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INTRODUCTION

It is time that civil society efforts related to small arms 
and armed violence reduction become “part of the 

bigger picture” or “mainstreamed into broader frame-
works”. Regardless of the exact semantics, of course, 
this idea is neither novel nor easy to implement. 

Going forward, even if small arms to date have gained 
somewhat of an international “mandate,” inclusion 
into the “greater scheme of things” will be a burden-
some ordeal. Indeed, “effective mainstreaming is a 
challenging and long-term process, as testified by past 
experience with efforts to mainstream environmen-

tal or gender concerns. In addition to challenges of 
institutional inertia and awareness-raising, effective 
analysis and lesson-learning about effective and ap-
propriate integration of SALW and [armed violence 
reduction] agendas into well-established program-
ming areas need to be established.”1 

Specifically within the walls of the United Nations, this 
would suggest that small arms and armed violence 
should go beyond the confines of the First Committee 
during the General Assembly. This will be difficult to 
pursue, but necessary.

DEVELOPMENT

In this sense, the obstacles to fully integrating ef-
forts on small arms and gun violence reduction into 

development frameworks are telling. In the recent 
past, the initial integration “meant really taking ‘hu-
man security concerns seriously, so that development 
programs aimed to address both ‘freedom from want’ 
and ‘freedom from fear and violence’ agendas in a co-
herent way. This was far from normal practice, either 
in affected developing countries or in international de-
velopment cooperation programs.”2 Indeed, “by 2010 
SALW and armed violence issues remain far from fully 
mainstreamed or accepted in ‘development studies’ 
or in ‘core’ development institutions and programs; 
but a critical knowledge threshold has been crossed 
as far as international aid policy and programming is 
concerned.”3

Even today, while some development agencies and 
organizations have dedicated some specific advocacy 
efforts towards armed violence reduction, one could 
argue that development offices, international NGOs, 
or agencies such as UNDP still have space to become 
more active in issues directly related to firearms and 
ensuing violence. Some large actors in the arena have 
dedicated disproportionate efforts in “disarmament” 
niches that pale in comparison to gun violence when 
counting affected lives and obstacles to sustainable 
development. Beyond the international frameworks, 
it is also relevant that, on a national basis, many 
countries do not integrate a proper armed violence 
reduction perspective into their national development 
plans. 

For the immediate future, the clearest avenue to 
‘becoming part of the bigger picture’—and one that 

global civil society should certainly invest in—is to fully 
integrate armed violence concerns into the Millenium 
Development Goals (MDGs) review process and their 
evolution. Once again, this is nothing revolutionary 
given long-term “efforts to include indicators relating 
to [armed violence reduction] to be included in the 
post-2015 development framework, and this remains 
an immediate priority for the SALW community.”4 
This work is ongoing and in some ways it may be “late 
in the game” for organizations to become freshly 
involved prior to the actual definition of the post-2015 
framework. 

Nonetheless, greater attention to the process (as well 
as conceptual offshoots such as the Geneva Declara-
tion) and preparedness for more meaningful en-
gagement are still important objectives. As noted by 
Batchelor and Muggah, there is already much discus-
sion in this arena as to “reduce violence, and promote 
freedom from fear and sustainable peace. Possible tar-
gets to achieve this goal include ‘eliminating lethal vio-
lence from every community by 2030’ or ‘reducing the 
number of people and groups affected by violence’. 
In terms of indicators, proposals include: ‘changes in 
homicide per 100,000 population’, ‘reported violence 
crime per 100,000 population’ and others, although 
“there are indications that many UN member states 
are resisting such language in the future development 
agenda.”5

In our opinion, many of these political resistances 
stem from a disconnect, at least in the perception of 
some states as to what is being discussed, between 
the concepts of “human development” and “national 
development”. In the specific case of Brazil, a recent 
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article has unveiled that the obstacles are indeed 
significant: 

Brazil seems to have settled on a conservative and narrow 
definition of development. Forged during the Rio+20 
meeting in 2012, development is confined to social, 
economic, and environmental dimensions alone. Politics, 
along with matters of safety, justice, and governance, are 
glaringly absent… It could be that its diplomats fear they 
distract from what they see as “core” development priori-
ties. They may also be loathe to “securitize” development, 
a regular criticism of “western” aid programs. Either way, 
an uncritical treatment of development may not only 
result in wasted investments, it could actually do uninten-
tional harm. Brazil seems to be resorting to an ideologi-
cal—rather than an evidence-based—rationale when it 
comes to the SDGs”.6

Regardless, proper integration of small arms and 
gun violence into the UN development framework 
would include going beyond a vague reference to 
“peace and security,” but also avoid the adoption of 
targets so divorced from implementable reality that 
they would become meaningless, such as “eliminating 
lethal violence”.

