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Executive summary

Uncontrolled availability of weapons was placed squarely on the agenda of the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement in 1999 through the adoption of 
Council of Delegates Resolution 12 on Arms availability and the situation of civilians in 
conflict and post-conflict situations.

Based as it is on concern over the relationship between unregulated availability of 
weapons, on the one hand, and violations of international humanitarian law and a 
deterioration of the situation of civilians on the other, the resolution urged States to 
consider - before transferring weapons or ammunitions - the likelihood that the recipient 
will comply with humanitarian law. The resolution also defined for the first time the role of 
the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement in the field of arms availability, 
and encouraged the Movement to promote the adoption and use of standards for 
responsible conduct by States and to raise public awareness of the human costs of the 
widespread availability of arms and ammunition.

In light of the States' responsibility to "respect and ensure respect" for international 
humanitarian law, a range of activities related to awareness-raising and promoting norms 
have been implemented since 1999 by the Movement at the national, regional and 
international levels.

Recent initiatives in the framework of the United Nations and several regional 
organizations, including of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the 
Organization of African Unity, and the Parliamentary Assembly of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) provide evidence that there is growing recognition of the 
implications of uncontrolled arms availability for compliance with humanitarian law and 
an increased willingness to consider stricter regulation of arms transfers.

Nevertheless, much work remains to be done before these initiatives will have a real 
impact in humanitarian terms. The Movement will therefore continue to have an 
important role to play, both in public education and in urging States to take the action 
identified as necessary in the various political declarations and other documents adopted 
at national and regional levels.

In addition to advocating the adoption and implementation of IHL-based rules, the 
various components of the Movement may wish to consider further developing 
community-level activities which would promote alternatives to a culture of violence as 
well as an awareness of the dangers which easy access to military-style weapons may 
pose in local communities.

In carrying out this work, full advantage should be taken of the network which the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement represents and there should be 
more active cooperation within the Movement in addressing these issues.

The Movement can make an important contribution toward protecting civilians from the 
devastating effects of unregulated arms availability. Having committed itself to 
addressing the issue of arms availability as a matter of urgency in 1999, the Movement 
should in the coming years reaffirm and strengthen its endeavours in this field.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Since 1999, the Movement's efforts to reduce the human suffering that stems from 
widespread arms availability and unregulated transfers of weapons have been guided by 
Resolution 12 of that year's Council of Delegates on Arms availability and the situation of 
civilians in armed conflict and post-conflict situations (see annex).

In Resolution 12 the Council reiterated its concern about "the easy access of combatants 
untrained in international humanitarian law, civilian populations and even children to a wide 
variety of highly lethal weapons and their frequent use against civilian populations and in 
violation of basic humanitarian principles". It expressed the conviction that there is a 
"relationship between unregulated availability of arms and violations of international 
humanitarian law and a deterioration of the situation of civilians."

In light of the States' obligation to ensure respect for international humanitarian law and to 
assist and protect civilians, the resolution called on the States to consider - before 
transferring weapons or ammunitions - the likelihood that the recipient will comply with 
humanitarian law. It called on the various components of the Movement to raise public 
awareness of the human costs of the widespread availability of arms and ammunition and of 
its implications for compliance with international law.

The Movement's activities in this field and progress in developing national, regional and 
international norms are reported on below, as requested in Resolution 12, paragraph 7.1 
Further steps that may be taken by the Movement on this issue are also proposed, in 
accordance with Resolution 12.

1 Resolution 12 (7): The Council of Delegates [...] requests the ICRC, in consultation with the 
International Federation, to submit to the next Council of Delegates a report on Movement activities 
and international progress in this field with a view to consideration by the Council of any further steps 
which may be appropriate."
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2. BACKGROUND

At the time of the 1999 Council of Delegates, concern about the consequences in 
humanitarian terms of the widespread availability of weapons had been on the international 
- and on the Movement's - agenda for a relatively short time.

The Council of Delegates had previously - in 1995 (Resolution 2.8) and 1997 (Resolution 
8.4) - requested a clarification of the role and attitude of the Movement on arms availability. 
In 1995, the 26th International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent asked the 
ICRC to study the relationship between that problem and violations of humanitarian law.

