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Background
In the early 1990s, a number of governments and international organizations began to
acknowledge the grim security situation in much of the developing world and the threat this
posed to hopes for achieving sustainable development. This recognition came in part because the
Cold War’s end permitted a new look at critical problems in developing countries, and in part
because sheer practical considerations would no longer permit avoiding the problems. Among the
most disturbing facts they faced:
• According to the World Bank, more than 50 countries had experienced significant periods
of conflict since 1980. Civilians accounted for at least 90% of the casualties. Fifteen of the
world’s 20 poorest countries experienced a major conflict in the period between 1992-97. In
a number of cases, these conflicts led to a complete breakdown of the state. Thirty
countries had more than 10% of their populations displaced by conflict, either internally or
as refugees in other countries. In 10 countries, more than 40% were displaced. 2
• According to SIPRI, in the 12-year post-cold war period 1990–2001 there were 57 major
armed conflicts in 45 different locations.3
• The humanitarian workers delivering relief are increasingly at risk. The UN reported, for
example, that 180 of its workers have been killed between 992 and 1998; in 1998, for the first
time, more civilian aid workers were killed than military peacekeepers.4
• Even after conflicts ostensibly end, violence continues in many societies where weak
governments cannot provide basic security for their people.5
Most of the conflicts causing this devastation are civil conflicts and most are being fought
with vast quantities of cheap, durable, and increasingly deadly light weapons.6 Much of the world
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is inundated with these weapons, many of which are rugged and durable, with long lifespans.
This has meant that automatic rifles left behind by U.S. forces in Vietnam have found their way to
conflicts in Central America and the Middle East. In Africa and elsewhere, as one conflict ends
weapons flow across porous borders for use in the next. Light weapons are also a standard part of
the inventories of global organized crime syndicates, with insurgent groups or governments under
international embargoes sometimes allying themselves with these syndicates to trade commodities
from areas under their control for weapons.7
The amount and quality of information available about transfers (sales and aid) of major
conventional weapons vary widely, but data about the volume and values of light weapons
transfers and stocks are far worse. A significant portion of the trade in light weapons is illegal,
and governments continue covert transfers of arms to other governments or to insurgent groups.
Huge surplus stocks left over from the Cold War and enormous quantities of weapons already in
circulation further complicate efforts to accumulate reliable estimates.8 Dubious or distorted
figures sometimes take hold and enjoy wide circulation.
With these caveats, important information is available. In the lated 1990s, the U.S. Arms
Control and Disarmament Agency estimated that 13% of the international arms trade, consists of
small arms and light weapons and ammunition.9 According to the 2002 edition of the Small Arms
Survey, more than 20 countries now report their exports of light weapons. The Survey identified
1,000 companies in 98 countries involved in some aspect of the production of small arms or
ammunition; 13 countries, however, dominate the market.10 Estimates of the number of legal and
illegal military and civilian-style firearms currently in circulation worldwide range from 500
million to over 1 billion.11 The reports produced by researchers and journalists in the field have
added significantly to our understanding of scope of light weapons transfers.12
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Efforts to Control Light Weapons
As increasing attention focused on the light weapons issue, proposals have come from
many quarters. As discussed below, the first major effort focused on a single weapon,
antipersonnel landmines. Along with landmines, considerable attention initially went to
measures that put light weapons in the context of the conflicts in which they were used, and
sought to identify policies suitable to a conflict’s different phases.13 Very roughly, measures to
stem the proliferation of light weapons that are linked to the stages of a conflict can be divided
into those that apply before a conflict or in its early stages, those that apply while conflict is
raging, and those that once a conflict ends. For example, tracking flows of weapons could offer
early warning of potential outbreaks of violence and the opportunity for preventive action.14
While conflicts are underway, limits or outright embargoes on arms supplies are the obvious
control mechanism, since access to supplies of weapons can be a significant factor in sustaining
adversaries’ abilities to continue to fight.15 Much more research and experience have accumulated
regarding the weapons left over when a conflict ostensibly ends.16 These measures seek to
reinforce the settlements and also to prevent weapons used in the one conflict from flowing to
another.17
The conflict-process perspective remains important, particularly for the implementation of
peace settlements. Over time, however, two other perspectives have gained prominence. The
social devastation created by the “culture of violence” in many countries, facilitated by the ready
availability of light weapons, has led to a broader concern with curbing illicit arms transfers and
to important links to other efforts to restore basic security to citizens.18 A third approach, growing
out of the practical problems for relief and reconstruction that incited UN attention, emphasizes a
development perspective to find measures to affect the “demand side” for weapons.19 All of the
approaches are linked and the distinctions among them often blur, especially on the ground in
conflict-ridden countries. But they do represent different basic motivations for wanting to address
the light weapons problem and bring different constituencies into the process of developing and
implementing policy.
