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Very few of today's armed conflicts take place
between armed forces of different states.  Rather,
most such violence occurs within states.  The strat-
egy of armed groups in these conflicts involves
deliberate targeting of civilians, and most of these
casualties, as well as those of the combatants, are
inflicted with small arms and light weapons—
instruments wielded by one or two people, such as
pistols, rifles, and mortars.  The small-arms prob-
lem has not received anything like the academic
attention devoted to the problem of nuclear prolif-
eration, perhaps because, given the ubiquity and
quotidian nature of these weapons, they do not
engender the anxiety of atomic devices.  Thus far,
however, the human toll of small arms and light
weapons far exceeds that from nuclear, chemical,
or biological weapons.  The Small Arms Survey, a
research organization that issues annual reports
based on meticulous research, estimates that
300,000 people are killed each year with these
weapons, around one-third in group conflicts and
the others from homicide or suicide by firearm.
And, of course, a much larger number of victims of
small arms survive their injuries but live on with
grievous damage.  In their aggregate effects, these
are proven weapons of mass destruction.

Small arms and light weapons can potentiate a
spiral of lawlessness.  Weak states allow their pro-
liferation, and acquisition of arms allows formerly
powerless groups to challenge authority, further
weakening it.  The abundance of arms in the hands
of nonstate actors means that new wars can readily
be started.  In the case of pre-existing conflicts, the
influx of weapons exacerbates the violence, as
firearms are intrinsically more deadly than other
small weapons.  It is true that much of the 1994

killing in Rwanda was conducted with machetes,
but the scale of the carnage in such a short time
could not have been achieved without the massive
availability of rifles, grenades, and similar weapons
used to round up and terrorize the victims.

The problem is by no means just one of insur-
gent groups besieging legitimate governments,
however.  Among the worst abusers of small arms
are repressive governments and their paramilitary
adjuncts, such as the janjaweed militia of Sudan,
who, in concert with government forces, have been
committing atrocities of genocidal proportion in
Darfur.

There are other effects of the spread of these
weapons, none of them good.  In today's substate
conflicts, anyone can become a combatant by
acquiring a weapon, and participants in these wars
tend to be less constrained in whom they target
than traditional soldiers.  As a result, humanitarian
agencies, which strive to reduce the impact of war
on civilians, have become increasingly reluctant to
send their people into conflict areas.  The acquisi-
tion of weapons by young men, especially boys,
inverts traditional authority relations, placing
power in the hands of people who, not having
known it before, are perhaps more reluctant to dis-
arm than would be their elders.  And, more gener-
ally, the likelihood of adherence to a peace agree-
ment is much lower when large numbers of mili-
tants remain armed.

Many organizations have taken up the cause of
stemming the illicit flow of small arms, but, to
repeat, only a modest effort has been devoted thus
far to systematic research on the nature of this
problem:  the diversion of arms from the legitimate
to illicit market, the role of small arms in the out-
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break and persistence of group violence, the
increased lethality of crime and personal conflict
attributable to availability of guns, the relative effi-
cacy of alternative approaches to reducing the
harm these weapons do.  In June of 2004, the
Harry Frank Guggenheim Foundation convened a
meeting of researchers in this area to consider ways
to expand the number of scholars and range of dis-
ciplines involved in small-arms research.  An
organization was born of this meeting:  RISA
(Research Initiative on Small Arms).  This issue of
the HFG Review is the first product of this group.

As Edward Laurance, a pioneering small-arms
researcher, says in his introduction, we intend this
publication to serve as a primer on the issues and
an exhortation to scholars to engage with them.
His article provides an overview of those issues,
and the following four flesh them out.  The topics
are the damage small arms and light weapons cause
in violence by groups (“Effects of Small Arms
Misuse”) and individuals (“Guns in Crime”), the
nature of demand for these weapons (“Means and
Motivations”), and the sources, legal and not, that
supply that demand (“Following the Trail”).

A Kosovo Liberation
Army fighter poses with
his World War II
machine gun.  Small
arms circulate between
conflict zones, in many
cases for decades. 



IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn

In the early 1990s, there was great hope through-
out the world for a decline in the wars, insurgen-
cies, and threats from weapons of mass destruction
that marked the Cold War.  With the breakup of
the Soviet Union, we saw a precipitous decline in
military spending by the major powers, the ending
of several wars fueled by Cold War rivalries (e.g.,
Mozambique, Nicaragua, El Salvador), and re-
newed interest in the principles of the UN Charter
and legal instruments controlling weapons of mass
destruction.

These hopes were soon dashed as intrastate con-
flicts, some new, others held in check by the super-

powers during the Cold War, began to flare up into
armed violence.  While the root causes of these
conflicts were familiar and quickly identified,
something new had emerged that caught the world
unprepared for solving these conflicts.  They were
being fought almost exclusively with small arms
and light weapons—assault rifles, rocket propelled
grenades, and similar tools of violence not previ-
ously addressed or studied by those charged with
controlling armed violence.1

• In 1994 Mali, a civil war between the Toureg
minority and the rest of the country resulted in
the wide availability of arms in society.  The ensu-
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ing instability and violence brought all develop-
ment projects to a halt.

• In El Salvador, a UN-brokered peace had
brought a vicious civil war to a close in 1992.  But
by 1995 the country was ablaze with armed vio-
lence, this time by criminals armed with more
than 200,000 military weapons left over from the
civil war.

• In Rwanda, more than 800,000 Tutsis and many
Hutus were massacred at the direction of the
Hutu government, made possible by the distri-
bution of weapons brought into the country for
this purpose.

• In Sri Lanka, an intractable civil war raged, with
the government facing a Tamil insurgency that
had established a global network of illicit arms
supplies.

• In the former Soviet Union, states with only arms
industries left as viable commercial enterprises
legally sold hundreds of thousands of small arms
and light weapons to governments involved in
conflicts, many of which were illegally diverted to
armed groups bent on perpetuating conflicts.

Ten years after the small arms problem burst
onto the world stage, there is a clear consensus that
it is key to the understanding and control of con-
temporary violence.  The proliferation and misuse
of small arms and light weapons (SALW) occurs in
a variety of contexts: receding conflict, post-con-
flict, and high-crime areas.  Today there are over
600 million SALW in circulation worldwide.  Of
49 major conflicts in the 1990s, 47 were waged
almost exclusively with small arms.  Small arms are
responsible for hundreds of thousands of deaths
per year, including 200,000 from homicides and
suicides and perhaps 300,000 from political vio-
lence.  A wide range of negative consequences from
their use has been revealed: deaths and injuries to
innocent civilians, human rights violations, denial
of socio-economic development; sparking, fueling,
and prolonging conflicts; obstruction of humani-

tarian relief programs; undermining of peace ini-
tiatives; diminishing the security of vulnerable
groups such as women, children, refugees, and
internally displaced persons; and increasing the
public health burden from violence.

AA  RReesseeaarrcchh  FFiieelldd  EEmmeerrggeess

As this reality emerged in the mid-1990s, so did
the need for information and knowledge about
these weapons.  Why?  As a class these weapons and
their effects are very different from larger conven-
tional weapons.  They are smaller, more portable,
cheaper, simpler to use, and easily available to non-
state actors.  What we knew about the trade and
production of larger weapons such as tanks and
fighter aircraft was hardly enough to provide guid-
ance to policymakers.  The research questions
regarding small arms went far beyond traditional
national and international security, which con-
cerned only the state.

The goal of this publication is to provide an
introduction to the research field of small arms
that emerged as a result of this new reality.  To date,
this work has been primarily policy research,
designed for and produced by nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs), international governmental
organizations (IGOs), and national governments
involved in addressing this problem.  This research
has focused on practical policy variables and devel-
oping and testing programs, interventions, and
services.  As a result, program-evaluation method-
ologies tend to have an important place in the
field.  This policy research has also been character-
ized by strict time constraints, placed on research-
ers by donor governments and international organ-
izations active in seeking policy solutions.2

The academic community was rarely engaged in
debate about these policies or in systematic testing
of practices enacted to stem the flow of small arms.
The time has come to enlist the full range of aca-
demic disciplines to expand the knowledge base
needed to reduce the damage wrought by small
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arms and light weapons.
The initial research agenda was set by a resur-

gent United Nations, which had sent out an
unprecedented number of peacekeeping missions
after the end of the Cold War.  Responding to UN
Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali's 1995
warning of this new global threat, a UN panel of
experts was formed to investigate the types of small
arms and light weapons actually being used in con-
flicts, the nature and causes of their accumulation,
transfer, production, and trade, and the ways and
means to prevent and curb their negative effects.

This research led to the UN Conference on
Small Arms in July 2001, the goal of which was to
develop a “Programme of Action” to guide the
policies of governments and regional and interna-
tional organizations.3 It was understandable that
the knowledge being developed was shaped by the
goal of having maximal impact on the formulation
of the Programme of Action.4

At this time there was a general recognition that
academic research on small arms was lacking.  In
response, the Small Arms Survey (SAS) was formed
in Geneva in late 1999 as an independent research
center on the issue of small arms.  After four years
of work by SAS and other policy research centers,5

an initial set of propositions, hypotheses, and data
has emerged that now needs to be investigated
using the full range of scholarly research methods.
Policy research has raised a number of questions
and hypotheses that need to be tested by those less
constrained by the dictates of a policy community
whose first priority is solving the problem now.
For example, very little statistical analysis of the
growing volume of survey data has taken place.
The small arms problem needs research that is
more replicable, cumulative, and testable by peer
review.  The purpose of this publication is to stim-
ulate such work.

