
T
HE UN CONFERENCE on the 
Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light
Weapons in All Its Aspects is a unique

opportunity to agree to global action to prevent
and reduce the spread and misuse of small
arms and light weapons (SALW). Many had
hoped that this Conference would establish an
effective international Programme of Action to
combat illicit arms trafficking and small arms
proliferation. However, as the July Conference
approaches, it has become clear that its
achievements are likely to be more modest.
On the evidence of the three Preparatory
Committee meetings, the UN Conference 
document will not go far beyond the revised
draft Programme of Action (L4 Rev.1). This
falls substantially short of the effective inter-
national action programme that is required.

Despite this, many NGOs and governments
are still determined to encourage the best 
possible outcome from the UN Conference.
The question now is, what can realistically be
achieved during the Conference negotiations
to ensure the agreement at least constitutes 
a useful and significant step forward? 

Key principles

The UN Conference Document must at least
provide an adequate foundation and frame-
work for the future development of an effective
international Programme of Action to prevent
and reduce small arms proliferation and 
misuse. This means that the Document must 
contain a clear and substantial set of
principles, commitments, and follow-on 
provisions. These must: strengthen and 
stimulate concerted international action to
address all aspects of the small arms 
proliferation problem, complementing and 
reinforcing national and regional initiatives;
and provide a solid basis for the subsequent
development of an effective international
Programme of Action.

This means that the UN Conference
Document must address a ‘minimum set’ of
aspects of the problem, which include:

■ preventing and combating illicit SALW 
trafficking and production;

■ recognising and addressing the links
between the government-authorised and
illicit trades in SALW;

■ ensuring adequate controls on legal pro-
duction, possession, and transfer of SALW;

■ promoting effective regulation of civilian
possession of SALW;

■ promoting destruction and other responsible
disposal of confiscated and surplus SALW;

■ ensuring adequate security of authorised or
official stocks of SALW;

■ promoting reduction and control of SALW
after conflicts, in peace missions, and in
other areas suffering from excessive 
availability of SALW;

■ promoting transparency and information
exchange on SALW.

Beyond this, the UN 2001 Conference
Document should recognise and reinforce
efforts to address key linked issues, such as:
child soldiers; war-affected children; the 
privatisation of security; security sector
reform; and impunity. Such issues will be
addressed in other national or international
policy processes, but the links to the small
arms issue must be addressed.
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The current draft text of the UN Conference
Document (L4 Rev.1) has significant strengths.
It is adequately comprehensive in scope,
addressing each of the key aspects identified
above. The Document contains some useful
norms, principles and commitments, and it
encourages international and regional 
co-operation and assistance programmes.
Accordingly, the existing draft Document L4
Rev.1 should be defended, and there should
be no dilution or weakening of its existing
provisions.

At the same, time, however, the Document
needs to be further strengthened in a number
of key areas if it is to achieve its minimum
objectives discussed above. Each of our
points below are not only important, but also
seem achievable.

Bottom-line issues 

In view of the low-level of expectation that now
surrounds the UN Conference, this briefing
lays out some ‘bottom-line’ recommendations
that must be included if the Conference is to
avoid being perceived as a failure. These are
not our recommendations for an effective
Programme of Action, which are much more
extensive (see the Biting the Bullet briefing
series). Rather these recommendations
should be regarded as a minimum to ensure
that the UN Conference will at least provide a
solid foundation for the future development of
a far-reaching programme of action.

Bottom-line recommendations 

The UN Conference Document should agree
the following:

Preventing diversion of arms transfers 
to illicit destinations

■ Establishment of information exchange 
mechanisms on the illicit SALW trade so as 
to enhance co-operative action

■ A commitment to convene a series of open-
ended meetings to prepare for negotiations
on a legally binding international agreement

Ensuring traceability

■ No dilution of existing L4 Rev.1 provisions,
particularly the provision to start negotiation 
of an international instrument to identify and
trace the lines of supply of SALW

Controlling arms brokers

■ Establishment of a process for information
exchange, co-operation and the identification
of best practice and for the preparation of
model regulations

■ Launching of a process to develop an inter-
national agreement which controls the activities
of arms brokering and transportation agents 

“ The violence began when everything was just quiet. It became

really terrible. One day I was sleeping with my son, when

attackers came in and asked me who I was and where I was

from. They then shot me in the eye and the bullet went right

through and into my child.”
Mary from Kwa-Zulu Natal, South Africa

Small arms are the
weapons of choice
in most of today’s
conflicts.

f It is estimated that, since
1990, about 90% of war-time
casualties have been inflicted
by small arms. The Inter-
national Committee for the
Red Cross estimates that over
50% of war-time casualties
are civilians.

f It has been estimated that
roughly 200,000 people
globally are killed with
firearms each year in murder,
suicide and accidents.



Strengthening controls on legal 
manufacture and transfers of SALW
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Management and security of ofÞcial
stocks of SALW
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Responsible disposal of conÞscated
and surplus weapons 
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Weapons collection and control

■ ��������
��	���� ��������������	������
���������	�����������
�����������	���

� %� �	��������	&���������	���	����
��
�������
������������������	��	�������
��������������� 
� %��������'����������

■ ��������
��	���� ���������������	��������	
���
�	����	���
����������	��� �����
����������	��
�������� �	����������������
����������������������	��� �������	��

Regulating civilian possession of SALW
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Reducing and controlling arms after
peace agreements and in UN operations 
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Transparency, accountability and 
information exchange
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“The war (in Sierra Leone) brought us here. The war was very

serious; there was gunÞre everywhere. I ßed with nothing. I was

running carrying one of the children, but my other child was

shot. He was six years old. So many people died in our village.

No-one is left there now: everyone ßed for their lives.”
Fatima Kemokai, refugee in Liberia

Weapons collection
in Liberia: an
agreement to collect
and destroy surplus
arms is a key
priority for the UN
conference.

� 500 million assault weapons
are estimated to be in
circulation world-wide.

� Small arms transfers account
for around 10–15% of all
government-to-government
transfers, or $2.5 billion
annually.

� Paramilitary groups spend an
estimated $2.5 billion a year
on small arms.
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