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I am greatly honoured to be a panellist for the Working Group on Peace and Disarmament. 

I will be talking interchangeably on the issues of Landmines and Small Arms, with specific references to Africa the Region that I know well. 

Armed conflicts are among the greatest disasters facing Africa today over the past few decades, Africa has probably suffered more from war than any other continent.

More than 200 million people have been killed in armed conflicts since the start of the 20th Century. If that figures seems high, make a list of each of the wars and total up the servicemen and civilians who have been killed to each of them. 200 million. Africa has borne part of the burden of these conflicts and continues to do so, with a dozen countries presently involved in wars.

As Mr. Kofi Annan, the UN Secretary General clearly emphasized in his 1998 report on ‘The causes of conflict and the promotion of Durable peace and Sustainable Development in Africa’ there were thirty-two wars in Africa between 1960 and 1998. Seven million lives were lost and over nine million people made refugees as a result of those conflicts. This is not a record that we can be proud of.

These conflict have changed somewhat in nature Interstate conflicts have given way to Internal Conflicts and wars whose main victims are civilian populations, including many women and children. The tragic Rwandan genocide in 1994 will forever remain one of the darkest pages in our history. Furthermore thousands of children are increasingly involved in conflicts as child soldiers in direct violation of the International Convention on the Rights of the child. There are many reasons to explain the causes of these conflicts.

Part of the reason for the high death toll has been the ready availability of armaments. Of course, this is not the sole cause – hundreds of thousands of innocent civilians were slashed and bludgeoned to death in Burundi and Rwanda with the most primitive implements. However there can be no doubt that the killings have been greatly facilitated by the ease with which weapons can be obtained. Recent reports suggest that too many African countries are profiting from the woes of their neighbours by selling them the arms they are using to kill each other. It is not necessary to enumerate the countries at fault, they are well known. Arms are being manufactured in Africa and exported to other African countries. Some states have huge surpluses of guns and ammunition accumulated in the cold war years when the western and Eastern powers sought to extend their spheres of influence by taking sides in armed ideological conflicts. Such states are now selling off their weapons stocks elsewhere in the continent. Despite repeated denials, some countries are allowing their territory to be used for the training and arming of insurgents causing chaos in neighbouring countries. Guerrilla wars in Africa are frequently conducted by kidnapping and murdering the civilian’s populations of the territories under dispute.   

One fact needs no research, the weapons of choice in all this conflicts have been the Small Arms and Light Weapons Namely the Assault Rifle, Hands gun, landmines grandees, cluster bombs etc.

All of these activities are different facets of the arms trade, which is feeding off the sorrows of Africa. Money that should be spent on medical care, nutrition and education is being squandered on the industry of killing. Unless Africa can break the cycle of violence, it will be condemned to a future of endless misery. So much power is concentrated in the hands of the Heads of state of the countries of Africa that they must accept personal responsibility for the mess they have got us into. They ought to be taking the initiative to end the arms trade. Many of the countries raven by wars are land-locked and in a lot of cases it would be comparatively easy to prevent the transit of arms through the surrounding countries to the combatants. Instead, countries are over flown by unmarked aircraft, which off-load their surreptitious cargoes in quiet corners of darkened airports.

African States and the International Community have had to make many sacrifices in order to resolve conflicts and promote peace and security. The recent multilateral interventions by African States in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea-Bissau, Ethiopia/ Eritrea, DR Congo etc were all enormously costly and highlighted our continents weak financial and military resource base. Africans must continue to make serious efforts to find solutions to their own conflicts. 

The terrorist attacks of 11 September, have lent greater urgency to international efforts to control the proliferation of weapons. Concern tends to focus on the risk of weapons of mass destruction falling into the wrong hands, although this is just, one subject of a wide range of arms proliferation issues.

In Africa as, other parts of the world, there is a strong interest in tacking the problems surrounding the proliferation and misuse of small arms.

Two major events of 2001 concerning small arms both centred on the general Assembly of the United Nation on 31 May, the General Assembly adopted the ‘Protocol Against the illicit manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms.

From 9th – 20th July, the United Nations conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light weapons in all it’s aspects was held in New York. It disappointed those who had expected a strong, inspiring and legally binding agreement. The Programme of Action to Prevent Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All it’s Aspects (United Nation 2001c) that the conference produced is merely a declaration of Intent. Nevertheless, the Programmer of Action is a step forward. It commits the members of the United Nations to fighting the illicit trade in small Arms to ensuring that small arms are adequately marked and registered to managing government stockpiles safely and securely; to engaging in post conflict programs for disarmament, demobilization and reintegration, and to the disposal of collected weapons, preferably by destruction. It also calls for on states to help each other achieve these results and announces a conference, to be held no later than 2006 to review the implementation of the programme of Action (United Nation 2001c)

Important Step 

The time has come to address the problem of the proliferation of arms in the conflict areas of Africa. The First and most important steps should be a complete moratorium on trading in arms. Then there should be a serious effort to identify existing stocks of arms.  If this seems impractical, consider what has been achieved towards the reduction of stocks of weapons of Mass Destruction, or on the Total Ban of Landmines. The most appropriate body to initiate this process is the United Nations; the most appropriate body to initiate this process is the civil society forum like this one to discuss disarmament.

