


In order to spare civilians the effects of hostilities, obtain access to those in need and ensure that aid workers 

can operate safely, humanitarian actors must have consistent and sustained dialogue with all parties to conflict, 

State and non-State (UNSC, 2009b, para. 40). 

The United Nations Secretary-General’s May 2009 report on the protection of civilians provides strong support for 

dialogue with armed groups aimed at achieving humanitarian objectives. It acknowledges the experiences of a grow-

ing number of actors that have been engaging armed groups on issues of international concern, including general 

respect for international humanitarian law (IHL), the anti-personnel mine ban, and the protection of children in 

armed conflict. 

In comparison, dialogue with armed groups on the specific issue of small arms is mostly confined to peace talks 

and disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration programmes. Such focus on the post-conflict phase misses a big 

part of the picture: armed groups are key actors in most contemporary armed conflicts,1 many of which are of a 

protracted nature. As such, the way they regulate—or fail to regulate—the use and management of small arms by 

their fighters can diminish or exacerbate violence against civilians. Regulation can also affect the incidence of casu-

alties caused by accidental small arms use, and condition the likelihood of ammunition depot explosions. In other 

words, dialogue with armed groups on the small arms issue during the conflict phase can help save civilian lives.

This chapter reviews progress achieved to date in the engagement of armed groups on humanitarian norms and 

reflects on the utility of engaging groups on the small arms issue. Principal conclusions include:

Diverse armed groups have taken measures to address humanitarian concerns, including by facilitating access to 

populations affected by armed conflict, banning anti-personnel mines, and renouncing the recruitment and use 

of children.

Humanitarian actors play an important role in making humanitarian commitments by armed groups effective in 

practice, notably by providing support for implementation and monitoring compliance.

Prohibiting indiscriminate use and unsafe handling of small arms are among the measures armed groups can take 

to reduce the impact of these weapons on civilians.

Engaging armed groups on their use of weapons of specific concern—such as surface-to-air missiles and indirect 

fire weapons—is especially important. 

Keeping armed groups’ ammunition depots away from civilian dwellings and secure from theft can reduce the 

safety threats posed by unstable ammunition and limit the risk of further arms proliferation.



In this chapter, the term ‘armed group’2 refers to armed ‘insurgency’ movements,3 as well as de facto authorities 

or governments that seek statehood but have yet to receive full recognition from the international community.4 

The chapter begins by introducing the concept of humanitarian engagement of armed groups and key experi-

ences to date. It then reviews some of the main lessons learned by humanitarian actors active in this field, with a 

particular focus on their use of written measures adopted by armed groups as a tool for engagement. The chapter 

concludes by identifying potential areas of 

engagement with armed groups to reduce 

the negative consequences of the prolifera-

tion and use of small arms. This analysis 

draws largely from a review of more than 50 

unilateral declarations, bilateral agreements, 

peace accords, humanitarian agreements, 

and internal regulations adopted by histori-

cal and active armed groups, as compiled in 

Bangerter (2009a), Geneva Call (2009), and 

other sources.

International law providing for the protection 

of civilians in situations of armed conflict—

namely IHL and international human rights 

law (IHRL)—is shaped by states. While IHL 

binds both state and non-state parties to a 

conflict, IHRL has traditionally created obli-

gations only on states, although there is cur-

rently a movement towards making IHRL 

applicable to armed groups (see Box 12.1). 

Furthermore, the development of these 

rules is even more centred around states. 

Armed groups cannot negotiate or become 

parties to international treaties,5 and there is 

no consensus on whether they contribute to 

the formation of customary IHL. This leaves 

armed groups with little incentive to express 

their adherence to or feel bound by interna-

tional law. 
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Human rights groups and, more recently, the UN have sought to respond to the threats armed groups pose to 

civilians by exercising public pressure on the groups responsible for human rights abuses (Policzer, 2005, p. 2; UNSC, 

2005, paras. 2, 3). This ‘naming and shaming’ may have a significant impact on the behaviour of groups that are 

dependent on international (including diaspora) support for their war effort (Bruderlein, 2000, p. 15). It may be less 

effective, however, with groups that rely on local constituencies and are not responsive to international pressure.

