
Children play on a burnt out Russian-made tank on the road to Shelab, Eritrea,
a memorial to the end of Eritrea's liberation struggle with Ethiopia.

Arms – security for whom?
Chapter 1
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The supply of weapons is an international problem with local consequences. Oxfam

and Amnesty International are witnesses to widespread abuses of human rights,

which are directly and indirectly attributable to the proliferation of weapons. 

From Côte d’Ivoire to Cambodia to Colombia, hundreds of thousands of people each

year are unlawfully killed, and many more are injured by conventional weapons. 

The indirect consequences for human rights are even wider and deeper than this.

Weapons in the wrong hands prevent access to hospitals, productive land, education,

and markets, with short-term effects such as malnutrition and high rates of child

mortality, as well as longer-term effects including illiteracy, higher risks of disease

outbreaks, poverty, and poor governance. The culture of violence feeds upon itself.

As conflict or lawlessness takes hold, countries slide into chaos, taking democracy

and liberty hostage, and causing development to grind to a halt. 

Whether used or not, weapons in the wrong hands do not give human rights and

development a chance. They reduce the space for negotiating justice and peace,

limiting incentives for co-operation, tolerance, and compromise. Trust is lost, and

relationships are broken.

A limited role for arms
Arms have a legitimate use in our society, but this use must be strictly controlled.

States have the right to resort to arms to ensure that the life, liberty, and physical

integrity of all their citizens are protected against external military attack, or

imminent attack during internal law-enforcement operations. Stemming from this,

arms can also play a specific role in international peace-keeping and peace-building

1: Arms – security for whom?

‘The death toll from small

arms dwarfs that of all other

weapons systems – and in

most years greatly exceeds the

toll of the atomic bombs that

devastated Hiroshima and

Nagasaki. In terms of the

carnage they cause, small

arms, indeed, could well be

described as “weapons of mass

destruction”. Yet there is still

no global non-proliferation

regime to limit their spread.’
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, 20006

Too often, arms are misused.

When used according to international law, arms can have a legitimate use. But too often
they are used in ways that violate international human rights and humanitarian law.

The availability of arms itself helps to fuel violence.

This is powerfully demonstrated in the armed violence that occurs after conflicts have
officially ended.

Arms get into the wrong hands – be they abusive state security forces or other 
armed groups.

More people are killed or injured by small arms than by heavy weapons.

‘The rule of the gun is 

the main obstacle to

establishing peace.’
Hamid Karzai, President of the Transitional

Administration in Afghanistan,
November 20027
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operations. Many states exclusively retain the responsibility for protecting civilians

and therefore do not encourage civilians to bear arms; some do not allow ordinary

citizens to use certain arms. 

However, neither states nor armed opposition groups have the right to use unlimited

force. Stemming from a fundamental belief in the value of humanity, two significant

bodies of international law seek to protect the individual (see Appendix 1). 

International human rights law is universal. It enshrines the principle of the right

to life and security: everyone has the right not to be arbitrarily deprived of his or

her life. 

International humanitarian law applies in situations of armed conflict. 

It seeks to regulate the conduct of war and reduce the suffering of civilians.

While the UN Charter legitimises a country’s right to armed self-defence, it also

applies principles of sustainable development to the use of arms, calling for the

‘establishment and maintenance of international peace and security with the least

diversion for armaments of the world’s human and economic resources’. Yet with

global military spending amounting to US$ 839bn a year,8 the combination of 

‘over-armament and under-development’, to quote a phrase first coined two 

decades ago, is still a real problem.

Too many arms 
In situations marred by armed conflict, crime, and state repression, the availability of

arms itself is one important factor in determining the level of violence. The presence

of arms can be a powerful catalyst in volatile scenarios.

The proliferation of arms facilitates the proliferation of armed violence. In an 

ever-downward spiral, the availability of arms can create a climate of fear: insecure

groups and individuals arm themselves for protection, and their actions are

perceived as a threat by others, who respond by arming themselves, and thus a

demand for yet more weapons is created. Not only in times of war, but in ‘peace

time’, the presence and availability of arms often intensifies violence engendered by

political protest, disputes between neighbours, crime, and violence in the home. 

