soldiers and other armed elements.

The impact on access to basic goods
The humanitarian impacts of small arms are not
necessarily short-term, or even immediately visible.
In many areas not typically associated with armed
conflict, arms availability can generate a climate of
fear among civilians and, in some cases, a culture of
violence that can last for generations. Perception
surveys from Guatemala, for example, indicate that
many urban residents feel more insecure today than
they did during the height of the war there. Among
households, perceptions of insecurity can influence
decision-making, access to food, water, shelter,
mobility and commerce, and investment in produc-
tive resources such as labour and land. In short, the
prospects for development are seriously undermined
by the unregulated availability of small arms
(Muggah and Batchelor, 2002).

Small arms affect basic aspects of life in myriad ways.
Humanitarian workers have noted persistent food
insecurity among households in arms-saturated areas
– even where those locations are ‘benefiting’ from
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substantial agricultural and food aid – indicating a
relationship between armed violence and access to
basic entitlements (Muggah and Berman, 2001). In
Kenya, services like schooling and healthcare have
deteriorated or collapsed in areas where small arms
availability and use are high. Literacy and school
enrolment rates in arms-affected regions are well
below the national average; according to a long-
serving UNICEF programme officer, armed
violence around Lokichokkio in the early 1990s
‘made families keep their children from attending
schools. As a result, all of the schools have clustered
around this [UNICEF-Operation Lifeline Sudan]
and other UN compounds’ (Muggah and Berman,
2001). The introduction of military-style automatic
rifles into customary conflicts has undermined liveli-
hoods and traditional migration patterns among
pastoral groups in the north-east. In Colombia, as in
many countries where forced displacement is
common, key income-earning assets, including land
and livestock, can be abandoned, stolen or disposed
of following armed intimidation and massacres.
Predictably, declining production also affects trade,
reducing the opportunities for vulnerable groups to
exchange assets for other commodities. In this way,
the terms of trade rapidly decline in areas where
small arms are readily available.Armed blockades and
armed crime affect regional and local economies,
increasing the costs of commodities such as gasoline
and imported food.

Their low cost and accessibility make small arms
particularly attractive commodities to unemployed,
humiliated or disenfranchised young people, particu-
larly adolescent males. Young unemployed men are
most commonly the perpetrators as well as the
victims of armed violence. According to the
Congolese government, ‘the majority of young ex-
combatants in the region want employment … and
it is unemployment that is the principal cause of war
in Congo-Brazzaville’ (Muggah and Berman, 2001).

Weapons can also assume a symbolic role in the
violent repression of women.14 Small arms have been
documented as tools of rape in war for centuries.
They facilitate gender-specific atrocities, and raise
the risk threshold for women (Dybdhal and Pasagic,
2000). Marija Olujic (1998) has reported that some
20,000 women were raped at gunpoint by Bosnian
Serb soldiers as part of a deliberate strategic
campaign to dehumanise and demoralise their oppo-
nents. Women may be recruited, often at gunpoint,
into armed factions, where they may be subjected to
sexual abuse and ritual humiliation, and put into
situations of extreme insecurity. Women can also
suffer a systemic decline in their access to basic
goods and services through the loss of husbands and
children to fatal and non-fatal injuries.This, in turn,
leads to dramatic transformations in their earning
power and social status, which extend well beyond
the individual to the social and communal realm.

s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

Figure 5: UN civilian deaths from hostile actions, 1992–2000

Note: The UN’s security coordinating body UNSECOORD estimates that the UN had an average of 70,000 staff and dependants over the

last decade.

Source: Muggah and Berman 2002
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UNHCR UNDP UNICEF WFP Total

1992 Ethiopia (2) 0 Somalia (1) Pakistan (1) 6
Sudan (2)

1993 Afghanistan (1) 0 Somalia (1)
Bosnia (1) Uganda (1) Angola (3) 7

1994 Burundi (1) Mozambique (1) Cameroon (1) Angola (1) 53
Iran (1) Rwanda (17) Egypt (1) Burundi (1
Ethiopia (1) Rwanda (11) Rwanda (1)
Rwanda (11) Somalia (1)
Somalia (1) Uganda (3)

1995 0 0 Angola (1) 4
Burundi (1)
Nigeria (1)
Somalia (1) 7

1996 Kenya (1) Rwanda (2) Comoros (1) Angola (1)
Zaire (1) Somalia (1)

1997 Rwanda (1) Rwanda (1) Sudan (1) Ethiopia (2) 7
Rwanda (2)

1998 0 0 0 Angola (1) 5
Burundi (1)
Sudan (2)
Uganda (1)

1999 0 Colombia (1) Burundi (1) Angola (1) 6
Jamaica (1) Burundi (1)
Somalia (1)

Total 22 22 28 23 9515
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Small arms and humanitarian operations
A further humanitarian impact of small arms
concerns their effect on humanitarian personnel and
operations, limiting or curtailing their access to
people in need.The impacts of small arms on relief
personnel range from the explicit targeting of staff by
warring parties and criminals to the opportunity
costs that stem from the diversion of relief aid and
unproductive expenditures on security, transport and
logistics. A study of death and fatal injuries among
humanitarian workers over the last decade observed
that, among UN, NGO, Red Cross and ICRC
personnel, almost 70% of those killed were fatally
wounded in acts of ‘intentional violence’ (Sheik et
al., 2000).This compares with 17% killed in vehicle
accidents. Data gathered from medical journals

suggests that violent deaths among humanitarian
workers are increasing in real terms, and that
‘banditry was an important cause of death [with]
most victims dying in the crossfire or in cold blood’.
Available evidence also shows that, between 1992
and 2000, the annual firearm homicide rate among
UN civilian staff was between 17 and 25 per 100,000
(Muggah and Berman, 2001). Between 1990 and
1999, more than 93 ICRC delegates were killed
with small arms, and some 280 injured. Since January
1994, more than 240 UN personnel have been taken
hostage or kidnapped at gunpoint in 63 incidents.

The available data shows that humanitarian agencies
are often working in violent circumstances.This data
does not, however, necessarily indicate a growing

Table 3: Fatal small arms injuries among selected UN organisations, 1992–99

Source: Muggah and Berman (2001)
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trend in violence against aid workers.This is because
the number of humanitarian agencies operating in
dangerous environments has increased dramatically in
the last decade.The growing number of incidents in
real terms has to do with, on the one hand, agencies
and their personnel working in ever-more insecure
environments, and on the other, the availability of
small arms in conflict and post-conflict zones, and the
propensity of armed actors to use them.