Humanitarian actors have developed complementary initiatives to engage armed groups more inclusively towards 

compliance with humanitarian norms.11 Engagement consists of non-coercive interaction with, or participation in, 

processes involving armed groups.12 Humanitarian actors practice engagement to achieve one or several of three 

main humanitarian objectives: securing access to populations affected by armed conflict, enhancing the security of 

humanitarian workers, and promoting compliance with international law (Mc Hugh and Bessler, 2006, p. 5). Common 

Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions provides a legal basis for engagement: ‘An impartial humanitarian body, such 

as the International Committee of the Red Cross [ICRC], may offer its services to the Parties to the conflict.’13 While 

not all armed groups are responsive to engagement efforts, a number of them have agreed to collaborate with 

humanitarian actors. Their motivations for such dialogue include facilitating the deployment of humanitarian projects 

in their areas of operation, demonstrating a ‘high moral ground’, and responding to pressure from their supporters. 



This section provides an overview of engagement efforts in three areas: respect for general IHL, the anti-personnel 

mine ban, and the protection of children in armed conflict. While the humanitarian engagement of armed groups is 

by no means limited to these issues,14 these processes are currently the most advanced and systematic.15

In the area of IHL and armed groups, the ICRC promotes ‘the faithful application of international humanitarian law,’ 

along with its ‘understanding and dissemination’ (ICRC, 2008, p. 3). While the organization works primarily in situ-

ations of armed conflict, it has initiated dialogue with urban gangs in some contexts (see Box 12.2). 

The ICRC conducted IHL initiatives with some 75 armed groups in about 30 countries in 2009.16 Such engagement 

primarily consists of a confidential dialogue with armed groups to discuss core ‘protection’ issues: the group’s con-

duct of hostilities, its attitude towards the civilian population, and its treatment of the people it captures (ICRC, 2008, 



pp. 30–31). The ICRC also informs armed 

groups of the rules of IHL through dissemi-

nation sessions targeting commanders and 

fighters (Bangerter, 2008, p. 80). Lastly, the 

ICRC promotes the integration of IHL provi-

sions into armed groups’ policies and regu-

lations, providing expert advice towards 

that end (ICRC, 2008, pp. 16–29; Bangerter, 

2008, pp. 82–83). 

Following the adoption of the Convention 

on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, 

Production, and Transfer of Anti-Personnel 

Mines and on their Destruction (hereafter 

the Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention) in 

1997, members of the International 

Campaign to Ban Landmines voiced con-

cern that anti-personnel mines would not be 

successfully eradicated unless armed groups, 

a number of which continued to deploy this 

weapon, also renounced their use. 

In response, the Swiss-based non- 

governmental organization (NGO) Geneva 

Call has engaged armed groups in signing a 

Deed of Commitment for Adherence to a 

Total Ban on Anti-personnel Mines and for Cooperation in Mine Action (hereafter Deed of Commitment). As of March 

2010, 39 armed groups from ten countries and territories19 had signed the Deed of Commitment. Signatory groups 

have by and large complied with their commitments. The majority of them have taken concrete steps to facilitate 

humanitarian demining, mine risk education, victim assistance, and the destruction of stockpiled anti-personnel 

mines (about 18,000 to date). Geneva Call monitors compliance with the Deed of Commitment and supports its 

implementation through training and dissemination workshops.

The issue of the recruitment and use of children by armed groups has mobilized actors at various levels. Members 

of the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers have been active in promoting the relevant international standards 

since the late 1990s,20 often working in partnership with local communities (Withers, 2007, p. 231). UNICEF has also 

engaged in dialogue with armed groups to obtain the demobilization of children and a halt to recruitment (UNICEF, 

2002). Since 2008, Geneva Call has worked with stakeholders and armed groups towards developing a deed of com-

mitment on the protection of children in armed conflict.



The UN Security Council, through a series of resolutions, has called on parties to conflict—both state and non-

state—that are involved in grave violations of the rights of children in armed conflict to develop and implement 

action plans to halt violations, in collaboration with the UN (UNSC, 2005, para. 7).21 In March 2009, the UN Secretary-

General reported that armed groups had signed action plans in Côte d’Ivoire, Sri Lanka, and Sudan. Other groups 

in the Central African Republic and the Philippines were in the process of negotiating plans. Some of these groups 

have begun demobilizing children from their ranks (UNSC, 2009a, pp. 30–41). 

