
PROTECTING CIVILIANS  
AND HUMANITARIAN ACTION 
THROUGH AN EFFECTIVE  
ARMS TRADE TREATY

I N  B R I E F

AVAILABILITY OF ARMS:  
THE HUMAN COST
Every year, because of the widespread availability 
and misuse of weapons, hundreds of thousands 
of civilians are displaced, injured, raped, or killed. 
In many parts of the world, weapons are so easy 
to obtain and armed violence so prevalent that 
after a conflict, civilians face many of the same 
threats that they did during it.

In most of the countries in which it works, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) deals with the effects of inadequate 
control over transfers of conventional weapons: 
tens of thousands of victims receive ICRC 
medical support; the disabled are treated in 
its rehabilitation clinics and in those for which 
it provides support.  ICRC operations are 
frequently suspended or delayed because of 
security threats, thereby hampering delivery 
of assistance to victims. An ICRC study, com-
missioned by States in 1995 and published in 

1999, concluded that the widespread availability 
of arms facilitates violations of international 
humanitarian law (IHL) and has damaging 
consequences for civilians during armed 
conflicts. As long as weapons are too easily 
available, serious IHL violations will be made 
more likely and the provision of humanitarian 
assistance endangered. 
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TOwARdS AN EFFECTIVE ARMS TRAdE TREATY
The negotiation and eventual implementation of the Arms Trade Treaty will create  
an historic opportunity to reduce the human cost of the widespread and poorly 
regulated availability of conventional arms. States, National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies and civil society all have a role to play in promoting public awareness of the 
human cost of poorly regulated arms transfers and in encouraging all States to adopt  
a strong and comprehensive Arms Trade Treaty. 

All States must be urged to:
•	 participate	actively	in	the	2012	United	Nations	Conference	on	the	Arms	Trade	Treaty;	
•	 ensure	that	the	Arms	Trade	Treaty	applies	to	transfers	of	all	conventional	weapons	and	

their ammunition;
•	 recognize	their	obligation	to	ensure	respect	for	IHL	by	including	a	requirement	 

in the treaty to assess the likelihood that serious violations of IHL will be committed 
with the arms being transferred and to deny transfers if there is a clear risk that  
the arms will be used to commit serious violations of IHL;

•	 incorporate	such	requirements	into	existing	and	future	domestic,	regional	and	 
sub-regional regulations on transfers of conventional arms and ammunition. 
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MISSION 
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an impartial, neutral 
and	independent	organization	whose	exclusively	humanitarian	mission	is	to	
protect the lives and dignity of victims of armed conflict and other situations 
of violence and to provide them with assistance. The ICRC also endeavours 
to prevent suffering by promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and 
universal humanitarian principles. Established in 1863, the ICRC is at the origin  
of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. It directs and 
coordinates the international relief activities conducted by the Movement in 
armed conflicts and other situations of violence. 

M
ar

ko
 K

ok
ic

/I
CR

C

Jo
hn

 M
oo

re
/G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es



PROTECTING CIVILIANS  
AND HUMANITARIAN ACTION 
THROUGH AN EFFECTIVE  
ARMS TRADE TREATY

I N  B R I E F

AVAILABILITY OF ARMS:  
THE HUMAN COST
Every year, because of the widespread availability 
and misuse of weapons, hundreds of thousands 
of civilians are displaced, injured, raped, or killed. 
In many parts of the world, weapons are so easy 
to obtain and armed violence so prevalent that 
after a conflict, civilians face many of the same 
threats that they did during it.

In most of the countries in which it works, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) deals with the effects of inadequate 
control over transfers of conventional weapons: 
tens of thousands of victims receive ICRC 
medical support; the disabled are treated in 
its rehabilitation clinics and in those for which 
it provides support.  ICRC operations are 
frequently suspended or delayed because of 
security threats, thereby hampering delivery 
of assistance to victims. An ICRC study, com-
missioned by States in 1995 and published in 

1999, concluded that the widespread availability 
of arms facilitates violations of international 
humanitarian law (IHL) and has damaging 
consequences for civilians during armed 
conflicts. As long as weapons are too easily 
available, serious IHL violations will be made 
more likely and the provision of humanitarian 
assistance endangered. 

40
69

/0
02

 0
7.

