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Thank you for the invitation to provide my analysis to this public hearing on the proliferation 
and misuse of small arms and light weapons. In my introductory comments, I will give an 
overview of some of the main issues facing the EU, and the international community more 
broadly, as we look back at more than a decade of international action on small arms, and 
forwards to the UN 2012 small arms Review Conference and beyond.

I should note at the outset that my observations draw upon the decade-long work of the team of 
researchers and analysts working with the Small Arms Survey programme, which serves as the 
principal source of information and analysis on all aspects of small arms and light weapons. 
The views expressed today are, however, my own.

Let me first start by noting why we are having this discussion: armed violence directly claims 
more than 526,000 lives each year, with countless more injured or otherwise affected directly 
and indirectly. At least 40 and probably closer to 60, percent of violent deaths worldwide are 
caused by small arms and light weapons. And 90 percent of these deaths occur outside of war 
zones, in fragile and non-conflict settings, where low-level violence in places such as Central 
America, parts of East or West Africa, and some areas in Asia, is endemic.

The role of small arms and light weapons in all of this is complex – and the category “small 
arms and light weapons” covers a wide range of items. The consensus UN definition includes 
as small arms handguns, rifles and carbines, sub-machine guns, assault rifles, light machine 
guns, and as light weapons heavy machine guns, grenade launchers, anti-tank and anti-aircraft 
guns, AT/AA missile and rocket launchers, light mortars.

Ten years ago, the dominant image that was presented of the small arms problem was that of a 
shady arms broker, acquiring surplus weapons from Eastern European states, and shipping 
them to conflict zones in Africa. While there was some truth to this picture, we now know that 
the reality is more complex, and more mundane.

First: the legal side: there is a steady legal demand for small arms and light weapons. The 
Small Arms Survey estimates the total annual legal trade at more than 8 billion dollars a year. 
Probably more than half of this is ammunition (4.3 billion), around 15 percent is “light 
weapons” (1.1 billion) and just over 20 percent are military and civilian firearms (1.7 billion) –
the AK-47s and M-16s, and Heckler and Koch’s and Glock’s and Smith and Wesson’s of the 
world (with the remainder, about 1 billion, as spare parts and ammunition).

Production of small arms and light weapons is widely diffused and based on mature 
technologies: more than 1,000 companies in 98 countries have been involved in some aspect of 
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production, components or repair, the majority of these in industrial states. In less-developed 
countries, craft production is significant – and can include includes mortars, explosively 
propelled projectiles, grenade launchers, and simple rockets, as well as rifles and handguns.

More than 40 countries have conducted authorized trade in small arms and light weapons of 
more than 10 million dollars in a single year. Much current demand for light weapons and 
ammunition is driven by demand in conflict zones (such as Afghanistan, Iraq, or Libya). And 
while civilian demand is also robust, it is concentrated in the United States and other developed 
countries. The top ten small arms exporters in 2008 were: the United States, Italy, Germany, 
Brazil, Switzerland, Israel, Austria, South Korea, Belgium, and the Russian Federation (more 
than 100 million USD in exports).

Armed groups and organized gangs possess only a very small percentage of the global arsenal 
of small arms and light weapons – probably no more than 1-2 percent of the approximately 875 
million small arms and light weapons around the world. Around one-quarter of the world’s 
weapons are in state arsenals, and around two-thirds in legal civilian hands. Yet the small 
numbers of arms in the hands of organized armed and criminal groups are responsible for most 
of the violence and insecurity, in war zones such as Somalia, and non-war contexts such as 
Guatemala, Mexico or South Africa. The challenge is to ensure that the vast majority of 
weapons  -- legally-held in civilian or state hands, remain in safe and legal conditions and are 
not used to violate human rights or terrorize communities.

There are no good estimates of the illicit trade, but it is almost certainly only a very small 
proportion of the legal trade. The map on this slide shows a few of the routes and diversions 
followed by some major illicit transfers that have come to light in the early part of the last 
decade. The next slide shows the structure of major brokered deals, which in general, take 
advantage of lax controls on weapons stocks, the use of third countries brokering to escape 
export controls, the breaking up of transport into many stages, and the use of false 
documentation (such as flight plans, end-user certificates, bills of lading), offshore companies 
and financing, and flags of convenience.

But although there are probably still some significant illicit deals, much of the illegal trade is 
small scale, represented by the steady trickle of weapons across borders, or transferred 
deliberately made by states to non-state armed groups in neighbouring countries), or illicit 
weapons circulating illegally within states among organized criminal groups. Illegal weapons 
remain, however, the dominant weapons used in crime, and in many contemporary conflicts. 
The key policy and practical challenge is to identify how and when arms slip from legal hands 
into illegal circuits, and to take effective steps to stem this flow.

A much more important source of illicit weapons is state stockpiles. Leakage can occur at 
many points in the chain of possession of authorized stocks of weapons, including from 
weapons depots, during transfers, or from individual theft and corruption. It has been 
particularly a problem in parts of Africa, where we know that most of the arms used in recent 
conflicts and violence were at some point legally imported into the region, but are stored with 
relatively weak security and record keeping. It is probably is also significant in parts of Asia 
and Latin America. 
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Perhaps most importantly, many states possess large stocks of weapons that are surplus to 
national requirements. The mall Arms Survey estimates that perhaps up to 76 million – or 
approximately one-third – of military arsenals are surplus to national requirements, given 
changes in military doctrines or political transformations. Solving this problem is not costly, 
but does require political will, and investments in better stockpile management and security 
policies and practices. A failure to tackle this – as illustrated by the events in North Africa 
following the political changes in Libya – can have major and long-term negative 
consequences for regional and international peace and security.