Personal safety and security is a major source of stress
for expatriate field staff working in violence-prone
areas.The ICRC estimates that approximately 50% of
its international and national staff suffer from
emotional and behavioural difficulties during and
following their assignment.According to a UN survey,

‘armed conflict, mines, gunfire, murder, banditry, car-
jacking, robbery, the narcotics trade, substance abuse
and other criminal activities in the … surrounding
area were reported stress factors’. The psychological
stress of working in situations where one’s personal
safety is continually jeopardised, of enduring extended
separation from family who are constantly aware of
loved ones’ extreme danger, and of being surrounded
on a daily basis by armed violence – all of these factors
contribute to critical levels of stress and the potential
for psychological trauma. If the safety of personnel
cannot be adequately ensured, assistance and protec-
tion cannot be effectively provided. This damages
access for beneficiaries to the basic services and
supplies of which humanitarian agencies are often the
main, or only, providers.

s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

Box 7: Humanitarian operations and insecurity in Somalia

For the past decade, aid operations in Somalia have been severely constrained by the presence of heavily-
armed clans and armed bandits. Evacuations and the temporary suspension of programmes are common.
A recent IRIN report (2000a) is illustrative: ‘following the firing of AK-47s on a single-engine 9 seater
Caravan (with no injuries or damage sustained to the aircraft), plans to resume work in Kismayo anytime
soon are severely curtailed … Kismayo is off limits for all UN operations until it becomes clear who carried
out the attacks and until the threat has been removed. Elsewhere in Merka (70km south of Mogadishu), the
UN has also been forced to suspend flights’.

In response to these ‘security threats’, security officers in Somalia conducted a survey to determine whether
UN agencies could resume humanitarian operations after a six-month suspension. IRIN (2000b) reported
that they ‘were attacked at the UN WHO compound by a group of 30–40 men bearing small arms … UN
programmes had ceased after unidentified militia men sprayed gunfire at a European Community humani-
tarian plane’. Other incidents reported over the same period included a bomb on the roof of the WHO
compound, and a grenade attack at the WHO compound and the offices of the Coordinating Committee
of the Organisation for Voluntary Services. According to the same report, ‘attempts to impose curfews, gun
control and disarmament have been limited – as there is no authority here’.
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The small arms issue has begun to move up the
humanitarian agenda in recent years.Two key factors
account for this. The first relates to the momentum
that gathered during the campaigns to ban landmines,
the development of the International Criminal Court
(ICC) and the UN convention on child soldiers, and
the encouragement these developments provided to
disarmament campaigners to take on small arms.16 The
second factor is tied to the growing insecurity experi-
enced by aid workers in the field, and more impor-
tantly, the perceived insecurity of the beneficiary
populations they are seeking to aid and protect.
Humanitarian and development practitioners, exposed
to the impact of small arms in the course of their daily
work, have started to take note and voice their
concerns.The issue has been taken up by a number of
UN agencies and NGOs, and websites on the subject
have been developed for the UNDP, UNICEF,
OCHA, WorldVision, CARE and others (see, for
example, Oxfam-GB 2001; ICRC 1999).
Humanitarian actors acknowledge that civilians are
insecure, that their staff are regularly exposed to armed
violence and criminality, and that small arms are
frequently a key element in the various safety and
security challenges they face.

A set of overlapping approaches for addressing the
consequences of small arms has evolved:

• a supply-side approach that focuses on constraining
the transfer of weapons to regimes that systemati-
cally violate human rights and international human-
itarian law;

• a human impact approach that aims to mitigate the
effects of weapons on civilians through the applica-
tion of international humanitarian law and
demand-related incentives; and

• an operations approach that stresses the damaging
consequences of arms availability for relief workers
and peacekeepers.

The supply-side approach: strengthening
controls and advocacy
A supply-side approach seeks to strengthen supplier-
country controls and end-user conditionality in order
to prevent the export of small arms to regimes that
are known to violate international humanitarian law
and human rights. Proponents of this approach stress
that, while Article 51 of the UN Charter recognises
the right of states to arm themselves in self-defence
and to acquire weapons for military and police forces,
Article 1 of the Geneva Conventions emphasises
their simultaneous obligation to respect and ensure
respect for international humanitarian law: ‘the
knowing provision of arms into situations where
serious violations of international humanitarian law
occur or are likely to occur should be considered a
matter of grave concern’. In its strongest form, advo-
cates of this approach contend that countries
supplying weapons are accessories to the abuses
committed with them – even genocide.

An important concern among disarmament advo-
cates is whether to focus campaigning efforts on
black and grey markets, or on legally transferred
weapons. The question is relevant because ‘it is
unknown whether, in general, the legal or the illegal
small arms trade contributes more directly to
ongoing warfare and repression around the world’
(Lumpe, 2000: 2). A humanitarian perspective,
however, is a reminder that the impacts of small arms
availability and use on human health and well-being
are the same regardless of the source.

Proponents of the supply-side approach call for
increased accountability and government scrutiny of
small arms transfers, from the point of production to
end-use certification.Advocacy networks such as the
International Action Network on Small Arms
(IANSA) and the Humanitarian Coalition on Small
Arms, as well as organisations such as the UN High

3

Searching for a humanitarian
response
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Box 8: Selected codes of conduct and the small arms trade

Both the EU’s Code of Conduct on Arms Exports and the OSCE’s Document on Small Arms and Light
Weapons initially sought to ensure that recipient states would comply with international humanitarian law
and human rights criteria prior to the granting of export licences. While the codes demand that human
rights and international humanitarian law should be taken into account, there are no specific obligations
with respect to the transfer of small arms to abusive regimes. Significant gaps remain, particularly with
respect to issues of brokering and licensed production, which leave ample opportunity for evasion. With
problems like this in mind, the Canadian government proposed a convention prohibiting the international
transfer of small arms to non-state actors in 1998, but this has received little support.

An international code of conduct has been proposed by a group of Nobel Peace Prize laureates and NGOs,
led by former Costa Rican President Oscar Arias. Their Framework Convention on international arms trans-
fers seeks to establish a legally-binding text that would make the approval of arms exports contingent on
principles of human rights, humanitarian law, sustainable development and peace and stability.

Consistent pressure on governments by advocates has led to the adoption of guidelines and codes at the
national level, notably in South Africa and the US. The US export control system is considered by many to
be one of the world’s best, and efforts have been made to reinforce it with a formal code of conduct. In
Western Europe, both Germany and the UK have also undertaken to impose controls on the transfer of
weapons to rights-abusing regimes, though as yet there is little evidence that this is working as envisioned.

Organisation or country17 Type of intervention

European EU Code of Conduct on Arms Transfers 
Union (1998) EU Joint Action on Small Arms

Latin America and Brasilia Declaration (on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons)
the Caribbean (2000)

North Atlantic NATO Parliamentary Assembly Resolution on Small Arms Control
Treaty Organisation 
(2000)

Organisation of Bamako Declaration on an African Common Position on the Illicit
African Unity (2000) Proliferation, Circulation and Trafficking of Small Arms and Light Weapons

Organisation for OSCE Document on Small Arms and Light Weapons
Security and 
Cooperation in 
Europe (2000)

Southern African Declaration Concerning Firearms, Ammunition and Other Related Materials
Development in the Southern African Development Community
Community (2001)

United Nations United Nations Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat, Eradicate the 
(2001) Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects

Germany (2000) Policy Principles for the Export of War Weapons and Other Military 
Equipment

UK (2001) Export Control Bill

Table 4: Recent legislation and official commitments on small arms
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Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR) and
Amnesty International, have called for stringent
codes of conduct for the small arms trade. Other civil
society actors, including the Oscar Arias Foundation,
Ploughshares Fund Canada, and regional networks
such as the newly-created West African Action
Network on Small Arms (WAANSA) and the South
Asian Partnership (SAP) group have also lobbied
forcefully for codes of conduct to constrain the
spread of small arms. Such codes would aim to
improve transparency on arms transfers, limit the list
of permissible recipients and strengthen post-transfer
oversight.