In accordance with its mandate, the ICRC in 1999 published the study Arms availability and 
the situation of civilians in armed conflict, which showed that the unregulated transfer of 
weapons and ammunition can raise tensions, facilitate violations of humanitarian law, 
heighten the number of civilian casualties and prolong conflict.

One of the central conclusions of the ICRC study was that the current pattern of transfers of 
small arms, light weapons2 and related ammunition should be a matter of urgent 
humanitarian concern because they fall largely outside international control. In addition, the 
study concluded that while the primary responsibility for compliance with international 
humanitarian law falls upon the users of weapons, States and companies engaged in 
production and export bear a degree of political, moral and, in some cases, legal 
responsibility for the use made of their weapons and ammunition. Both licit and illicit 
transfers of arms and ammunition give cause for humanitarian concern, in particular 
because a large proportion of all illicit transfers begin with weapons which were originally 
transferred legally. Governments therefore need to establish standards for responsible 
exports, based, among other things, on the likelihood of the law being violated by the 
recipient. The Council of Delegates' Resolution 12 endorses the "overall analysis and 
conclusions" of the ICRC study.

Prior to the 1999 Council of Delegates, there were few (if any) Movement activities in this 
field. The European Union's Code of Conduct on Arms Exports and its Joint Action on small 
arms (both adopted in 1998) were among the few regional agreements explicitly mentioning 
respect for international humanitarian law as an important factor to consider in decisions on 
transfers of small arms and light weapons.3 The references to humanitarian law were 
included after the EU was approached on the matter by the ICRC.

3. THE MOVEMENTS IMPLEMENTATION OF RESOLUTION 12

Resolution 12 has been followed up by the ICRC and a dozen National Societies. The action 
taken has been in response to the Council of Delegates' encouragement of National 
Societies "to the extent possible in their own contexts, to actively raise public awareness of 

2 The UN has defined small arms as weapons for use by a single person and light weapons as 
those used by a crew of several persons. Although the ICRC recognizes that such weapons are of 
deep concern since they have caused the greatest harm to civilians in recent years, its position on 
"arms availability" applies - as a matter of principle - to all arms, whatever their nature.
3 TTie European Union in 1998 adopted the EU Joint Action on small arms and the EU Code of 
Conduct on arms transfers. The Code of Conduct stipulates eight criteria for arms exports. 
Specifically, Member States should take into account factors such as the record of the buyer country 
with regard to ... "its compliance with international commitments, in particular on the non-use of force, 
including under international humanitarian law applicable to international armed conflicts." 
Although this reference to humanitarian law could perhaps be better formulated, it reflects the 
commitment of EU States to taking respect for humanitarian law into account when making decisions 
on arms transfer.
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the human costs of the widespread availability of arms and ammunition and of its 
implications for the fabric of international humanitarian law", and its request to the ICRC "to 
support such efforts by providing technical advice and information materials in order to 
promote a culture of non-violence." (This mandate was reaffirmed in the Plan of Action 
adopted by the 27th International Conference.4)

3.1. ICRC

In discussions with governments, at regional governmental and NGO meetings and in 
dialogue with National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the ICRC President, 
delegations and headquarters staff have all endeavoured to call attention to the human 
costs and implications in terms of humanitarian law.

In preparation for the July 2001 UN Conference on the illicit trade of small arms and light 
weapons, many regional meetings and conferences have been organized in Europe, the 
Americas, Africa, and Asia. At these events and in private meetings with senior government 
officials, the ICRC has encouraged governments, regional organizations and NGOs involved 
in developing weapons-transfer limitations to recognize that criteria based on humanitarian 
law should be an important component of limitations on arms availability at national, regional 
and global levels. At the national level the ICRC has specifically urged States to review their 
policies concerning the production, availability and transfer of arms and ammunition in light 
of their responsibility, under Article 1 common to the four Geneva Conventions, to "respect 
and ensure respect" for international humanitarian law.

With respect to the UN Conference, the ICRC participated in all three preparatory meetings 
as well as in the Conference itself, which took place in New York in July 2001. A formal 
statement to the plenary meeting stressed the human costs of uncontrolled transfers of 
small arms and light weapons and the ICRC successfully urged the Conference to recognize 
that such transfers undermine respect for the law and impede the provision of humanitarian 
assistance to the victims of armed conflict. The organization was unable to achieve an 
acknowledgement of the States' existing responsibility to "respect and ensure respect" for 
international humanitarian law, owing not to objections but to lack of time. During the 
Conference, the ICRC also hosted, together with the International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies, a special briefing on the human costs of widespread weapons 
availability and unregulated transfers of small arms and light weapons.