20
11

 2
00

0 

International Committee of the Red Cross
19, avenue de la Paix
1202 Geneva, Switzerland
T +41 22 734 60 01   F +41 22 733 20 57
E-mail: shop@icrc.org   www.icrc.org
© ICRC, July 2011

TOwARdS AN EFFECTIVE ARMS TRAdE TREATY
The negotiation and eventual implementation of the Arms Trade Treaty will create  
an historic opportunity to reduce the human cost of the widespread and poorly 
regulated availability of conventional arms. States, National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies and civil society all have a role to play in promoting public awareness of the 
human cost of poorly regulated arms transfers and in encouraging all States to adopt  
a strong and comprehensive Arms Trade Treaty. 

All States must be urged to:
•	 participate	actively	in	the	2012	United	Nations	Conference	on	the	Arms	Trade	Treaty;	
•	 ensure	that	the	Arms	Trade	Treaty	applies	to	transfers	of	all	conventional	weapons	and	

their ammunition;
•	 recognize	their	obligation	to	ensure	respect	for	IHL	by	including	a	requirement	 

in the treaty to assess the likelihood that serious violations of IHL will be committed 
with the arms being transferred and to deny transfers if there is a clear risk that  
the arms will be used to commit serious violations of IHL;

•	 incorporate	such	requirements	into	existing	and	future	domestic,	regional	and	 
sub-regional regulations on transfers of conventional arms and ammunition. 

Photo cover: Marko Kokic/ICRC

MISSION 
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an impartial, neutral 
and	independent	organization	whose	exclusively	humanitarian	mission	is	to	
protect the lives and dignity of victims of armed conflict and other situations 
of violence and to provide them with assistance. The ICRC also endeavours 
to prevent suffering by promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and 
universal humanitarian principles. Established in 1863, the ICRC is at the origin  
of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. It directs and 
coordinates the international relief activities conducted by the Movement in 
armed conflicts and other situations of violence. 

M
ar

ko
 K

ok
ic

/I
CR

C

Jo
hn

 M
oo

re
/G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es



THE ARMS TRAdE TREATY
Since	 2006,	 the	 United	 Nations	 General	
Assembly	has	repeatedly	recognized	that	the	
absence of common international standards for 
the transfer of conventional arms contributes 
to armed conflict, the displacement of people, 
crime and terrorism, which, in turn, undermine 
peace, reconciliation, safety, security, stability 
and sustainable social and economic develop-
ment. In January 2010, the General Assembly 
decided	to	convene	the	UN	Conference	on	
the Arms Trade Treaty in 2012 to elaborate a 
legally binding treaty containing the highest 
possible common international standards for 
the transfer of conventional arms.    

The ICRC strongly supports the adoption of 
a global Arms Trade Treaty. One of the most 
important objectives of such a treaty must be 
to reduce the human cost of the availability 
of weapons by setting clear norms for the 
transfer of conventional arms. 

IHL criterion
Under	the	Geneva	Conventions,	all	States	have	
an obligation to ensure respect for IHL. This 
entails a responsibility to make every effort 
to ensure that the arms and ammunition they 
transfer do not end up in the hands of persons 
who are likely to use them in violation of IHL.

The Arms Trade Treaty should reflect all States’ 
obligation to ensure respect for IHL by requiring 
that they a) assess the likelihood that serious 

violations of IHL will be committed with the 
weapons	being	transferred,	and	b)	not	authorize	
transfers when there is a clear risk that the arms 
will be used to commit serious violations of IHL. 

‘Serious violations of IHL’ include grave 
breaches of the 1949 Geneva Conventions 
and of Protocol I additional to the Geneva 
Conventions.1 They include wilful killing, torture 
or inhuman treatment, taking of hostages, and 
extensive	destruction	and	appropriation	of	
property not justified by military necessity and 
carried out unlawfully and wantonly. If an Arms 
Trade Treaty were to permit measures short of 
denial where there is a clear risk that serious 
violations of IHL will be committed with the 
weapons being transferred, its humanitarian 
goal would be seriously undermined.

1  In addition to the grave breaches defined in the 1949 
Geneva Conventions and Protocol I of 8 June 1977 additional 
to the Geneva Conventions, serious violations include the 
war crimes listed in the Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court.

The ICRC has published a Practical guide:  
Arms transfer decisions: Applying  
international humanitarian law criteria. 
The guide sets out a range of indicators  
that can be used for making risk  
assessments, suggests sources  
of pertinent information, and provides  
a list of grave breaches and war crimes.  
It can be ordered or downloaded via  
the ICRC’s website (www.icrc.org).