A host of alternative strategies to reduce small arms
transfers to abusive regimes and groups has also been
developed. Prominent tools commonly invoked bilat-
erally by states and multilaterally by the UN are sanc-
tions and embargoes. Multilateral embargoes – both
legally-binding and non-binding – have been initi-
ated by the UN, the EU and the Organisation for
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE).
Unilateral arms embargoes have also been imposed
by countries such as the US and the UK; the US
maintains a policy to ‘deny licenses, other approvals,
exports and imports of defence services destined for
20 countries, in addition to those countries on which
the UN maintains a standing arms embargo’ (Small
Arms Survey, 2002: 133).

The record on sanctions and arms embargoes is
patchy at best. Even the most preliminary research
indicates that at least 54 countries have been linked to
shipments of small arms in violation of arms embar-
goes effective in 2001. The UN famously reported
the case of end-use violations between Bulgaria,
Romania and UNITA in Angola in what is known as
the Fowler Report (UN, 2000). While the UN has,
since 1992, held member states responsible for the
activities of their nationals and transport agents,
‘embargo-busting’ continues. One school prefers
targeted or ‘smart’ sanctions to minimise the indirect
effects on civilians, while many critics insist that sanc-
tions and embargoes are merely a substitute for more
resolute action, excusing states from their legal and
moral obligations to actively punish abusive
regimes.18

Other proponents of the supply-side approach have
sought to ‘name, blame and shame’ actors known to
supply violators of human rights. Both Human
Rights Watch and Amnesty International have docu-
mented illicit small arms transfers to abusive regimes,
identifying perpetrators and publicly denouncing
those responsible. An Amnesty report released in
2001, entitled Human Rights Abuses with Small Arms, is
one such example.The report illustrates the range of

human rights abuses carried out with small arms.
Violations described in the report include police
brutality and torture, violence over land rights,
massacres and extra-judicial killings, the excessive use
of force and electoral violence. Another example is
the study carried out by Barbara Frey in 2002, on
behalf of the UNHCHR’s Sub-Commission on the
Promotion and Protection of Human Rights.
Mandated by Resolution 2001/120 in August 2001,
the study appraises the extent to which the trade,
possession and use of small arms violate human rights
and humanitarian norms. Studies such as these seek
to embarrass violating parties, tarnish their image and
encourage changes in behaviour.

The human impact approach: civilians first
A second approach, endorsed by operational arms of
the UN, the ICRC and major international relief
agencies, seeks to heighten international and
domestic awareness of the impact of small arms-
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Box 9: The EU and a practical response?

Since adopting the 1998 Joint Action on Small
Arms, the EU has supported practical measures to
reduce small arms availability in affected coun-
tries. Several initiatives, in South-East Asia,
Southern Africa, the Caucasus, Latin America and
West Africa, have received significant attention. 

The first, in Cambodia, sought to assist in the forma-
tion of national legislation on arms control;
improved record-keeping; more accountable
police–civil society relationships; the destruction of
surplus weaponry; and capacity-building for non-
governmental action on small arms awareness.
Approximately $1.8m was allocated to the initiative
between 1999 and 2001. Another, Operation
Rachel, involved 12 separate weapons collection
and destruction efforts in Mozambique between
2000 and 2001, at a cost of $200,000. The EU also
contributed $90,000 in 2000 to a joint
OSCE/DPKO voluntary weapons collection
programme in South Ossetia (Georgia). The EU is
also involved in building capacity among law-
enforcement officers in Latin America, and devel-
oping a database for firearms imports and exports,
in cooperation with the UN’s Lima Centre for Peace
and Disarmament. Finally, the EU contributed
$1.9m in 2001 to support the Mechanism for
Conflict Prevention, Management, Resolution,
Peacekeeping and Security, which is designed to
operationalise the implementation of the ECOWAS
Moratorium on the import, export and manufacture
of light weapons, announced in 1998.
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related violence on non-combatants and vulnerable
groups. Referred to here as the ‘human impact’
approach, it aims to reorient attention away from
technical concerns with supply, and towards more
operational and demand-driven field activities
focused on improving the protection of civilians
against armed violence. This approach arises from
concerns over the legal and operational implications
of the civilian possession of small arms, and the
strategic targeting of non-combatants in conflict.

Proponents of this approach are particu-
larly concerned that the accessibility of
small arms, particularly to poorly-trained
and undisciplined soldiers, acts as a
multiplier of violence.

This approach is grounded in a height-
ened awareness of persistent violations of
international humanitarian law. The
purpose of international humanitarian law
is to impose limits on how conflicts are
conducted, including how weapons are
used in them, and to impose prohibitions
on the use of certain weapons in war
(Levie, 2000; De Mulinen, 1987). The
principal sources of international humani-
tarian law that relate to small arms are the
St Petersburg Declaration of 1868, the
Hague Conventions of 1899, the four
Geneva Conventions adopted in 1949,

and the two Additional Protocols to the Geneva
Conventions, which were adopted in 1966 and entered
into force in 1977.The four Geneva Conventions relate
to: sick and wounded combatants in the field; sick and
wounded and shipwrecked members of the armed
forces at sea; the treatment of prisoners of war; and the
protection of civilians in times of war. The Protocols
relate to the protection of victims of international
armed conflict, and the protection of victims of non-
international armed conflict.The Geneva Convention

Box 10: Disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration in Liberia and Sierra Leone

In August 1996, the Buja II Agreement put an end to seven years of civil war in Liberia. Under the agree-
ment, the Economic Community of West African States Cease Fire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) was
mandated to supervise the disarmament of the warring parties, under the watchful eye of the UN Observer
Mission in Liberia (UNOMIL). The disarmament and demobilisation programme, carried out between
November 1996 and February 1997, was successful to the extent that elections were held soon after its
completion. In return for weapons, combatants received demobilisation cards, which entitled them to one
month’s-worth of food rations and a promissory note for other benefits such as medical care, agricultural
supplies or participation in a food-for work initiative. However, no effective weapons-related legislation or
stockpile management was put in place. Persistent under-funding further damaged the programme, as
promised entitlements were not delivered. 

In neighbouring Sierra Leone, the government, ECOMOG and the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL)
sought to disarm Revolutionary United Front (RUF) forces. Some 12,695 weapons and 253,535 rounds of
ammunition were retrieved between November 1999 and May 2000, when some 500 UN peacekeepers
were taken hostage and nine killed. The quality of the weapons collected was poor, and because the small
arms were not destroyed, they were subsequently recaptured by rebels. The programme had a number of
shortcomings: inoperable weapons were accepted; non-combatants were accepted as bona fide members
of the RUF; collected weapons were not immediately disabled by the disarmament programme; and the
$300 cash payment for handing weapons in fuelled demand, as people sought additional arms so as to gain
additional payments (Small Arms Survey, 2002: 289–90). Quite apart from the programme itself, the initia-
tive proved particularly ineffective given the intensive rearmament of rebels between 1999 and 2000,
despite an international arms embargo and the ECOWAS moratorium of 1998.