Rather, the inclusion of armed violence numerical in-
dicators into text would be essential. As such, relevant 
and feasible permutations could be: “a 50% decrease 
in homicides per 100,000 population” and/or “a 50% 
decrease in armed violence incidents (deaths and inju-
ries) per 100,000 population”. A further specification 
of these could include a reference to “gun homicides 
and injuries” or a global commitment for all countries 
to, at least, reach the aforementioned 10 per 100,000 
“WHO homicide threshold,” with those that have 
committing to assist those that have not, perhaps in a 
bilateral “buddy system”. 

Regardless of the wording, properly including armed 
violence reduction into the Sustainable Development 
Goals, particularly with precise indicators or targets, 
is essential. As noted by the title of a recent panel on 
the peace, rule of law, and good governance goals 
in Stockholm, “What gets measured gets done.”7 
As such, the germane proposals from the recently 
concluded Open Working Group (under proposed 
goal 16) are, as they stand, too vague to be action-
able.8 These are 16(1), “significantly reduce all forms 
of violence and related death rates everywhere” and 
16(4), “by 2030 significantly reduce illicit financial and 
arms flows…”. 

While a final product is a full year away and actual 
negotiations are to start only in January 2015, a huge 
amount of effort by civil society and governments 
alike will be needed to reach a relevant and impactful 
target. An actual percentage indicator over the time 
period (e.g., “a X% decrease in violent deaths per 
100,000 population by 2030”) is important in that it 
gives all countries—even the highly developed—a goal 
to attain and thus universal buy-in. 

Moreover, specific numeric indicators on “violent 
deaths,” for example, would also have the beneficial 
by-product of pressing for gains in data collection 
and statistics from the many countries that fail this 
basic premise of government. Even in the absence of 
points on gun homicides or small arms specifically, 
clear targets for reduction of homicides or violent 
deaths will compel all governments to renew emphasis 
on controlling firearms, a main piece of the violence 
puzzle virtually everywhere.

Instituto Sou da Paz
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HUMAN RIGHTS

In addition to becoming fully embraced by the “de-
velopment industry,” as well as its international and 

national frameworks, there are further policy and 
advocacy connections to be made with broader issues 
of human security. The world’s “human rights con-
glomerate,” including major international civil society 
organizations and UN agencies and processes, has also 
arguably dedicated less attention than deserved to 
issues of armed violence and, particularly, small arms 
as the “tools of human rights violations” par excel-
lence. Certainly human rights violations perpetrated 
or facilitated by arms are not more important because 
the weapons have been internationally transferred or 
banned by a UN instrument?

The discussion can go further when it comes to 
firearms use in civilian contexts. While international 
humanitarian law in its present form is ill-fitting for 
armed violence in its most common manifestation (i.e. 
urban gun violence in “peaceful” countries), what are 
the future prospects of further applying international 
human rights law (IHRL) to small arms use by state 
agents? And, further, can IHRL help reduce firearm 
violence between civilians? 

Seminally, the issue of small arms and human rights 
was taken up by the UN in 2002, resulting in a report 
by Barbara Frey in 2006.9 Yet, “while an important 
contribution in its own right, this research on human 
rights has to date had little impact on multilateral fora 
in terms of concrete policy and practical outcomes.”10 
The only exception, arguably, was the successful nego-
tiation of the ATT, an important step forward in terms 
of connecting international transfers of conventional 
arms and risks of IHRL violations. 

Still, as noted, there are a plethora of human rights 
violations caused by the misuse of firearms not 
meaningfully connected to an international transfer, 
either given domestic production or diversion beyond 
the possible responsibility of an exporter. Undoubt-
edly, small arms are the “tools used to violate human 
rights” on a variety of levels: the right to life; security 
of person; freedom of assembly, association, move-
ment; free speech; right to education; right to health 
care, among others. In fact, “because they are por-
table and highly lethal, small arms have the power 
to transform a basic violation of human rights into a 
profound one.”11

As such, Frey notes, “under international human rights 
law, the state can be held responsible for violations 
committed with small arms by private persons in two 
situations: when the armed individuals are operat-

ing under color of state authority; and when the 
state fails to act with due diligence to protect human 
rights.”12

In other words, national governments can be held 
legally responsible for human rights violations with 
small arms by private actors—not only for commission 
but also omission. Certainly, the first case is an area 
ripe for improvement, particularly in countries like Bra-
zil, given the misuse of firearms by law enforcement 
agencies. Despite international standards and oper-
ating protocols for the use of force by law enforce-
ment,13 police firearms lethality in many societies is 
completely unacceptable. 

