ARMSAND VIOLENCE
INLATIN AMERICA

WHEN MEASURED in dollars, Latin Americas share of the total world armstrafficis
relatively small—accounting for only about 4 percent of the military imports of dl
nations in 1989-1993.1 This low percentage is a reflection of the fact that Latin
Americancountrieshavelimited resourcesand spoend rd atively littleonmaor wegpons
systems (tanks, planes, warships, and so on) which tend to be far more costly than
other types of wegpons. According to the Stockholm International Peace Research
Ingtitute (SIPRI), Latin American nationstogether spent about $4.9 billion onimports
of major weaponsin 1989-1993, compared to $29.5 billion for the Middle East and
$47 .3 billionfor Asa(dl figuresin U.S. dollars).2 Because andlysis of thearmstrade
hasinthepast principally focused ontransfersof major wegpons, Latin Americasarms
purchases have received comparatively |less attention than those by other regionswith
higher levels of arms spending. But the rate of spending on mgjor wegpons does not
tdl thefull gory: in recent decades, Latin America has been inundated with massve
quantities of smal arms and light wegpons, fuding adeadly epidemic of political and
crimind violence. Inaregionthat hassuffered repeatedinternd conflicts, theunchecked
flow of samdl arms and light wegpons must be viewed asamgor threat to stability.

It has long been assumed that light wegpons play a reaively minor role in
warfare, withthedecisiverol ereservedfor major wegpon systems. Thiswas, of course,
the casein World Wars| and 1, in the Korean War, and in the Persan Gulf conflict
of 1991. But in many of the civil warsand insurgent conflicts of therecent period, smdll
ams and light wegponshave played asgnificant role, often accounting for avery large
share of the casudties. In at least some of these conflicts, lightly-armed paramilitary
forces have been able to triumph over more heavily-armed professiond armies, or
have been ableto inflict enough damageto secureaseet at the bargaining table. Light
wegpons have dso been used by the police and internd security forces of authoritarian
regimesto crush opposition movements, diminate dissdents, and terrorizethe generd
population.®
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Light wegponshaveplayed anespecidly significantroleinLain America, where
interstate conflicts are rare and internal warfare the norm. Of al maor conflicts that
have occurred in the region since 1945, only a handful involved the systematic use
of mgor wegpons, most were fought with light and medium wegpons done. Thisis
true of even some of the most protracted and bloody conflicts, such as the guerrilla
warsin Colombia, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Peru. Moreover, light wegponsfigure
prominently in the crimina violence that has beset many Latin American nations,
induding Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico. Light wegponsare dso used by state security
forces, government-backed militias (like the FRAPH in Haiti), and covert "death
squads' to suppress opposition forces in many countries.

Unfortunately, no agency or organization provides disaggregated data on the
trade in smal arms and light wegpons, 0 it isimpossible to obtain accurate figures
ontheflow of such munitionsto Lain America However, theU.S. Arms Control and
Disarmament Agency (ACDA) hasestimated that about 13 percent of theinternational
amstrafficiscomposed of smal amsand ammunition.* If gpplied to the $8.15 illion
worthof amstransferred to Latin American countriesin 1989-1993,° this percentage
wouldyieldafigureof goproximatey $1billioninsmal aramsddiveriesover thisperiod.
In addition, it is likely that approximately the same amount was devoted to the
acquistionof imported machine guns, mortars, grenade launchers, and other infantry
support wegpons. In fact, thesefigures probably underestimate the value of smdl arms
and light weapons brought into Latin America. The percentage of the arms flow
comprised of such munitionsis likely higher in this region than in most others, given
the emphasis placed oninternd security by Latin American military forces. In addition,
many of thelight wegponscomingintotheregion do sothrough black-market channdls,
and are not being counted in the officid arms trade Satigtics.

For those andysts and policymakers who are accustomed to arguing over the
meritsof multi-billion dollars sdes of advanced tanksand jet fightersto major powers
in voldile aress, the transfer of $1 billion or so insmal armsand light weapons over
afive-year period to dl of Latin Americamay appear asaminor concern. But when
we examine theinterna conditions in these countries—in particular, the high degree
of societd violence present in many of them—it becomes clear that arms sdes of this
type and magnitude can have profound socid and politica implications.