A child plays at war, Pec, Serbia
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also criminalises the act of genocide.19 Also included in
the corpus of international humanitarian law are
customary laws of war and treaties prohibiting certain
weapons, such as the 1980 UN Convention on Certain
Conventional Weapons and the Anti-Personnel Land
Mines Convention, the so-called ‘Ottawa Treaty’.

The primary purpose of international law, including
treaties and customary law, is to lay down rules
prescribing the conduct of states, not to regulate the
behaviour of individuals. Nonetheless, international
humanitarian law has adapted to reflect the nature of
contemporary internal conflicts, and is evolving to
deal with individuals or non-state actors.According to
Emanella-Chiara Gillard (2000: 45), this shift was
necessary since ‘legal practice must adapt to the
changing dynamics of conflict if it is to have any real-
istic expectations of protecting civilians’.The findings
of the international war crimes tribunal for the former
Yugoslavia note that ‘international law … must gradu-
ally turn to the protection of human beings’.

International humanitarian law does not aim to
resolve the underlying causes of conflict, but to
minimise the humanitarian impact of conflict,
including from the misuse of small arms. Supporters
of the human impact approach are adamant that, even
where judicial systems are breaking down, there
should not be a legal vacuum with respect to interna-
tional law.On the contrary, although difficult to apply,
it is argued that it is precisely in such situations where
international humanitarian law is most urgently
required. To reduce the vulnerability of civilians,
humanitarian agencies seek to disseminate informa-
tion about, and educate warring parties in, humani-
tarian law in an attempt to influence their behaviour.
The ICRC, which is mandated with this task, has
recommended the education of armed forces about
the basic precepts of international humanitarian law
as a vital first step to reducing civilian casualties.20

Agencies have also sought to better apprehend the
underlying causes of atrocities against civilians in
order to improve their own interventions. Even as
they acknowledge the complex motives underpin-
ning conflict and small arms use, some agencies have
initiated practical interventions, combining sensitisa-
tion campaigns and development programmes with
voluntary disarmament. While conceptually innova-
tive, it remains to be seen whether measures such as
disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration
(DDR) will be successful in practice.21

Some agencies have publicised and advocated against
instances of armed abuse; in November 2000, for
instance, MSF mounted an advocacy campaign in
Angola to highlight abuse of international humani-
tarian law by the warring parties there (DuBois,

2001).This kind of approach is, however, too radical
and controversial for some; publicising atrocities can
make it more difficult and dangerous to deliver assis-
tance, and can compromise access to the very people
that advocacy is seeking to protect.

The operations approach: improving the
security of aid work
A third humanitarian perspective on small arms is
referred to here as the operations approach. It is a
reaction to the impact of arms availability on the
quality and effectiveness of humanitarian action. It
stresses the need to improve security and protection for
humanitarian operations within a deteriorating
security environment.Rather than trying to reform the
entire situation, it seeks a pragmatic field-based
response to allow the work to go on.

Some aid agencies are moving quickly to improve their
safety and security management.There are a variety of
initiatives and inter-agency projects under way, mostly
related to incident reporting, research, training,
advocacy and improved efforts to coordinate and share
information at field level.While the majority of these
initiatives are well conceived, many are ad hoc and
improvised. In most cases, they do not build on
problem analysis, evidence-based management or a
sophisticated advocacy strategy. As a result, there are
critical weaknesses, confusions and unnecessary dupli-
cation. The fact remains that, in far too many aid
agencies, senior managers do not recognise the
problem,or do not feel that they can usefully intervene.

Faced with the threat of armed attack, almost always
with small arms, humanitarian agencies have in some
cases resorted to armed protection, military guards
and private security companies to reduce their
vulnerability and exposure. UN humanitarian
convoys use military or armed escorts in almost half
of the 20 or so complex emergencies where the
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA) is involved. NGOs use armed protection
on a regular basis in four conflict-affected countries:
northern Iraq, Somalia, Russia (Ingushetia/
Chechnya) and northern Kenya. Agencies also occa-
sionally use armed escorts on a case-by-case basis in
volatile security situations, for example Rwanda, or if
an escort is required at a border, as between Pakistan
and Afghanistan (Barry and Jefferys, 2002). All of
these actors are potentially uneasy collaborators for
aid agencies.

At the request of the UN Deputy Secretary-
General’s Task Force on Security Policy, OCHA is
preparing generic guidelines on the use of armed
protection by aid agencies. However, disagreement
reigns. Concerns arise in relation to the perceptions
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of other stakeholders, and the contribution of armed
protection to the overall security environment.There
is a vociferous debate within the humanitarian
community about the circumstances in which such
strategies should be acceptable, and to what degree.
The decision to take armed protection relates to
three core issues: principles, context and management
(Small Arms Survey, 2002).

The use of armed protection raises a number of
important questions:

• is the use of force to protect aid agencies justified
under certain conditions?;

• can the use of armed protection threaten the
neutrality and impartiality of humanitarian
action?;

• could the use of armed protection in fact escalate
the security risk?;

• could armed protection contribute, directly or
indirectly, to a ‘mini-arms race’?; and 

• who could be the legitimate providers of armed
protection?

Some argue that force can be used in a principled,
measured and accountable fashion (Van Brabant,
2001a). Force, in this view, can be for the public
good, and enhance the security of aid workers, and
hence the availability of assistance and protection for
civilians. Furthermore, while few doubt that agencies
prefer to avoid armed protection, in some extreme
situations many lives may be at risk if insecurity
prevents the delivery of assistance.

If an agency decides to use armed protection, key
questions are: who provides it?; does it increase or
decrease risk?; and who benefits from it? The
question of the provider is vital. Choices range from
national police or army personnel to armed guards

hired privately by the agency, from tribal warriors to
members of an international peacekeeping force.
Each cluster of actors has a particular image in any
given context, and like the aid agencies themselves,
each is part and parcel of the political economy of
their environment. Furthermore, the adoption of
armed protection may in some situations actually
increase the risk of armed attack (Van Brabant, 2001).
If the conditional use of force is agreed in principle,
and careful analysis reveals that an acceptable
provider is available, the next question concerns
management. Should the management of armed
guards be directly coordinated by the agency, or by
an external command? Key questions that would
need to be resolved relate to: who has authority and
responsibility for the selection, hiring and firing of
guards, the choice of weaponry, rules of engage-
ment, supervision and disciplinary action; what
ethical and legal framework and personal code of
conduct will apply to the armed guards; and who
provides the armed guards with their equipment,
food, board and transport.