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One of the most interesting features of the light weapons problem is that the leading actors
in efforts to address their implications for international security are frequently those most affected.
The best known example is probably the coalition of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that
achieved an international ban on antipersonnel landmines. In an effort that ultimately earned them
the Nobel Peace Prize, a group of NGOs banded together in the early 1990s to form the International
Campaign to Ban Landmines. The original members of the NGO coalition were human rights and
humanitarian groups who came to the issue out of frustration that their basic humanitarian
missions were being blocked by the indiscriminate use of landmines in areas of conflict.20
Traditional peace and arms control groups, although they ultimately made a significant
contribution to achieving the landmines ban, were still followers rather than instigators of this
campaign.21
This was the first example of the growing importance of NGOs in affecting national and
international policy on arms transfers. The campaign, joined over time by a growing number of
international organizations and governments, led to the "Convention on the Prohibition of the Use,
Stockpiling, Production, and Transfer of Antipersonnel Mines and on their Destruction" (the
Ottawa Convention). Signed by 122 countries in Ottawa, Canada on 3 December 1997, the
convention entered into force in March 1999.22
Subsequent international efforts to address the problems caused by light weapons reflect
some of the lessons learned during the campaign that led to the Ottawa Convention.23 It also
reflects the commitment of a relatively small group of researchers, some in academia but many
from NGOs, to raise awareness of the human toll the weapons were taking. In addition to the
research conferences typical to any field, a self-conscious effort was made to build an international
NGO coalition. Like the campaign to ban landmines, the groups included both organizations
traditionally concerned with peace and security and humanitarian organizations. In August 1998,
45 individuals representing 33 NGOs from 18 countries held an initial strategy session in Canada.
From that came a meeting in Brussels in October 1998, which attracted 180 participants from over
100 NGOs. The “International Action Network on Small Arms” created in those meetings was
formally launched in May 1999 at the much larger Hague Appeal for Peace.
The IANSA
Founding Document, with its long lists of proposed actions to address both the supply and
demand sides of the trade in light weapons, gives a good reflection of the diversity of interests
within the coalition.24
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On the international level, beginning in the late 1980s the United Nations began a
remarkable new effort – paying attention to the weapons that were actually causing the casualties
in the conflicts that affected many member nations. For years, member states had demanded that
the focus remain on weapons of mass destruction, in part out of genuine concern with the
superpower arms race and in part to avoid international “interference” in their internal affairs.
Now, led by afflicted countries such as Colombia, some of the countries most affected by light
weapons brought the issue to the world body. In 1995 UN Secretary General Boutros BoutrosGhali proposed a new focus on microdisarmament – “practical disarmament in the context of the
conflicts the United Nations is actually dealing with and of the weapons, most of them light
weapons, that are actually killing people in the hundreds of thousands.”25 As the UN expert group
he commissioned concluded in its pathbreaking 1997 report:
Accumulations of small arms and light weapons by themselves do not cause the conflicts in
which they are used. The availability of these weapons, however, contributes toward
exacerbating conflicts by increasing the lethality and duration of violence, by encouraging a
violent rather than a peaceful resolution of differences, and by generating a vicious circle of a
greater sense of insecurity, which in turn leads to a greater demand for, and use of, such
weapons.26
The dilemmas facing relief and aid workers that drove Boutros Boutros-Ghali to call for
microdisarmament has also led an increasing number of donor countries and even the major
international financial institutions to address security issues. The initiatives are taken most
commonly in the context of post-conflict reconstruction. In 1997, for example, the World Bank
created a special unit devoted to these problems. The Post-Conflict Unit funded research as well
as operational programs on the ground, with much of its work focused on demobilization and
reintegration of combatants, an area that fit quite comfortably within the Bank’s mandate.27
The Post-Conflict Unit has now been renamed the Conflict Prevention and Reconstruction
Unit, but the fundamental point of an unavoidable recognition of the links between development
and security issues remains valid.28 A number of the major donor countries, including Canada,
Belgium, Sweden, and Norway have become actively engaged in projects reflecting developmentsecurity linkages, in part through supporting the activities of NGOs. Under the leadership of
Clare Short, the Department of International Development in Great Britain produced a series of
important policy statements.29 This is part of a broader commitment to what has come to be
known as “human security” or “citizen security.”