To ensure a coherent and coordinated involvement of various components of the Movement 
both before and during the UN Conference, the ICRC also prepared two briefing papers for 
National Societies and its delegations, explaining both the possibilities for and the limits to 
the Movement's involvement in the Conference. The papers contained specific points to be 
raised with governments and a model opinion editorial which was published above the 
signature of National Society Presidents or Secretaries General in national newspapers and 
Red Cross I Red Crescent publications.

After the 1999 Council of Delegates, the ICRC developed Guidelines for ICRC activities 
on arms availability and "small arms", which were sent out to all delegations in May 2000. 
The Guidelines encourage ICRC delegations, in particular regional delegations and the 
organization's representatives at regional and other international organizations, to consider 
raising the Movement's concerns and proposals with government officials, 

4 Final goal 1.5 (23) of the Plan of Action for the years 2000-2003, 27th International Conference of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent: "The Movement will promote public awareness of the human costs of 
unregulated arms transfers and widespread arms availability and continue to promote the ratification, 
and faithful implementation, of the relevant norms of international humanitarian law governing 
weapons."
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intergovernmental bodies and NGOs, as well as supporting National Societies interested in 
working in this field.

In consultation with National Societies and the Federation, the ICRC drew up Guidelines 
for National Society activities regarding arms availability and "small arms". These 
guidelines, which were sent to all National Societies in February 2001, encourage 
(depending on the local political and operational context) National Society activities in the 
following four areas:

(1) raising public awareness of the human costs of uncontrolled arms availability;
(2) promoting a culture of non-violence;
(3) advocating norms of responsible conduct for governments and arms suppliers; and
(4) documenting the human costs of the problem.

The Guidelines also highlight a variety of educational resources and images available from 
the ICRC for National Societies active on this issue. As requested by the Council of 
Delegates, National Societies were encouraged to refrain from undertaking activities that 
would compromise the Movement's neutrality or operational capacity.5 It was also 
emphasized that the Movement is not launching a high-profile worldwide campaign on the 
issue but that, instead, it should be committed to making a low-key but credible and 
professional contribution to ongoing global efforts, to which it offers the benefit of its 
first-hand experience of the human costs of arms proliferation.

3.2. National Societies6

A number of National Societies have been active in this field since the 1999 Council of 
Delegates. Most activities focus on raising awareness of the issues of humanitarian concern 
arising from the unregulated availability and proliferation of small arms. This is done through 
participation in and organization of events both within the Movement and for the general 
public. One type of activity has been 'internal' Movement meetings such as a regional 
seminar organized by the Bulgarian Red Cross in September 2000 to place the issue of 
small arms on National Society agendas and discuss possible national or regional actions. 
Other activities, described below, have provided a Movement-wide perspective for a broader 
national, regional or international audience.

• The National Societies of Kenya, Norway, Tanzania, Somalia and Uganda took part 
in March 2000 in a conference held in Arusha, Tanzania on "improving human security 
through the control and management of small arms".

• The National Societies of Albania, Bulgaria, Norway, Slovakia and Yugoslavia 
participated in October 2000 in a small arms seminar in Bratislava, in the Slovak 
Republic, which included a presentation by the Bulgarian Red Cross of the Movement's 
role regarding the small arms issue.

• The Yugoslav Red Cross gave a talk in November 2000 on the impact of small arms 
proliferation from a humanitarian point of view to a public seminar on small arms hosted 
by the Austrian Foreign Ministry and two NGOs. With support from the Norwegian Red 
Cross, the Yugoslav National Society this year developed a plan of action regarding 

5 In Resolution 12 (6) the Council of Delegates "discourages components of the Movement from 
engaging in public debate on specific transfers of weapons to specific recipients in ways which could 
compromise the Movement's neutrality or operational capacity".

6 This section is based on information supplied by National Societies to the ICRC. In addition, there 
may have been other initiatives not reported to the ICRC.
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small arms. The plan, currently being implemented, involves advocacy and public 
awareness-raising.