Ultimately, many UN and NGO staff are uncom-
fortable with engaging with armed actors. This is
both a product of latent anti-militarism, as well as
legitimate criticism of the political and economic
agendas of internationally-deployed soldiers and
security personnel. Criticism has been levied
against national and international military actors as
a result of their use of torture (for instance in
Somalia), rape (in Guinea), drug-smuggling (as in
Afghanistan), hardwood trafficking (for example in
Cambodia and Myanmar) and extra-judicial killings
(in West Africa). Some international forces have also
been criticised for their lack of discipline and
accountability. If engagement is to proceed, a
greater level of confidence in, and oversight of, such
actors will be required.
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While small arms are not in themselves the cause of
conflict, these weapons are the primary means by
which combatants and civilians violate international
humanitarian law and human rights on a massive
scale. Every year, at least 310,000 men, women and
children are intentionally shot and fatally wounded in
war – and many millions are left disabled, or die from
untreated injuries and secondary illness. As these
types of weapons become more readily available, their
contribution to human suffering in conflict and
instability will increase. The availability of such
weapons in societies embroiled in or emerging from
war poses a long-term challenge to the humanitarian
community. But the humanitarian costs of small arms
are often so systemic, so pervasive, that people do not
see them for what they are.

The unregulated availability of small arms threatens
the safety and security of humanitarian personnel and
those they seek to assist.The magnitude and severity
of the problem must be better understood.
Preliminary studies indicate that it is possible to
collect extensive data from UN and humanitarian
agencies on the use of small arms. This should be
encouraged – and provisions exist within the UN
Programme of Action (2001) for government support
in this regard. Ultimately, whether resources are
provided or not, the fact remains that good data
forms the basis for good policy.

States have a primary responsibility for addressing
violations of international humanitarian law and
ensuring the safety of their civilian populations.The
development of norms with respect to international
humanitarian law and the formulation of informal
and formal standards of good conduct are necessary
steps to make both states and non-state actors more
accountable. But the humanitarian community must
also come to the table, and engage more proactively
on the issue of small arms availability and misuse.

Ultimately, a humanitarian perspective on small arms
can provide a vital space for achieving agreement in
an arena dominated by politics and commercial inter-
ests.Although disagreements exist within the human-
itarian community over how best to approach the
issue, all parties basically agree that a humane
approach to small arms control is desirable.This would
aim to reduce the impact of armed violence on civil-
ians, and reduce or eliminate their exposure to viola-
tions by means of these weapons. In essence, a
humanitarian perspective enables all concerned to
focus on the practice, rather than the narrative, of war.

At the most general level, UN agencies and NGOs,
policymakers, practitioners and researchers must
broaden the small arms debate to encompass human-
itarian concerns.The language and discussion of small
arms should reflect as clearly and comprehensively as
possible the short- and long-term human costs of
availability and misuse, rather than technical or
normative approaches to arms control. As this paper
shows, the scale and magnitude of the human costs
extend well beyond intentional injury and death.The
insecurity generated by the widespread availability
and use of small arms undermines fundamental
human rights and security.

Humanitarian agencies should also undertake empir-
ical studies for advocacy purposes, as well as begin an
internal dialogue about the extent of the humani-
tarian impact of small arms. Aid agency staff cannot
be expected to monitor small arms flows or arms
smuggling in their theatre of operations.
Nevertheless, the humanitarian community could
reflect on how the international campaign to ban
landmines, for example, used investigations into the
effects of anti-personnel mines to mobilise a broad
constituency around the issue. Although the small
arms issue is not as neatly defined, much of the
success of the land mine campaign derived from a

Conclusion
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humanitarian strategy based on the accumulation of
evidence from the field. Importantly, it began with
focused studies to inform a campaign, rather than the
other way around. In this regard, it should be recalled
that victims of small arms outnumber victims of
landmines by a factor of 20 – and that small arms are
an equally urgent humanitarian issue.

Donor governments should support NGOs and
governments to collect and analyse data on the effects
of small arms.This would foster awareness of the issue
among policy-makers, and strengthen partnerships
between governments and NGOs.As a first step, case-
specific material must be gathered systematically,
research must be supported and government, UN and
NGO representatives should be sensitised to the
importance of collecting and reporting on the impact
of small arms.Epidemiological surveillance and moni-
toring is vital to inform evidence-based interventions,
and to evaluate the success of these initiatives.

Humanitarian actors should encourage information-
sharing on the issue of small arms and their effects.
Greater priority must be attached to collecting and
sharing information between public institutions,
multilateral agencies and international and national
NGOs, where this is possible and appropriate.At the
very least, traditional intelligence-gathering by the
security personnel of agencies could incorporate
issues related to small arms, such as domestic and
regional legislation governing weapons, the manage-
ment of national stockpiles and the leakage of
weapons into civilian hands, and the relative success
or failure of collection and destruction programmes.

Such data can provide critical early-warning indica-
tors, and allow humanitarian agencies to assess risk,
and plan appropriately for contingencies.

Finally, while there are clear instances where armed
violence is so endemic that physical protection is
required, the UN and NGOs should continue to
adopt clear and transparent norms discouraging
weapons use in the field. Symbols condemning
possession and prohibiting weapons on humanitarian
premises, such as those used by the ICRC and
others, can effectively inculcate norms of non-
possession. Furthermore, agencies could consider
supporting measures to improve transparency and
oversight, so as to ensure that the aid infrastructure is
not being used to facilitate arms proliferation or traf-
ficking. Such a regime would rely on the regular
reporting of incidents associated with small arms
misuse, intelligence regarding the presence and types
of weapons seen in the region in question, and effec-
tive screening of sub-contracted transport agents and
security providers.

So how to move forward, with a community that is
not inclined to speak with one voice, is operationally-
focused more than evidence-based and often, to some
extent, dependent on the agendas and interests of its
funders? This paper argues for the generation of
better evidence of the consequences of small arms, a
strong voice from the field on humanitarian issues, a
clearer definition of campaigning goals that are
acceptable to a broad range of humanitarian actors,
and public leadership by humanitarians who believe
in the value of reflection, as well as action.
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Notes
1 The formative work in this area is Smith, 1993. See
also Karp, 1994; Boutwell et al., 1995; Singh, 1995;
and UNIDIR, 1995. For a comprehensive review of
the literature on small arms control, see www.small-
armssurvey.org.
2 The calibre, design and velocity of ammunition and
firearms can be divided into commercial and military
specifications. Single-shot and semi-automatic
hunting rifles (for example, .22s), pistols and revolvers
(.38 or .9mm) are designed for civilian and sporting
use, with the ‘stopping power’ adjusted according to
the user. Most semi-automatic and fully automatic
weapons are designed to secure maximum military
advantage, and do not conform to these restrictions.
3 These estimates are based on figures drawn together
in Small Arms Survey, 2002.
4 Like the defence industry more generally, the small
arms sector has consolidated in recent years through
mergers and acquisitions.This is partly as a result of
cuts in defence spending, but also stems from the
decline in demand as a result of downsizing. Some of
the world’s most familiar producers have been
acquired by larger defence companies, or by the more
prominent small arms producers. See Small Arms
Survey, 2002.
5 Bounds and Wilson (2002) reported on the single
largest shipment of illegal weapons known to have
made the trans-American crossing. The Nicaraguan
police are known to have exchanged 3,000 AK-47s
for new Israeli-made weapons with a Guatemala-
based Israeli arms company, Girsa, which was to sell
them on to the Panamanian police. In November
2001, the Nicaraguans loaded the arms on a ship from
Mexico destined for Panama, and two Panamanians
took custody.The ship bypassed Panama and docked
by night at the remote northern Colombian port of
Turbo.A convoy of lorries collected the 14 containers
and disappeared into Uraba, a known smuggling route
to and from Central America. It is not known where
the weapons were destined.
6 Methods aimed at revealing people’s own perspec-
tives, such as victimisation surveys and participatory
research, are considered in Small Arms Survey, 2002.
The use of participatory action research to measure
the impacts of armed violence in Pakistan,
Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka are detailed in
Banerjee and Muggah, 2002. Moser and MacIlwaine
(1998) have also drawn on participatory methods to
appraise violence, including armed violence, in
Colombia, Guatemala and Jamaica on behalf of the
World Bank’s Voices of the Poor initiative.
7 According to Murray et al. (2002), measuring direct 