A common feature of the engagement efforts reviewed above is the integration of humanitarian commitments into 

formal measures adopted by armed groups—such as unilateral declarations, bilateral agreements, peace and cease-

fire accords, humanitarian agreements, deeds of commitment, and internal regulations (see Table 12.1). This section 

begins by defining these different types of measures and reflects on their comparative advantages and shortcomings 



as tools for promoting humanitarian norms.23 It then reviews several other important lessons learned that can influ-

ence the effectiveness of engagement.

As armed groups do not participate in the formation of international norms, they will not always accept them as 

‘their own’. Offering armed groups the opportunity to declare their adherence to humanitarian norms can therefore 

help address this lack of ownership while creating opportunities for external actors to monitor compliance (Sassòli, 

2006, p. 23; Bongard, 2008b).

Armed groups often commit to humanitarian norms through unilateral declarations—including declarations of 

adherence to the Geneva Conventions as well as resolutions and commitments to abide by specific standards. They are 

generally public, although, in some cases, groups address them to humanitarian actors, such as the ICRC (Bangerter, 

2008, p. 83). They can be written in the group’s own words, providing a measure of ownership. Their content is not 

always comprehensive, however. Wording can also be broad, with no attempt to apply international norms to the local 

context. Unilateral declarations rarely include provisions for the enforcement, monitoring, or verification of commitments.24



Bilateral agreements can be negotiated 

between parties to a conflict—often an 

armed group and a government—specifically 

to address humanitarian norms. Among them, 

‘special agreements’ focus exclusively on 

the implementation of the relevant provisions 

of the Geneva Conventions.26 Some can also 

address human rights issues. Bilateral agree-

ments are based on mutual consent, which 

can facilitate access and monitoring. They 

have been particularly difficult to achieve in 

practice, however, as governments are often 

reluctant to enter into any kind of agreement 

with their enemy when there are no clear 

prospects for peace (ICRC, 2008, p. 17).

Humanitarian commitments have also 

been included in a number of peace or 

ceasefire accords. Parties are more open to 

discussing humanitarian issues when they 

are already sitting at the negotiating table.  

If the peace agreement collapses, however, 

parties may no longer feel bound by the 

relevant humanitarian commitments. More-

over, the ability of humanitarian organizations to influence the development and content of peace agreements is 

limited in some cases, resulting in weak provisions on IHL or IHRL (Bongard, 2008b).

In some contexts, parties to conflict have signed humanitarian agreements, such as action plans or memoran-

dums of understanding, with humanitarian actors. These agreements usually aim to facilitate humanitarian access to 

vulnerable populations and protect humanitarian personnel. They have helped clarify the framework of cooperation 

between humanitarian actors and armed groups and have at times included commitments to respect IHL and IHRL 

in conflict areas. A difficulty, however, has been a perception by critics—primarily concerned governments—that 

the signing of humanitarian agreements can confer legitimacy on armed groups.27

The Deed of Commitment banning anti-personnel mines is co-signed by the armed group, a humanitarian orga-

nization (Geneva Call), and a sub-state entity (the Republic and Canton of Geneva). It is a standard, ‘treaty-like’ 

document, meaning that all signatory armed groups commit to the same, internationally recognized and comprehensive, 

norms of the Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention. Importantly, it provides for monitoring by Geneva Call and other 

external actors. The fact that it is a standard document open for armed groups’ signature also comes with limitations: 

some de facto authorities—despite not being able to adhere to international treaties—have expressed reluctance to 

sign a document designed for ‘non-state’ armed groups, preferring instead to adopt corresponding legislation.28 



Armed groups’ internal regulations include codes of conduct,29 penal or disciplinary codes,30 and rules of engage-

ment.31 They define to a great extent an armed group’s identity, structure, and procedures; respect for them is often 

critical to a group’s survival. Humanitarian provisions contained within such regulations therefore have a fair chance 

of being taken seriously by commanders and the rank and file. These texts are also tailored to the particularities of 

the local situation (Clapham, 2006a, p. 512). The difficulty for humanitarian actors is that written regulations do not 

exist for all armed groups. Furthermore, groups often consider them confidential and are not necessarily willing to 

discuss their content with outsiders.

