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Small arms are used to kill, injure, and com-
mit human rights abuses against children and
other civilians in armed conflicts and in coun-
tries at peace. Children are particularly vul-
nerable to the proliferation and misuse of small
arms. In Colombia, for example, gun deaths
rose 195.6 percent for the general population
between 1979 and 2002, but increased 300
percent for children under 18 during the same
period. In Chicago, gun deaths decreased 69
percent for the general population between
1979 and 2001, but increased 131 percent for
minors. Small arms violence also causes psy-
chosocial trauma in thousands of children.
Moreover, conflicts fought with small arms
often weaken traditional family structures and
support systems for children by causing the
death or injury of a parent or the forced sep-
aration of children from the rest of their fam-
ily members. Experiencing the consequences
of gun violence at an early age can be a key
influence on a child’s decision to become a
combatant at an early age, or a key reason as
to why some children come to view guns as
legitimate tools for conflict resolution. 

Small arms proliferation and misuse interfere
with the provision of basic services upon which
children depend. The excessive and destabi-
lizing accumulation of small arms may impede
the delivery of food assistance, interfere with
the harvesting of foods and livestock produc-
tion, and interrupt the delivery of health care.

Small arms proliferation often results in mas-
sive population displacement, uprooting mil-
lions of children and their families from their
homes and making children more susceptible
to disease, violence, military recruitment, and
sexual assault. Approximately 20 million
children have been displaced due to armed
conflicts or sustained human rights violations.
An estimated two thirds of these children are
displaced within their own countries.

Small arms may reduce economic opportuni-
ties, resulting in increased poverty and hard-
ship for millions of children and their fami-
lies. The presence of small arms in a conflict
region frequently inhibits children’s educa-
tional opportunities. Schools may not function
due to rampant instability or because parents
and teachers fear that the children will be
abducted for use as part of an armed force.
In Uganda, children are often abducted by
combatants while they are at school. The
weight and size of small arms makes them easy
for children to use and encourages the use of
children as combatants. Children as young as
eight years of age have been taught how to fire
an assault rifle. Hundreds of thousands of chil-
dren are currently serving as child soldiers in
over 20 conflicts around the world.

Small Arms and Children 

Small arms negatively impact the lives of children because:

• Children often suffer from small arms proliferation and misuse at a higher rate than
the rest of the population 

• Small arms proliferation and misuse interfere with the fulfillment of basic needs and
the provision of basic services that are essential for children

• Small arms contribute to the use of child soldiers
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Arms brokers are individuals that help con-
nect buyers and sellers of weapons. During the
Cold War, rival governments recruited arms
brokers to carry out arms deals. While the
superpower rivalry has ended, many of these
brokers, as well as new ones, continue to oper-
ate today, maintaining Cold War trafficking
pipelines, as well as new connections, to sup-
ply weapons to problematic clients, including
human rights abusers. These same pipelines
are also used to transfer drugs, endangered ani-
mal species and products, precious minerals
such as diamonds and other valuable com-
modities, as well as materials for making
nuclear weapons.

Arms trafficking networks frequently involve
the cooperation of a number of actors, often
scattered in several countries. For example, the
transfer of a Bulgarian surface-to-air missile
system to Zimbabwean forces fighting in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)
involved Dutch arms brokers, who worked with
transport companies based in the Netherlands,
Luxembourg, and Belgium to fly the weapon
system from Bulgaria and Slovakia to Harare,
Zimbabwe and then to Kinshasa, DRC. 

While not all arms brokers are involved in ille-
gal activities, some are at the core of the shad-
owy networks that arm rebels, violent extrem-
ists, and repressive governments. Motivated
primarily by profit, arms brokers are skilled
in 1) using counterfeit documents, or acquir-
ing legitimate documents through bribery; 2)
transporting goods clandestinely (primarily via

air and sea routes); and 3) avoiding attention
or escaping punishment—either by success-
fully circumventing national arms controls and
international arms embargoes, or by benefit-
ing from government protection. 

Despite some national and international
efforts to rein in these brokers, only about 40
governments have developed national legisla-
tion covering arms brokering. Even among
these 40 countries, the quality of national bro-
kering laws, and the rigor with which these
laws are enforced, varies significantly. For
example, some countries lack extraterritorial
control over arms brokers who are citizens of
their countries, but that arrange arms deals
from abroad. 

In recent years, the activities of arms brokers
have come under increasing scrutiny. The
role of these traffickers in the supply of small
arms to conflict zones around the world has
been documented by the United Nations, non-
governmental organizations, national intelli-
gence agencies, and the press. For example,
according to UN reports, a Russian arms
dealer Victor Bout has been implicated in
violating or contributing to the violation of
UN arms embargoes in Angola, Liberia,
Sierra Leone, and the DRC. Yet Bout, like
many other arms brokers, continues to oper-
ate with impunity.

Small Arms and Brokers

Arms brokering contributes to small arms proliferation 
and misuse because:

• Arms brokers are key suppliers of weapons to violent non-state actors and 
repressive governments

• Brokers are skilled at manipulating current weak national and international 
arms controls

• Few countries have laws specifically regulating arms brokering