As weapons develop in sophistication – from stones, to bows and arrows, to

automatic rifles – their lethality increases. A few well-armed individuals can cause

death, injury, and fear on a massive scale. Killing becomes easier; it can be done

from a longer range, with greater detachment and less effort.

In peace and war, there are clear
international legal principles
defining how and when weapons
can be employed, placing firm
limits on their use.
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The tragedies caused by irresponsible arms transfers

Afghanistan

Afghanistan has suffered 23 years of
conflict, which have had a devastating effect
on the country. The USA, as well as Pakistan,
Iran, and China, played a key role in arming
various forces fighting both against the
Russians and against each other. The US
supplied military aid to the Mujahideen in
Afghanistan until 1991, despite the fact that
thousands of Afghan civilians were being
unlawfully killed, beaten, raped, and
abducted.10 Some of these supplies were
subsequently used by the Taliban and the
Northern Alliance – both of whom
committed serious human rights abuses.

‘First they rounded up the people in the
streets. They then went from house to
house and arrested the men of the families,
except for the very old men. Nothing could
stop them, and they did not spare any of the
houses. In one house, the mother of a
young man whom they were taking away
held on to him, saying she would not allow
him to go away without her. They began to
hit the woman brutally with their rifle butts.
She died. They took away the son and shot
him dead. They executed a lot of people.’
Testimony of a 15-year-old girl who was
repeatedly raped by armed faction leaders in
Kabul, Afghanistan, in 1994.11

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)

More than three million civilians have been
killed or have died from hunger and disease
as a consequence of the conflict in the DRC
(formerly Zaire) since August 1998.
This conflict has been characterised by
illegal killings, torture, and rape of civilians
by forces on all sides. Despite this
catalogue of human misery, many countries
have continued to supply arms to the DRC.

The former Zairian government received
arms from many countries, including
Belgium, China, France, Germany, Israel,
Spain, the United Kingdom (UK), and the
USA. Deliveries of light weapons and
associated military equipment from
Albania, China, Egypt, Israel, Romania,
Slovakia, South Africa and other countries,
to the governments of Rwanda, Uganda,
and Zimbabwe, have also been used in 
the conflict.12

In November 2001, around Kisangani, the
scene of intense fighting involving many
civilian deaths, Amnesty International found
evidence of foreign military supplies in the
form of ammunition cartridges for the
following weapons: North Korean, Chinese,
and Russian heavy machine guns, Russian
revolvers, South African assault rifles,
Chinese anti-aircraft weapons, and 
Russian, Bulgarian, or Slovak automatic
grenade launchers.13

Supply routes and methods vary. British
pilots and air cargo companies are not
banned by the UK government from
supplying weapons from overseas to armed
forces in the DRC responsible for mass
abuses of human rights. In addition,
between 1993 and 1998, a time of rapidly
escalating violent conflict and grave
violations of human rights, Italy exported
arms, munitions, and explosives worth
nearly US$ 10m to the DRC.14

‘It is after the attack that the

village received guns for its

defence. But then the threat to

the village was greater. Why?

The [rebels] would like to

capture the guns.’
Villager from Yakawewa in Sri Lanka, 19989
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The danger of the sheer proliferation of arms can perhaps be best seen when 

war ends. Where weapons are still easily available, an end to violence remains as

elusive as ever.

Arms in post-war violence 

Too often, the problems facing countries after an armed conflict overwhelm them,

and major violence erupts again: half of newly pacified countries revert to war within

a decade.16 Tackling the proliferation of arms is one vital step to help to prevent

renewed outbreak of such armed conflicts.

Periods of extreme armed violence breed a culture of violence, whereby the influence

and power of the military permeate into previously unaffected areas of society, and

violence infects the symbols, attitudes, values, and beliefs that constitute ‘culture’.17

Crime and disorder increase,18 driven principally by the legitimisation of violence,19

coupled with the return of unemployed combatants and the easy availability of

weapons. These weapons feed the systems of crime, smuggling, and organised

violence which developed during periods of insecurity.

Studies demonstrate that if weapons are not removed and alternative viable

livelihoods are not found, the risk of injury remains high, because the continued

availability of weapons provides a violent means to resolve differences. 

