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AN AGENDA FOR PEACE: CURBING THE PROLIFERATION OF SMALL ARMS
AND LIGHT WEAPONS

By Pau Khan Khup Hangzo and Manpavan Kaur

Although weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) are considered to pose the gravest threat to international peace and security, in
practice, small arms and light weapons (SALWs) kill more people than WMDs. However, SALWs have been largely ignored in arms
control discussions. This issue of the NTS Alert argues that SALWs are the real WMDs’ and regulating their proliferation will

contribute towards the peaceful resolution of internal armed conflicts in Southeast Asia.

The first-ever model of the AK-47 assault rifle, designed by Mikhail Timofeyevich Kalashnikov, on display at its 60th anniversary
celebration in Moscow on 6 July 2007. The AK-47 is arguably the deadliest weapon ever made.

Credit: ambrett, flickr.com.
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Weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) are considered to pose the gravest threat to
international security and are defined as ‘chemical, biological, radiological, or nuclear weapons
capable of a high order of destruction or causing mass casualties’ (US Department of Defense,
2010). The threat of WMD use and their proliferation resulted in the establishment of a number
of legally binding multilateral treaties such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), the
Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC), the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC) and the
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), as well as bilateral treaties such as the Strategic Arms
Reduction Treaty (START) and the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT). Although the
threat of WMD use declined with the end of the Cold War, there are renewed concerns over the
possibility of rogue states and non-state actors acquiring WMD capabilities. The possibility of
terrorists obtaining WMD capabilities, for example, is considered to be ‘one of the most serious
contemporary threats’ (US Army TRADOC, 2007).

The preoccupation with WMDs has led the international community to pay less attention to the
one weapons category that kills more people than WMDs: small arms and light weapons
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(SALWs). The United Nations (UN) defines small arms as weapons manufactured to military
specifications for use by one person as lethal instruments of war and these include revolvers

and self-loading pistols, rifles and carbines, sub-machine guns, assault rifles and light
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government-condoned violence. Small arms, in particular, are also the weapons of choice for

suicide, homicide or random violence. On the whole, SALWs cause more conflict-related deaths
than any other type of conventional weapons. For example, an estimated 200,000 to 400,000
people are killed annually by SALWs, accounting for between 60 to 90 per cent of 500,000 conflict-related deaths each year (Small Arms
Survey, 2001, 2005; Killicoat, 2007). SALWs, therefore, are the real ‘WMDs’.
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Global and Regional Estimates of Small Arms and Light Weapons

As of 2009, there are at least 875 million SALWs in the world. Of these, an estimated 350,000 belong to non-state armed groups —
insurgents and militias — that were actively fighting in 2009 (Small Arms Survey, 2010). An unspecified number of these arms were in
circulation in Southeast Asia due to the following reasons (IANSA, n.d.):

e The ongoing internal armed conflicts in Myanmar, the Philippines and Thailand draw demand for SALWSs from both state and non-
state actors alike. Although information on the total number of SALWs in circulation in Southeast Asia is limited, a large proportion of
them are either imported arms or arms manufactured under licence.

e Southeast Asia has several post-conflict states such as Cambodia and Vietnam where vast numbers of military SALWs can be
easily obtained.

e The region also has long maritime and continental frontiers that are difficult to monitor, thereby providing opportunities for traffickers.
e Most countries in the region have poor storage facilities, making theft, loss and smuggling of SALWSs possible.

e Most countries in the region also lack adequate enforcement of domestic gun control legislation.

Table 1: Gun ownership in Southeast Asia.

Civilian guns Government guns
Number of privately Rate of civilian firearm Military firearms Law enforcement

Country owned firearms possession (2006) firearms

(2007) (No. of firearms per 100 (2006)

people) (2007)

Thailand 10,000,000 15.6 1,957,500 175,000
Philippines 3,900,000 4.7 449,350 164,326

Cambodia 273,000-600,000 4.3 187,912-190,000 93,800
Myanmar 2,000,000 4.0 503,500 100,800
Vietnam 1,100,000 1.7 9,849,600 229,476

Malaysia 370,000 1.5 440,250 70,000
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Brunei 5,400

Lao PDR 71,000
Singapore 22,000
Indonesia =

Timor-Leste 3,000

Source: Compiled from Gunpolicy.org
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The Misuse of Small Arms and Light Weapons in Southeast Asia and Its Socioeconomic Impacts

