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West Africa Network for Peacebuilding 

Press Release in commemoration of International Women’s Day for Peace and Disarmament 

 

Small Arms and Light Weapons: Threat to Peace and Human Security in West Africa. 

The preamble to the ECOWAS Convention on Small Arms and Light Weapons recognizes that 

illegal possession and misuse of small arms and light weapons remains a destabilizing factor in the 

sub region, posing a serious threat to the peace and stability of states. The violent conflagrations 

that were recorded in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Nigeria and Cote D’Ivoire, as well as insecurity and 

instability in other ECOWAS states all have their roots in the uncontrolled illegal trade in small arms 

and light weapons. 

 

The West African sub region has therefore suffered the devastating impact of arms proliferation, 

leading to the emergence of armed groups, ill disciplined militias and mercenaries as well as 

increase in gun related violence and deaths. This has underscored the need for effective 

implementation of the ECOWAS Convention to support a culture of responsible transfers of small 

arms that do not threaten the peace and security of the region. 

 

Proper control and legal use of arms reinforces the ability of states to carry out their primary 

responsibility of defending their territorial integrity by warding off external aggression, protecting 

the lives and properties of their citizens as well as maintaining law and order. The proliferation, 

illegal possession and misuse of small arms create both national and international insecurity, as 

well as negate the ability of human beings especially women and children to live a meaningful life 

of dignity. They remain an obstacle to developmental efforts when situations of insecurity, terror 

and disregard for human rights exist. 

 

 Arms proliferation limits the options of parties/groups to engage in conflict transformation 

and dialogue and encourages easy recourse to violence. Since conflict is a natural 

characteristic of human interaction, widespread availability of small arms places 

communities in perpetual crisis. 
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  Economic productive activities also dwindle substantially in the face of the lawlessness that 

illegal possession and misuse of small arms breed. In this situation, the fact that what is 

produced can easily be looted by armed groups, discourages production, negating people 

led development. In addition, areas plagued by high levels of insecurity are unattractive to 

investment- local or foreign. These issues compound poverty in already deprived societies 

and sustain a vicious cycle of insecurity, underdevelopment and even more desperate 

poverty. 

 

 Arms also create a context that encourages the violation of the human rights of citizens 

who do not have access to arms by tilting the power relations in favor of those who carry 

arms. Crimes against humanity such as rape, torture, genocide, amongst others are made 

possible by the perceived power that arms confer on those who carry them. This could 

encourage others to also take up arms to protect themselves and equalize the playing field, 

further compounding the problem of arms proliferation.  

 

A recent report from the Control Arms Campaign reveals that an estimated 639 million firearms 

including rifles, pistols, light machine guns, hand grenades etc. are in the world today.  Out of this 

figure, about 59% are legally held by civilians while the remaining 41% of about 262 million find 

their ways to unknown hands thereby posing a serious threat to peace and security1. Nearly 60% of 

these weapons are in the hands of private individuals – most of them men, who make, sell, buy, 

own, use or misuse them.  The global impact of this situation is highlighted by current data on gun 

violence which shows that at least one person is killed by a gun every minute while millions also 

live in fear of gun violence2. The widespread availability of small arms and light weapons, in West 

Africa as elsewhere in the world, greatly threaten peace and human security.  It compounds the 

difficulty of alleviating civil crises, and encourages resort to warfare as opposed to non-military 

means of conflict resolution and state formation. The spread of light weapons also increases the 

duration of civil unrest/conflicts, which have tremendous costs in terms of human suffering, poor 

economic and political development. Small arms destabilize regions as they spark, fuel and prolong 

conflicts, undermine peace initiatives, exacerbate human rights abuses, hamper development, 

foster a “culture of violence” and contribute to high mortality in Africa. 

 

                                                 
1
 www.globalissues/Arms trade/small arms 

2
 ‘Shattered Lives’, Control Arms Campaign, Oct 2003. 

http://www.globalissues/Arms
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For the Women in Peacebuilding program3, (WIPNET) of West Africa Network for Peacebuilding 

(WANEP), and the IFOR/ Women Peacemakers program which It proudly hosts, gun violence 

remains yet another form of violence against women.  Whether committed with boots or fists or 

weapons, this violence is rooted in pervasive discrimination, which subjugates women and deters 

them from attaining their full potentials. It occurs in a variety of contexts and cuts across borders, 

religions and class. This is not because violence against women is natural or inevitable, but is 

rooted on suppressive social and cultural systems that increase the vulnerability of women to such 

violence. As a thematic focus of WANEP, WIPNET’s commitment against arms proliferation is 

motivated by global and regional campaigns to control arms circulation through the International 

Arms Trade Treaty, IATT which place obligation on all states including Nigeria to control and 

reduce arms proliferation that has had disastrous consequences on human and political 

development.  

 

Since November 2004, the Women in Peacebuilding Programme (WIPNET), supported by her 

strategic partners, has been engaging women peacebuilders in the campaign against arms with the 

slogan ‘Arms Know No Gender’. WIPNET’s rationale for joining the campaign is that small arms 

and light weapons impact negatively on women by increasing the level of violence they face in the 

public and private spheres. It believes that if the sub region evolves a sustainable action plan 

geared towards concerted efforts in monitoring, sensitization and inclusive decision participation in 

structures of policy making and development, arms proliferation and use will be significantly 

reduced in West Africa.  

 

Therefore in commemorating the International Women’s Day for Peace and Disarmament 

2010, WANEP’s focus and commitment to arms control and proliferation is reflected in the 

following:   

 

* The media and women groups and other civil society organizations should join hands with 

WANEP to raise awareness and sensitize West Africans on the dangers of availability and 

misuse of small arms in the nation and also urge government to put in place disarmament or 

weapon disposal programs. 

                                                 
3
 WIPNET is a program of the West Africa Network for Peacebuilding (WANEP). WIPNET has networks in 10 West 

African countries: Nigeria, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Benin, Gambia, Senegal, Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Guinea Bissau and 

Togo 
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* WANEP through WIPNET and the Women Peacemakers Programme (WPP) invites other 

Women groups to partner with it to form a strong network that will monitor report and fight 

the proliferation of arms, and gun violence in West Africa using the principle of “naming and 

shaming” 

* The various immigrations in West Africa should be properly equipped to effectively patrol the 

sub region’s borders to address illegal smuggling of small arms and light weapons. Also 

communities situated at the borders need to be properly sensitized on community policing and 

cooperation with security agencies in addressing gun running across the borders.  

* Government to enact a bill to monitor accountability in arms transaction by government 

security agencies and also put in place measures that enforce/ensure institutional 

accountability. 

* WANEP further invites other civil society organizations and relevant stakeholders to join 

building a partnership for the development of a sub regional action plan against small arms.   

* Government institutions/agencies and civil society organization should work together to 

develop effective program for Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) by militia 

groups, political thugs other groups in West Africa.  

* More Women Organizations to participate in the International Women’s Day for Peace and 

Disarmament to ensure widespread campaign and inclusive commitment against armed conflict 

in the sub region. 

* Government to put in place to implement and domesticate international mechanisms such as 

the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women, CEDAW, and 

UN Resolution 1325 on women, peace and human security. 

 

 

For further enquiries on this kindly contact the Porgramme Director, WANEP, +233 302 775975/77 