Guatemala continues to be a very violent country. Although the Peace Accords

were signed in 1996, a survey in 2000 found that 75 per cent of people felt that

insecurity was increasing, and 88 per cent perceived a marked increase in the

acquisition and proliferation of firearms.20 Deaths from firearms increased from

69 per cent of all fatalities involving weapons in 1999 to 75 per cent in 2000, 

and firearms injuries increased from 52 to 60 per cent of all accidental injuries.21

The number of people treated for firearms-related injuries at Monkol Borei

Hospital in north-western Cambodia shows how the lack of effective

disarmament contributes to a return to higher levels of violent conflict. There

were 147 weapons injuries per 100,000 people just prior to the signing of the

Peace Accord in 1991. During the transitional period under the control of the UN,

the figure was 71 per 100,000. Five months after the UN had left, without fully

disarming the population, the figure had risen to 163 per 100,000 people.22

It stands to reason, therefore, that demobilisation, disarmament, and reintegration

programmes are a necessity after the official end of armed conflict. Countries are

often flooded with armed former fighters; surplus arms must be taken out of the

‘There is a universal

understanding that if

weapons are present it will

lead to conflict.’ 
Mervyn Patterson, the UN’s chief
representative in northern Afghanistan,
working with local leaders on security, 200215



Cambodia
Yem Para, from Phnom Penh, Cambodia.23

Yem Para was shot several times by someone known to her.

‘One day we argued. I was with some other people, planting

vegetables, and he shot me through the leg – my left leg, here

above the knee. Then he shot me through the chest, and the

third bullet just skimmed my hair, it was so close. He used an

AK-47 and was only about 20 metres away, and then came

closer. At first everyone was afraid to intervene, but when he’d

finished the rounds, the neighbours came and stopped him

bashing me with the butt of the gun. I still get pain from my

wounds. I only had the metal pin out of my leg five months ago.

And now I can only do about half what I used to. Before, I could

lift 50kg of rice, but now I can only lift about 10kg.’

Solomon Islands
Sir Fred Soaki, highly respected former Solomon Islands Police

Commissioner and leading member of the Peace Monitoring

Group, was assassinated on 10 February 2003 while eating in a

restaurant. He was renowned for his neutrality and his fearless

confrontation of rogue police officers and former militants in

his attempts to persuade them to give up their guns under a

UNDP-assisted programme. The suspected killer, a police

officer, was arrested but escaped from custody.25
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Covert arms shipments from China and the USA to

Cambodia’s anti-Vietnamese factions began in the late 1970s.

Around 500,000 small arms are believed to remain in

Cambodia – half of them controlled by the official military and

police forces and half by militiamen, demobilised soldiers, and

other individuals.24

Militias which had used old World War II rifles and home-

made shotguns raided barely protected police stores in the

Solomon Islands to gain access to high-powered assault rifles.

Many of these rifles were supplied from Singapore. Australia has

previously refused weapons sales to the Solomon Islands,

concerned about their potential impact on the peace process. 

The USA agreed to ship arms costing US$ 4m in 1997, but these

were impounded by Australia and New Zealand, at the request of

the newly elected government in the Solomon Islands.26
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Brazil
Sixteen-year-old Camila Magalhães Lima lost the use of her legs

in 1998 when she was hit by a stray bullet in a shoot-out

between thieves and private security forces while walking home

from school.27

‘I had plans for the future; I wanted to travel the world, take a

modelling course, and continue my gymnastics training. From

one day to the next, my dreams were shattered – all because of

the irresponsibility of supposedly civilised men who only feel

brave with a gun in their hands.’

Colombia
Marcos from a rural community in Urabá, Colombia

‘They [the paramilitaries] began to bother us, pressuring us to

inform on the guerrillas. When we go to town to buy supplies,

the paramilitaries accuse us of supplying the guerrillas. 

The guerrillas have been passing through the area for years. 