The acquisition of SALWs does not by itself
incite the conflicts in which SALWs are used
(UNGA, 1997). The degree of SALW
proliferation and their misuse depend upon the
underlying nature of the conflicts. Stewart
(2003, 2004) identifies the existence of severe
‘horizontal inequalities’ as the primary source
of internal armed conflict. Horizontal
inequalities refer to inequalities between
culturally defined (ethnic) groups with regard to
access to economic, social and political
resources. Such inequalities cause certain
groups to suffer deprivation, and they fuel
resentment and violent conflicts. SALWs are
often the weapons of choice in such conflicts
because they are ‘widely available, low in cost,
extremely lethal, simple to use, durable, highly
portable, easily concealed, and possess
legitimate military, police, and civilian uses’. As
a result, ‘they are present in virtually every
society’ (Boutwell and Klare, cited in Killicoat,
2007:2). The presence of horizontal
inequalities in Southeast Asia, coupled with

Celebrating the 60th anniversary of the AK-47

Credit. ambrett, flickr.com.

Mikhail Timofeyevich Kalashnikov
(pictured above), designer of the AK-47
assault rifle, was feted at the weapon’s
60th anniversary celebration in Moscow
on 6 July 2007. ‘AK’ stands for Avtomat
Kalashnikova or Automatic Kalashnikov
and the suffix ‘47’ refers to the year —
1947 — when the weapon was accepted
by the Soviet armed forces. The AK-47 is
now in the arsenal of more than 80
countries and it saw action in practically
every theatre of war. The weapon was not
subject to patent and was therefore freely
copied and distributed. The lack of export
controls combined with the gun’s
characteristics such as its extreme
ruggedness, simplicity of operation and
maintenance, and its unsurpassed
reliability even in the worst possible
conditions, make the AK-47 the most
widely produced and proliferated assault
rifle in the world. Of the estimated 500
million SALWs in 2004, an astounding
100 million belonged to the AK-47 and its
variants.

easily accessible arms, exacerbates violent conflicts in the region. For example, the resurgence of violence in southern Thailand is
attributed to the theft of more than 300 guns — including AK-47s and M-16 assault rifles — from a military camp in Narathiwat province on 4
January 2004 (ICG, 2009:2; Gun Culture Booming, 2009).

The uncontrolled proliferation of SALWs has exacted a huge toll on Southeast Asia. The following section analyses both the human and
economic costs of SALW proliferation and its misuse.

Human Cost

SALWs cause conflict-related deaths in two ways: direct and indirect. Direct deaths are the result of fatal wounds and injuries caused by

bullets or other projectiles. As mentioned earlier, 60 to 90 per cent of an estimated 500,000 conflict-related deaths each year are directly
attributed to SALWs (Small Arms Survey, 2001, 2005). Indirect deaths are caused by, for example, disease, starvation and the destruction of

health infrastructure. Table 2 provides estimates of armed conflict-related deaths in countries with ongoing armed conflicts in Southeast

Asia.

Table 2: Armed conflict-related deaths in Southeast Asia.



Countries Parties to conflict Fatalities

Myanmar e State parties: Government of Myanmar More than 14,970 killed since 1985

o Non-state parties:

o All Burma Students Democratic Front
United Wa State Army (UWSA)
Mon National Liberation Army (MNLA)
Mong Thai Army (MTA)
Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA)
Palaung State Liberation Army (PSLA)
Kachin Independence Army (KIA)
Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA)
Karenni National Progressive Party Army
Shan State Army-South (SSA-South)
Chin National Army (CNA)

Myanmar National Democratic Alliance
Army (MNDAA)

O O O 0O O 0O 0O O O O O

Philippines e State parties: Government of the Philippines Involving NPA: More than 41,070 killed since
1969

o Non-state parties:
o New People’s Army (NPA) Involving MILF/MNLF: At least 100,000 killed

o Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF)/ since 1971

Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF)

o Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) Involving ASG: Less than 1,680 killed since

1991

e State parties: Government of Thailand More than 3,000 people killed since 2004
Thailand
o Non-state parties:
o Bersatu — United Front for the
Independence of Pattani
o Barasi Revolusi Nasional (BRN)
o Gerakan Mujahideen Islam Pattani (GMIP)

o Pattani United Liberation Organization
(PULO)
o Runda Kumpulan Kecil (RKK)