The articles that follow summarize what we know
about each major aspect of the small arms problem
and the questions that remain to be investigated.

production, transfers, and trafficking of
salw

Knowing the scope of production is a core ele-
ment in predicting the types and numbers of
weapons in future circulation.  If one is trying to
stop the supply of weapons to conflict zones, it is
important to know the source of this supply.  In
the 1990s, policymakers sought to use arms control
techniques that applied to larger weapons systems,
such as tanks and aircraft.  They went after pro-
ducers of these weapons, only to discover that new
production of small arms was actually declining.
The major source of supply was existing stockpiles
or weapons circulating from previous wars.  More
generally, understanding how arms are acquired by
private citizens, official security forces, criminals,
and insurgent groups requires knowledge about the
actors (governments, brokers, transport agents)
and legal and illegal modes of transfer (export cri-
teria, end-user certificates, illicit trafficking net-
works) involved in distribution.

impacts of salw

Understanding the effects of small arms in and
on societies goes to the heart of the motivation for
small arms research: what harm is caused by the
proliferation and misuse of these weapons, who is
most affected by them, and what are the circum-
stances under which they cause harm?  Research
goes beyond deaths and injuries to individuals to
include the full range of impacts on societies.

role of salw availability in outbreak and
exacerbation of armed conflict

In Rwanda, El Salvador, Kosovo, Brazil, and
many other places, small arms and light weapons
widely available or supplied to an area of conflict
and tension can spark the rise of armed violence.
What are the dynamics of this process of escala-
tion?  Also important is the effect that the (mis)use
of these weapons during armed conflict can have
on civilians, often in violation of human rights and
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international humanitarian law.  Does the presence
of SALW exacerbate or lengthen armed conflict?

demand for small arms

Analyzing demand for small arms involves
examining who possesses and carries them, what
types are acquired, and the motivations for acquir-
ing them.  Knowledge of demand is important in
the design of programs intended to address the
negative effects of these weapons, e.g., demobiliza-
tion, disarmament, and reintegration (DDR) of ex-
combatants, as well as programs for collection and
destruction of weapons.

international efforts at control

The 2001 UN Programme of Action on Small
Arms, and various regional treaties and frame-
works, have been developed to address the global
problems associated with small arms and light
weapons.  Evaluation research has been conducted
to assist in monitoring and evaluating these collab-
orative efforts.  Such treaties and protocols should
be compiled into a database to avoid duplication
and promote complementarities and synergies.

design and evaluation of practical policies
and programs

A significant amount of research has been con-
ducted on the programs designed to alleviate the
negative effects of small arms.  Much of it is classic
program evaluation, with a focus on evaluating
needs assessment, goals and objectives of the pro-
gram, program design, implementation, and im-
pact.  Compilation of “lessons learned” and “best
practices” is the typical outcome of this research.
Most of this work has focused on the following
types of programs:

• Disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration
(DDR) of ex-combatants

• Amnesties and weapons collection
• Destruction of surplus weapons

• Increasing public awareness

small arms and crime

As mentioned, small arms take an estimated
200,000 lives each year outside of group conflict
through homicide and suicide, as well as inflicting
a much greater number of grievous injuries.  They
also facilitate the commission of millions of crimes
of other types, including robbery, assault, and sex-
ual offenses.

By contrast with the other domains of inquiry
surveyed above, there is an abundant literature on
the role of small arms in crime, most of it pertain-
ing to the United States, Canada, Australia, and
the United Kingdom.  Research on the causes,
effects, and costs of gun violence has an especially
long history in the United States.  This is also true
for the demand question, as well as the evaluation
of policy and program interventions designed to
lessen these harms.  There are academic journals
devoted to this research, well-established research
centers, and vigorous debates among scholars on
these issues.  Such is not the case with research on
the global small arms problem.  The challenge is to
get this academic community, mainly although not
exclusively in the United States, to test the applica-
bility of this body of research to small arms prob-
lems outside the United States.

IInntteeggrraattiinngg  SSaallww  RReesseeaarrcchh  iinnttoo
LLaarrggeerr  IIssssuueess

The research effort on small arms, as indicated
above, has had a clear link to policies and programs
designed to prevent and reduce the damage
wrought by these weapons.  Given the lack of
information on small arms at the start of the policy
process in the mid-1990s, much of the initial
research was necessarily technical and descriptive
in nature: characteristics of weapons, who was
using them and where, how legal transfers turned
into illicit ones, etc.  In concentrating on the
instrumentalities or tools of violence, researchers
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tended to become “small arms experts.”
Once the UN Programme of Action was agreed

upon in 2001, the research began to shift toward
integrating or “mainstreaming” small arms knowl-
edge into larger issues.  A very good example is the
recent move toward linking small arms policy
research with the general field of international
development.  Scholars in development studies
seek to formulate models of development, deter-
mine effective modes of delivering assistance, and
identify the various obstacles to development.  As
discussed in the following pages, one of the major
obstacles plaguing the delivery of assistance,
indigenous capacity-building, and post-conflict
reconstruction is armed violence and insecurity
resulting from the prevalence of small arms and
light weapons.  There is a natural synergy here
between the development and small arms research
communities that is only now beginning to be rec-
ognized.  Within the small arms group, a consen-
sus is emerging as to the various impacts of small
arms on the development process.6 However,
development researchers and small arms research-
ers rarely engage each other.  The importance of
recognizing the nexus of security and development
has become particularly urgent given the difficul-
ties with post-conflict reconstruction in Iraq,
Afghanistan, and Kosovo, among other places.

There are other fields of research where the data
and findings of small arms research could prove
valuable.  This has already begun to occur in gen-
der studies.  Another fruitful area is justice and
security sector reform, a major issue in post-con-
flict nation-building contexts.  As of yet, however,
the justice reform element of this work has not
linked with the small arms effort.  Questions to be
addressed: Have codes of conduct of legitimately
armed persons (police/military) regarding the use
of arms been implemented?  Have gun laws been
changed?  Are the legal and penal systems capable
of dealing with those accused of gun crimes,
including law-enforcement personnel?7

CCoonncclluussiioonn

SALW research covers a wide range of issues that
link small arms proliferation and misuse to a host
of negative effects.  This work has been shaped by
a policy agenda requiring basic data on small arms
and a focus on what can be done to reduce and pre-
vent the damage they cause.  There are now suffi-
cient empirical data and hypotheses ripe for
engagement by the wider academic community.

We hope that these articles, by distilling down
the literature and emphasizing what “needs know-
ing,” will contribute to an increase in the quantity
and quality of small arms research.  We also hope
to encourage a wider set of academic disciplines to
address the questions that will move us closer to
solving the problems posed by small arms.

SSoouurrcceess  ffoorr  RReesseeaarrcchh  oonn  SSmmaallll  AArrmmss

centre for humanitarian dialogue
http://www.hdcentre.org/?aid=37

The Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue is an
NGO with a Small Arms and Human Security
Program.  They conduct research related to the
human cost of small arms availability and misuse.

international action network on small arms
http://www.iansa.org

The International Action Network on Small
Arms is the global network of civil society organi-
zations working to stop the proliferation and mis-
use of small arms and light weapons.  Founded in
1998, IANSA has grown rapidly to more than 500
participant groups in nearly 100 countries.  Its por-
tals include key issues, resources and publications,
events and campaigns, and a women's portal.

international alert
http://www.international-alert.org/publications.htm

International Alert is an independent interna-
tional NGO that works to help build lasting peace
in countries and communities affected or threat-
ened by violent conflict.  They have regional pro-
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grams in Africa, the Caucasus, and Central, South,
and South East Asia.  They conduct policy analysis
and advocacy at government, EU, and UN levels
on cross-cutting issues such as business, humani-
tarian aid and development, gender, security, and
religion in relation to conflict.  They are part of the
Biting the Bullet collaborative and have conducted
a significant amount of independent research on
small arms issues.

norwegian initiative on small arms
http://www.nisat.org

NISAT is based at the Peace Research Institute,
Oslo.  It maintains a database of small arms trans-
fers containing over 250,000 records.  Its Black
Market Archive contains over 7,000 searchable
documents.  It also maintains a West Africa news
archive.

saferworld
http://www.saferworld.org.uk/iac/index.htm

Saferworld is a large transnational NGO that
works with governments and civil society interna-
tionally to research, promote, and implement new
strategies to increase human security and prevent
armed violence.  They are a member of the research
collaborative called Biting the Bullet, which has
produced a series of papers on all aspects of the
small arms problem and what to do about it.

small arms net
http://www.smallarmsnet.org

The Institute for Security Studies in Pretoria has
established the Small Arms Net, an information
portal for groups and individuals working to con-
tain the proliferation of small arms and light
weapons in Africa.  An initiative of the Arms
Management Programme (AMP), it is an informa-
tion hub for small arms and arms related issues
affecting the continent.

small arms survey

http://www.smallarmssurvey.org
Beginning in 2001, Small Arms Survey, through

Oxford University Press, has published an annual
survey of the field.  Some of the chapter themes are
recurrent (e.g., products, producers, stockpiles,
transfers, controls), which serves to update readers
on these topics.  In addition, each year SAS intro-
duces new aspects of the field.  Topics have
included arms brokers, the UN 2001 Small Arms
Conference and Programme of Action, weapons-
collection programs, effects of small arms on
human development, regional and country-specific
cases, and human rights.  SAS also produces occa-
sional papers and reports.

un department of disarmament affairs:
conventional arms branch: small arms and
light weapons portal

http://disarmament2.un.org/cab/salw.html
This web site is an authoritative source for all

UN action and documents since the small arms
issue entered onto the world stage in the mid-
1990s.

un development programme: small arms
and demobilization division
http://www.undp.org/bcpr/smallarms/index.htm

Assists countries recovering from conflict to cur-
tail illicit weapons, address the needs of ex-com-
batants and other armed groups through alterna-
tive livelihood and development prospects, and
build capacities at all levels to promote human
security.

NNootteess

1. The 1997 Report of the United Nations Panel of
Government Experts on Small Arms provides the most
widely accepted definition of small arms and light
weapons.  This distinguishes between small arms, which
are weapons designed for personal use, and light
weapons, which are designed for use by several persons
serving as a crew.  The category of small arms includes
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revolvers and self-loading pistols, rifles and carbines,
assault rifles, sub-machine guns, and light machine
guns.  Light weapons include heavy machine guns,
hand-held under-barrel and mounted grenade launch-
ers, portable anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns, recoilless
rifles, portable launchers of anti-tank and anti-aircraft
missiles, and mortars of calibers less than 100mm.  See
http://www.smallarmsnet.org/definition.htm.

2. Colin Robson. Real World Research. Oxford:
Blackwell Publishers, 2002.

3. For a summary of this conference and the text of
the Programme of Action, see the web site of the UN
Department of Disarmament Affairs: http://disarma-
ment2.un.org/cab/salw.html.

4. An example of this research can be found in the
Biting the Bullet series of publications at http://
www.saferworld.org.uk/publications/int_arms_

control.htm.
5. Major examples include United Nations Institute

for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR), Bonn Inter-
national Center for Conversion (BICC), Institute for
Security Studies in Pretoria, Bradford University,
International Alert, Center for Defense Information,
Human Rights Watch, OXFAM, Peace Research
Institute of Oslo (PRIO), UN Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP), UNICEF, Monterey Institute of
International Studies, Saferworld.

6. See http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/Yearbook
%202003/ch4_Yearbk2003_en.pdf.

7. For research questions and the state of the research
in this field, see “Critical Triggers: Implementing
International Standards for Policing Firearms Use,”   pp.
213-247 in Small Arms Survey 2004. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
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IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn

In 1994 the impoverished nation of Mali was
wracked with violence.  Small arms and light
weapons had become readily available, turning
grievances by the economically marginalized
Toureg into armed violence so pervasive that all
development work in Mali had come to a halt.
Donor countries pulled out, and the scuttling of
their development projects resulted in half-built
schools, contaminated water supplies, and unfin-
ished roads.  The president of Mali formally asked
the United Nations to assist his country in tackling
a problem heretofore unaddressed in international
affairs, the proliferation and misuse of small arms
and light weapons.