Scope: weapons and activities
The scope of the Arms Trade Treaty should reflect 
its object and purpose: to reduce the human 
cost associated with the poorly regulated global 
trade in weapons. A large number of States have 
explicitly	recognized	that	one	of	the	treaty’s	
goals is to prevent transfers that facilitate 
serious violations of IHL or human rights law. 
lf the object and purpose is to reduce the 
human cost, then it is difficult to imagine a 
conventional weapon or type of transfer that 
would not require regulation. Therefore, all 
conventional weapons and ammunition should 
be included in the scope of the treaty. 

If the treaty is to meet its humanitarian goal 
effectively, it is also important that it cover 
transfers of ammunition. Without ammunition,  
no	use	can	be	made	of	existing	stocks	of	con-
ventional arms; and supplies of ammunition 
need to be continuously renewed. Inclusion 
of ammunition is an indispensable measure to 

ensure that the Arms Trade Treaty will provide 
humanitarian benefits in the near term. Research 
has shown that a very large majority of the 
countries that currently regulate arms transfers 
also regulate the transfer of ammunition, 
demonstrating that regulation of the transfer 
of ammunition is both practical and desirable.

All	types	of	transfer,	as	understood	in	existing	
international instruments, should be covered 
by the treaty. Activities such as transit, trans-
shipment, loans, leases, as well as brokering 
and closely related activities, should fall within 
the scope of the Arms Trade Treaty to ensure 
that it is truly comprehensive and effective.

States party to the Geneva Conventions first 
expressed	alarm	at	the	rapid	expansion	of	the	
arms trade and the uncontrolled proliferation 
of weapons during the 26th International 
Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
in 1995, at which the ICRC was asked to conduct 
a study on the implications for IHL and civilians. 

Since the conclusion of its study in 1999, the 
ICRC has been calling for stricter regulation 
of international transfers of weapons and 
ammunition as a means to reduce the suffering 
caused by the poorly regulated availability of 
weapons.  

At the 27th International Conference in 1999, 
States adopted a plan of action that included 
commitments to "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	were	also	
asked	to	examine	ways	to	incorporate	respect	
for IHL into domestic decision-making on 
transfers of arms and ammunition, and, where 
relevant, into codes of conduct. 

CALLS FOR STRICTER REgULATION  
OF ARMS TRANSFERS FROM INTERNATIONAL 
CONFERENCES OF THE REd CROSS ANd  
REd CRESCENT

In the Agenda for Humanitarian Action 
adopted at the 28th International Conference 
in 2003, States again agreed to reduce the 
human suffering resulting from the uncon-
trolled availability and misuse of weapons by 
strengthening transfer controls. In recognition 
of their obligation to respect and ensure 
respect for IHL, States decided that controls on 
the availability of weapons had to be strength-
ened so that weapons would not end up in the 
hands	of	those	who	may	be	expected	to	use	
them to violate IHL. One of the action points 
was therefore to incorporate respect for IHL 
criteria into domestic laws or policies and into 
regional and global norms on arms transfers. 

In 2007, the 30th International Conference also 
addressed the issue, stressing in a resolution 
that, "in light of the obligation of States to 
respect and ensure respect for international 
humanitarian law, adequate measures to control 
the availability of arms and ammunition are 
required so that they do not end up in the hands 
of	those	who	may	be	expected	to	use	them	in	
violation of international humanitarian law."
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THE ARMS TRAdE TREATY
Since	 2006,	 the	 United	 Nations	 General	
Assembly	has	repeatedly	recognized	that	the	
absence of common international standards for 
the transfer of conventional arms contributes 
to armed conflict, the displacement of people, 
crime and terrorism, which, in turn, undermine 
peace, reconciliation, safety, security, stability 
and sustainable social and economic develop-
ment. In January 2010, the General Assembly 
decided	to	convene	the	UN	Conference	on	
the Arms Trade Treaty in 2012 to elaborate a 
legally binding treaty containing the highest 
possible common international standards for 
the transfer of conventional arms.    

The ICRC strongly supports the adoption of 
a global Arms Trade Treaty. One of the most 
important objectives of such a treaty must be 
to reduce the human cost of the availability 
of weapons by setting clear norms for the 
transfer of conventional arms. 
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Under	the	Geneva	Conventions,	all	States	have	
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entails a responsibility to make every effort 
to ensure that the arms and ammunition they 
transfer do not end up in the hands of persons 
who are likely to use them in violation of IHL.