Many of the nations of Latin America have along history of military rule, and
the armed forces of these countries continue to exert ahigh degree of influence over
internd politica affairs. In somecases, asin Bolivia, Guatema a, and Peru, themilitary
serves as the dominant instrument of governance in large aress of the country. In
addition, many of these nations have been the site of revolutionary guerrillawarfare
over the past few decades, and armed clashes between disgruntled peasants and
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overzedous military forces are arecurring phenomenon. Added to thisisthe growing
presence throughout the region of narcotraffickers and other criminal eements,
producing incessant conflict with state security forces, certain guerrilla groups, and
eachother. Inthisenvironment, the uncontrolled flow of firearms can produce chronic
and deadly violence.

The Diffusion of Arms

When studying the impact on Latin America of light wegpons trafficking, it is
a so important to recognize that such ams circulate within all levels of society, not
just those associated with the state and the established military forces. Whereas heavy
weapons areusudly confinedtothearsend sof theregular armedforces, light weapons
are acquired by the military, the police, and other security forces, dong with guerrilla
groups, gangs, narcoticstraffickers, privatemilitias, and other non-dateactors. InHaiti,
for ingtance, the old regime relied on the paramilitary Front for the Advancement and
Progressof Haiti (FRAPH) and Smilar groupsto stay in power; in Brazil, gold miners
and ranchershaveformed small armiesto drive theindigenous peoples of the Amazon
out of their ancestral lands,® and, in Colombia, wedlthy landlords (Sometimes aided
by prominent narcoticstraffickers) have employed private militias to suppress peasant
groups and guerrilla bands. These, and other such forces, are among the principal
recipients of smal amsin Latin America

There are dso many type of suppliers of smal arms and light wegpons, both
legd and illegd. Asin the pagt, the United States government continues to provide
the militaries of some Latin American countries with arms and ammunition through
forma military assstance and sdes programs. Similarly, the mgor weapons firmsin
NorthAmerica, Europe, and Asacontinueto sell such equipment toauthorized buyers
intheregion. Many of thelarger countriesin Latin Americaaso producelight weapons
on their own, for domestic government use and for sale to private citizens.

Accompanying these overt, lega mechanisms for the trade in weapons are a
number of covert, illegd channels. Black-market dedl ersoperatethroughout theregion,
providing insurgentsand crimind groupswith armsnot availableto them through legd
means. Until recently, moreover, both the United States and the Soviet Union covertly
provided arms and ammunition to friendly insurgent groupsin the region, such asthe
contras in Nicaragua (aided by Washington) and the FMLN in El Salvador (aided
by Moscow and Havana). Such covert operationshavelargdly disappeared sincethe
end of the Cold War, but many of the arms supplied in thisfashion during the 1980s
continue to circulate throughout Latin America via black- market channels. Hence,
groups seeking amsin the region—bethey public or private, licit or illict—have many
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sources to choose from when seeking smdl arms and light weapons.

Indeed, it isnot sufficient to speak of the arms trade (in the traditional sense
of armstransfers from one nation to another) when referring to the flow of wegpons
inLatin America, asthe phenomenon ismuch more complex. It ismore useful to spesk
of the diffusion of arms, suggesting the disperson and recirculaion of armsthrough
multiple channelsto dl levels of society.” Thisdiffusion of themeansof vidlenceisone
of themogt digtinctive features of contemporary Latin American society, and—aong
with the spread of narcotics and the widespread increase in lawlessness and
corruption—one of the most destructive. The spread of ams is, in fact, closay
connected to the spread of drugs and lawlessness, in that each of these phenomena
tends to reinforce the others.

The diffuson modd of armstrafficking isespecidly useful becauseit highlights
the importance of sub-gtate actorsin the regiona epidemic of interna conflict. While
government forces continue to play a key role in these conflicts, often inflicting the
highest levels of casudties (asin El Salvador and Guatema a), non-dtate actorsfigure
prominently in many of them, and in some cases (as with the Sendero Luminoso in
Peru and the narcotraffickers in Colombia) have been responsible for considerable
carnage and disorder. This moded aso encapsulates the growing traffic in recycled
weapons—that is, ams that have been stolen from their origind, legitimate owners
or sold by them on the black market. Many of the arms captured from the guerrillas
inColombia, for instance, havebeentraced back to corrupt army officersinneighboring
countries or to the contras and similar groupsin Central America®
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The Pervasiveness of Violence