For example, Brazilian (military) police is estimated to 
kill an average five people every day—in 2012, a total 
of 1890 people, 351 of those in São Paulo—about 20% 
of all homicides in the city.14 Like for many other coun-
tries, the most basic aspect of the UN Basic Principles 
on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement 
Officials has not been thoroughly implemented into 
national law: “Governments and law enforcement 
agencies shall adopt and implement rules and regula-
tions on the use of force and firearms against persons 
by law enforcement officials.”15

Other aspects of international standards have been 
inputted into the letter of regulations, often at a state 
rather than federal level, but have not been imple-
mented systematically enough to affect the operating 
ethos of police forces. Therefore, in many contexts, 
civil society could do more to constrain the misuse of 
firearms by state forces through strategic deployment 
of IHRL.  

What is more, could citizens of countries struggling 
with high levels of gun violence also have legal re-
course to force their countries to do more even if the 
domestic paths for better legislation and public poli-
cies appear blocked? 

These are sincere and open questions, ones which 
international law and human rights experts like Am-
nesty International, Conectas Direitos Humanos, and 
Human Rights Watch, for example, can help respond. 
From our perspective, the following definitely sug-
gests there may be some scope for further efforts in 
this arena:

States would also be held accountable for patterns of 
abuses committed by armed individuals or groups if 
a state failed to act with due diligence to prevent the 
abuses. Examples of failure to act with 
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due diligence include the state’s refusal to establish rea-
sonable regulations regarding the private possession of 
small arms that are likely to be used in homicides, suicides 
and accidents.… Under the due diligence analysis, states 
must take reasonable steps to prevent, investigate, punish 
and compensate with regard to human rights violations 
committed by armed individuals or groups. Due diligence 
results from more than mere negligence on the part of 
state officials … it consists of the reasonable measures of 
prevention that a well-administered government could be 
expected to exercise under similar circumstances. Thus, 
under a due diligence standard, it is the omission on the 
part of the state, not the injurious act by the private ac-
tor, for which the state may be responsible.16

To meet the “due diligence standard regarding the 
regulation of the ownership and use of small arms,” 
according to Frey’s UN report, “adequate guidelines 
must include the following State actions with regard 
to small arms: licensing to prevent possession of arms 
by persons who are at risk of misusing them, requiring 
safe storage of small arms, requiring tracking informa-
tion by manufacturers, investigating and prosecuting 
those who misuse small arms, and offering periodic 
amnesties to remove unwanted small arms from circu-
lation.” How many countries in the world currently fail 
these standards—and can civil society pressure them 
to decisively address this failure by using this frame-
work? 

Moreover, has civil society done all it can vis-à-vis the 
report’s main recommendation regarding small arms 
“misuse” in ‘peace’? The report recommends that 
“the human rights community could make a very 
useful contribution to the international discussion on 
small arms by drafting model human rights principles 
on State responsibility for preventing and investigat-
ing human rights violations caused by armed individu-
als and groups.” Has this been thoroughly achieved 
and deployed? 

Inside the UN, for greater integration 
into the human rights arena, it would be 
important to mainstream armed violence 
into UN General Assembly committees 
other than the First (“Disarmament and 
International Security”), particularly the 
Third Committee (“Social, Humanitar-
ian and Cultural Affairs”), which covers 
“agenda items relating to a range of 
social, humanitarian affairs and human 
rights issues that affect people all over 
the world.”17 There is certainly space 
under that body’s current items on “pro-
tection of human rights” and “criminal 
justice,” which mostly deals with items 
regarding illicit drugs.18 Such actions could 
be worthy initiatives and help to break 

down some of the “silos” that issues of grave interna-
tional concern are often (uncomfortably) placed into. 

Another particularly relevant “new frontier” within 
this framework would be proper deliberation of small 
arms and armed violence within the purview of the 
UN Human Rights Council (HRC) in Geneva. The need 
to reignite the connection between human rights ef-
forts and gun violence could be addressed by main-
streaming small arms and gun violence into the HRC 
and its Universal Periodic Review (UPR) process. 