• The British, Netherlands and Slovak National Societies have encouraged their 
respective authorities to undertake effective small-arms-related measures, including 
new national legislation governing arms exports that requires the likelihood of respect 
for humanitarian law to be taken into account.

• The Flemish section of the Belgian Red Cross has joined the Flemish Platform on 
Small Arms as an observer in order to improve information exchange, while the 
Francophone section of the Belgian National Society is part of another small arms 
coalition, through which they have organized meetings for NGOs, journalists and others 
with a view to raising awareness.

• The National Societies of Togo, Ghana and Nigeria participated in a civil society 
consultation on small arms in Lome, Togo in December 2000, which lead to the Civil 
Society Declaration on Small Arms Proliferation in Africa.

• The National Societies of Norway, Denmark, Finland, Iceland and Sweden sent 
letters in March 2001 to their Prime Ministers asking them to urge the UN Conference to 
address the challenges of small arms proliferation from a humanitarian viewpoint.

• The Finnish Red Cross has been active in encouraging the EU to implement the 
pledge that the organization made at the 27th International Conference.

• The Norwegian Red Cross has, as part of the Norwegian Initiative on Small Arms 
Transfers, organized and cosponsored numerous national and international meetings 
and seminars, produced several publications and a video, and is also in dialogue with 
the Norwegian authorities on domestic small arms issues.

• The French Red Cross has taken part in consultations on the issue organized by the 
French Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

• The Canadian Red Cross Society has participated in several government/NGO 
consultations, and took part in May 2001 in a regional meeting about the Organization of 
American States and the 2001 UN small arms Conference, where it presented the 
Movement's position on small arms.

• The Polish Red Cross has used the Polish commission on international humanitarian 
law as a means of raising the issue during lectures for law and journalism students and 
also approached the national authorities in order to explain the Movement's concerns 
regarding the UN 2001 Conference.

• The German Red Cross in June 2001 published a brochure on Small arms, 
humanitarian assistance and international humanitarian law.

• The Swedish Red Cross is part of the Swedish Action Network on Small Arms and 
plans to undertake a study on national small-arms-related issues. In June 2001 the 
National Society published an opinion editorial on the human costs of small arms - 
based on the ICRC model which was sent out to National Societies in May - in a 
national newspaper.

The Irish Red Cross in June 2001 published the opinion editorial in its own magazine.
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• The National Societies of Yugoslavia, Mali and Norway attended the UN small arms 
conference in July 2001. The representatives from the Mali Red Cross and Yugoslav 
Red Cross participated in the special briefing hosted by the ICRC and the Federation to 
highlight the human costs of unregulated arms transfers, and presented their 
experiences with the widespread availability of weapons in their respective countries. 
The Norwegian Red Cross cosponsored the event, making financial contributions and 
providing technical support during the conference.

Of particular long-term interest is the national action plan drawn up by the Yugoslav Red 
Cross in cooperation with government authorities and the media. The plan is intended to 
raise public awareness of the dangers to society of a culture of violence resulting from 
recent events and the easy availability of weapons. It includes a national media campaign 
and awareness-raising at schools. The focus on the social implications of arms availability 
and on cooperation with national authorities provides an example of preventive non-political 
activity which may produce significant benefits for the society at large.

4. PROGRESS MADE BY THE STATES AND INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

In the Plan of Action of the 27th International Conference of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent (Final goal 1.5),7 the States committed themselves to strengthening controls on 
the availability of arms and ammunition and to considering ways of ensuring that respect for 
international humanitarian law is part of both national decision-making procedures and, 
where relevant, international rules governing the transfer of arms and ammunition.

The results of recent meetings of the United Nations and several regional organizations, 
including of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the Organization of 
African Unity, and NATO's Parliamentary Assembly provide evidence that recognition is 
growing of the implications for compliance with humanitarian law of uncontrolled arms 
availability and an increased willingness to consider stricter regulation of arms transfers. 
References to humanitarian law were included in action plans adopted by the UN and the 
three other organizations, as well as those in the EU Code of Conduct, following appeals by 
the ICRC and other components of the Movement.