The diffuson of smdl armsand light wegpons hasto be sat againgt the backdrop
of pervasive violencethat has plagued Latin Americasincethe 1970sand 1980s. Civil
wars raging throughout Central America and bruta military dictatorships in South
Americahelped to cultivate acultur e of violence, inwhich indiscriminatekillingsand
massve human rights abuses were daily occurrences. Although many of the civil wars
and interna conflicts of that period have been settled through peace accords and
increased popular participation in government, systematic abuses of human rights,
widespread gang violence, andlingering guerrillawarfarepersist throughout theregion.®

Thewidespread violenceisdl toofamiliar tothosewholiveor work intheregion.
Says James Cavallaro of Human RightsWaich in Brazil: "What haschanged [in L&tin
America isnot the nature of human rightsviolations—torture without marks, murder
without corpses—but thevictims. Instead of gudents, | eftistsor intellectuals, thetargets
are the poor, ‘disposable’ people like street kids, crime suspects, or Indians. And it
will go on aslong as Lain Americafailsto cometo grips with its past."™®

The persstence of socid unrest and lawlessness is particularly evident in
Colombia. Violence is that country's leading cause of degth. With arecord 25,100
violent deathsin 1992, Colombias murder rateis approximately ninetimesthat of the
United States.™ Of thosedeaths, at |east 4,100 werepalitically motivated.” According
to the U.S. State Department's 1996 report on human rights, members of the military
and police continueto commit politica and extrgjudicia killings, kidnappings, torture,
and other forms of physicd abuse, despite the professed efforts of the Colombian
government toreducesuchviolence. Internecinewarfareamong thedrug cartels, aong
withattacksby thenarcotraffickersand guerrillason government forcesand suspected
informershas aso contributed to theincidence of deeth and torture. And paramilitary
and vigilante groups have engaged inwhat they term "socid deanaing” by killing street
children, progtitutes, homosexuas, and other "socid undesirables.?

Thishigh levd of violence corrdates closely with the widespread diffusion of
gunscirculating in Colombia. According to Colombian analyst Daniel Garcia-Pefia
Jaramillo, there are gpproximately one million fireearmsin the hands of private citizens
who havelegaly obtained permitsfor them. But because many more gunsarethought
to bein the hands of Colombian citizenswithout permits, thetotal number of priveatey-
owned gunsisesimated at two to five million.** Hundreds of thousands of additiond
guns arein the possession of army and police personne, guerrillaforces, and various
paramilitary organizations. With atotal population of 36 million, thisequatesto about
one gun for every two to four adult maes—the principa gun-owning population.

El Sdvador hasdso suffered from high levelsof political and crimind violence.
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Some 70,000-80,000 people are thought to have been killed during the civil war
of the 1980s, and many morewounded or driven from their homesand villages. The
internd violence did not end, however, with theSgning of peace accordsin 1992: snce
the end of the conflict, anumber of crimina gangs—someled by young gang members
returning to El Salvador from North American cities—have established themsdves
throughout the country, engaging in avariety of violent enterprises. According to some
estimates, over 20,000 Salvadorans have been killed in violent acts Snce the onset
of the peace processin 1992. Thisincreasein violent crimeis partly dueto problems
arisng from the demobilization of the old army-dominated police force and delaysin
edtablishing anew, civilian force; of equal Sgnificance is the abundance of firearms
in private hands.!®

Following the civil war, about 10,000 members of the Farabundo Marti Front
for Nationd Liberation (FMLN) and 30,000 soldiersof the Salvadoran military were
demohilizedandlefttointegratethemsd vesasbest they couldintothecivilianeconomy.
But, with El Sdvador's unemployment rate running at around 50 percent, and few
postions available in the new 11,000-man nationa police force, many of these
demobilized soldiers drifted into crimina gangs. Equipped with autométic rifles and
grenade launchersleft over from the civil war—of which an estimated 360,000 remain
inprivate hands'®*—these gangs engage in armed robbery, kidnapping, extortion, and
the settling of old scores |eft over from the civil war. This, in turn, has led ordinary
dtizenstoacquirefirearmsfor their own protection. At onegasstationin San Salvador,
where gun holstersarethefastest selling commodity, an attendant told areporter from
the Washington Post, " Some people use them to hide their guns and assaullt others.
Some usethem to hidetheir gunsto defend themsalves. All | know isthat every night,
agroup of armed men come, take over the [nearby] bridge, and rob everything that
moves, and the police don't do anything about it."’