When the global community first engaged the
issue of small arms and light weapons (SALW) in
the 1990s, it was the terrible effects of these
weapons in places such as Mali that were the prime
mover for research and action.  Documenting these
effects was a crucial first step toward developing
policies to address the problem, since most of the
weapons involved initially had a legitimate role in
the internal and external security of sovereign
states, yet governments were understandably reluc-
tant to formally recognize that there were unin-
tended effects from these weapons.  The result was
a set of papers, produced mainly by the policy and
advocate communities, intended to demonstrate
the need to focus on the instruments of violence.
Most of these initial reports were stories or anec-
dotes gathered by NGOs with firsthand experience
of the effects of small arms.1

Once the policy and advocacy materials defined
the problem, it was natural that more in-depth
research would soon follow.  Understanding the

societal and individual effects of small arms is the
motivation for this research: we want to know
what harm small arms cause, who is most affected
by them, and the circumstances under which these
weapons cause harm.

DDiirreecctt  EEffffeeccttss

deaths, injuries, and disabilities

Direct effects of small arms occur as deaths,
injuries, and disabilities, as well as direct costs that
result from the treatment of injuries and disabili-
ties.  In addition, there are the costs to society of
lost working days resulting from treatment, prema-
ture death, or disability.

Studies in the United States in particular, and to
a lesser extent in other Western societies, have pro-
vided an understanding of the significance of
firearms in suicide and homicide rates by compar-
ing firearms with other means of killing.

Suicides by firearm:  It has been documented for
many Western societies that the availability of civil-
ian firearms influences the percentage of suicides
committed with a firearm.  This is partly explained
by the higher suicide completion rates for suicides
that are attempted with a gun as compared to
attempted suicides that make use of other means.
Completed suicide rates appear to be higher for
groups that are more prone to impulsive actions,
such as youths, when they have easy access to a
firearm.  However, it remains debatable whether
overall suicide rates increase as a result of elevated
arms availability.  Nor is great firearms prevalence
necessary for a high suicide rate.  Japan suffers
from very high suicide rates but has one of the low-
est rates of civilian arms availability in the world.

Domestic firearm deaths:  In the US there is evi-
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dence that rates of domestic murder are positively
correlated with rates of firearms ownership.
However, research has also shown that firearm
ownership rate is only one of several variables that
influence fatal domestic violence.  Unemployment
and abuse of alcohol and drugs have also been
shown to be significant.

Our understanding of patterns in firearms
deaths around the world is still patchy.  It is often
stated that the majority of SALW victims are men,
and in particular young men.  However, in relation
to political conflicts it is often stated that a major-
ity of victims are civilians, largely women and chil-
dren.  While there is a significant volume of
research on categories of victims in the United
States, information on other societies is more lim-
ited.  Therefore, studies that provide a detailed
breakdown of firearm victims by gender, age, eth-
nicity, and locality in different societies are needed
to develop a nuanced picture of who is most at risk
and who should be the focus of intervention pro-
grams.

There is evidence that the rate of suicides com-
mitted with firearms can be used as a proxy for
civilian gun ownership rates.  However this obser-
vation is based on research in Western societies.
Further work is needed to validate this assumption
for non-Western societies.

Most work considering the direct effects of
firearms use has concentrated on death and physi-
cal injury.  These, however, don't exhaust the con-
sequences.

terror, intimidation, and other psycholog-
ical effects

Human rights activists have pointed to the use
of firearms in coercion and intimidation.  Besides
documenting individual stories of human rights
abuses, there has been very little research to date
that would help us to understand how guns are
used to threaten rather than kill.  Similar work has
been conducted on the criminal use of guns, but to

date little concentrating on the effects of gun use in
systematic state violations of human rights.

particular vulnerability of children and
women

Children
While it is obvious that small arms negatively

affect the lives of children, it was really not until
the lead-up to the UN 2001 Conference that the
full effects of small arms on the welfare of children
were documented.  UNICEF drew attention to the
issue in their pre-conference and conference state-
ment, and a comprehensive NGO study on the
impacts of small arms on children was released for
the conference.2

Such studies have provided data about the vic-
timization of children by small arms violence.  In
Colombia in 1999, children were victims of 1,333
homicides, 58 accidents, and 16 suicides in which
small arms were used.  Between 1987 and 2001, 467
children died in the Israel-Palestine armed conflict
as a result of gun-related violence, while 3,937 chil-
dren were killed by firearms in the state of Rio de
Janeiro during the same four-year span.

From these early studies we know that children
are victims of conflict and small arms misuse, that
small arms proliferation and misuse interfere with
the provision of basic needs and services, and that
small arms make child soldiering more possible
and more probable.  We have good case studies but
there is still much we don't know.  There is no
thorough data-collection process that transcends
national borders and experiences to quantify the
impact of small arms on children.

Women
Women are another of the groups most vulnera-

ble to small arms violence, and a significant
amount of work is now being conducted on the
relationship between gender and small arms.  It is
well established that legal guns are just as danger-
ous to women as illegal ones.  There is abundant
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evidence that sexual violence at gunpoint is used as
a weapon of war.  To name but a few cases, in
Afghanistan, Sudan, the Democratic Republic of
Congo, and the former Yugoslavia, women and
young girls have been abducted from their homes,
schools, and places of work at the barrel of a gun.
This practice persists in the aftermath of armed
group conflict.

Women are not just the victims of gun violence,
however.  They may also participate as combatants
and in support roles, providing information, food,
clothing, and shelter, as well as bearing the long-
term burden of caring for the sick and injured.

increased potential for violations of
human rights and international
humanitarian law
Human Rights

There is a prodigious body of scholarship on
human rights and an increasing amount concern-
ing the use of small arms to violate internationally
recognized human rights.  Much of this work has
been done by organizations such as Human Rights
Watch, Amnesty International, and other non-
governmental organizations evaluating the human
rights records of small arms recipient countries.
Amnesty International has a recent publication for
the Control Arms campaign examining effective
mechanisms for police to use in controlling these
weapons without themselves misusing them.
Research to date has demonstrated that small arms
in the wrong hands (both governmental and non-
governmental) lead directly to human rights
abuses, including extrajudicial executions, forced
disappearances, and the general repression of indi-
viduals and groups.

Small arms were effective tools of terror, used to
kill, maim, rape, and forcibly displace people in
genocides and mass attacks on civilians in Bosnia,
Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and
Sudan.  Even where they are not the primary
means of killing, weapons capable of massive
lethality—automatic rifles, grenades, rocket

launchers—can serve to corral victims so that they
can be killed with cheap and crude weapons such
as machetes.  In addition, small arms have been
used to forcibly recruit and arm children to serve as
soldiers in dozens of countries around the world.

Small arms proliferation facilitates rights viola-
tions outside of conflict situations.  Government
forces may misuse small arms in violation of the
UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force and
Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials, as has
been the case, for example, in Ethiopia, when
police have used excessive force against student
protesters.

In April 2003, the United Nations appointed an
expert on human rights and small arms to investi-
gate the link between them.  This research and
other work in the area will focus on the need for
additional principles and norms and elevate to the
global intergovernmental level violations of human
rights directly linked to small arms proliferation
and misuse.

International Humanitarian Law
The use of conventional weapons, including

small arms, in armed conflict falls under the juris-
diction of international humanitarian law (IHL),
as embodied in a variety of international agree-
ments, including the 1907 Hague Conventions, the
1949 Geneva Conventions, the 1977 Protocols Addi-
tional to the Geneva Conventions, and the 1980
UN Convention on Conventional Weapons. These
agreements are designed to protect civilians and pre-
vent unnecessary suffering during times of conflict
by limiting both the physical means and the meth-
ods that belligerent parties can use to wage war.
The deliberate targeting of civilians, indiscriminate
force that is likely to harm civilians, and the use of
weapons and tactics that are indiscriminate by their
nature or excessively injurious to combatants are
prohibited by these agreements.

Just as small arms can be used to violate human
rights law, which applies mainly to nonwar con-
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texts, small arms can also contribute to violations
of IHL, which applies to situations of inter- and
intrastate war.  All types of armed groups, whether
government or guerrilla forces, have used small
arms for IHL violations.  Small arms have been
used for summary executions in Liberia and to
commit massacres in Colombia.  In Sri Lanka,
children have been forcibly recruited at the barrel
of a gun.  Civilian property has been looted in
Afghanistan and forced disappearances have
occurred in Chechnya.

Violations of IHL have been more frequent in
some conflicts because armed groups are purpose-
fully targeting civilians and aid workers as part of
their strategy.  The culture of impunity that allows
such atrocities needs further study.  How does this
impunity prolong armed conflicts and make them
more intractable? How do the standard tactics and
operating procedures of organized military forces
lead to violations of IHL? Since currently there are
only inadequate measures to address the irrespon-
sible transfer of weapons to areas where their mis-
use is foreseeable, we must also consider whether
governments authorizing such transfers are fulfill-
ing their obligation to “respect and ensure respect”
for the basic protections established by IHL.

threats to humanitarian intervention

The widespread availability of small arms has
increased the duration, incidence, and lethality of
armed conflict, where, since the end of the Cold
War, the “average” conflict has lasted eight years.
Small arms have made it more difficult for human-
itarian relief to be delivered as aid workers are
specifically targeted for extortion, threat, theft,
rape, and murder.  For example, on March 28,
2003, a Red Cross worker in Afghanistan was sin-
gled out from his Afghan companions and killed at
a roadblock.  The risk of violence can limit access
to populations in need of assistance and divert
resources to security rather than relief provision,
even though IHL requires that aid agencies have

access to populations that need humanitarian assis-
tance.  Approximately 50 percent of populations in
conflict regions live in areas that are not accessible
to relief campaigns due to security threats.  In some
countries it has become too expensive, both in
human lives and cash, for outsiders to provide
much-needed aid, forcing populations to endure
the horrors of war alone.  The danger to aid and
relief workers from small arms has been docu-
mented in a ground-breaking study by the Small
Arms Survey and the Centre for Humanitarian
Dialogue, In the Line of Fire.  Ten percent of
respondents from relief organizations reported hav-
ing been the victim of a “security incident,” such as
assault, intimidation, or sexual violence, in the pre-
vious six months.  Forty percent of these encoun-
ters involved a weapon.

Even when aid workers can supply relief, it is
often difficult to reach the needy populations.  At
the end of 2002, there were approximately 12 mil-
lion refugees, 5.3 million internally displaced per-
sons (IDPs) still away from their homes, and
941,000 asylum seekers.  Refugees and IDPs are
often afraid to leave camps and return to their
homes or to venture out of safe areas to acquire
relief supplies.  At the same time, refugee and IDP
camps often become militarized, and their vulner-
able populations are subject to intimidation, rape,
injury, forced prostitution, and slavery as well as
forced recruitment into armed service.