Strikingly, the 2012 UPR for Brazil, only as an illustra-
tion, has barely any mention of gun violence, even 
under sections regarding the commitments to the 
“Right to life, liberty and security of the person” or 
recommendations concerning “Promoting public se-
curity and combating violence”.19 Rather, the reports 
duly cover successes and challenges regarding homi-
cides by police, in prisons, specifically against women 
and minorities, but not much regarding broader and 
perhaps the most systematic violations of the human 
rights of the majority of the population—considering 
the annual 35,000 gun violence deaths, and unknown 
levels of injuries and violent robberies undermining 
any attempt of achieving “freedom from fear”. Even 
the summary from civil society “stakeholders” pays 
close to no attention to this facet of human rights. 

Could UPRs in the future be required to present and 
disaggregate the incidence and dynamics of armed 
violence in each reviewed country? If not always by 
the country government itself, certainly civil society 
stakeholders and UN “troikas” could become more 
systematic about including this information. More-
over, roughly a decade later, should the HRC not nomi-
nate another “United Nations Special Rapporteur on 
the Prevention of Human Rights Violations Committed 
with Small Arms and Lights Weapons”?

Everytown.org
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CRIME PREVENTION

Other parts of the UN system are also arguably ripe 
for enhanced civil society engagement, such as 

the bodies dealing with crime prevention, for ex-
ample, the Firearms Protocol (UNODC). While in some 
ways offering a more practical and focused incision 
point for civil society monitoring and advocacy, this 
arena has often been ignored by many NGOs in the 
field. 

A partial explanation has been put forth by Cate 
Buchanan (Surviving Gun Violence), who notes, “there 

has been much rhetoric about expanding fields of 
vision on this issue, into other parts of the UN system, 
but the disarmament and arms control stranglehold 
remains … one of the distinguishing features of gun 
violence compared to other weapons types is the 
necessity of working to transform and strengthen 
criminal justice and security systems (including police 
reform). Yet many donors shy away from solid work in 
this area, and civil society often finds it hard to work 
in this area.”20 Certainly governments and civil society 
can devise ways to overcome these obstacles?

Action on Armed Violence
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PEACE AND SECURITY

In addition, greater integration with the wider (and 
more attended to) “peace and security” agenda is 

warranted. Beyond the welcome but incipient first UN 
Security Council resolution on SALW, there are broad-
er issues of “war and peace” that could benefit from 
closer attention to small arms. For example, procure-
ment and holdings of small arms may be, more than 
a consequence, a facilitating or causal factor to the 
outbreak of war: “the combination of poorly con-
trolled and widely available SALW with the substantial 
presence of non-state armed groups that is widely 
perceived to be particularly potent for state fragility. 
Together, they may generate malign cycles of decline 
into state failure and civil war.”21

Though further conceptual development and analysis 
is needed, presumably small arms could reach greater 
thematic protagonism in attempts to prevent and mit-
igate the effects of war, as well as within the fields of 
peacebuilding and conflict prevention. What exactly 
was, and is, the role of small arms in the deflagration 
and sustainability of the gruesome conflict in Syria? 
How can closer attention to small arms become part 
of the debates on the protection of civilians in war, 
the “responsibility to protect” doctrine (or Brazil’s 
proposed “responsibility while 
protecting”)?

Finally, what is (or will be) the 
relationship, if any, between 
armed violence and prospective 
crises threatening human security 
on a global level, such as severe 
water shortages, for example? 
As noted by Ken Epps (Project 
Ploughshares), it is important to 
link SALW and armed violence 
reduction challenges “to other 
major global challenges—notably 
climate change and the growing 
gap between rich and poor … civil 
society groups working on global 
challenges are potential partners 
that have not been drawn into 
previous campaigns to the extent 
that could be possible.”22

In this sense, and though cov-
ering a broader phenomenon 
than “armed violence” strictly, 
advocates can refer to the Vio-
lence Prevention Alliance’s Plan 
of Action (2012–2020), which 
establishes as one of its six pillars 

to “enhance integration of violence prevention into 
major global agendas”:23

Some international political agendas are receiving high 
levels of attention. Several are closely linked to violence 
prevention, notably economic development, urban devel-
opment and human security, good governance and civil 
society, education, HIV/AIDS programming, and efforts to 
address the global drugs trade and the global arms trade. 
But these links are often overlooked. Identification of the 
major global 10 agendas with a high relevance for vio-
lence prevention and the integration of violence preven-
tion components into them can help to leverage increased 
political will, human and financial resources.24

What would be those ten global agendas for armed 
violence? In all honestly, we do not know—there may 
be none for some of the issues mentioned above. But 
asking bigger, broader, prospective questions could be 
helpful as we attempt to see the entire forest rather 
than only the single trees we have become accus-
tomed to zoom in on.