4.1. Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)

The OSCE's Document on Small Arms and Light Weapons, adopted in November 2000, 
articulates norms regarding manufacture, marking, record-keeping, export control, border 
and customs mechanisms, and cooperation and information exchange among law 
enforcement and customs agencies in the OSCE region. Specifically, each participating 
State must avoid issuing licences for exports where it deems that there is a clear risk that 
the small arms in question might "prolong or aggravate existing armed conflict, taking into 
account the legitimate requirement for self-defence, or threaten compliance with 
international law governing the conduct of armed conflict."

7 In Section 1.5, point 23, the Plan of Action says that "States enhance the protection of civilians in 
armed conflict and post-conflict situations by seeking to strengthen controls on the availability of arms, 
in particular small arms and ammunition, at the national, regional and international levels, including by 
improving national export regulations. States examine the establishment of means to integrate 
consideration of respect for international humanitarian law into national decision-making on transfers 
of arms, and ammunition, and, where relevant, examine ways of integrating such considerations into 
'codes of conduct'. The Movement will promote public awareness of the human costs of unregulated 
arms transfers and widespread arms availability and continue to promote the ratification, and faithful 
implementation, of the relevant norms of international humanitarian law governing weapons."
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4.2. Organization of African Unity

In November 2000, the Organization of African Unity held a ministerial meeting in Bamako, 
Mali, which resulted in the Bamako Declaration on an African common position on the illicit 
proliferation, circulation and trafficking of small arms and light weapons, which produced 
proposals for action in Africa and highlighted the importance of international 
humanitarian law in connection with the small arms issue.

4.3. NATO

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization's Parliamentary Assembly last year adopted a 
Committee Resolution on small arms control. This resolution urges member States to 
"harmonise national approaches through wider acceptance and application of guidelines and 
codes of conduct - such as the EU Code of Conduct" and "enhance evaluation of recipient 
States' records with regard to adherence to international humanitarian law and control 
over stocks and flows of small arms." The resolution also welcomes the various initiatives to 
address the problem of small arms diffusion, including those of the ICRC.

4.4. Sub-regional initiatives

Over the last year and a hast, several other regional and sub-regional documents and 
declarations on small arms have emerged. These include the Nairobi Declaration on small 
arms and light weapons, adopted by government delegates to the Great Lakes Region and 
Horn of Africa Conference on the proliferation of small arms in March 2001, and the 
Declaration concerning firearms, ammunition and other related materials adopted by the 
Southern African Development Community, in Windhoek in March 2001. Both seek to 
strengthen controls on transfers and availability of small arms and light weapons and to set 
up coordination mechanisms for this purpose. In the Americas, Brazil organized a regional 
preparatory meeting of Latin American and Caribbean States for the UN small arms 
Conference in November 2000. The meeting resulted in the Brasilia Declaration, which 
highlights the participating States' "unshakeable commitment to the basic norms of 
international law."

4.5. National initiatives

At the national level, the ICRC is aware of few initiatives which include references to 
international humanitarian law. Among the ones that do is Germany's Policy Principles for 
the export of war weapons and other military equipment of January 2000, which state that 
the German government will take into account whether the importing country complies with 
its international obligations under humanitarian law. In addition, the UK currently has a 
bill before Parliament which will, when adopted, allow the Secretary of State for Trade and 
Industry to impose export controls when there is a risk that the goods or technology in 
question might be used to carry out or facilitate "acts contravening the international law of 
armed conflict."

4.6. United Nations initiatives

In March 2001 the United Nations adopted the Protocol against the illicit manufacturing of 
and trafficking in firearms, their parts and components, which is the first worldwide legally 
binding instrument dealing with illicit manufacuring and trafficking in firearms. However, it 
does not cover State-to-State transactions and therefore fails to address the need for 
standards based on humanitarian law criteria to be set for export controls.
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In July 2001 the first UN Conference on the illicit trade in small arms and light weapons 
in all its aspects adopted a politically - but not legally - binding Programme of Action8 
which encouraged governments to consider a variety of measures to better control small 
arms and light weapons (including the marking of small arms to facilitate their tracing, 
destruction of surplus stocks, demobilization and reintegration into society of ex-combatants, 
and controls on brokering). It also encouraged cooperation among governments in areas 
such as police and border controls and called on regional organizations to support these 
efforts. To a certain degree the Programme acknowledges the human costs of the illicit 
trade in such weapons, including a recognition "that the illicit trade in small arms and light 
weapons in all its aspects [...] undermines respect for international humanitarian law 
[and] impedes the provision of humanitarian assistance to victims of armed conflict".9