It should be noted that in many cases, the diversion of weapons is undertaken with the active 
complicity of some governments, or some government officials. This slide illustrates, for 
example, some of the sources of weapons into one conflict-affected country – the Central 
African Republic – from the official stocks and holdings of neighbouring countries. Similar 
phenomena have been documented in East Africa, in Sudan, and parts of the Horn of Africa.

Stemming the illegal trade requires national, regional, and global measures. At the global level, 
we have a The UN Programme of Action on Small Arms, which, as a politically binding 
document, suffers from all the weaknesses of such documents – there is no obligation to take 
action, and no means to assess progress in implementation. That being said, it does represent a 
strong normative consensus, and provides a useful roadmap for assessing the implementation 
of effective measures to deal with small arms and light weapons proliferation and misuse. It is 
also complemented by a range of more specific, and sometimes legally-binding, instruments at 
the regional level. If states simply implemented all the measures agreed upon in the 
Programme of Action and relevant regional instruments, the world would indeed be a much 
safer place.

On the other hand, most of the important measures to deal with the negative consequences of 
small arms and light weapons proliferation are national in nature, and many of them do not 
require legally binding international instruments in order to mitigate the negative consequences 
of small arms and light weapons proliferation and misuse. 

The most important measures are probably at the national level, and require some institutional 
reforms, including better policing and enforcement, updated legal provisions (especially in 
Africa and Asia), reinforced customs and border control capacities, and a strong international 
normative framework (such as the ATT, or the International Tracing Instrument) to facilitate 
cross-border cooperation.

What is also needed are more practical programmes to help states and communities develop 
better legislative and administrative frameworks to regulate the possession, circulation and use 
of weapons, including such things as stockpile management, destruction of surplus weapons, 
safe storage provisions, effective marking and tracing of seized weapons, strong and 
appropriate civilian regulation, and tight export (including re-export) controls. At the global 
level, harmonized end-user certification would be helpful, as would an effective system for 
weapons tracing.

The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons, from the global to the very local level, is 
ultimately, however, probably driven as much by demand as by supply factors, and steps also 
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need to be taken to address the sources of demand for small arms, and the broader drivers of 
insecurity. This will involve integrating small arms issues into security sector reform, security-
promotion, and armed violence prevention and reduction policies and programmes.

The UN process in 2006 failed to reach an agreement at the first Review Conference, but the 
situation is 2012 is somewhat different. While political resistance in some quarters has 
diminished, other strong “champions” of the issue have faded away (such as the UK or 
Canada), and some Southern states still oppose any measures to improve implementation of 
existing agreements.

In an ideal world, the UN Programme of Action would be converted into a legally binding 
“Framework Convention” under which specific measures could be developed. In the real 
world, it would be important to push for the following goals in the 2012 Review Conference:

 establish a mechanism for assessing progress in implementation by states, well beyond 
the simple voluntary (and often inadequate) reporting to the UN, as a means to identify 
areas for assistance and improvement;

 formalize the process of providing international cooperation and assistance (perhaps 
through a trust fund mechanism) to ensure an on-going commitment to tackling the 
problem;

 agree upon the need to open negotiations on international instruments dealing with such 
issues as brokering and harmonized end-user certification (the latter is a particularly 
useful provision that should be championed by a state or group of states);

 take steps to make the current International Tracing Instrument a legally-binding one, 
or at least take steps (perhaps through the creation of a small “implementation support 
unit) to facilitate and catalyze the use of the Instrument to actually undertake weapons 
trace;

 ensure that the process continues with a system of period Review Conferences, and a 
practically oriented (rolling) agenda for the biannual meetings of states.

The conference should not tackle the issues of civilian possession and provision of weapons to 
non-state actors: these are non-starters (but perhaps useful bargaining chips). The European 
Union should promote these objectives, should work to develop a “coalition of the willing” in 
different regions to support these objectives, and should make clear that it expects a positive 
outcome from the 2012 Review. It should not bargain away key points before the conference 
begins.

The negative consequences of small arms proliferation and misuse are not caused only by the 
availability of weapons. Weapons are one ingredient in a complex cocktail that includes a wide 
variety of armed actors, groups with criminal or political motivations, and weak institutions 
that fail to provide security and maintain public order. So an effective response to the negative 
effects of small arms and light weapons proliferation needs to be holistic, and needs to engage 
the criminal justice, development, public health, and arms control communities, at global, 
regional and national levels.

Overall, there is a large menu of policies, programmes and entry points for reducing the 
negative impact of small arms and light weapons proliferation and misuse, including such 
things as post-conflict “disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration” (DDR), small arms-
related aspects of “security-sector reform,” and specific armed violence prevention and 



5

reduction programmes, some of which tackle weapons-related issues. Legally binding, 
comprehensive, international instruments are only one part of the puzzle, and probably not the 
most important part. Much else can and should be done, and leadership on this issue is sorely 
needed, especially from the European Union and its member states.

I know that I have only provided a snapshot of some complex issues, but I hope that I have 
touched on the main issues, and I look forward to deepening this analysis in the discussion.

Thank you for your attention.
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