We don’t carry guns. All we want to do is to plant our crops, 

take care of our animals, and manage the river and forest.’30
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In the last 10 years, 300,000 people have been killed in Brazil,

many as a result of urban violence and the widespread

proliferation of handguns and small arms, which account for 

63 per cent of all homicides in Brazil.28 Many of the weapons are

made in Brazil, but guns are also imported from foreign countries

– in order of importance, from the USA, Spain, Belgium,

Germany, Italy, the Czech Republic, Austria, and France.29

Colombia’s conflict has been marked by the violation of

human rights by all sides. There have been increases in the

supply of arms to guerrillas, including large shipments from

Peru and Venezuela, in addition to the arms that have found

their way into the country from other anti-government forces in

Latin America over many years.31 Large quantities of small arms

have also been supplied, in the last few years, to the Colombian

authorities by the USA, France, Germany, Spain, and South

Africa.32



COLOMBIA
Population: 41.5 million
Defence expenditure: 19.9%
Human development ranking: 64

BRAZIL
Population:167 million
Defence expenditure: 3.9%
Human development ranking: 65

UGANDA
Population: 21 million
Defence expenditure: 23.9%
Human development ranking: 147

KOSOVO
Population: 2.2 million

ISRAEL AND THE 
OCCUPIED TERRITORIES 

Population: 6 million
Defence expenditure: 20.9%

Human development ranking: 22 (Israel) 
and 98 (Occupied Territories)

ANGOLA
Population: 12.5 million
Defence expenditure: 36.3%
Human development ranking: 164

AFRICA
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Angola
Rodrina Faustina, aged 42, in a camp for displaced people near

Kuito, Angola.33

‘This isn’t the first time UNITA [União Nacional para a

Independência Total de Angola] has attacked. In October 1990

they came to the village, stealing things. I tried to escape, but

they shot me in the leg. I got first aid, then I was brought to the

hospital here in Kuito, and they had to amputate my leg below

the knee... We stayed in Kuito for three years, then went back to

our village. There are so many things that I find difficult now...

To go to the river with a bucket of washing on crutches is very

difficult. Also to go and cut wood for cooking to help my

husband. Washing clothes, washing dishes, fetching water: 

all these things are hard.’ 

Uganda
Charles Logwe, aged 46, from Uganda used to buy small

numbers of weapons in Sudan and sell them in Uganda. On

one expedition he bought 12 guns, four for himself and eight for

others, and made good money by selling his haul.

‘It is very easy. Karamojong and Acholi marry Sudanese and

vice versa, so there is always someone with a reason to go back

and forth.’

Then his uncle and brother were shot in an ambush, and his

brother lost a leg. ‘When I saw them and others with such

terrible wounds all over their bodies, it gave me a lot of thought

and sorrow, and I knew I could not trade in guns again.’35
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During the Cold War, South Africa, Portugal, and NATO

countries developed strategies to supply and sponsor 

UNITA covertly. The networks and many of the brokers and

traffickers continued to supply UNITA in the 1990s, despite a

UN arms embargo. The main supply routes were through

South Africa, Burkina Faso, the Democratic Republic of Congo

(former Zaire), Republic of Congo (Congo-Brazzaville), Zambia,

and Namibia – with or without government complicity, and

often with the involvement of European nationals.34

The government of Sudan has been an extremely important

source of weapons for the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), 

a rebel group in northern Uganda, providing AK-47 and 

G3 assault rifles, anti-tank weaponry (including B10 recoilless

guns), 81 mm and 82 mm mortars, and landmines.36

In 2002, the Sudanese government stopped supporting the

LRA, in return for the Ugandan government’s agreement 

to end its support for Sudanese rebels.



Kosovo
Petrija Piljevic, a 57-year old Serb woman living in Kosovo, was

abducted by three men wearing uniforms of the Kosovo

Liberation Army (KLA) on 28 June 1999. Her neighbours saw

her being taken from her flat in Pristina/Prishtina, crying and

screaming. When her body was returned to her family in

August 2001, it was reported that she had been shot twice at

close range in the chest. This killing was one of a pattern of

gross human rights abuses committed by members of the KLA

and Serb forces in the Kosovo conflict. 