mortality (battle deaths) is exceedingly difficult –
though indirect measurements (for example house-
hold surveys), media reports and other sources give
very approximate numbers. A ratio of 9:1 has been
the accepted ratio of indirect to direct conflict deaths,
but there is little evidence to substantiate this.
8 See, for example, the findings of five epidemiolog-
ical studies carried out by the IRC (2001) in the
Democratic Republic of Congo.
9 The fact that millions die each year, not from direct
acts of armed violence, but because the various func-
tions of armed violence deprive them of access to
health services, is not a novel finding (see, for example,
Ghobarah et al., 2001; and Leaning et al., 1999).
10 The Small Arms Survey (2001: 206) describes how
the Egyptian government sanctioned arms deals of
over $26m, that South Africa provided more than
$5.9m-worth of arms, and that Rwanda’s Structural
Adjustment Programme (SAP), negotiated in the early
1990s, freed up resources for still more arms purchases
from neighbouring and foreign governments.
11 The ICRC does not request information on non-
combatant status, only on the sex and age of patients.
A retrospective analysis of approximately half of all
patients admitted to ICRC hospitals in the areas
given since 1991 revealed that 35% were females,
males under the age of 16 or men over 50. See
Coupland and Samnegaard (1999) for a discussion of
these figures, and the severity of wounds associated
with in-patients.
12 See, for example, Comision Colombiana de Juristas
(2000) and Medicina Legal y Ciencias Forenses
(2000) for more detailed analysis of who is commit-
ting armed atrocities in Colombia.
13 There is a large literature on the placement of
camps; see, for example, Cernea and McDowell,
2001; Cohen and Deng, 1998; Colson, 1971; Crisp,
1996; and Harrell-Bond, 1996 and 1986.
14 On the social construction of small arms, see Cock,
2000; and Fitamant, 1999.
15 An earlier study by Muggah and Berman (2001)
noted higher rates, with an additional eight deaths,
though these are not included in the figure given
here for lack of additional geographic data.
16 For a comparative analysis of all four campaigns, see
Hubert, 2000.
17 For more information on German and UK export
policies relating to small arms, see www.projects.
sipri.se/expcon/natexpcon/Germany/frg_guide.htm,
www.projects.sipri.se/expcon/natexpcon/UK/qsp.htm
and www.dti.gov.uk/export.control/notices/2000/
notice115.htm.
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18 See, for example, BICC (www.bicc.de/general/
conversion-studies/no6/content.html) and SECO
(www.smartsanctions.ch/links.htm) for more on
‘smart’ sanctions.
19 The UN Convention on Genocide was agreed in
December 1948, and came into effect in January
1951.Only eight people have been convicted for their
role in the Rwandan genocide, and only one person
convicted as a result of actions in the war in Bosnia.
20 With regard to Afghanistan, for example, Michael

Ignatieff (1997) notes that ‘the ICRC cannot end the
flow of arms from Pakistan and Russia; and can’ t
enforce a ceasefire – it can only get factions to
observe some basic rules’. These include: (1) not
shooting at the wounded; (2) not attacking ambu-
lances; (3) not targeting hospitals; (4) not attacking
civilians; and (5) not torturing prisoners. See also De
Mulinen (1987).
21 See Small Arms Survey (2002: 279-321) for a
detailed analysis of weapons collection measures.

NP39.qxd  2/8/02  5:22 pm  Page 28



29

References
Aboutanus, M. and S. Baker (1997) ‘Wartime Civilian Injuries: Epidemiology and Intervention Strategies’.
Journal of Trauma, vol. 43, no. 7.

AFP (26 October 2001) ‘Taliban Target Refugee Camp for Recruits’.

Amnesty International (2001) Human Rights Abuses with Small Arms: Illustrative Cases from Amnesty International
Reports 2000–2001. London:Amnesty International.

Austin, K. (2002) Armed Refugee Camps as a Microcosm of the Link between Arms Availability and Insecurity, draft
discussion paper for the Programme on Global Security and Cooperation Workshop on International Law and
Small Arms Proliferation.Washington DC: Social Science Research Council.

Banerjee, D. and R. Muggah (2002) Small Arms and Human Insecurity: Reviewing Participatory Research in South
Asia. Colombo/Geneva: Regional Centre for Strategic Studies and the Small Arms Survey.

Barry, J. and A. Jeffreys (2002) A Bridge Too Far: Aid Agencies and the Military in Humanitarian Response, HPN
Network Paper 37. London: ODI, 2002.

Berman, E. (2000) ‘Re-armament in Sierra Leone: One Year After the Lomé Peace Agreement’, Occasional
Paper 1. Geneva: Small Arms Survey.

Boutwell, J. and M. Klare (eds) (1997) Light Weapons and Civil Conflict: Controlling the Tools of Violence. New York:
Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict and the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Boutwell, J., M. Klare and L. Reed (1995) Lethal Commerce:The Global Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons.
Cambridge, MA:American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Bracken, P. and C. Petty (eds) (1998) Rethinking the Trauma of War. London: Free Association Books/SCF.

Cernea, M. and C. McDowell (eds) (2001) Risks and Reconstruction: Experiences of Resettlers and Refugees.
Washington DC:World Bank.

Cohen, R. and F. Deng (eds) (1998) Masses in Flight: the Global Crisis of Internal Displacement.Washington DC:
Brookings.

Colleta, N. and M. Cullen (2001) Violent Conflict and the Transformation of Social Capital: Lessons From Cambodia,
Rwanda, Guatemala and Somalia.Washington DC:World Bank.

Collier, P. and A. Hoeffler (2000) Greed and Grievance: Economic Agendas in Civil Wars.Washington DC: Post-
Conflict Unit,World Bank.

Collins, C. (1998) Humanitarian Implications of Small Arms Proliferation:A Paper Prepared for OCHA (draft). New
York: OCHA.

Colson, E. (1971) The Social Consequences of Resettlement. Manchester: MUP.

Comision Colombiana de Juristas (2000) Panorama de Derechos Humanos y Derecho Humanitario en Colombia:
Informe de Aance Sobre 2000. Bogota: CCJ.

Cooper, N. (2001) Conflict Trade and Arms Acquisition, Background Paper. Geneva: Small Arms Survey.

s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

NP39.qxd  2/8/02  5:22 pm  Page 29



s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

30

Coupland, R. (2001) Applying an Analytical Framework of Armed Violence to Small Arms. Background Paper.
Geneva: Small Arms Survey.