Some research on refugee camps being used as
arms trafficking sites has begun.  But we need to
know much more about both the levels of such
phenomena and their impact on underserved pop-
ulations.

outbreak of intergroup violence

It is clear that small arms exacerbate and perpet-
uate intergroup violence, but does the buildup and
acquisition of small arms and light weapons actu-
ally lead to the outbreak and escalation of armed
conflict? This was a crucial question for those who
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pushed the small arms problem onto the global
stage in the mid-1990s.  Laurance, surveying the
evidence, concluded that “while it is true that peo-

ple bent on killing each other will do so regardless
of the weapons they possess, it is also true that a
critical mass of weapons can be the impetus for
starting a major conflict.”3

Two case studies that received much attention
shaped the early response to this question.
Researchers from Human Rights Watch argued
that all four phases of the Rwanda conflict of the
1990s—the invasion of Rwanda by Tutsi exiles, the
diffusion of weapons to Hutus within Rwanda, the
genocide itself, and the raids by Hutu militia after
being expelled—were possible only because of the
supply of small arms and light weapons.4 The sec-
ond case pointing to the direct effect of arms
buildups on the outbreak of armed violence is
Kosovo.  In 1997 the government of Albania col-

lapsed and, in the subsequent instability, its signif-
icant arsenal of small arms and light weapons was
pillaged.  More than half of these weapons left the

country, and many were
acquired by the Kosovo
Liberation Army (KLA).
A very tense situation in
Kosovo, a province of
Serbia in which 1.7 mil-
lion ethnic Albanians,
though a majority, lived
under the domination of
200,000 Serbs, very soon
exploded into armed vio-
lence.  The massive ac-
quisition of arms did not
create the KLA's willing-
ness to use violence, but
it did give them the means
to do so on a broad scale.5

The most comprehen-
sive study of the impact
of small arms and light

weapons on the outbreak and escalation of conflict,
Arms and Ethnic Conflict, concludes that “arms
accumulation by ethnic groups or in conflict zones
seems a relatively good predictor of impending vio-
lence.”6 The authors regard their findings as pre-
liminary, however, and call for research to clarify
the impact of weapons on governments' and ethnic
communities’ opportunity and willingness to
employ violence in pursuit of their goals:

• Under what circumstances do arms produce or
contribute to the initiation of conflict? What are
the early warning indicators involving SALW
that  could be used to better predict the outbreak
of violence?7

• In what ways might arms fuel ongoing violence?
• Do arms flows facilitate or hinder efforts to

resolve ethnopolitical violence and conflict?
• What is the effect of arms infusions on the likeli-
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hood and success of third-party efforts to resolve
a conflict?8

IInnddiirreecctt  EEffffeeccttss

Development studies have identified the indi-
rect effects of small arms by pointing to the link
between SALW and instability and insecurity,
which, in turn, are seen as responsible for a num-
ber of socioeconomic effects (reduced productive
economic activities, limited possibilities for educa-
tion, malfunctioning health structures) that hinder
a nation's or community's development.  In addi-
tion, public health experts have documented the
indirect deaths that occur during conflicts because
of famine, interrupted health care, and increased
stress levels.  In many African conflicts, for exam-
ple, the death toll from indirect causes is consider-
ably higher than the number of fatalities from
fighting.

development

In the early work of the United Nations, the
concept of “sustainable disarmament for sustain-
able development” became a catch phrase for com-
bining the work of the arms control and develop-
ment communities.  The concept is simple: sus-
tainable development cannot exist in an insecure
environment, as in the case of Mali in 1994, cited
above.  Violent conflict destroys the physical infra-
structure needed for an economy to grow and
diverts human and economic resources away from
agriculture, education, industry, and other con-
structive activities.  Proliferation of weapons pre-
vents sustainable development by damaging fragile
economies, deterring foreign investment, and
diverting domestic economic resources to public
security.

Over the past decade we've learned a lot about
the impact of small arms on development.  In post-
conflict societies, former combatants enter the job
market and, finding limited opportunities, often
turn to crime.  In El Salvador, the number of gun-

related deaths was actually higher after the fighting
ended due to the extensive use of weapons in crim-
inal activities.  In post-war Iraq, the disbanding of
the Iraqi army left at least 400,000 soldiers without
their jobs but with their guns.

Fear and damaged public infrastructures can
deter public and private foreign investment.
Development projects have been cancelled in
Liberia, Niger, and Sierra Leone due to small arms
violence.  Promised international development aid
to post-war Afghanistan and to Iraq remains largely
unfulfilled due to insecurity.  We also know that
organized crime and black markets harm develop-
ment.  Profitable companies are now lucrative tar-
gets and businesses must invest in their own pro-
tection to avoid kidnapping or other extortion.  In
Colombia, the major guerrilla groups “earned” an
average of $140 million annually between 1986 and
2000 from ransom and other extortion activities.

Research on the reciprocal relationship between
underdevelopment and gun violence is clearly
called for.  Toward this end, the Department for
International Development of the government of
the United Kingdom began a major assessment of
development, “Tackling Poverty by Reducing
Armed Violence,” in 2003.9 Nine SALW projects
were selected for evaluation.  The researchers esti-
mated that only 5% of the indicators being used in
these projects related to effects on development,
poverty reduction, or humanitarian impacts.10

These projects simply did not have these outcomes
as major concerns.  Moreover, the study of these
nine projects concluded that for effective policy
and programs, it was essential to go beyond moni-
toring progress merely in terms of arms reduction
(number of weapons collected, weapons sales and
street prices).  Measurements should also be made
of the direct impact on armed violence itself and
the realities and perceptions of insecurity, as well as
of other development and poverty-related effects.
Evaluation research focused on such measures
should be a high priority.
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social structures

How small arms affect the lives and livelihoods
of individuals is fairly well understood, but we
need also to address the effects of small arms on
societal structures, as illustrated in the following
vignettes.

El Salvador
The current situation in El Salvador is represen-

tative of much of post-conflict Central America,
where, due to insufficient disarmament and demo-
bilization programs for ex-combatants, small arms
are still abundant and misused.  At the end of the
country's twelve-year civil war in 1992, the United
Nations was successful in recovering and destroy-
ing approximately 10,000 small arms from the
FMLN guerrillas, while a private-sector initiative
recovered close to that many weapons from the
civilian population between 1996 and 2000,
including highly dangerous hand grenades and
rocket launchers.11

But during the Salvadoran peace process, when
nearly 10,000 guerrillas were demobilized along
with 31,000 government soldiers, the newly formed
civilian police force was mandated to absorb only
5-6,000 of these individuals, while defunct police
and paramilitary forces also disbanded.  This left
thousands of former guerrillas, soldiers, and police
officers unemployed in a society where the prob-
lem of youth gangs was growing on a scale never
seen before.  Because of the scarcity of employment
opportunities and the ability of these men to use
weapons, many had life options limited to organ-
ized crime or employment as private security
guards.

Horn of Africa
The pastoralists in the Horn of Africa have also

seen deleterious consequences of the influx of small
arms.  The Kenyan scholar Kennedy Mkutu and
others have documented this problem and worked
with the international community on potential

solutions.12 For generations, groups in the
Karamoja region of Uganda and the West Pokot
region on the other side of the border, in Kenya,
have pursued a pastoral mode of living ordered in
relation to the size and quality of livestock herds
and the environment.  Cattle raiding has always
been a problem but was traditionally limited to
only the best livestock, and violence, though pres-
ent, was minimal.  When someone was killed in
the process, the victim's family was compensated
with cattle by the offending group.

However, because of the many African wars for
independence in the 1960s, AK-47 assault rifles
began to appear among the different pastoralist
groups and proliferated considerably in the 1970s.
This led to increased frequency and lethality of vio-
lence among many of the border communities as
well as a vicious circle of raid and counterraid.
Bands of armed youths have now taken over large
sections of the border area and warlords have capi-
talized by buying and selling raided livestock and
selling weapons.  Traditionally, councils of male
elders governed the pastoralist communities and
served as mediators in resolving conflicts, both
before and during colonial rule.  But the deteriora-
tion of customary governance structures in these
societies has weakened the capacity of elders to
exercise control over young males now armed with
assault rifles.  Not only has the availability of
SALW and proclivity to use them affected the rela-
tionships between neighboring groups, it has also
altered the hierarchy of power within communi-
ties.13

Yemen
The research of Derek Miller in Yemen provides

an example of demand for small arms that is based
on indigenous belief systems and is a key compo-
nent of the maintenance of political and social
order that has not resulted in high levels of crime
and violence, unlike in other parts of the globe.14

Weapons in Yemen are considered part of the
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national character and are more closely associated
with custom and tradition than with violence,
injury, and death.  In contemporary Yemen, males
at the age of fifteen are often provided with an
assault rifle as a rite of passage.

Similar to the role that SALW played in the pas-
toral regions of the Horn of Africa before prolifer-
ation, weapons in Yemen have long been symbols
of power, responsibility, masculinity, and wealth.
This does not preclude their use for aggression or
defense, as was the case during the country's civil
war in the 1990s.  However, as mentioned, there
has not been an increase in violence or SALW-
related fatalities despite widespread civilian acqui-
sition of weapons as a result of the war.  Strong
tribal mechanisms for conflict resolution in place
in Yemen prevent major outbreaks of violence.  We
do not see the youth rebelling against tribal elders
as in Uganda and Kenya.

The introduction of firearms can transform rela-
tions between generations, men and women, and
ethnic groups.  Thus far, we have only a few such
case studies and anecdotal evidence of how
firearms availability and use alter the established
social order.  Currently very few social scientists
work on how small arms affect social structures.
Anthropologists and sociologists could provide
useful contributions in this area.

tourism

Just as small arms hinder development, so they
can inhibit tourism.  Tourism has become a fast-
growing industry and an important revenue source
for many countries.  It creates employment in sev-
eral sectors of society, accounting for nearly 200
million jobs and over 40 per cent of GDP in small
island economies and some developing countries.
Moreover, tourism brings in foreign currency, pro-
viding a stable and reliable source of income.
Small arms proliferation and the attendant threat
of violence can undermine tourism because of
tourists’ fear of political upheaval or crime.  Tourist

sites are sometimes damaged or rendered inaccessi-
ble by ongoing hostilities, and recently tourists
have been specifically targeted in armed attacks.
Armed groups may actually utilize tourist destina-
tions, as with Kenyan rebel groups that use animal
reserves as their base of operations.  In the late
1990s civil wars in several African countries caused
tourism to drop by a third to a half.

post-conflict reconstruction

In the last several years, we have seen the dangers
of small arms proliferation and misuse in countries
emerging from war.  In both Afghanistan and Iraq,
the widespread availability of small arms puts secu-
rity at grave risk, severely undermines the rule of
law, and presents a major obstacle to the transition
to peace.  The availability of arms increases the
possibility of outbreak of conflicts in areas of crisis,
endangers the safety of both international peace-
keepers and the local population, and above all,
hinders conflict resolution.