The UN Programme of Action does little to address the links between licit and illicit transfers 
or the importance of dealing with problems associated with legal exports in order to tackle 
the illicit trade. However, the document does commit the States "to assess applications for 
export authorizations according to strict national regulations and procedures that cover all 
small arms and light weapons and are consistent with States' existing responsibilities under 
relevant international law taking into account in particular the risk of diversion of these 
weapons into the illegal trade." It could be argued that "relevant international law" includes 
humanitarian law and thus the States' obligation to "respect and ensure respect" for that 
law, as laid down in Article 1 common to the Geneva Conventions. Implementation of the 
UN Programme of Action will be monitored at UN meetings in 2003 and 2005 and at a 
second global conference to be convened no later than 2006.

5. CHALLENGES AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE WORK

The various national, regional and international initiatives described above represent an 
increased awareness of the cause for humanitarian concern arising from widespread 
availability of weapons and the importance of taking humanitarian law concerns into account 
in decisions on arms transfers. Nevertheless, in order for these initiatives to have a real 
impact, the States must be urged to take the steps identified in the various political 
declarations and documents.

Civil society will have an important role to play in encouraging, monitoring and 
complementing government initiatives. The Movement will likewise continue to have a key 
role to play both in public education and urging government action, in accordance with 
Resolution 12 and the Plan of Action adopted by the 27th International Conference.

The 2001 UN Conference made it clear that most States are willing to go further than the 
UN Programme of Action requires. It is therefore likely that much more can be done at the 
national and regional levels in the years ahead. In addition to continuing to advocate the 
adoption - and implementation - of rules at the national, regional and international levels to 
ensure responsible conduct in providing weapons and ammunition - i.e. the supply side of 
the issue - the Movement may therefore want to consider what more it can do to tackle the 
social forces that give rise to a demand for weapons in the first place. This can include 
strengthening efforts to raise awareness at the community level regarding the costs to 
society of easy access to military-style weapons, as well as other activities to promote 
alternatives to a culture of violence.

8 Full title: Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and 
Light Weapons in All Its Aspects.
9 Paragraph 3 of the Preamble to the UN Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the 
Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects.
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Movement activities in the field of mine awareness may also, in some cases, be expanded 
to inform people about the dangers posed by excessive availability of weapons. In addition 
to the awareness-raising activities mentioned above, some National Societies have acquired 
expertise in promoting a culture of tolerance through their normal programmes, which 
attempt to instil humanitarian principles in young people without directly addressing 
problems that arise from undue availability of weapons.

Given that the development of new activities - or even the continuation of existing activities 
- will require both knowledge-sharing and funds, more active cooperation within the 
Movement in addressing these issues should be actively explored.

As stated above, fruitful cooperation among National Societies on this issue is possible. 
Examples include the organization of regional meetings of National Societies and support 
for National Society participation in regional and international meetings organized by 
intergovernmental bodies or NGOs active in this field. This can facilitate knowledge-sharing 
and network-creation between National Societies as well as between National Societies and 
other organizations with more specialized expertise. At the same time, support for specific 
programmes in arms-affected countries can give a participating National Society greater 
knowledge of the problems arising from widespread arms availability, thereby lending them 
credibility when they advocate the adoption of rules or other measures within their own 
countries in order to ensure responsible export practices.

Recommendations

-> The various components of the Movement should - to the extent possible in the 
political and operational context within which each works - continue and step up 
the activities set out in Resolution 12 of the 1999 Council of Delegates and in the 
Guidelines for National Society activities on arms availability and "small arms".

In addition to advocating IHL-based norms, the National Societies may consider 
further developing activities to promote alternatives to a culture of violence and 
raise awareness of the dangers which easy access to military-style weapons may 
pose in their own societies.

National Societies may wish to seek partnership within the Movement for 
programmes wherein experience and support are shared, for example between 
the work of a National Society whose country is severely affected by easy arms 
availability and another in a State which is a supplier of arms and/or involved in 
efforts to create international norms.

The ICRC should continue its lead role on this issue by providing the required 
technical expertise and support for the endeavours of National Societies, taking 
into account the fact that there is a need for more material to support their work 
on this issue, as indicated by a number of National Societies in response to the 
follow-up questionnaires sent out by the Council of Delegates after its 1999 
meeting.