Coupland, R. (August 1999) ‘Clinical and Legal Significance of Fragmentation of Bullets in Relation to the
Size of Wounds:A Retrospective Analysis’. British Medical Journal, 319.

Coupland,R.and H.Samnegaard (August 1999) ‘Effect of Type and Transfer of Conventional Weapons on Civilian
Injuries: Retrospective Analysis of Prospective Data from Red Cross Hospitals’. British Medical Journal, 319.

Coupland, R. D. Meddings (August 1999) ‘Mortality Associated with the Use of Weapons in Armed Conflicts,
Wartime Atrocities and Civilian Mass Shootings: Literature Review’. British Medical Journal, 319.

Crisp, J. (1996) From Social Disarticulation to Social Reconstruction, Paper Presented at the 2nd International
Conference on Displacement and Resettlement, Oxford.

Cummings, P.,T. D. Koepsell and B. Mueller (1995) ‘Methodological Challenges in Injury Epidemiology and
Injury Prevention Research’. Annual Review of Public Health, 16.

De Mulinen, F. (1987) Handbook on the Law of War for Armed Forces. Geneva: ICRC.

Dhanapala, J. (ed.) (1999) Small Arms Control: Old Weapons New Issues.Aldershot:Ashgate.

DFID (2002) Small Arms and Light Weapons:A UK Policy Briefing. London: CHAD.

DuBois (2001) ‘Beyond the Classic Humanitarian Response: MSF’s Advocacy in Angola’, Humanitarian
Exchange 19, September.

Duffield, M. (2001) Global Governance and the New Wars:The Merging of Development and Security. London:
Zed Books.

Dybdhal, R and I. Pasagic (2000) ‘Traumatic Experiences and Psychological Reactions Among Women in
Bosnia During the War’. Medicine, Conflict & Survival, vol. 16.

ECOWAS (1998) Declaration of a Moratorium on Importation, Exportation and Manufacture of Light Weapons in West
Africa.Abuja, 31 October. UN A/53/763.

EU (1998) EU Code of Conduct on Arms Exports. 8 June. UN A/CONF.192/PC/3.

Freeman, M. (October 1997) ‘International Law and Internal Armed Conflicts: Clarifying the Interplay
Between Human Rights and Humanitarian Protections’. Journal of Humanitarian Assistance.

Frey, B. (2002) Draft Paper on Human Rights and Small Arms for the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection
of Human Rights, Pursuant to Resolution 2001/120, 16 August 2001.

Frohardt, M., D. Paul and L. Minear (1999) ‘Protecting Human Rights: The Challenge to Humanitarian
Organisations’, Occasional Paper 35. Providence, RI:Thomas J.Watson Institute for International Studies.

Gamba,V. (ed.) (1998) Society under Siege: Licit Responses to Illicit Small Arms. Pretoria: Institute of Security
Studies.

Ghobarah, H., P. Huth and B. Russet (2001) Civil Wars Kill and Maim People – Long After the Shooting Stops.
Paper presented at the conference ‘Security with a Human Face: Expert Workshop on the Feasibility of a
Human Security Report’, Harvard University, December 2001.

Gillard, E.-C. (2001) International Humanitarian Law, Human Rights and Small Arms Availability, Background
Paper. Geneva: Small Arms Survey.

NP39.qxd  2/8/02  5:22 pm  Page 30



31

Goldring, N., et al. (1995) Research Sources on the International Trade in Light Weapons. London: BASIC.

Goose, S. and F. Smyth (1994) ‘Arming Genocide in Rwanda’. Foreign Affairs, vol. 73, no. 5.

Grossman, D. (1995) On Killing:The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society. Boston, MA: Little,
Brown.

Harrell-Bond, B. (1996) ‘The Evolution of Solutions: A History of Refugee Policy’. Oxford International
Review, vol. 7, no. 3.

Harrell-Bond, B. (1986) Imposing Aid: Emergency Assistance to Refugees. Oxford: OUP.

Herby, P. (1999) ‘Arms Transfers, Humanitarian Assistance and Humanitarian Law’, in Boutwell and Klare (eds)
Light Weapons and Civil Conflict.

Hiltermann, J. and L. Bondi (1999) State Responsibility in the Arms Trade and the Protection of Human Rights,
www.hrw.org/campaigns

Homer-Dixon, T. (4 February 2001) ‘The Virulence of Violence: Small Arms, Many Wars, Large Threat’,
Washington Post.

Hubert, D. (2000) The Landmine Ban:A Case Study In Humanitarian Advocacy, Occasional Paper 35. Providence,
RI:Thomas J.Watson Institute for International Studies.

HRW (2000) ‘South Africa: A Question of Principle: Arms Trade and Human Rights’. Human Rights Watch
Report, vol. 12, no. 5 (A).

HRW (1999a) ‘Bulgaria: Money Talks – Arms Dealing with Human Rights Abusers’. Human Rights Watch
Report, vol. 7, no. 7.

HRW (1999b) Arsenals on the Cheap: NATO Expansion and the Arms Cascade. New York: HRW.

ICRC (1999) Arms Availability and the Situation of Civilians in Armed Conflict. Geneva: ICRC.

IASC (1998) Thematic Guidance for the Identification of Agency Data on the Humanitarian Implications of Small Arms
and Light Weapons, www.reliefweb.int.

Ignatieff, M. (1997) The Warriors Honor: Ethnic War and the Modern Conscience. New York: Henry Holt.

Jean, F. (1996) ‘Aide Humanitaire et Economie de Guerre’, in Jean, F. and Rufin, J. (eds) Economie des Guerres.
Paris: Hachette.

Joseph, K. (2000) ‘OSCE and NATO Take Aim at Small Arms’. BASIC Report 73. London: BASIC.

Kaldor, M. (1999) New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era. Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press.

Keen, D. (2001) The Functions of Violence. Background Paper. Geneva: Small Arms Survey.

Klare, M. (1999) ‘The International Trade in Light Weapons:What Have We Learned?’, in Boutwell, J. and M.
Klare (eds) Light Weapons and Civil Conflict. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield.

Krug, E. et al. (1998) ‘Firearm-Related Deaths in the United States and 35 Other High- and Upper-Middle-
Income Countries’. International Journal of Epidemiology, vol. 27, no. 2.

Laurence, E (1992) 'Political Implications of Illegal Arms Exports from the United States'. Political Science
Quarterly (Autumn).

s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

NP39.qxd  2/8/02  5:22 pm  Page 31



s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

32

Leaning, J., S. M. Briggs and L. Chen (eds) (2001) Humanitarian Crises:The Medical and Public Health Response.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Lumpe, L. (ed.) (2000) Running Guns:The Global Black Market in Small Arms. London: Zed Books.

Macrae, J. and N. Leader (2000) Shifting Sands: The Search for ‘Coherence’ Between Political and Humanitarian
Responses to Complex Emergencies, HPG Report 8. London: ODI.

Mathews, R. and T. McCormack (1999) ‘The Influence of Humanitarian Principles in the Negotiation of
Arms Control Treaties’. International Review of the Red Cross, no. 834.