Two Examples of Civil Society Initiatives

IANSA

Along with broad sectors of civil and political society, the international NGO Community has identified the proliferation of small arms as a serious humanitarian challenge with implications for development, human rights and global justice. These NGOs are spread across different regions and have a variety of priorities and mandates to pursue the enhancement of human security and justice in all its dimensions. However, all such organisations have a role to play because each component of their work contributes unique insights into, and energies toward reducing, the threat posed by the proliferation of small arms, and builds on and international NGO community   has joined together to work on small arms issues with a view to making an important contribution toward the international struggle for peace and justice.

From 17-19 August 1998, 45 individuals representing 33 NGOs from 18 countries (8 northern and 10 southern met in Canada to explore ways in which civil society groups and institutions around the world could work together more effectively to advance policies and actions to control the diffusion and misuse of small arms, and to response to the devastating consequences of small arms for individuals, local communities, states, and the international community. the consensus which emerged from the meeting favoured the establishment of a  network of NGOs which could work together on a ranger of small arms- related campaigns. The overall objectives of the network was envisaged as ‘preventing the proliferation and unlawful use of light weapons’   under the banner of the International Action Network on Small Arms (IANSA).

A Brief History of the ICBL 

In the course of 1991, several non-governmental organizations and individuals began simultaneously to discuss the necessity of coordinating initiatives and calls for a ban on antipersonnel landmines. 

Handicap International, Human Rights Watch, Medico international, Mines Advisory Group, Physicians for Human Rights, and Vietnam Veterans of America Foundation came together in October 1992 to formalize the International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL). 

From the beginning, the International Campaign to Ban Landmines has defined itself as a flexible network of organizations that share common objectives.  The Campaign calls for an international ban on the use, production, stockpiling, and transfer of antipersonnel landmines, and for increased international resources for humanitarian mine clearance and mine victim assistance program. 

In 1993, the Campaign Steering Committee, consisting of the original six organizations, was formalized and the coordinator was recognized. 

ICBL 

In the course of 1991, several non-governmental organizations and individuals began simultaneously to discuss the necessity of coordinating initiatives and calls for a ban on antipersonnel landmines. 

Handicap International, Human Rights Watch, medico international, Mines Advisory Group, Physicians for Human Rights, and Vietnam Veterans of America Foundation came together in October 1992 to formalize the International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL). 

From the beginning, the International Campaign to Ban Landmines has defined itself as a flexible network of organizations that share common objectives.  The Campaign calls for an international ban on the use, production, stockpiling, and transfer of antipersonnel landmines, and for increased international resources for humanitarian mine clearance and mine victim assistance program. 

In 1993, the Campaign Steering Committee, consisting of the original six organizations, was formalized.  As dozens of national campaigns formed and hundreds of organizations joined the Campaign.  

Today, this network represents over 1,100 human rights, demining, humanitarian, children's, veterans', medical, development, arms control, religious, environmental, and women's groups in over 60 countries, who work locally, nationally, regionally, and internationally to ban antipersonnel landmines.  In 1997, the ICBL and its coordinator, Jody Williams, received the Nobel Peace Prize. 



Role of civil Society 

In all the above we want to look and consider the role of civil society on ‘ preventive diplomacy to consider how Human Security Mechanism can be more employed in preventive conflict; and lead to reduction of weaponry. It is always much cheaper to prevent conflicts before they erupt than to undertake the costly clearing up of the resulting debris.

The ICBL and partners as civil society and friendly government helped to create awareness on the effects that landmines caused to not only combatant soldiers but also civil society. They drummed support calling for the Total Ban on the use production stockpiling and transfer of antipersonnel landmines. The signing of the mine Ban, Treaty in Dec of 1997 by 122 countries was not the beginning of civil society saying NO to weapons of mass destruction. 

This however did not mean that all the landmines would be cleared on record time, or that the states would comply with the mine Ban Treaty. This was just a pointer to ICBL that the treaty signing was the beginning for civil society to assert themselves, by calling for compliance and monitoring the process.

The landmines Monitor is one such tool, which monitors compliance of both state and Non- State Actors. The Monitor is unprecedented civil –society based initiative by the ICBL. 

This initiative can be replicated by the other civil society based initiatives.

The time is now and here with us a civil society to say NO to weapons of Mass destruction to civilians and saying YES to Peace.
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