As with humanitarian interventions, peacekeep-
ing missions and the soldiers and civilian officials
implementing them are also at risk from small
arms.  Unlike during the Cold War, in the 1990s
UN forces found that small arms posed a threat to
themselves that had to be addressed.  UN peace-
keepers are regularly targeted, most notably in
Kosovo, East Timor, Sierra Leone, Bosnia, and
Afghanistan.  Indeed, in both Angola and Sierra
Leone rebels have held hundreds of UN peace-
keepers hostage.  While some peacekeeping opera-
tions include mandates that address small arms,
such as disarmament, demobilization, or collection
and destruction of surplus weapons, others have no
such mandate.  More systematic attention to small
arms must be included in post-conflict peace-
building.  The lack of such provisions in the US
plan in Iraq makes clear that the wide availability
of small arms and light weapons can provide the
fuel to transform a disorganized but angry group of
civilians into an insurgent force that not only pro-
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longs a conflict but also brings to a halt the eco-
nomic, social, and political development needed to
bring the conflict to an end.  We see this phenom-
enon in other places.  These cases need to be
researched and compared to produce findings that
can be used by those charged with peace-building.

governance

Small arms have had notable destructive impacts
on the ability of some states to govern well.  As dis-
cussed above, proliferation has raised the cost of
maintaining public order.  This expense diverts
resources from investment in the economy and
diminishes a state's ability to help create jobs and
raise the standard of living.  In turn, all of this pro-
motes the acquisition and use of arms for both
legitimate protection and illicit purposes by private
security firms and individual citizens.  Many
would argue that in some polities the state has for-
ever surrendered its role as the primary provider of
security.

Research has begun on the growth of private
military contractors and its effect on societies.15

This work has demonstrated how private security
companies fuel the legal and illegal markets for
small arms.  In El Salvador, as in much of Central
and Latin America, the state has lost its monopoly
over the use of force and the tools of violence.
These companies purchased mostly high-caliber
weapons for their employees, which probably rep-
resented a good share of the more than 50,000
firearms El Salvador imported between 1996 and
2000.  At the same time, it has been documented
that 25 per cent of the weapons confiscated by the
Salvadoran authorities were taken off of private
security agents outside hours of work.16 In recent
years the numbers of private security agents (some
20,000 plus) have surpassed the 16,000 police offi-
cers serving in El Salvador.17

Such widespread availability of guns and a
breakdown in the rule of law have led to the emer-
gence of private armed groups in many countries.

Such groups are seldom held accountable for the
role they play in human rights abuses.  Indeed,
small arms have become the weapons of choice not
only for political insurgents but also for terrorists
around the world.  Nearly 75 percent of the signif-
icant terrorist incidents in 2002 were perpetrated
by individuals and groups wielding small arms.
Small arms create and fuel the conditions in which
terrorist groups thrive.  The poverty and despera-
tion experienced by many post-conflict societies
are often exploited by terrorists, who use the vic-
tims' suffering to justify and build support for their
actions.  Afghanistan in the 1990s provided such
an environment.  Al Quaeda found there a safe
haven and could tap into the vast criminal net-
works that spring up in the absence of effective law
enforcement.

The availability and use of firearms are deter-
mined by the nature of governance in a country.
The reverse is also true: firearms influence the ways
in which countries are governed.  The relationship
between firearms and governance is extremely sig-
nificant for development, law enforcement, and
human rights, but it is underresearched.

There is now a consensus typology of the effects
of the availability and misuse of small arms and
light weapons, a picture that has emerged from
efforts of scholars working on one or another of the
many aspects of the small arms problem.  Table 1,
from Small Arms Survey 2003, captures this con-
sensus and serves as an excellent guide for further
research.
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Direct effects
Fatal and non-fatal injuries

Lost productivity
Personal costs of treatment and rehabilitation
Financial costs at household, community,

municipal, and national levels
Psychological and psychosocial costs

Indirect effects
Armed crime

Rates of reported crime (homicide)
Community-derived indices of crime
Insurance premiums
Number and types of private security facilities

Access to and quality of social services
Incidence of attacks on health/education

workers
Incidence of attacks on and closure of 

health/education clinics
Vaccination and immunization coverage
Life expectancy and child mortality
School enrollment rates

Economic activity 
Transport and shipping costs
Destruction of physical infrastructure
Price of local goods and local terms of trade
Agricultural productivity and food security

Investment, savings, and revenue collection 
Trends in local and foreign direct investment
Internal sectoral investment patterns
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Levels of domestic consumption and savings
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crime
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Development interventions
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IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn
The toll resulting from the use of small arms in

societies “at peace” is drawing increasing interna-
tional attention.  At least 200,000 non-conflict-
related firearm deaths occur each year worldwide,
the vast majority of which (at least 140,000) are
categorized as homicides, a criminal offense
throughout the world.  Nonlethal crimes involving
the use of small arms include robberies, assaults
and threats, and to a lesser extent, sexual offenses
(Small Arms Survey 2004).  The criminal use of
arms in societies at peace can be treated as a dis-
tinct field of inquiry, despite the obvious overlaps
with the more general questions of the effects of
gun use.

The debate over the relationship between
firearms and crime has, for the most part, remained

a US academic and public policy issue.  The aca-
demic disciplines that have examined the role of
guns in crime to date are mainly criminal justice,
public health, economics, and anthropology/soci-
ology.  Put simply, they have focused on three
broad themes:

• the accessibility thesis, i.e., the relationship
between gun accessibility and levels of violence,
defined as crime by criminologists and as deaths
and injuries by public-health scholars.

• the tangible economic costs gun violence imposes
on societies.

• the intangible impacts of gun violence on com-
munities and individuals’ perceptions, behavior,
and attitudes.
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TThhee  AAcccceessssiibbiilliittyy  TThheessiiss

North American criminologists and public-
health experts have produced a large literature on
the linkages between firearm accessibility and
crime.  There seems to be little relationship
between gun availability and the rates of most
crimes, such as assault, rape, or burglary, few of
which involve guns.  However, studies usually find
a strong association between gun availability and
lethal violence (homicide), but there is a need for
more detailed research in the area (Hepburn and
Hemenway 2004).

International cross-sectional studies of high-
income countries find that gun ownership levels
are correlated with overall rates of homicide
(Hemenway and Miller 2000), although a recent
international study found no relationship (Killias
et al. 2001).  However, if only high-income coun-
tries (as defined by the World Bank) are included
in the analysis, a strong, significant relationship
again emerges (Hepburn and Hemenway 2004).
Across US regions and states, where there are more
guns there are more homicides because there are
more firearm homicides.  The association holds
after accounting for poverty, urbanization, alcohol
consumption, unemployment, and violent crime
other than homicide (Miller et al. 2002a).  Results
are similar for youth and adults, for men and
women.

Studies at the household, cross-state, and cross-
national levels find that the more guns there are,
the more women become victims of homicide
(Bailey et al. 1997, Hemenway et al. 2002; Miller et
al. 2002b).  Gun availability is also linked to levels
of gun crime.  Cook (1979; 1987), for instance,
finds that higher levels of gun ownership are asso-
ciated with higher rates of gun robberies, and gun
robberies are more likely than other types of rob-
beries to result in death.

Pro-gun academics argue that guns are often
used in self-defense (Kleck 1997) and that permis-
sive gun-carrying laws actually reduce crime (Lott

1998).  There are, however, a series of methodolog-
ical problems and data limitations surrounding
these two claims (Hemenway 1997; Black and
Nagin 1998; Hemenway et al. 2000; Maltz and
Targonski 2002, 2003).  Many recent studies on
gun-carrying laws suggest that, if anything, these
laws probably have had little effect on crime or
may actually have increased homicides (Ludwig
1998; Duggan 2001; Ayres and Donohue 2003;
Donohue 2003; Kovandzic and Marvell 2003;
Hepburn et al. 2004).

The effect of restrictive gun laws on crime and
lethal violence has been more difficult to deter-
mine.  For example, a recent Centers for Disease
Control report found insufficient evidence to
assess the effectiveness of eight different types of
gun control measures in reducing overall levels of
violence (CDC 2003).  The problem with the evi-
dence stems from the difficulty of disentangling
the effects of relatively modest gun laws from the
effects of various other factors that are changing
over time.

The accessibility thesis is being continually stud-
ied in the United States.  New data-collection sys-
tems have been put in place recently and should
generate richer and more comparable data, allow-
ing for even better studies in the years to come
(Hemenway 2004).

A limited number of studies have also emerged
from Australia, the United Kingdom (see Small
Arms Survey 2004), Brazil, and South Africa.  Little
has been done to explore the relationship between
small arms availability and crime in other areas.
Our knowledge would be enhanced with the
improvement of data-collection systems in many
countries, which would allow for the examination
of the accessibility thesis in different contexts.

TThhee  TTaannggiibbllee  CCoossttss  ooff  GGuunn  VViioolleennccee

The economics literature has sought to quantify
the costs gun violence imposes on societies.  With
respect to costs imposed on the medical care sys-
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tem, Miller and Cohen (1996) showed that the
overall treatment for a gunshot injury is twelve
times more expensive than treatment for cuts or
stab wounds.  It is estimated that the direct med-
ical costs of treating gunshot wounds is about $2
billion per year in the United States.  Other direct
costs include those incurred by the criminal justice
system (including bullet-proof jackets for police
officers); the estimates here are that gun crime costs
the US criminal justice system about $3 billion
annually (Cook and Ludwig, 2000).

Other costs that may be considered tangible
include changes in residential location due to fear
of gun violence and changes in where people are
willing to work.  It is estimated that eliminating
gun assaults would increase GNP in the United
States by $3-7 billion just by increasing people’s
willingness to engage in evening work (Cook and
Ludwig 2000).

Scholars examining the costs of crime have
pointed out that the lack of a standardized meth-
odology at the international level makes the com-
parison of national estimates problematic (Lee and
Thorns 2003).  Estimates of the costs of gun crime
are even more troublesome, as it is difficult to dis-
tinguish between those costs attributable specifi-
cally to firearms and those related to crime in gen-
eral.  The debate would greatly benefit from future
research that

• used a standardized methodology and therefore
would permit international comparisons, and

• sought to compare the costs imposed by gun
crime to those imposed by overall crime.

TThhee  IInnttaannggiibbllee  IImmppaaccttss  ooff  GGuunn  VViioolleennccee

Anthropologists and sociologists have docu-
mented the various ways in which individuals and
communities experience and are affected by gun
violence.  These impacts can include declines in
physical and mental health among witnesses of gun
violence (Greenspan and Kellerman 2002; Brent et

al. 1993).  Participatory studies in Jamaica have
shown that people living in areas affected by armed
violence are discriminated against in the job mar-
ket and refuse to report crime to the authorities
due to fear of retaliation (Moser and Holland,
1997).

While it is recognised that armed violence can
affect people’s lives in many ways, intangible
impacts are, by definition, difficult to quantify.
Such costs include pain, disability, loss of life, and
anguish to friends and family.  These are by far the
largest costs of gun violence.  A promising attempt
to measure such costs was made in the United
States, using contingent-valuation surveys.  By ask-
ing respondents how much they would be willing
to pay to reduce the number of gun injuries, this
study estimated that the intangible and tangible
costs of gun violence amounted to $80 billion a
year (Cook and Ludwig 2000).

There has been no attempt to quantify the
intangible impacts of gun violence outside of the
US.  While much work has been done to identify
such impacts, findings would be much more sig-
nificant if it were possible to

• compare the intangible costs of gun violence
at the international level, using a standardized
methodology, and

• compare the intangible costs of gun violence to
those incurred from overall violence, using a
standardized methodology.  As with tangible
costs, the ultimate goal should be to determine
what percentage of the intangible costs of general
crime can be attributed to gun crime.