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The problems of illicit arms transfers – and their obvious links to other problems, such as
terrorism and transnational crime – have brought in another set of actors from domestic, regional,
and international law enforcement. Although in principle these initiatives are not limited to light
weapons, in practice this has been the primary emphasis. Again, activities initiated by the
countries most affected, using existing regional organizations where possible and building new
coalitions where necessary, is one of the notable features of this effort. The Organization of
American States (OAS), for example, undertook two important actions:
• The OAS Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD) used an experts
group to create a set of Model Regulations to Control the Movement of Firearms,
Ammunition, and Firearms Parts and Components. The regulations, adopted in November
1997, encourage regulation and licensing of firearms transfers by all OAS member states
and seek to standardize practices throughout the hemisphere.
• At the initiative of the Mexican government, the OAS Permanent Council completed an
Inter-American Convention Against the Illicit Manufacturing and Trafficking in Firearms,
Ammunition, Explosives, and Other Related Materials.30
The major supplier countries have also taken up the cause of curbing illicit arms transfers.
In 1997 the European Union (EU) adopted a Programme for Preventing and Combating Illicit
Trafficking in Conventional Arms. The program makes an explicit link between peace and
security and economic development and reconstruction. It seeks to combat illicit trafficking on or
through EU territories, to provide capacity-building in other countries, and to develop measures to
reduce the number of weapons in circulation. Most of the EU effort is focused on Africa. 31
On the international level, in May 2001 the United Nations General Assembly added a
Firearms Protocol to the 2000 Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, declaring
criminal such offences as illicit manufacturing and trafficking in firearms, their parts, components
and ammunition, and falsifying or altering the markings on firearms. The purpose of the new
instrument is to strengthen cooperation among States Parties in order to prevent, combat and
eradicate illicit activities involving firearms and ammunition. Supporters argue that the new
instrument creates a global standard for the transnational movement to prevent theft and
diversion of firearms, while providing law enforcement officials with tools to effectively detect,
investigate and prosecute illicit manufacturing and trafficking offences.32
Much of the UN’s attention has been confined to illegal and illicit transfers, in part because
of reluctance by the United States to address the domestically difficult question of limits on legal
transfers. In July 2001, the UN Special Session on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light
Weapons in All Its Aspects almost foundered when the United States took strong positions against
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restrictions on civilian gun ownership or a ban on transfers to non-state actors.33 Many of the
NGOs who had worked for months in preparation for the special session expressed strong
disappointment. Nonetheless, the Programme of Action at the end of the conference did call for a
review conference in 2006, thus further legitimating continued UN engagement on the issue.34
And in a further encouraging sign, in late August 2001 the UN Security Council made clear its
continuing concern with the burdens that the light weapons problem pose for carrying out its
essential peace and security missions.
Prospects for Light Weapons Controls
Since the early 1990s, most of the energy of scholars and activists interested in the
international arms trade has gone to the problem of light weapons. The reasons are obvious: these
are the weapons that, in miserable, grinding civil conflicts, on a day-to-day basis account for
thousands of casualties, mostly among civilians, and that, when wars do end, stand in the way of
hopes for effective post-conflict reconstruction and sustainable development. The achievements in
just a few years after decades of purposeful neglect are significant, but what remains to be done is
so enormous that it is easy to become discouraged. The policy tools available can appear woefully
inadequate, successes small and infrequent, and governmental will for efforts at control hard to
muster. Regional and international conflict resolution is not adequately developed, and once
cycles of violence begin, breaking them is immensely difficult. The resources required to rebuild
war-torn societies, including removing the arsenals accumulated in the course of conflict, too
frequently fall short. Yet looking ahead, this problem is going to remain on the international
security agenda because the consequences of ignoring its toll have finally become too big to ignore.
Any serious efforts to address the security challenges of the 21st century will have to include the
light weapons problem.
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