Meddings, David and Stephanie O'Connor. 1999.“Circumstances Around Weapon Injury in Cambodia After
the Departure of a Peacekeeping Force: Prsospective Cohort Study”. British Medical Journal.Vol 319.

Medecina Legal y Ciencias Forenses (2000) Forensis: Herramienta Para la Interpretacion, Intervencion y Prevencion
del Hecho VIolento en Colombia. Bogota: Medicina Legal y GTZ.

Meron,T. (April 2000) ‘The Humanisation of Humanitarian Law’. American Journal of International Law.

Michaels, M. D. Meddings, S. Ramez and J. L. Gutiérrez-Fisac (1999) ‘Incidence of Weapon Injuries to Inter-
Factional Combat in Afghanistan in 1996: Prospective Cohort Study’. British Medical Journal, vol. 319.

Moser, C. and C. McIlwaine (2000) Urban Poor Perceptions of Violence and Exclusion in Colombia. Washington
DC:World Bank.

Moser, C. and C. McIlwaine (2000) Violence in a Post-Conflict Context: Urban Poor Perceptions from Guatemala.
Washington DC:World Bank.

Muggah, R. (2001) ‘Globalisation and Insecurity:The Direct and Indirect Effects of Small Arms Availability’.
IDS Bulletin, vol. 32, no. 2.

Muggah, R. (2001) Perceptions of Small Arms Availability and Use Among Oxfam-GB Field Personnel. Geneva:
Oxfam-GB/Small Arms Survey.

Muggah, R. (2001) Participatory Research on Human Insecurity and Small Arms in South Asia. Mimeo. Geneva:
Small Arms Survey.

Muggah, R. and E. Berman (2001) Humanitarianism Under Threat:The Humanitarian Impacts of Small Arms and
Light Weapons, Special Report Commissioned for the UN Inter-Agency Standing Committee.

NATO (2000) Resolution on Small Arms Control. Resolution 303. http://www.naa.be/publications/resolu-
tions/00-berlin-303.html.

OAU (2000) Bamako Declaration on an African Common Position on the Illicit Proliferation, Circulation and Trafficking
of Small Arms and Light Weapons. SALW/Decl.1, Bamako.

OCHA (2001) Use of Military or Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys, Discussion Paper and Non-Binding
Generic Guidelines.

OHCHR (May 2001) The Human Rights Impact of Small Arms and Light Weapons. Press Release: DPI/2195.

Olujic, M. (1998) ‘Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in Peacetime and Wartime in Croatia and
Bosnia-Herzegovina’. Medical Anthropology, 12.

OSCE (2000) OSCE Document on Small Arms and Light Weapons. 308th Plenary Meeting.

Oxfam-GB (2001) The Human Costs of Small Arms. Oxford: Oxfam-GB.

NP39.qxd  2/8/02  5:22 pm  Page 32



33

Red Cross (1999) The Humanitarian Challenge of Small Arms Proliferation.

Seet, B. and G. Burham (August 2000) ‘Fatality Trends in United Nations Peacekeeping Operations:
1948–1998. JAMA, vol. 284, no. 5.

Sethi, D. et al. (2000) ‘Injury Care in Low and Middle-Income Countries: Identifying the Potential for
Change’. Journal of Injury Control and Safety Promotion, vol. 7, no. 3.

Sheik, M. et al. (2000) ‘Deaths Among Humanitarian Workers’. British Medical Journal, vol. 321.

Small Arms Survey (2002) A Humanitarian Crisis. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Small Arms Survey (2001) Profiling the Problem. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Smith, C. (1994) ‘Light Weapons: The Forgotten Dimension of the International Arms Trade’, in Brassey’s
Defence Yearbook. London: Brassey’s.

Smith, C. (1993) ‘The Diffusion of Small Arms and Light Weapons in Pakistan and Northern India’. London
Defence Studies, no. 20. London: Centre for Defence Studies.

Summerfield, D. (July 2000) ‘War and Mental Health:A Brief Overview’. British Medical Journal, vol. 321.

Ugalde, A. et al. (July 2000) ‘The Health Costs of War: Can They Be Measured? Lessons from El Salvador’.
British Medical Journal, vol. 321.

UN (2000) Final Report of the UN Panel of Experts on Violations of Security Council Sanctions Against Unita.
S/2000/203.

UN (2000) Final Report of the Monitoring Mechanism on Angola Sanctions submitted December 2000. S/2000/1225.

UN (1997) Report of the Panel of Governmental Experts on Small Arms.A/52/298.

UNGA (2001) Draft Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light
Weapons in All Its Aspects.A/Conf.192/L.5/Rev.1.

UNGA (2000) Safety and Security of United Nations Personnel: Report of the Secretary General.A/55/494.

UNHCHR (2001) Human Rights and Small Arms:The Human Rights Impact of Small Arms and Light Weapons.

UNIDIR (1997) Managing Arms in Peace Processes: Nicaragua and El Salvador, Disarmament and Conflict
Resolution Project. Geneva: UNIDIR.

Van Brabant, K. (2001a) Mainstreaming the Organisational Management of Safety and Security, HPG Report 9.
London: ODI.

Van Brabant, K. (2001b) Small Arms and the Safety and Security of Humanitarian and Development Personnel,
Background Paper. Geneva: SAS.

WHO (2001) Small Arms and Global Health. Geneva:WHO.

s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

NP39.qxd  2/8/02  5:22 pm  Page 33



s m a l l  a r m s  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a c t i o n

34

NP39.qxd  2/8/02  5:22 pm  Page 34



Humanitarian Practice Network

The Humanitarian Practice Network (HPN) is an independent forum where field workers,
managers and policymakers in the humanitarian sector share information, analysis and
experience. 

HPN’s aim is to improve the performance of humanitarian action by contributing to
individual and institutional learning. 

HPN’s activities include:

• A series of specialist publications: Good Practice Reviews, Network Papers and 
Humanitarian Exchange magazine.

• A resource website at www.odihpn.org.
• Occasional seminars and workshops to bring together practitioners, policymakers 

and analysts.

HPN’s members and audience comprise individuals and organisations actively engaged in
humanitarian action. They are in 80 countries worldwide, working in northern and southern
NGOs, the UN and other multilateral agencies, governments and donors, academic institu-
tions and consultancies. 

HPN’s publications are written by a similarly wide range of contributors. 

Funding support for HPN is provided by institutional donors (DFID, Ireland Aid, DANIDA,
SIDA, MFA Netherlands, OFDA and ECHO), non-governmental organisations (the British Red
Cross, Save the Children UK, Oxfam GB, Médecins Sans Frontières and CARE International),
and UN agencies (WFP, UNDP and OCHA).

Humanitarian Practice Network (HPN)
Overseas Development Institute
111 Westminster Bridge Road

London, SE1 7JD
United Kingdom

Tel: +44 (0)20 7922 0331/74
Fax: +44 (0)20 7922 0399   

Email: hpn@odi.org.uk
Website: www.odihpn.org

© Overseas Development Institute, London, 2002.

NP39 cover  5/8/02  10:41 am  Page 2


