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INTRODUCTION
The poorly regulated global trade in conventional arms and ammunition has an enormous
human cost. Every day, thousands of people are killed, injured, raped and forced to flee from
their homes as a result of conflict, armed violence, and human rights violations and abuses
perpetrated using conventional arms. Inadequate and loophole-ridden regulation of
international transfers of arms and ammunition permits weapons to be supplied to those
violating human rights: destroying lives and threatening livelihoods. As governments prepare
to meet in July 2010 for the first Preparatory Committee for negotiations for an international
Arms Trade Treaty, this short document is intended to provide some basic facts and figures
on the impact of armed conflict, armed violence and human rights violations perpetrated
using conventional arms.

128 armed conflicts since 1989 have resulted in at
least 250,000 deaths each year
In addition, there are an estimated 300,000 armed
killings outside of conflict each year
Injuries are likely to be even more numerous than
deaths in conflict and armed violence
About 60% of human rights violations documented by
Amnesty International have involved the use of small
arms and light weapons
26 million people worldwide were internally displaced
as a result of armed conflict at the end of 2008
All of the top six countries of origin of refugees in 2008
are locations of armed conflict
Child soldiers have been actively involved in armed
conflict in government forces or non-state armed groups
in 19 countries or territories since 2004
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AT LEAST 250,000 LIVES LOST DUE TO ARMED CONFLICT EACH YEAR
The Uppsala Conflict Data Program has tracked a total of 128 armed conflicts
between and within states around the world since 1989. According to the Program’s
data, “the widely reported general decline in the number of armed conflicts…in the
mid-1990s has now clearly ceased, with the number of recorded conflicts during
the last few years fluctuating minimally around 30.” During 2008, 16 major armed
conflicts – two more than in 2007 - and a further 20 other active armed conflicts
were waged in 26 countries worldwide.1
A global analysis of reported deaths in armed conflict found that between 2004 and
2007, at least 208,300 violent deaths were recorded in armed conflicts: an average
of 52,000 people killed per year. Unrecorded deaths – highly likely in the often
inaccessible and insecure environments of armed conflict - mean that the real total
may be much higher.2
Armed conflict produces an even greater toll of indirect deaths, as those affected by
armed conflict are frequently displaced; subject to the destruction of social and
economic infrastructure; and denied rights and access to healthcare, water, food
and shelter; leading to rising malnutrition, starvation and otherwise preventable
diseases. Evidence from epidemiological surveys suggests that between 2004 and
2007 at least 200,000 indirect deaths resulted from armed conflict every year, and
possibly far more: some surveys of the Democratic Republic of Congo suggest that
an average of as many as 400,000 direct and indirect conflict deaths may have
resulted each year since 2002 in that single country alone.3

300,000 ARMED KILLINGS OUTSIDE OF CONFLICT EACH YEAR
Deaths and human rights violations as a result of non-conflict armed violence likely
outweigh those caused by armed conflict. This includes armed homicides and other
armed crime, unlawful killings and the excessive use of force by state security
forces, and pervasive violence against women involving the use or threatened use of
firearms. An estimated 490,000 non-conflict killings have taken place worldwide
each year in recent years, of which an average of 60% - perhaps 300,000 each year
– are estimated to have been perpetrated using firearms.4

CONFLICT INJURIES ARE LIKELY TO BE MORE NUMEROUS THAN CONFLICT DEATHS
Injuries resulting from conflict are difficult to estimate, due to inadequate
collection and categorisation of data in public health statistics and armed violence

Index: ACT 30/005/2010

Amnesty International May 2010

Killer Facts: the impact of the irresponsible arms trade on lives, rights and livelihoods

5

reporting. However, a review of medical literature on conflict deaths between 1940
and 1993 found that ratios of reported battlefield injuries to deaths have varied
from 1.9 to 27.8 injuries to every death.5

HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS AND ABUSES FACILITATED BY CONVENTIONAL ARMS
Beyond killing, weapons are used to perpetrate thousands of human rights violations
and abuses each year, from torture and rape to arbitrary arrests and denials of the
rights to freedom of expression, movement, education and shelter. 60% of all
individual cases of human rights violations and abuses documented by Amnesty
International between 1991 and 2002 in a sample of 10 countries, both within and
outside of armed conflict, directly involved the documented use of small arms and
light weapons.6 This is likely an underestimate of the human rights toll of
conventional arms.7
As well as the direct use of weapons in violating rights, armed conflict and armed
violence also indirectly generate massive human rights violations and abuses. These
include:
- the use of child soldiers: although their numbers are difficult to estimate,
thousands of children in 19 countries or territories between April 2004 and October
2007 were actively involved in armed conflict in government forces or non-state
armed groups, jeopardising their physical and mental integrity.8
- violations resulting from displacement of people and communities: the UN High
Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) estimated in 2008 that 26 million people
worldwide were internally displaced as a result of armed conflict, a figure which has
increased over the past decade.9 Displacement often contributes to the deprivation
of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights. In an armed conflict, forcible
displacement is contrary to international law unless for reasons other than military
imperative or the security of the civilians involved.
In addition, many of the estimated 15.2 million refugees worldwide have fled
human rights violations engendered by armed violence. While refugees’ status is
based on persecution for their race, religion, political opinion, nationality, or social
group, much of this persecution occurs in the context of armed conflict, or is
manifested through armed violence. It is notable that all of the top six countries of
origin of refugees in 2008 are locations of armed conflict: Iraq, Somalia, Sudan,
Colombia, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Afghanistan. UNHCR estimates
that Afghanistan alone is currently the origin of a quarter of all refugees
worldwide.10
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THE INTERNATIONAL ARMS TRADE
The scale of the international arms trade is difficult to estimate. Comprehensive
published data about this opaque trade simply does not exist for much of the world.
Many arms transfers, both legally authorised and illicit, are unreported and
undocumented. Some states simply publish no information regarding their arms
sales, exports or imports. Others produce information about significant contracts for
arms exports, but no comprehensive information regarding actual transfers of
weapons. For example, the Ministry of Defence of Israel reported in October 2009
that it had signed export contracts for weapons worth $20.3bn between 2005 and
2008, but provides no information on actual arms deliveries: concrete figures for
Israeli arms exports are therefore not available for inclusion in the ‘league tables’ of
major conventional weapons and small arms transfers detailed below, despite Israel
being a globally significant arms exporter.11
However, the statistics which do exist indicate that a large proportion of the total
reported international arms trade, by commercial value, is conducted by states
which are already legally bound by robust human rights risk assessment criteria in
their national export control legislation, alongside other ethical and humanitarian
criteria. 8 of the top 10 reported exporters of ‘major conventional weapons’ between
2004 and 2008, responsible for 62% of these reported transfers worldwide, have
some legally-binding human rights standards in their national export control
legislation. 12 The two exceptions, the Russian Federation and Ukraine, have agreed
within the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) to “take into
account…the respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms” of the recipient
state when considering arms transfers, although this political commitment is not
legally binding.13
Likewise 8 of the top 10 reported exporters of military small arms and light
weapons between 2000 and 2006 have such legally-binding national standards.14
Of these 10 states, only China has neither national laws nor national policy
requiring arms exports to be assessed against human rights criteria at all.15
Certainly the strength of these legally-binding criteria remains in some cases
inadequate, and their application inconsistent.16 They require strong enforcement,
meaningful accountability and independent oversight, which an Arms Trade Treaty
should also mandate. Nonetheless internationalising robust human rights rules and
other standards to prevent irresponsible arms transfers is not antithetical to the
international arms trade per se, in which states lawfully sell, acquire and possess
arms for security, law enforcement and self-defence, consistent with international
law and best practice standards. In comparison with this legitimate trade, the
human cost of irresponsible arms transfers on people’s lives, rights and livelihoods
may be far in excess of their monetary value.
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International transfers of ‘major conventional weapons’, and small arms and light
weapons
The Swedish International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) compiles data on
publicly reported and documented transfers of ‘major conventional weapons’:
complete aircraft, armoured vehicles, artillery, sensors, air defence systems,
missiles, ships, engines and weapons turrets. This authorised and publicly reported
trade is dominated by a relatively small number of states:
Top 10 reported exporters
of ‘major conventional
weapons’ 2004-2008

Share of total reported
transfers of ‘major
conventional weapons’,
2004-2008 (%)

Self-reported financial
value of all arms
exports (constant
(2007) US$ bn),
2004-2007

USA

31

51.415

Russian Federation

25

26.934

Germany

10

6.87717

France

8

26.162

UK

4

12.193

Netherlands

3

5.05018

Italy

2

4.737

Spain

2

3.473

Ukraine

2

N/A

Sweden

2

5.182

Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database; SIPRI dataset on financial value of national arms
exports; ‘Recent trends in the arms trade’, SIPRI Background Paper, April 2009

However, these transfers do not include substantial international transfers of
support equipment and services, parts and components, munitions or ammunition.
Nor do they include the large international trade in some less sophisticated types of
weapons, including small arms and light weapons, which are produced, stockpiled
and transferred by a much wider range of states.
Many states report some of their transfers of small arms, light weapons and
ammunition to the UN customs statistics database, COMTRADE, which recorded
international transfers of small arms and light weapons worth between $2.31bn and
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2.97bn annually between 2001 and 2006. This customs data, however, is partial,
often inaccurate, and widely redacted or withheld by many states, including some
major small arms and ammunition exporters.

Top 10 reported exporters of military
small arms and light weapons,
2000-2006

‘Average’ value of reported exports,
2000-2006 (constant (2006) US$)

USA

228,512,000

Belgium

27,136,000

France

22,651,000

Germany

16,213,000

UK

13,651,000

China

10,148,000

Norway

9,520,000

Italy

9,331,000

Canada

8,857,000

Switzerland

6,945,000

Source: UN Comtrade database data analysed by Small Arms Survey in Small Arms Survey
Yeabook 2009, p.23. ‘Average’ value refers to averaging discrepant reports of imports and
corresponding exports by importing and exporting states

CONCLUSION
In December 2009, the UN General Assembly (UNGA) adopted a resolution to convene
Preparatory Conferences in 2011 and 2012 to develop a “strong and robust” international
Arms Trade Treaty. The Treaty will be to be finally negotiated at “the United Nations
Conference on the Arms Trade Treaty”, to sit for four consecutive weeks in 2012. This
Conference will “elaborate a legally binding instrument on the highest possible common
international standards for the transfer of conventional arms”.19

It is clear from the facts available that a "strong and robust" Arms Trade Treaty is one that
should contain provisions to prevent international transfers of conventional arms where there
is credible and reliable information indicating a substantial risk that the intended recipient is
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likely to use these arms to commit or facilitate serious violations of international human
rights law or international humanitarian law. Where there is clear information indicating such
a substantial risk, states should be required under the treaty to refuse or revoke authorisation
for the transfer of arms in question until the substantial risk of further serious violations
using such arms has been curtailed through remedial action.20

*********
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