The Arms Trade Treaty should reflect all States’ 
obligation to ensure respect for IHL by requiring 
that they a) assess the likelihood that serious 

violations of IHL will be committed with the 
weapons	being	transferred,	and	b)	not	authorize	
transfers when there is a clear risk that the arms 
will be used to commit serious violations of IHL. 

‘Serious violations of IHL’ include grave 
breaches of the 1949 Geneva Conventions 
and of Protocol I additional to the Geneva 
Conventions.1 They include wilful killing, torture 
or inhuman treatment, taking of hostages, and 
extensive	destruction	and	appropriation	of	
property not justified by military necessity and 
carried out unlawfully and wantonly. If an Arms 
Trade Treaty were to permit measures short of 
denial where there is a clear risk that serious 
violations of IHL will be committed with the 
weapons being transferred, its humanitarian 
goal would be seriously undermined.

1  In addition to the grave breaches defined in the 1949 
Geneva Conventions and Protocol I of 8 June 1977 additional 
to the Geneva Conventions, serious violations include the 
war crimes listed in the Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court.

The ICRC has published a Practical guide:  
Arms transfer decisions: Applying  
international humanitarian law criteria. 
The guide sets out a range of indicators  
that can be used for making risk  
assessments, suggests sources  
of pertinent information, and provides  
a list of grave breaches and war crimes.  
It can be ordered or downloaded via  
the ICRC’s website (www.icrc.org).

Scope: weapons and activities
The scope of the Arms Trade Treaty should reflect 
its object and purpose: to reduce the human 
cost associated with the poorly regulated global 
trade in weapons. A large number of States have 
explicitly	recognized	that	one	of	the	treaty’s	
goals is to prevent transfers that facilitate 
serious violations of IHL or human rights law. 
lf the object and purpose is to reduce the 
human cost, then it is difficult to imagine a 
conventional weapon or type of transfer that 
would not require regulation. Therefore, all 
conventional weapons and ammunition should 
be included in the scope of the treaty. 

If the treaty is to meet its humanitarian goal 
effectively, it is also important that it cover 
transfers of ammunition. Without ammunition,  
no	use	can	be	made	of	existing	stocks	of	con-
ventional arms; and supplies of ammunition 
need to be continuously renewed. Inclusion 
of ammunition is an indispensable measure to 

ensure that the Arms Trade Treaty will provide 
humanitarian benefits in the near term. Research 
has shown that a very large majority of the 
countries that currently regulate arms transfers 
also regulate the transfer of ammunition, 
demonstrating that regulation of the transfer 
of ammunition is both practical and desirable.

All	types	of	transfer,	as	understood	in	existing	
international instruments, should be covered 
by the treaty. Activities such as transit, trans-
shipment, loans, leases, as well as brokering 
and closely related activities, should fall within 
the scope of the Arms Trade Treaty to ensure 
that it is truly comprehensive and effective.

States party to the Geneva Conventions first 
expressed	alarm	at	the	rapid	expansion	of	the	
arms trade and the uncontrolled proliferation 
of weapons during the 26th International 
Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
in 1995, at which the ICRC was asked to conduct 
a study on the implications for IHL and civilians. 

Since the conclusion of its study in 1999, the 
ICRC has been calling for stricter regulation 
of international transfers of weapons and 
ammunition as a means to reduce the suffering 
caused by the poorly regulated availability of 
weapons.  

At the 27th International Conference in 1999, 
States adopted a plan of action that included 
commitments to "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	were	also	
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for IHL into domestic decision-making on 
transfers of arms and ammunition, and, where 
relevant, into codes of conduct. 
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the availability of weapons had to be strength-
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hands	of	those	who	may	be	expected	to	use	
them to violate IHL. One of the action points 
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criteria into domestic laws or policies and into 
regional and global norms on arms transfers. 