Source: Compiled from IISS (n.d.) and Project Ploughshares (2010).
Note: The table includes only countries with active internal armed conflicts.
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Economic Cost



Internal armed conflicts, exacerbated by the proliferation of SALWs, impose a
significant economic burden on both states and societies. Armed conflicts such as
civil wars are therefore characterised as ‘development in reverse’ (Collier et al., 2003).
According to Collier (1999), civil wars affect the gross domestic product (GDP) of a
country through five main channels:

e Destruction — Labour force is reduced through death and injury, and physical
capital such as infrastructure is destroyed.

e Disruption — Productive activities are disrupted and social order breaks down
thereby increasing the risk and cost of doing business.

e Diversion within country — Government resources are diverted away from
productive investment to destructive expenditures.

e Diversion abroad — Economic assets as well as human capital move abroad
as a result of war.

e Dissaving — People out of desperation are forced to use their financial savings
or sell their assets at very low returns.

Drawing on data for 92 countries worldwide, 19 of which are facing civil war, Collier
concludes that, on average, a civil war reduces the growth of real GDP per capita by 2.2
per cent for every conflict year. Despite the difficulty in estimating the economic costs of
internal armed conflicts in Southeast Asia, we can nonetheless conclude that armed
conflicts do impose significant economic costs. According to the few existing
estimates, the Philippines loses at least 1 per cent of GDP per year as a result of the
ongoing armed conflict in Mindanao through the destruction of assets, lost production,
lost investments and loss in tourism (Oquist, 2009). Economic losses from the conflict
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A flyer advertising a firearms show in the
Philippines. The arms show was touted as an
event where leading Filipino gun dealers and
manufacturers showcase their ‘latest and
most modern array of firearms, including new

models that are not only considered
affordable but also practical (emphasis
added). The International Action Network on
Small Arms (IANSA) ranked the Philippines
10th in the list of countries across the globe
with the highest number of gun-related
killings: 9.64 deaths per 100,000 people
annually (Philippines Needs, 2009).

in southern Thailand on the other hand are estimated to have amounted to more than
USD3.1 billion since 2004 (Jitpiromsri, 2009).
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Conclusion

Despite the carnage caused by the uncontrolled proliferation of SALWSs, countries in Southeast Asia have been slow in taking effective
action. ASEAN’s approach, for example, has so far been limited as it addresses arms proliferation in the region only in the context of
transnational crime (ASEAN, 1997). This however has the following implications:

e SALW proliferation or illegal arms trafficking is often overshadowed by other transnational crime issues such as human trafficking,
human smuggling and drug trafficking.

e The criminalisation of SALWs leads to the sidelining of the destabilising effects of SALWs outside the context of transnational crime,
such as increased societal violence.

e It also contributes to the avoidance of economic, political and diplomatic solutions to the numerous armed insurgencies within the
region.

It is therefore essential that ASEAN addresses the proliferation of SALWs not only within the context of transnational crime but also within
the context of conflict resolution and peacebuilding. This would require the adoption of a comprehensive approach with efforts made at all
levels — global, regional and national.

At the global level, negotiations are now underway to establish a comprehensive, legally binding Arms Trade Treaty (ATT). An agreement is
expected to be reached in 2012. Under the ATT, each state will remain in control of its arms export control arrangements but will be legally
obliged to assess arms exports on a case-by-case basis against the criteria agreed under the treaty. These criteria would be based on
existing obligations and commitments to prevent human rights abuses, uphold international humanitarian law, and promote stability,
prosperity and security.

In line with the global momentum, ASEAN, at the regional level, is well-placed to establish regional standards on the import and export of
conventional weapons including SALWSs. Such standards will help ASEAN monitor the import and export of arms by member states, and
promote transparency and greater responsibility in the transfer of conventional arms.



Finally, at the national level, Southeast Asian countries need to improve their implementation of gun control laws. There is no dearth of gun
control legislation in Southeast Asia. The Philippines, for example, has 21 individual executive orders, laws, acts, memorandums,
presidential decrees, directives and amendments. Likewise, Thailand has the 1947 and 1967 Acts on Controlling Firearms, Ammunition,
Explosives, Fireworks and Imitation of Firearms. However, due to weak implementation, SALWs continue to proliferate in both countries.
Effective implementation of existing legislation thus constitutes an important first step towards the control of the proliferation and use of
SALWs which fuel conflict.
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