Instituto Sou da Paz
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CONCLUSION

Mainstreaming attention on firearms and related 
violence into broader frameworks, particularly 

at the United Nations, is essential not only because it 
would allow more leverage for those working to re-
duce gun violence, but also because it would help gov-
ernments and civil society focusing on those “bigger 
picture” issues to tackle their enormous challenges.

Whether development, human rights, crime preven-
tion, public health, or peace and security, “integra-
tion” is a two-way street: in addition to fertilizing 
another arena, the broader civil society community 
working to reduce armed violence should also be 
influenced by the best practices and innovations from 
other areas. 

Learning from civil society colleagues who have tack-
led some of these big issues can be highly instructive 
for “our” efforts, even when there is no clear thematic 
connection. As suggested by Nicholas Marsh (PRIO), 
“look at advocacy strategies that worked in many 
states in the long run—e.g. tobacco, gay marriage, 
drunk driving, environmental issues—not in the details 
but to understand the balance between research and 
advocacy, and the relationship between local, nation-
al and international action.25

Finally, as noted by Robert Zuber (Global Action to 
Prevent War), “in order to respond to policy chal-
lenges we need more boats rowing in the same direc-
tion. Attention devoted by disarmament advocates to 
complementary security concerns provides a context 
for reciprocal assistance from other agencies and dip-
lomatic offices, not to mention from many talented 
educators and advocates away from New York. It is 
this spirit of reciprocity that has been and remains 
elusive in this context.”26

The breadth and scope of the problems we are col-
lectively attempting to tackle are too momentous to 
let any set of tools unused. Those of us attempting to 
reduce gun violence worldwide must both learn from, 
and offer advice to, our colleagues involved in some 
of the world’s other great crises. 

Civil society and concerned governments focusing on 
all of the General Assembly’s standing committees, as 
well as those spread around the world, have too much 
to say and learn from one another to continue to only 
speak to the choir—or work in the solitary confines of 
conceptual and political silos that do not do justice to 
the real complexities of the world.

67

Homicide mecHanisms and enablers

higher shares of homicides by firearm, such as 
Southern Europe and Northern Africa (see map 
3.1). This seems to confirm that a complex mixture 
of factors influences homicide levels, the homicide 
mechanism being only one of many elements that 
combine to determine homicide levels and trends.

Homicide mechanism and typology

In the identification of patterns of association 
between types of homicide and weapons used, 
detailed and comprehensive statistical information 
is needed in order to disaggregate killing mecha-
nism by type of homicide (or vice versa). However, 
from available information, it is not possible to 
derive a general understanding of patterns of asso-
ciation between homicide mechanisms and homi-
cide typologies. 

Studies conducted in high-income countries, which 
tend to have lower levels of homicide, have shown 
strong correlations between gun availability in the 
home and female homicide rates, but a slightly 
weaker correlation with male homicide rates.4 As a 

4 See Hemenway, D., T. Shinoda-Tagawa and M. Miller 
(2002), in Journal of the American Medical Women’s Association 
57; Killias, M., J. van Kesteren, and M. Rindlisbacher (2001), 
in Canadian Journal of Criminology 43; Geneva Declaration 
Secretariat (2011). P. 131; Shaw, M. (2013). Small Arms 
Survey. Everyday Dangers, chapter 2.

result, having a gun in the home places women at 
a higher risk of victimization, particularly in the 
home, where they are more likely to be killed by 
their intimate partners or family members.5

The hypothesis that firearm homicide is not only 
prevalent in homicide related to other criminal 
activities is further supported when considering 
the respective trends in gun homicides and other 
violent crime in the United States. All forms of 
violent crime have significantly decreased in the 
United States in the last 20 years, but while the 
respective trends in firearm homicide, non-fatal 
firearm victimization,6 violent victimization and 
serious violent victimization7 followed a similar 
path in the 1990s, the pace of decline in firearm 
homicide has slowed remarkably since 2000 (see 
figure 3.3). 

5 UNODC (2011). Global Study on Homicide. P. 58.

6 This refers to the victimization rate of people who have been 
the victim of violent crime (rape, sexual assault, robbery, 
aggravated and simple assault) during which the perpetrator(s) 
had showed or used a firearm (see Planty M. and J. Truman 
(2013), United States Bureau of Justice Statistics). 

7 This refers to the victimization rate of people who have been 
the victim of serious violent crime, which includes rape, 
sexual assault, robbery and aggravated assault (see Lauritsen 
J.L. and M.L. Rezey (2013), United States Bureau of Jus-
tice Statistics; and Truman J., Langton L. and M. Planty 
M.(2013), United States Bureau of Justice Statistics).
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