These goals could be pursued by, for example,
adapting the contingent-valuation methodology
developed in the United States study to other con-
texts.  Instruments developed by psychologists to
measure trauma could also be usefully adapted to
these purposes.
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A gang member retrieves his gun.  In El Salvador, violent mor-
tality rates increased after the end of the civil war in 1992, a
growth in crime facilitated by the proliferation of weapons.
Similar outcomes of weapons saturation can be found in other
post-conflict areas.



In 1994 reports about a transfer of surplus guns
appeared in the newspapers of Ethiopia’s capital,
Addis Ababa.  Truckloads of small arms and light
weapons were exported across the Ethiopian bor-
der into conflict-prone Somalia, with the tacit
approval of the government.  The long war
between the Ethiopian government and secession-
ist armies in Eritrea and Tigray had ended.  Troops
were demobilized and reintegrated into civilian life
and military bases were closed.  What to do with
the surplus weapons? Most of them had been pro-
duced in the former Soviet Union, but there were
also a few thousand US M-16 assault rifles origi-
nally left behind in Vietnam when US troops made
their less-than-orderly exit; these were subse-
quently exported to Ethiopia and other countries.
In the end, many of the guns that had been used to
great devastation in Ethiopia were in turn exported
to other countries.  Where are the weapons that
crossed the border from Ethiopia to Somalia in
1994? Still in the hands of Somali warlords? Used
by military or militias in Sudan? Or put to use by
rebels in the Democratic Republic of Congo? We
simply don’t know.  But similar stories are reported
in all war-torn societies.

Following the trail of these weapons—one quite
typical for the many errant guns in Africa and else-
where—tells us a great deal about today’s small
arms production, transfer, and stocks.  It also says
a lot about what we don’t know.  Most of these
arms began as legal weapons—legal in the sense
that governments licensed their production and
procured them for their own armed forces and
police or exported them to friendly nations.  After
that, the picture gets blurred.  Some weapons are

resold to armed forces around the world; others are
stolen by individuals or gangs; and some are lost
from police or military arsenals or captured by
rebels.  In fact, in today’s world any person or
group can buy whatever quantity of small arms
they desire on the international black market, pro-
vided they have the right amount of cash or its
equivalent.

On the most general level, understanding pro-
duction, arsenals, and transfers of guns—the sup-
ply side of the small arms puzzle—involves answer-
ing a series of questions.  Where are the weapons
responsible for much of the death and destruction
resulting from crime, accidental and self-inflicted
injury, internecine conflict, and organized warfare?
Where do they come from? Who produced them?
Today, we have only partial answers to these ques-
tions.

PPrroodduuccttiioonn

More than a thousand companies, usually small
or medium-sized, in more than 90 countries pro-
duce small arms, from revolvers and pistols to
machine guns and man-portable air defense sys-
tems (MANPADS).  A large number of gun pro-
ducers also manufacture ammunition and the
components of ammunition, such as propellants,
casings, shots, and explosives.  The United States is
the most important small arms producing country
in the world, with several hundred companies
involved in the business.  It is followed by China
and the Russian Federation.  Yet almost all other
industrialized countries in North America and
Europe (East and West) are home to medium-size
small-arms-producing industries.  Beyond these

26

Following the Trail:

Production, Arsenals, and Transfers of Small Arms

Anna Khakee and Herbert Wulf



regions, there are significant producers in Brazil,
India, Israel, Pakistan, and Singapore, which all
add to the global stock of small arms and light
weapons.

Odd as it may seem, we do not know much
about the larger historical trends in gun produc-
tion.  Since weapons are a durable good, historical
trends are relevant to today’s patterns of use.  Rifles
used by militia in the Philippines today may have
been produced as part of the Soviet Army’s plans
for a European theater of operations in the 1950s or
1960s.

The production of small arms and light weapons
does not change significantly over short periods of
time.  Government contracts for new weapons, the
staple of the defense industry, are infrequent and
renewal of stocks is incremental.  While armed
forces are usually interested in procuring the most
sophisticated weaponry, they simultaneously hold
on to their proven stock of small arms.  For exam-
ple, while research and development produces
some cutting-edge weapons—such as computer-
ized fire-control systems for assault rifles, air-
bursting munitions, and satellite-directed mortar
ammunition—armed forces generally continue to
demand simple weapons systems.  Even the most
modern armed forces employ assault rifles, the
basic designs of which have changed little since the
mid-20th century.  Assessing changes in produc-
tion would entail a long-term view, describing how
weapons production has evolved with changing
patterns of demand.

While we have a good general picture of today’s
global small arms industry—its size, profitability
(or lack thereof ), main players, trends towards pri-
vatization, mergers and acquisitions—some impor-
tant trends at the level of the individual firm are
still obscure.  Why is it, for instance, that in an
industry struggling for contracts and profitability,
some companies are able to achieve sustained
growth? The success of companies such as HS
Product of Croatia and Taurus of Brazil is impor-

tant.  These firms represent a challenge to estab-
lished patterns of production, marked by Western
dominance and a core of large producing countries
and most sought-after products.  Such companies
can propel a country’s lagging arms industry into a
significant place in the world’s arms market.
Understanding these companies’ production and
sales policies will also tell us more about tomor-
row’s proliferation problems: What countries and
customers are likely to purchase the products of
these companies? How likely are criminals to seek
out these guns?

An interesting example of how firms can enter
new segments of the market is the Austrian firm
Glock.  In the early 1980s, the Austrian military
decided to buy a new duty pistol.  Although pistols
were not in the company’s product line at that
time, the order was placed with Glock, the national
small arms manufacturer.  The founder of the com-
pany, engineer Gaston Glock, had specialized in
combining plastic and steel components, a useful
technology in small arms production.  Twenty
years later Glock reportedly sells 2,500,000 pistols
per year in more than 100 countries and boasts
about its dominant share in the market for pistols.
How did this happen? What were the mechanisms
behind Glock’s success?

AArrsseennaallss

There are at least 640 million firearms in the
world.  As of yet, weapons destruction is not mak-
ing any significant dent in these arsenals, although
at least eight million firearms have been destroyed
through formal disarmament programs in the last
decade.  We can also say with some confidence that
there are approximately 500,000 MANPADS mis-
siles and some 100,000 launchers, approximately
22 million RPG launchers, and roughly 780,000
small-caliber mortar tubes worldwide.

The greatest numbers of death and injury are
caused not by the small arms inventories of armed
forces, police, or insurgencies, but by civilian own-
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ers.  Global civilian gun ownership is much greater
than military or police arsenals: approximately 55
per cent of known global stockpiles are owned by
civilians, with 41 per cent held by the military and
3 percent by police.  This lopsided ratio poses a
formidable challenge to the state monopoly of
force.  Typical civilian ownership is 10-15 guns per
100 residents, and typical gun owners have roughly
three guns each.  The United States is home to the
largest share of the civilian firearms pool.

Theft, pilferage, and loss release large numbers
of small arms.  Indeed, global theft accounts for
at least one million missing guns each year.
Catastrophic loss of control can release enormous
numbers.  Albanian state authorities lost approxi-
mately 640,000 small arms in 1997 when the econ-
omy and then the government collapsed.  In Iraq,
at least four million guns went missing in 2003
after the US-led invasion.  Despite the overwhelm-
ing importance of stockpile management, many of
the world’s official institutions do not have reliable
information on small arms possession in their
countries.

Our understanding of how to regulate and man-
age existing arsenals to minimize the risks is still
poor.  A prominent example is disarmament—a
highly visible and politically important instrument
for dealing with small arms proliferation—and its
effects.  In the above-mentioned example of disar-
mament in Ethiopia, the reduction of arms in
Ethiopian military hands contributed to gun traf-
ficking in the region.  How can small arms disar-
mament be best achieved without producing coun-
terproductive effects?

A better understanding of small arms arsenals
around the world would make it easier to deter-
mine the source of arms used to intimidate,
wound, and kill.  Should research and policy focus
primarily on illegal small arms, as in the UN
process to combat small arms trafficking, or should
they encompass legal small arms as well? When
should civilian firearms ownership be regulated or

denied? Many guns are essentially invisible and
unlikely to be involved in causing any direct harm.
Some simply collect dust for years on end.  Others
are extremely dangerous.  What distinguishes the
least dangerous guns from their most deadly coun-
terparts? Can regulation distinguish between those
small arms least likely and those most likely to be
abused?

AArrmmss  TTrraannssffeerrss

Today, there is a fairly good knowledge base on
the value of government-authorized (“legal”) trade
of small arms and light weapons between Western
countries.  The picture of authorized transfers from
Western states to the rest of the world is also fairly
clear, although, unsurprisingly, details of some of
the more controversial and secretive deals still
elude us.  According to the latest available data and
estimates, the largest small arms exporters by value
are the United States, Italy, Belgium, Germany, the
Russian Federation, Brazil, and China.  The
world’s largest importers are the United States,
Saudi Arabia, Cyprus, Japan, South Korea,
Germany, and Canada.  The authorized trade in
small arms and light weapons is worth an esti-
mated USD 4 billion per year.

There is still only a patchy understanding of the
authorized trade of many of the big actors outside
the Western world, especially the Russian Feder-
ation and China.  Transactions of many smaller
non-Western exporters are also poorly docu-
mented.  Hence, there are countries that are known
to be medium producers of small arms but about
whose exports we know virtually nothing.  These
include such countries as Iran, Pakistan, and
Singapore.

The production of weapons by a firm in one
country under license by a company in another
country, known as licensed production, is under-
researched, as is the trade related to it.  Licensed
production is particularly important to understand
because companies can evade their own national
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laws or international embargoes on sales to certain
countries by having the “dirty work” conducted by
firms in countries that are not subject to the same
constraints.  An example of this involves the G3, a
submachine gun developed and produced origi-
nally in Germany.  The producer company, Heckler
& Koch, was allowed to sell licences to about a
dozen countries, including Pakistan, Iran, Malay-
sia, Thailand, Turkey, and Mexico.  When the
German government tightened export controls, it
had no control whatsoever over the license-pro-
duced weapons.  These weapons, as well as small
arms produced under license from many other
important producing countries, are used in all the
major conflicts.

Often governments sell their surplus stocks.
The destruction of weapons is costly, and the
export of weapons can help to improve a tight
defense budget.  A case in point is Germany after
reunification in the early 1990s, when the West
German armed forces, the Bundeswehr, inherited
all the materiel of the former East German forces.
The list of weapons included major conventional
weapons as well as about 1.2 mil-
lion small arms.  The Bundeswehr
adopted very few weapons for
use; much of the stock was
destroyed.  But about 40 percent
was exported, including more
than 310,000 machine guns, anti-
tank guns, and submachine guns
to Turkey, which were subse-
quently used in the conflict
against the Kurds.  In recent
years, international pressure has
led governments to increasingly
consider the destruction of such
weapons.  However, information
on deals in secondhand weapons
is as a rule patchier than that on
newly produced small arms.