-> Activities which may lead to situations in which the Movement is drawn into 
public political debate about the transfer of specific weapons to specific 
recipients should be avoided in order to safeguard the Movement's neutrality and 
the security of its staff.

In order to take full advantage of the Movement's network, and given the ICRC's 
lead role in this matter, any component engaged in activities in this field should 
do so in close consultation with the ICRC.
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Ultimately, efforts to protect civilians from the devastating effects of unregulated arms 
availability can be deemed successful once armed attacks on civilians become far less 
frequent, when those contemplating serious violations of humanitarian law find it harder to 
obtain the means to achieve their ends, and when communities are no longer awash with 
weapons and no longer live in fear. The International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement can make a major contribution to meeting these goals. Having committed itself in 
1999 to addressing the arms-availability issue as a matter of urgency, the Movement should 
now reaffirm its intentions and step up its activities to that end.

c

The Council of Delegates is invited to:

« Call upon components of the Movement, to the extent possible in given political 
and operational contexts, to establish, continue and reinforce activities proposed 
by Resolution 12, the ICRC Guidelines for National Society activities on arms 
availability and "small arms", and the recommendations contained in this report.

• Request components of the Movement to take full advantage of its network, and 
to develop activities in this field in close consultation with the ICRC.

* * *

Attached: Resolution 12 : Arms availability and the situation of civilians in armed conflict
and post-conflict situations
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Annex

RESOLUTION 12
Council of Delegates 29-30 October 1999

ARMS AVAILABILITY AND THE SITUATION OF CIVILIANS 
IN ARMED CONFLICT AND POST-CONFLICT SITUATIONS

The Council of Delegates,

reiterating the preoccupation of the Council of Delegates with the easy access of 
combatants untrained in international humanitarian law, civilian populations and even 
children to a wide variety of weapons, particularly small arms, and their frequent use against 
civilian populations and in violation of basic humanitarian principles,

recalling the mandate of the 26th International Conference to the ICRC to study the 
relationship between arms availability and violations of international humanitarian law, as 
well as the Resolutions 2.8 of the1995 Council of Delegates and 8.4 of the1997 Council of 
Delegates requesting that the role and attitude of the Movement on arms availability be 
clarified by the 1999 Council of Delegates,

welcoming the ICRC's new study on "Arms Availability and the Situation of Civilians in 
Armed Conflict" and its consultations since 1997 with all components of the Movement on 
this subject,

convinced that the proliferation of arms and ammunition can increase tensions, heighten 
civilian casualties, prolong the duration of conflicts and hinder the provision of humanitarian 
assistance to populations in need,

further convinced of the relationship between unregulated availability of arms and 
violations of international humanitarian law and a deterioration of the situation of civilians,

1. endorses the overall analysis and conclusions of the ICRC's study on "Arms Availability 
and the Situation of Civilians in Armed Conflict";

2. calls on States to review their policies concerning the production, availability and 
transfer of arms and ammunition, as well as explosives and other related materials, in 
light of their responsibility to ensure respect for international humanitarian law and to 
assist and protect civilian populations;

3. calls on States, which have not already done so, to elaborate rules, based on respect 
for international humanitarian law and other appropriate norms, governing the transfer 
and availability of arms and ammunition. The Council of Delegates calls on States, as a 
first step, to halt arms transfers to parties committing or tolerating serious violations of 
human rights or of international humanitarian law;

4. calls on all components of the Movement to help ensure, during the 27th International 
Conference, that clear proposals for action on these concerns are maintained in the 
Plan of Action;

5. encourages National Societies, to the extent possible in their own contexts, to actively 
raise public awareness of the human costs of the widespread availability of arms and 
ammunition and of its implications for the fabric of international humanitarian law. The 
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ICRC is requested to support such efforts by providing technical advice and information 
materials in order to promote a culture of non-violence;

6. discourages components of the Movement from engaging in public debate on specific 
transfers of weapons to specific recipients in ways which could compromise the 
Movement's neutrality or operational capacity;

7. requests the ICRC, in consultation with the International Federation, to submit to the 
next Council of Delegates a report on Movement activities and international progress in 
this field with a view to consideration by the Council of any further steps which may be 
appropriate.