Israel and the Occupied Territories 
A vicious cycle of armed violence has gripped Israel and the

Occupied Territories since the recent intifada began in

September 2000. Since the start of the intifada, more than

2,100 Palestinians have been killed by the Israeli army,

including some 380 children; Palestinian armed groups have

killed some 750 Israelis, most of them civilians, and including

more than 90 children.39 In one case, on 10 October 2000,

eleven-year-old Sami Fathi Abu Jazzar, pictured above, was

fatally wounded in the head, and six other Palestinians were

injured when Israeli soldiers opened fire on a crowd of some

400 people, mainly schoolchildren. Three weeks later, an Israeli

man and woman were killed and ten bystanders were injured

when a car packed with explosives blew up in a side street in

central Jerusalem’s Mahane Yehuda market.40
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In the late 1990s, substantial weapons trafficking in the

Balkans was organised by ethnic Albanian armed opposition

groups and their supporters, particularly in the ethnic Albanian

diaspora communities of Germany, Austria, and Switzerland.37

The weapons networks developed from the mid-1990s onwards

and have spread small arms throughout ethnic Albanian

communities in Kosovo, the Former Yugoslav Republic of

Macedonia, and southern Serbia for use by ethnic Albanian

armed opposition groups. According to one report in 1999,

Macedonian police estimated that anywhere between 20,000

and 30,000 small arms were cached in the western part of the

country by KLA operatives and sympathisers.38

The arms used by Palestinian armed groups come from a

variety of sources; mortars appear to be home-made; some are

apparently smuggled in from Jordan and Egypt; and some,

according to local police sources, are bought from Israeli illicit

small-arms traders.41 Israel, as well as producing its own arms,

including the Galil assault rifle and Uzi machine gun, was the

largest recipient during the 1990s of US-exported military

rifles, including M-16s.42
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hands of former fighters; these arms should be destroyed, and livelihoods must be

restored. In June 2003, there were thought to be 24 million guns in Iraq, enough to

arm every man, woman, and child, and they could be purchased for around US$ 10

each; this has been one factor in the state of insecurity and acts of lawlessness still

prevailing in the country.44

It is not only small arms that are left behind. Landmines, bomblets from cluster

bombs, and other unexploded ordnance (UXO) remain well after the official end of

conflict, causing between 15,000 and 20,000 new casualties each year, with huge loss

of life and permanent disability. Cluster bombs have been a major source of death and

injury in Iraq. The presence of landmines and UXO inhibits access to homes and

fields, preventing people from restarting their lives and rebuilding their country.45

Arms in the wrong hands
If weapons in too many hands risk increasing violence, weapons in the wrong hands

pose an even greater risk that they will be used to abuse human rights.

In 2002, there were over 40 situations of conflict involving armed violence of

varying intensity around the world.46 In virtually all of these conflicts, the forces

involved – be they state forces or armed groups – are responsible for abusing

international human rights and humanitarian law. But state forces in peacetime

often also use their authorised weapons for abuse. Law-enforcement officials are

invested with power and equipped with weapons, but in some countries they are

paid wages that barely cover their subsistence needs. Often they receive limited

training, and sometimes none at all. In some countries, armed extortion and

corruption on the part of security forces and law enforcers is rife and goes

unpunished by corrupt judicial systems.

Laws, regulations, and training courses for police and other law enforcers often

ignore the elementary rules agreed internationally for their conduct – including the

UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement

Officials, the UN Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials, and the UN

Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners.47 In South Africa, nearly

100,000 security officers had not been trained for the level of work they undertook;

in 1999, three quarters of all security officers had only the lowest-grade

qualifications, which enabled officers to be armed and deployed after only five hours

of firearms training.48

‘It wasn’t difficult for me to

give up my gun, because I 

am a disciplined soldier. 

But I am concerned, 

because I believe there are 

still many weapons here, 

and because many civilians

also have weapons. They 

too should be disarmed.’
Domingos Bastos, demobilising UNITA

soldier, Huambo province, Angola, 200343
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In Timor Leste (East Timor), the rapid development of a professional police service

after the end of the long years of conflict was recognised as a key goal. However,

police training has been inadequate, and effective oversight and accountability

mechanisms are lacking. Complaints of assaults and excessive use of force by police

are increasing. In December 2002, for example, two people were shot dead and 16

others were injured in the capital, Dili, when police reportedly used excessive force

against rioters. Police officers have been issued with pepper spray, batons, and

Austrian Glock pistols, and there are plans to issue a selected number of officers in

the Rapid Intervention Units with German-designed MP5 sub-machine guns.49

Throughout Latin America, the rapid growth and increasing power of private

security companies is a real concern. According to the Guatemalan government,

there are about 116 private security companies operating in the country, employing