As the introductory example

illustrates, the links between the authorized and
the illicit markets (i.e., how arms that are pro-
duced/first sold on the authorized market are sub-
sequently diverted into the gray or black markets)
are quite well understood.  There are numerous
reports by researchers, NGOs, and intergovern-
mental bodies detailing the anatomy of individual
illicit deals in small arms and light weapons.  Of
the various actors involved in an illicit deal (finan-
ciers, brokers, shipping agents, insurance compa-
nies, etc.), the role of brokers—the “fixers” of the
deal—is the best understood.  They act as media-
tors between buyer and seller and usually arrange
for the necessary documentation, transportation,
and often also financing of the deals.  While many
illegal transactions arranged by brokers to either
avoid national controls or bust UN sanctions have
become public, most of them have probably never
been discovered.  Brokers have, in supplying
weapons to the belligerents in war-torn countries
such as Angola, Sierra Leone, and Liberia, falsified
or arranged for dubious end-user certificates1 to
hide the true and intended destination of weapons,

Anti-tank weapons seized in connection with an attempt to smuggle
grenade launchers, shoulder-fired missiles, and other weapons into the

United States from eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.
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hired air cargo companies willing to fly into com-
bat zones, and paid kick-backs to corrupt officials
to cover up the paper trail of their illegal deals.
The control of arms brokers—currently only a
minority of the world’s states have legislation to
tackle the problem—would add substantially to
the transparency of a market which is often
clouded by secrecy.  There is only limited docu-
mentation of the transport and logistics of the arms
trade, apart from air transport.  Furthermore, the
knowledge of the financial infrastructure involved
in illicit small arms deals is patchy.  Links between
the trade in different illicit commodities (weapons,
drugs, human beings, precious gems and metals,
etc.) are only partially elucidated.

Although particular illicit small arms deals are
documented, there is still no comprehensive
overview of the illicit market in small arms avail-
able.  This is no doubt in part because it is more
difficult to gain a full picture of the illicit small
arms trade than, say, the illicit drug trade, as small
arms demand can shift more quickly and radically
than demand in other illicit commodities.  Also, it
is arguably more difficult to assess the trade of a
durable good than a consumer good such as drugs.

TThhee  SSuuppppllyy  SSiiddee

Small arms transfers do not influence the relative
military might of the majority of the world’s states.
Yet the amount of small arms and ammunition

available can tip the military balance between state
(and/or nonstate) actors in conflicts where few
major conventional weapons are available.  This is
the case in a number of internal conflicts in Africa,
Asia, and Latin America.  Often, small arms are the
only type of weapons available to insurgent groups,
thereby determining to what extent armed upris-
ings are possible.

Although not normally considered strategically
important, small arms and light weapons are dom-
inant in many current conflicts.  In fact, while
most major conventional weapons produced and
transferred are never used in actual combat, small
arms are among the military equipment that is
most likely to be employed in conflict today.  They
are also regularly involved directly in human rights
violations in states not involved in conflict.
Furthermore, in many societies, violent crime
committed with guns is so common as to threaten
the economic and social basis of the community.
In light of all this, we need more research follow-
ing the trails of small arms production, arsenals,
and transfers.

NNootteess

1. End-user certificates are documents provided by
the country of destination of the weapons assuring the
authorities of exporting countries that the final use/user
of the weapons is legitimate.



IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn

Supply and demand are routinely invoked to
describe alternatively how small arms proliferate,
ways of managing and regulating their availability,
and specific interventions to mitigate their effects.
Although both supply and demand are acknowl-
edged as integral to arms control and disarmament,
in practice attention is devoted predominantly to
regulating supplies, not demand: managing stock-
piles, controlling brokers, marking and tracing
firearms, and strengthening export controls and
end-user certification.

But recent experience on the ground suggests
that lasting violence reduction, even prevention,
depends on demand-side interventions.  Ulti-
mately, reducing the human costs of arms requires
understanding and addressing factors that drive
their individual and collective acquisition, not
just their provision.  Measures to
regulate or limit the supply of
firearms will have limited utility if
demand for weapons creates or
turns to alternative supply channels.

We begin this chapter with a review of supply
and demand as they relate to the disarmament dis-
course and then summarize an unusual approach
to conceptualising demand for small arms.
Drawing on Muggah and Brauer (2004), the
approach focuses on preferences, prices, and
resources—that is means and motivations—as fac-
tors shaping small arms acquisition and use.
Finally, we turn to four cases where this demand
model has been tested: Papua New Guinea, the
Solomon Islands, South Africa, and the US.

SSuuppppllyy  aanndd  DDeemmaanndd  CChhaaiinnss

Figure 1 shows one way of depicting a standard
supply chain for small arms, from production to
stockpiling, brokering, trading, and shipping, to
end-use.  Conventional approaches to understand-
ing supply conceive of intervention (i.e., efforts at
arms control or disarmament) as analysis and
action taken at different points along this chain.
At each stage of the supply chain, specific inter-
ventions are elaborated that might reduce or con-
trol the stocks and flows of weapons, from conver-
sion in the manufacturing sector to the marking
and tracing of individual firearms, with the ulti-
mate aim of reducing their availability.  The spe-
cific mechanisms articulated in the UN Pro-
gramme of Action as well as various parallel small
arms control initiatives (e.g., the consultations to
agree on the regulation of brokers, marking and

tracing negotiations) also can largely be
arranged along this supply chain.1

An approach incorporating a demand perspec-
tive would recognize that each link in the chain
constitutes a market of its own, i.e., producers sup-
ply and wholesalers demand; wholesalers supply
and brokers demand; brokers supply and retailers
demand; retailers supply and end-users demand.
Rather than being relegated to the end-user por-
tion of the spectrum, as is usually done, demand is
a central feature across all links of the supply chain.
This chain could as reasonably be called, therefore,
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the “demand chain.”  This conceptualization draws
attention to the mutuality of supply and demand
and makes clear that demand-oriented interven-
tions can be initiated at places other than the end-
use stage.

TThhrreeee  DDiimmeennssiioonnss  ooff  DDeemmaanndd

Demand for small arms and light weapons
(SALW) arises from at least three sources: demand
by state security sectors, demand by organized
armed nonstate groups, and micro-level demand
exercised by individuals.

demand by armed forces and
state institutions

While lack of reliable information on national
holdings and procurement decisions limits clarity
about what drives demand from this source, we do
know that the demand for weapons for national
armed forces and police is capricious, and depends
on such factors as defense policy, procurement
cycles, budgetary constraints, force structures and
mobilization strategy, and historical precedents.
Efforts at increasing transparency in national hold-
ings will illuminate this dimension of demand.

demand by armed nonstate groups

This includes arming before and during conflict,
perhaps keeping and replenishing stocks during
cease-fires, and the use of arsenals and the threat of
arming as a bargaining chip.  A certain amount is
also understood about this dimension of demand.
The armed group is a central feature of most con-
temporary armed conflicts.  Demand is in part a
function of their financial resources, of command
and control structures, and, in particular, of access
to conflict goods.  Also important are formal or
informal alliances between and among groups.

demand by individuals

Less attention has been given to understanding a
third dimension of demand: those factors affecting

micro-level acquisition and ownership patterns
among civilians and groups in countries affected by
large-scale societal violence.  The remainder of this
article focuses principally on this category of
demanders.  Failure to understand this group risks
the misapplication of effort and resources in inter-
vention strategies.

Donor governments, affected countries, the UN
Department for Peacekeeping (DPKO), the World
Bank, the UN Development Programme (UNDP),
and a host of nongovernmental organizations are
initiating a range of interventions, such as
amnesties, disarmament, demobilisation and rein-
tegration (DDR) programs, awareness and public
information campaigns, and weapons-for-develop-
ment schemes that emphasize removal of weapons
from communities and armed actors.  But many of
these initiatives fail to capture the range of motiva-
tions underpinning weapons acquisition.  For
example, Kenyan herders, according to Weiss
(2004), “often referred to coercive weapons collec-
tion as 'forced upgrades' because the only net effect
is the need to replace seized guns with the newer
models now available on the market.”  Clearly,
appraising demand at this micro-level is vital to
improving the effectiveness of such programs and
the design of others.

UUnnppaacckkiinngg  MMiiccrroo--LLeevveell  DDeemmaanndd

In recent years, modest levels of attention have
begun to be paid to understanding factors driving
micro-level demand.  A number of quantitative
studies have highlighted the relationships between
poverty and income inequality (independent vari-
ables) and firearm homicide to explain demand for
weapons.2 Criminologists and sociologists have
analyzed the relationships among delinquency,
repeat offenders, dysfunctional families, and
weapons use.  Qualitative research has drawn on
the experiences of community-based organizations
and development agencies seeking to reduce levels
of armed violence in areas where they operate.  A
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range of international workshops3 have compiled a
number of common approaches to violence reduc-
tion and lessening the demand for small arms.4

But demand-related research has thus far been
general, and little is known about how demand fac-
tors relate to each other or to what extent inter-
ventions designed to reduce demand genuinely
affect the incidence of armed violence.  In some
cases, demand for firearms is equated with demand
for violence, an assumption that does not apply in
all scenarios.  Moreover, research has been slow to
filter up to policy-makers and diplomats.  The con-
cept of demand remains an elusive subject area to
those involved in designing and negotiating arms
control initiatives.  As a result, demand continues
to be undervalued and ignored.

A recent paper by Muggah and Brauer (2004)
introduces a new way to think about demand, new
at any rate for much of the pertinent community
of diplomats, researchers, and field workers.5 The
approach focuses on means and motivation, that is,
on individual and group preferences for weapons

and on the monetary and nonmonetary resources
required and real and relative prices asked for
firearms.  It is important to jointly evaluate all
three aspects.  For example, a seemingly tranquil,
weaponless community may in fact be seething
with desire for armament (high preferences), only
to be prevented from implementing its desires by
lack of resources and/or weapons prices regarded as
too high relative to other needs.

The majority of activist and policy-oriented
reports on demand, such as they are, have focused
primarily on the motivations (or “preferences”) for
arming, to the exclusion of a consideration of the
means (resources and the price constraint).
Demand from this perspective is seen as a cluster of
mutually reinforcing cultural, economic, and
political preferences for owning a weapon.  It can
be, inter alia, a function of inherited and socially
constructed ideas about masculinity, the unam-
biguous and seemingly rational pursuit of self-pro-
tection, or a means to fulfilling a legitimate liveli-
hood option.  Multiple preferences can operate
simultaneously, and they are dynamic across time
and space.  For example, a homeowner's belief that
a weapon is necessary for family protection may
change if she feels community-watch schemes are
now providing sufficient security, even as her “deep

preference”—security for her
family—remains an impor-
tant motivating concern.