In 2007, the 30th International Conference also 
addressed the issue, stressing in a resolution 
that, "in light of the obligation of States to 
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THE ARMS TRAdE TREATY
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peace, reconciliation, safety, security, stability 
and sustainable social and economic develop-
ment. In January 2010, the General Assembly 
decided	to	convene	the	UN	Conference	on	
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the transfer of conventional arms.    
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‘Serious violations of IHL’ include grave 
breaches of the 1949 Geneva Conventions 
and of Protocol I additional to the Geneva 
Conventions.1 They include wilful killing, torture 
or inhuman treatment, taking of hostages, and 
extensive	destruction	and	appropriation	of	
property not justified by military necessity and 
carried out unlawfully and wantonly. If an Arms 
Trade Treaty were to permit measures short of 
denial where there is a clear risk that serious 
violations of IHL will be committed with the 
weapons being transferred, its humanitarian 
goal would be seriously undermined.

1  In addition to the grave breaches defined in the 1949 
Geneva Conventions and Protocol I of 8 June 1977 additional 
to the Geneva Conventions, serious violations include the 
war crimes listed in the Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court.
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in 1995, at which the ICRC was asked to conduct 
a study on the implications for IHL and civilians. 

Since the conclusion of its study in 1999, the 
ICRC has been calling for stricter regulation 
of international transfers of weapons and 
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Since	 2006,	 the	 United	 Nations	 General	
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and sustainable social and economic develop-
ment. In January 2010, the General Assembly 
decided	to	convene	the	UN	Conference	on	
the Arms Trade Treaty in 2012 to elaborate a 
legally binding treaty containing the highest 
possible common international standards for 
the transfer of conventional arms.    
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a global Arms Trade Treaty. One of the most 
important objectives of such a treaty must be 
to reduce the human cost of the availability 
of weapons by setting clear norms for the 
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transfer do not end up in the hands of persons 
who are likely to use them in violation of IHL.
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obligation to ensure respect for IHL by requiring 
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breaches of the 1949 Geneva Conventions 
and of Protocol I additional to the Geneva 
Conventions.1 They include wilful killing, torture 
or inhuman treatment, taking of hostages, and 
extensive	destruction	and	appropriation	of	
property not justified by military necessity and 
carried out unlawfully and wantonly. If an Arms 
Trade Treaty were to permit measures short of 
denial where there is a clear risk that serious 
violations of IHL will be committed with the 
weapons being transferred, its humanitarian 
goal would be seriously undermined.

1  In addition to the grave breaches defined in the 1949 
Geneva Conventions and Protocol I of 8 June 1977 additional 
to the Geneva Conventions, serious violations include the 
war crimes listed in the Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court.
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international humanitarian law criteria. 
The guide sets out a range of indicators  
that can be used for making risk  
assessments, suggests sources  
of pertinent information, and provides  
a list of grave breaches and war crimes.  
It can be ordered or downloaded via  
the ICRC’s website (www.icrc.org).

Scope: weapons and activities
The scope of the Arms Trade Treaty should reflect 
its object and purpose: to reduce the human 
cost associated with the poorly regulated global 
trade in weapons. A large number of States have 
explicitly	recognized	that	one	of	the	treaty’s	
goals is to prevent transfers that facilitate 
serious violations of IHL or human rights law. 
lf the object and purpose is to reduce the 
human cost, then it is difficult to imagine a 
conventional weapon or type of transfer that 
would not require regulation. Therefore, all 
conventional weapons and ammunition should 
be included in the scope of the treaty. 

If the treaty is to meet its humanitarian goal 
effectively, it is also important that it cover 
transfers of ammunition. Without ammunition,  
no	use	can	be	made	of	existing	stocks	of	con-
ventional arms; and supplies of ammunition 
need to be continuously renewed. Inclusion 
of ammunition is an indispensable measure to 

ensure that the Arms Trade Treaty will provide 
humanitarian benefits in the near term. Research 
has shown that a very large majority of the 
countries that currently regulate arms transfers 
also regulate the transfer of ammunition, 
demonstrating that regulation of the transfer 
of ammunition is both practical and desirable.

All	types	of	transfer,	as	understood	in	existing	
international instruments, should be covered 
by the treaty. Activities such as transit, trans-
shipment, loans, leases, as well as brokering 
and closely related activities, should fall within 
the scope of the Arms Trade Treaty to ensure 
that it is truly comprehensive and effective.

States party to the Geneva Conventions first 
expressed	alarm	at	the	rapid	expansion	of	the	
arms trade and the uncontrolled proliferation 
of weapons during the 26th International 
Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
in 1995, at which the ICRC was asked to conduct 
a study on the implications for IHL and civilians. 

Since the conclusion of its study in 1999, the 
ICRC has been calling for stricter regulation 
of international transfers of weapons and 
ammunition as a means to reduce the suffering 
caused by the poorly regulated availability of 
weapons.  