35,000 agents: an unofficial force greater than the entire army, and twice the

number of police officers.50 In El Salvador, fewer than half of the 17,000 private

security agents had done a five-day training course as required by law.51

International arms supplies to those responsible for gross human rights abuses send

a message that the behaviour of such groups is tolerated, even supported, 

by the international community. Weapons shipments to such abusers of human

rights may actually encourage further atrocities by reinforcing the impunity with

which they operate.

The particular role of small arms
Although this report addresses the need to control all conventional weapons, it should

be emphasised that small arms have a particular role to play in contributing to poverty

and suffering. Small arms are present in every country of the world. They are used in

every single conflict – and used exclusively in most. They play a key role in perpetrating

abuses of international human rights and humanitarian law – through their direct use

or through the threat of use. More injuries, deaths, displacements, rapes, kidnappings,

and acts of torture are inflicted or perpetrated with small arms than with any other type

of weapon. In Colombia, it is estimated that nine out of ten atrocities committed

against civilians by all armed groups involve the use of small arms.53

There are approximately 639 million small arms in the world today, produced by more

than 1,135 companies in at least 98 countries. Eight million new weapons are produced

every year. Nearly 60 per cent of small arms are in civilian hands.54 At least 16 billion

units of military ammunition were produced in 2001 alone –more than two military

bullets for every man, woman, and child on the planet.55

The Kalashnikov is the godfather
of assault rifles. Total
production is estimated to be
between 70 and 100 million,
comprising up to 80 per cent of
the total number of assault
rifles in the world.52
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Small arms are light, easy to operate, and – obviously – lethal.

Handguns are small enough to fit in a pocket, inexpensive, and often widely

available. Some small guns in the USA are so cheap and easily concealable that

they are called ‘Saturday Night Specials’; these are typically small, around 

.25-calibre, and can be bought for as little as US$ 75. Police often use 9 mm

pistols, which can shoot accurately over a distance of some 50 metres, and semi-

automatic carbines, which are supposed to shoot accurately over 200 metres.

However, in many countries police and paramilitaries carry much more

dangerous high-velocity assault rifles, such as AK-47s. 

Assault rifles are simple and durable, with only a few moving parts; their use

requires little training, and they can remain operational for 20–40 years or more,

with only minimal maintenance. They are also highly portable, easily concealed,

and relatively cheap. An AK-47 fires up to 30 rounds in less than three seconds,

with each bullet potentially lethal at distances exceeding one kilometre. 

Who possesses the world’s small arms?
Source: Small Arms Survey 2002, data from 31.12.01

‘I would prefer to have

invented a machine 

that people could use and

that would help farmers 

with their work – for

example, a lawnmower.’
Mikhail Kalashnikov, 200256
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Small arms are so prevalent that
it is estimated that there is one
such weapon for every 10 people
– men, women, and children – 
in the world. Numbers vary widely
even within regions: from 
5.8 people per gun in Pakistan,
to 180 in Bangladesh.57

Shoulder-fired rocket launchers and portable air-defence systems can be operated

by only two people. They have an overwhelming destructive power. Some are 

‘fire and forget’ missiles, finding their target by infra-red systems, with a range of

between one and eight kilometres. They include the US-made Stinger missile

systems, used to devastating effect in Afghanistan, and the Strela missile, 

which was fired at (but missed) an Israeli civilian airliner in Kenya in 

November 2002. The simpler rocket launchers, such as the Russian RPG-7, 

can bring down helicopters and penetrate tank armour 330 mm thick at 

distances of up to 500 metres.

Top four assault rifles in the world

AK-47/74 (Russia)

70-100 million

M-16 (USA)

FAL (Belgium)

7 million 

7 million G3 (Germany)

5-7 million 

The country named is the original manufacturer – these weapons are now produced in many other countries.
Source: Small Arms Survey 2001