It is important to recognize
that preferences are not neces-
sarily confined to the individ-
ual, but can also be collec-
tively realized.  Ethnographic
research in Nuer society in
South Sudan, by Evans-
Pritchard in the 1930s and
Hutchinson in recent years,
provides evidence of a shift
from a group-based premium
on weapons to an individual-
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level preference:

In the mid-1980’s, roughly 75 years after the first
introduction of small arms to the Nuers of eastern
Upper Nile, Hutchinson found a culture where display
and use of weapons confirmed masculine identity and
Nuer-historic identification as proud warriors.  Through
the collective ownership and presentation in the bride-
wealth exchange, guns contributed to a social expansion
of self.  Weapons ranged high in value and status, and
the symbolic meaning was in line with the general ethic
of the society.

Through the next 15 years of civil war, small arms
proliferated at an accelerating pace among the civil pop-
ulation.  With increased access and a near-saturated
market, the price of guns fell, making procurement of
weapons a matter of individual capacity and, to some
extent, initiative and creativity.  Individualised owner-
ship led to the development of a sub-culture of armed
youth, undermining the positive valuation of weapons
as a symbol of collective spirit.  What used to be a strong
symbol of willingness to defend families, wealth and
cultural integrity became tools for antisocial behaviour
and further withering of cultural values.6

In the Nuer case, growth in the supply of
weapons attendant to civil war was clearly a factor
in the proliferation of individual ownership.  It is
just as clear, however, that an increase in individual
desire for weapons has occurred.  But the Nuer case
also shows that while individual and collective
preferences are key factors in demand for weapons,
they are not the whole story.

Demand is also a function of real and relative
prices, which are a constraint on the realization of
preferences.  The extent to which one's preference
for gun ownership or possession can be realized is
in part a function of the price of the weapon, the
price of necessary complements (e.g., bullets,
maintenance expense, time spent training, even the
psychological discomfort of carrying a gun), and
the price of acceptable offensive or defensive sub-
stitutes (e.g, time devoted to community policing).
The examples below illustrate that the price of gun
ownership is not exclusively a monetary concept.
The monetary price of an AK-47 in a particular
setting may be low while its nonmonetary price
may simultaneously be high if the cost of acquiring

the weapon includes a high probability of receiving
penalties for illegal possession (Muggah and Brauer
2004).

The relationships determining demand are actu-
ally expressed in the (legal or illegal) marketplace
and are further conditioned by resources.  One
may have a high preference for obtaining a weapon
and the price may be low, but if personal or group
resources are lacking, demand cannot be fulfilled.
Resources may be monetary but may also be non-
monetary tradable commodities (livestock, dia-
monds, timber, and even women), as well as orga-
nizational capacity, access to enabling networks
(e.g., weapons brokers), and even weapons them-
selves (as tools for obtaining income or for stealing
other weapons).  For example, individual or group
access to alternative forms of dealing with conflict
(such as community conflict handling traditions)
may be a “resource” which can be called upon
before “demanding” a weapon, whatever the inher-
ent preferences for weapons and however low the
price.

The demand model reveals that specific policy
choices and interventions, if uninformed by an
understanding of all three factors, can generate
counterproductive results.  Economic incentive
schemes aimed at providing alternatives to crimi-
nality and firearm use may increase the resources
pool available for the purchase of weapons, possi-
bly driving up demand if preferences—for exam-
ple, the “macho” symbolism of automatic weapons
in some cultural settings—are not simultaneously
addressed.  Many buyback schemes have con-
tributed to this type of scenario (GAO 2000).
Moreover, as pointed out above, in some commu-
nities the choice to acquire a weapon is not neces-
sarily rendered individually but influenced by a
series of collective decision-making processes.

The model also suggests that policy choices may
be enriched by examining why some individuals
and groups ultimately do not choose to acquire
small arms.
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DDeemmaanndd  iinn  PPrraaccttiiccee

The past ten years have witnessed an explosion
of both armed violence and weapons-reduction
initiatives around the world.  The UNDP alone
supports more than 45 micro-disarmament proj-
ects in over 40 countries.  The World Bank has
financed and overseen over 15 demobilization and
reintegration projects (DRPs) since the mid-
1990s.7  NGOs and community-based develop-
ment agencies have initiated literally thousands of
projects addressing gun availability in order to con-
tribute to the improvement of community safety
and wellbeing.  To illustrate, we provide a cursory
review of a small sample of such initiatives.

papua new guinea

Popularly perceived as a heavily armed society,
Papua New Guinea in fact has comparatively few
commercially manufactured firearms.8 Nonethe-
less, a considerable diversity of weapons is avail-
able, and they are being used to devastating effect,
particularly in the capital, Port Moresby, and the
Southern Highlands.  Tribal violence in the capital
of the Southern Highlands, Mendi, peaked to
unprecedented levels between 2001 and 2002.
Concentrated primarily between two tribes, at least
120 people were shot and killed and hundreds more
wounded.  During previous inter-communal con-
flicts waged with bows and arrows or bladed
weapons, as few as one or two people would be
seriously or fatally injured.  Without government
support, a reconciliation process and an informal
peace agreement were organized in 2002 by a
number of faith-based organizations.  This agree-
ment, brokered by May 2002, offered closure to
the three-year conflict.  Among other items, com-
mitments were signed to dismiss mercenary gun-
men, entrust all firearms to local leaders, cease the
public display of offensive weapons, and cooperate
with police to restrict alcohol and marijuana abuse,
widely perceived as influencing individual and col-
lective preferences for weapons.  Although prefer-

ences for weapons apparently remain high, the
price of weapons has risen (due to the social stig-
mas to weapons ownership generated by the Peace
Agreement), with no concomitant increase in
resources.  Because people are increasingly unwill-
ing to sell, supply fell and prices rose—even as
latent preferences persisted.  As a consequence of
the higher market price, the quantity demanded
fell.  More than two years after its signature at a
public ceremony attended by more than 10,000
people, the Mendi Peace Agreement has survived
with only minor breaches.

the solomon islands

In response to insecurity generated by compet-
ing rebel factions on the islands of Guadalcanal
and Malaita, a number of Pacific countries launched
a 2,500-strong Regional Assistance Mission in the
Solomon Islands (RAMSI) in 2003.  At the same
time, the country's National Peace Council (NPC),
in cooperation with the UNDP, initiated a
Weapons Free Village (WFV) campaign to simul-
taneously reinforce efforts at reconciliation and
reduce weapons availability in more than 1,200
communities.9 The WFV encourages communi-
ties to eliminate weapons through a combination
of collective incentives and a formal certification
process with the assistance of independent moni-
tors.  Since its inception in August 2002, more
than 974 villages, over three quarters of the target,
have been declared weapons free in public cere-
monies.  Although a mere 22 weapons were actu-
ally returned to the NPC prior to the arrival of
RAMSI, some fifty percent of the 3,730 weapons
collected during the August 2003 amnesty are said
to have been transferred to RAMSI via NPC rep-
resentatives (Nelson and Muggah 2004).  While
the preference for weapons for hunting and pest-
control purposes remains and the resources available
for acquisition have grown due to considerable
investment of overseas development assistance
(and resumption of commercial activity in the
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aftermath of the tensions), it is believed that the
price of weapons has increased dramatically since
the inception of the two interventions because of
the enforced penalties that have been initiated
since September 2003 and the stigmas associated
with firearm ownership.  Thus, as in the case of the
Solomon Islands, fewer people are prepared to sell
weapons, despite preferences for acquisition
(Muggah 2004).  There has been only one firearm-
related homicide reported in the Solomon Islands
since the inception of the programs.

south africa

Gun Free South Africa launched the Gun Free
Zone (GFZ) project in 1996 in order to reduce
what was then one of the world's highest firearm
homicide rates.  Firearm-related violence was at
epidemic levels in urban South Africa and formal
policing approaches were not working effectively,
so the explicit objective was to transform attitudes
toward guns by creating areas in which firearms
and ammunition were stigmatized.  In other
words, the project sought to raise the nonmonetary
price of weapons in the short-run and reduce long-
run preferences for gun acquisition and ownership.
Some of these GFZs involve strict enforcement (as
in the case of businesses and government offices)
with coercive deterrents (e.g., police) while others
rely on “voluntary compulsion” (many neighbor-
hoods and communities).  Rather than strengthen
private monetary resources, the project sought to
strengthen social nonmonetary resources, such as
by nurturing and consolidating community net-
works, to direct communities to alternatives to
armed violence.10 In addition, drawing on Section
140 of the Firearm Control Act (2000), Gun Free
South Africa undertook a project to initiate
“Firearm Free Zones” (FFZ) in 27 schools in five
provinces.  It gathered together school governing
bodies, teachers and administrators, students, and
police in a dialogue to identify key problems and
establish “Safety Teams” to implement appropriate

policies.  Although none has as yet been officially
declared an FFZ by the Ministry of Safety and
Security, 17 schools have adopted FFZ policies
(Kirsten et al. 2004).

United States: Begun in 1995, the Boston Gun
Project is a problem-oriented policing initiative
designed to confront spiralling youth homicide
victimization in Boston and serves as a test case for
other inner city areas of the US.11 Set up by the
National Institute of Justice and Harvard Univer-
sity, a working group was established that included
a combination of government and nongovernment
participants.12 The Operation Ceasefire interven-
tion began in mid-1996 and entailed an innovative
partnership between researchers and practitioners
to assess the city's youth homicide problem and
design an intervention to reduce it.  Operation
Ceasefire was based on a deterrence strategy that
focused criminal justice attention (increased polic-
ing, enforcement, and improved legal processing)
on a small number of chronically offending gang-
involved youth.  The deterrent effect of focused
policing rapidly increased the price of weapons
acquisition while simultaneously reducing prefer-
ences through perceived improvements in commu-
nity safety and security.  An impact evaluation
undertaken following Operation Ceasefire indi-
cated that the project was associated with signifi-
cant reductions in violence indicators, such as
youth homicide victimization, “shots fired” calls
for service, and the incidence of gun assaults in
Boston.13

Many other examples that shed light on how
demand for small arms can be mitigated could be
cited, including interventions in Cambodia,
Kosovo, and Kenya, where the Arid Lands Project
has apparently reduced firearms violence over
water resources during periods of drought through
better prediction of dry periods and negotiations
for access to water (Weiss 2004).14
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CCoonncclluussiioonnss

The demand model summarized in this article
serves at least two purposes.  First, it demonstrates
that the small arms issue cannot be conceived of
solely from a supply-side perspective; indeed, the
exclusive focus on the supply side may lead to inap-
propriate policies.  Second, the means and motiva-
tions (or preferences, prices, and resources)
approach handily categorizes a set of issues of an
otherwise vast scale and complexity and reduces
them to an analytically tractable framework from
which action-oriented research and policy strategy
flows.

The demand framework has conceptual and
practical applications.  It demonstrates fallacies of
a one-size-fits-all approach to reducing the demand
for small arms.  The theory predicts, for instance,
that the provision of development assistance
(resources) in a context where preferences for small
arms are high and prices low may have ambiguous,
as opposed to positive, impacts on the availability
and use of small arms.  Generating a more sophisti-
cated understanding of how preferences, resources,
and prices influence the demand for firearms could
usefully inform both disarmament and develop-
ment interventions.
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