Reacting to El Salvador'sweak and corrupt judicid system, new death squads
have emerged (as in Colombia) to carry out "socid cleansing” by killing people
considered to be criminds or "anti-socid eements” These groups, with nameslike
the Black Shadow, the White Hand, and the Temporary Executive Anti-Delinquent
Command, usethe same gridy methods employed by right-wing desths squadsin the
1980s. The vigilantes have received some support from the genera public as crime
has soared and the police have proved unableto stem thetide of violence. At thesame
time, however, teen-age gangs have built up thelir own arsends, saying thet they will
resst any incursions by these groups into their um neighborhoods.*®

Other countriesin Central Americahavea sosufferedvarying degreesof violence
since the end of the Cold War. Increased levels of violent crime have been reported
throughout the region, and many governments continue to be cited for human rights
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violations. Mogt Centra American nationslack astrongjudicia systemthat can cope
withan increasein crime, widespread police corruption, and persistent governmental
repression. In Nicaragua, for ingtance, the rule of law does not extend to rural aress,
permitting waves of crimind violence to occur in adill politicized and highly-armed
society. In Honduras, impunity for themilitary and politica dite, plusawesk, under-
funded, and sometimes corrupt judiciary have alowed dmaost al human rights abuses
to go unpunished.*®

The persistence of violence is particularly evident in Guatemda, the Ste of a
prolonged civil war dretching back to the 1960s. Although fighting between leftist
guerrillasand government security forces haslargely subsided —leaving an estimated
140,000 Guatemdans dead and over one million displaced—extrgudicid killings of
dissidents by the military and right-wing death squads continue. In 1995, areport by
aspecid U.N. humanrightsobserver groupfoundthat “ apervasveclimateof violence”’
exigsin Guatemala, with “those respongiblefor the adminigtration of justiceand public
security...widely perceived asineffective[in protecting citizens] fromtorture or other
cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment.”? Similarly, theU.S. State Department’ s1996
report on humean rights practicesin Guatemaanoted thet “ paliticaly motivated killings
continue withdisturbing frequency.”** Humanrightsgroupshavea so charged members
of the army and police with directing an extrgudicid campaign of “socid cleaning,”
entalling the murder of children and adults believed to have committed common
crimes?

A number of other factors contribute to the climate of violence in Guatemala
Crimina gangs, known asmaras, have become more active in Guatemaa City and
other communities, contributing to an increase in gun-related desths and injuries. In
some cases, members of the army and police have been implicated in these crimind
activities. At the same time, and largely in response, there has been asignificant rise
in the number of armed neighborhood committees and private security firms in
Guatemd a, producing afurther increasein the demand for light weapons. The spread
of amsin private handsis given additiona impetus by Guatemad slax gun ownership
regulations (notably the 1992 Law of Armsand Munitions), which dlow virtudly any
citizen to procure smal ams

Further south, in Brazil, there exists a Smilar pattern of risng crime and
extrgudicid violence. InRiodeJaneiroand other largecities, well-armed gangsengage
in extortion, kidngpping, and drug trafficking—often operating out of dum
neighborhoods where extreme poverty is the norm. Here, too, there are reports of
extrgudicid executions by paramilitary forces and government-linked death squads.
In 1993, for ingtance, police vigilanteskilled saven homelessboyswho were degping
in front of a Rio de Janeiro church.?* (One of the accused killers, Marcus Vinicius
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Borges Emanud, was later sentenced to 309 years in prison for his role in the
daughter.®) More recently, in August 1995, paramilitary police went to the town of
Corumbiarain Rondonia and opened fire on a group of 500 families that had been
quitting on the Santa Elinafarm; nine squatters (including anine-year-old girl) were
killed and 130 wounded. Most of the dead squatters were later found to have been
shot in the back at short range, and the downward trgjectory of the bullet suggested
that many of the victims were shot from behind while kneding.?® Similar attacks on
squatters, petty criminas, and homeless children are reported on aregular basis®’

Inall of thesecases, aweak judiciary and undi sciplined policeforceshave played
akey rolein the escaaion of socid violence. Economic conditions—in particular, the
scarcity of jobs for urbanyouth and demobilized soldiers—have aso contributed to
thelevel of drife. Everywhere, however, theriseinviolencehasbeenfuel ed by adeluge
of guns—in many cases, guns left over from the civil wars and military aid programs
of the 1970sand 1980s. Thisabundance of lethd firepower hasenabled awidevariety
of actors, including street gangs, privatemilitias, narcoterrorists, and paramilitary death
squads, to undermine socid stability and inflict tremendous pain and suffering on the
civilian population in many countries.