At the 27th International Conference in 1999, 
States adopted a plan of action that included 
commitments to "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	were	also	
asked	to	examine	ways	to	incorporate	respect	
for IHL into domestic decision-making on 
transfers of arms and ammunition, and, where 
relevant, into codes of conduct. 

CALLS FOR STRICTER REgULATION  
OF ARMS TRANSFERS FROM INTERNATIONAL 
CONFERENCES OF THE REd CROSS ANd  
REd CRESCENT

In the Agenda for Humanitarian Action 
adopted at the 28th International Conference 
in 2003, States again agreed to reduce the 
human suffering resulting from the uncon-
trolled availability and misuse of weapons by 
strengthening transfer controls. In recognition 
of their obligation to respect and ensure 
respect for IHL, States decided that controls on 
the availability of weapons had to be strength-
ened so that weapons would not end up in the 
hands	of	those	who	may	be	expected	to	use	
them to violate IHL. One of the action points 
was therefore to incorporate respect for IHL 
criteria into domestic laws or policies and into 
regional and global norms on arms transfers. 

In 2007, the 30th International Conference also 
addressed the issue, stressing in a resolution 
that, "in light of the obligation of States to 
respect and ensure respect for international 
humanitarian law, adequate measures to control 
the availability of arms and ammunition are 
required so that they do not end up in the hands 
of	those	who	may	be	expected	to	use	them	in	
violation of international humanitarian law."
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PROTECTING CIVILIANS  
AND HUMANITARIAN ACTION 
THROUGH AN EFFECTIVE  
ARMS TRADE TREATY

I N  B R I E F

AVAILABILITY OF ARMS:  
THE HUMAN COST
Every year, because of the widespread availability 
and misuse of weapons, hundreds of thousands 
of civilians are displaced, injured, raped, or killed. 
In many parts of the world, weapons are so easy 
to obtain and armed violence so prevalent that 
after a conflict, civilians face many of the same 
threats that they did during it.

In most of the countries in which it works, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) deals with the effects of inadequate 
control over transfers of conventional weapons: 
tens of thousands of victims receive ICRC 
medical support; the disabled are treated in 
its rehabilitation clinics and in those for which 
it provides support.  ICRC operations are 
frequently suspended or delayed because of 
security threats, thereby hampering delivery 
of assistance to victims. An ICRC study, com-
missioned by States in 1995 and published in 

1999, concluded that the widespread availability 
of arms facilitates violations of international 
humanitarian law (IHL) and has damaging 
consequences for civilians during armed 
conflicts. As long as weapons are too easily 
available, serious IHL violations will be made 
more likely and the provision of humanitarian 
assistance endangered. 
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TOwARdS AN EFFECTIVE ARMS TRAdE TREATY
The negotiation and eventual implementation of the Arms Trade Treaty will create  
an historic opportunity to reduce the human cost of the widespread and poorly 
regulated availability of conventional arms. States, National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies and civil society all have a role to play in promoting public awareness of the 
human cost of poorly regulated arms transfers and in encouraging all States to adopt  
a strong and comprehensive Arms Trade Treaty. 

All States must be urged to:
•	 participate	actively	in	the	2012	United	Nations	Conference	on	the	Arms	Trade	Treaty;	
•	 ensure	that	the	Arms	Trade	Treaty	applies	to	transfers	of	all	conventional	weapons	and	

their ammunition;
•	 recognize	their	obligation	to	ensure	respect	for	IHL	by	including	a	requirement	 

in the treaty to assess the likelihood that serious violations of IHL will be committed 
with the arms being transferred and to deny transfers if there is a clear risk that  
the arms will be used to commit serious violations of IHL;

•	 incorporate	such	requirements	into	existing	and	future	domestic,	regional	and	 
sub-regional regulations on transfers of conventional arms and ammunition. 
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MISSION 
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an impartial, neutral 
and	independent	organization	whose	exclusively	humanitarian	mission	is	to	
protect the lives and dignity of victims of armed conflict and other situations 
of violence and to provide them with assistance. The ICRC also endeavours 
to prevent suffering by promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and 
universal humanitarian principles. Established in 1863, the ICRC is at the origin  
of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. It directs and 
coordinates the international relief activities conducted by the Movement in 
armed conflicts and other situations of violence. 
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