The pervasiveness of violence dso threstensto undermine the progresstoward
democracy that has been made over the padt fifteen years. With street crime and gun
violence on therise, government officialsand ruling ditesaremorelikely to digpense
with legd practice and to employ government forces and quasi-autonomous death
sguads in efforts to liquidate suspected miscreants and others deemed a threet to
society. Whereinsurgency and protest activity areontherise, moreover, suchmeasures
are dso used—as they have so often been in the past—to eliminate trade union and
peasant leaders. This, in turn, strengthens the inclination of opposition forces (of
whatever sort) toresort toarmed violencethemsalves. Theresultisacycleof violence
that systematicaly subvertsthe rule of law and the democratic process.

Although the citizens of Latin America are the principd victimsof thiscycle of
violence, the people of North Americahave not beenimmuneto itscorrosive effects.
Citizens traveling in Latin America have been subjected to violent atacks, and U.S.
firs operating therehavesuffered fromkidnappingsand extortion. Far moresignificant,
however, is the indirect damageto U.S. society produced by the growing firepower
of the Latin American drug cartes. asthe Sze and potency of their arsenasincrease,
S0 does their capacity to resst government crackdowns—and this, in turn, enhances
their overdl ability tofunnd illegd narcaticsinto the United Stetes. By the sametoken,
growinglawlessnessand corruptionin Latin AmericaunderminesU.S. effortson behal f
of demacracy, reform, and respect for human rights throughout the region.
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New Prioritiesfor Research

Clearly, there is avery closerdationship between the diffusion of aamsand the
pervas venessof violencein Latin America Thefact that both Sateand non-sateactors
have access to such an abundance of firepower has contributed in many waysto the
riseof lawlessness, brutaity, and bloodshed. Whileother factorsa so play animportant
role in fogtering these phenomena, the widespread abundance of gunsfrustratesevery
effort to retore peace, lawfulness, and stability in divided or otherwise vulnerable
societies.

Itfollowsfromal thisthat stronger measuresareneededto control and constrain
the trade in smdl arms and light wegpons. Just as arms control agreements can play
aggnificant rolein amdiorating conflict between countries, so resraintson light wesp-
ons trafficking can play arolein amdioraing conflict within countries. Theimposition
of such restraintsis described by U.N. Secretary-Genera Boutros Boutros-Ghali as
"micro-disarmament”—meaning, hesaid, "practica disarmament inthe context of the
conflictsthe United Nationsis actudly dedling with, and of the wegpons, most of them
light weapons, that are actualy killing peoplein the hundreds of thousands™ To reduce
this carnage, he argued, "progresssince 1992 in the areaof [controlling] weapons of
mass destruction and magjor weapons systems must be followed by pardld progress
in conventional arms, particularly with respect to light weapons.'?®

Higtoricaly, theadoption of armscontrol regimeshasbeen preceded by extensive
research on the numbers, characteristics, and effects of the munitionsinvolved. Inthe
light wegpons area, however, there has been very little research of this sort. Mogt of
the mg or sourcesof information ontheconventiond armstrade—theS PRI Yearbook,
the ACDA'sannud tabulation of armstransfers, and so on—focus on mgor wegpons
only or lump smdl arms together with other types of weapons, thereby making it
impossible to study the light wegponstraffic in detail. Further complicating effortsto
study thistradeisthe widespread prominence of black-market trafficking, which, by
itsvery nature, isdifficult to monitor and tabulate. If the devel opment of new controls
on arms trafficking isto rest on athorough knowledge of the problem, it is essential
that we learn more about the globd trade in light wespons.

To generate a substantial body of knowledge on this traffic will require the
contributions of many researchers working in different parts of the world. Such an
undertakingwill dsorequirethedevel opment of new research methodol ogies, inasmuch
as existing methods have proven inadequate for analysis of this problem.? Although
some efforts have aready been undertaken to correct this deficiency,® it is evident
that much morework will beneeded to produceacomprehensveandysis. Preliminary
research suggests, moreover, that such effortsarebest approached onaregiona bas's,
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which dlows for the problem to be addressed on a manageable scae. A regiona
gpproach dso amplifies the exchange of information between existing networks of
researchersand facilitates the devel opment of regiond transparency and arms control
Mmeasures.
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Endnotesfor Chapter 1

Note: FBIS refers to the Federal Broadcast | nformation Service, which collects, translates, and
disseminates foreign open-sourceinformation (print and broadcast media) on behalf of the U.S.
government.
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