These different types of measures are not mutually exclusive and can actually complement one another. Measures 

of a public nature can create credible monitoring mechanisms involving external actors, while integrating humanitar-

ian commitments into armed groups’ internal regulations is also important for dissemination among and application 

by the troops. 

Although written commitments made by armed groups represent the most visible part of engagement, they are not 

always implemented. Armed groups often lack the capacity to implement everything they have agreed to. The 

Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers contends that practical assistance for the demobilization and reintegration 

of former child soldiers, including educational and vocational options, should be part of any approach aimed at 

engaging armed groups on the issue (Becker, 2003, pp. 2–3; Withers, 2007, p. 238). Implementation of the Deed of 

Commitment banning anti-personnel mines has generally accelerated when Geneva Call has been able to mobilize 

specialized agencies to support armed groups in carrying out technical obligations, such as stockpile destruction 

(Bongard, 2008b). If armed groups are serious about implementation, it is important that they follow through by, for 

example, educating and training members on the decisions taken, giving orders to enforce them, and imposing 

sanctions on offenders (Bangerter, forthcoming).

Monitoring, in particular external monitoring, is crucial for ensuring that any organization’s policies are carried out 

by subordinates (Policzer and Yankey-Wayne, 2009, p. 13). While monitoring armed groups’ behaviour is challenging, 

humanitarian actors have made encouraging progress in this area. Geneva Call, for instance, relies on a three-

pronged monitoring strategy. Armed groups are asked to report regularly on their implementation of and compliance 

with the Deed of Commitment banning anti-personnel mines. Geneva Call also relies on a network of partner orga-

nizations to follow developments on the ground. Lastly, Article 3 of the Deed of Commitment requires signatory 

groups to facilitate field missions deployed by Geneva Call. Significantly, no signatory armed group has ever refused 

to host a Geneva Call field mission, even following allegations of non-compliance (Geneva Call, 2007, pp. 25–31). 

UNICEF and the ICRC also stress the importance of monitoring, notably through follow-up visits (UNICEF, 2002, p. 14; 

ICRC, 2008, p. 13).

Humanitarian actors generally warn against ‘one size fits all’ approaches and insist on the importance of gaining a 

thorough understanding of the armed groups and the context in which they operate prior to any engagement.32 

Armed groups differ greatly in terms of their size, objectives, structure, leadership, command capabilities, mode of 



operation, resources, and constituencies, all 

of which can influence group behaviour. It 

is easier to engage groups with effective 

command and control structures, for 

instance, as any commitment made by lead-

ers has a better chance of being transmitted 

to foot soldiers. For less structured armed 

groups, different approaches may be 

required, focusing on wider dissemination 

of humanitarian norms targeting as many 

factions or units as possible.33

Practitioners also argue for a pragmatic 

approach to ‘hard cases’ (Mc Hugh and 

Bessler, 2006, pp. 54–56). Not pursuing dia-

logue with an armed group because it does 

not immediately agree to abide to the high-

est international standards does not help 

advance the humanitarian agenda (Bangerter, 

2008, p. 84). In the case of landmines, this 

has meant continuing to work with armed 

groups that refused to ban anti-personnel 

mines to identify ways to reduce the impact 

on civilians, including by restricting mine 

use and facilitating the clearance of areas of 

particular importance for the local popula-

tion (Bongard, 2008b). Mobilizing armed 

groups’ constituencies, such as local com-

munities or diasporas, can also help put 

additional pressure on group leaders to 

change their policies (Coalition to Stop the 

Use of Child Soldiers, 2006, pp. 13–14; 

UNICEF, 2002, p. 7).

The attitude of concerned states towards 

engagement is particularly important. 

Concerned states can block access to armed 



groups by imposing travel restrictions on their territory, obstructing humanitarian assistance in areas controlled by 

armed groups, and imposing sanctions on actors engaging armed groups (Thorne, 2007; Florquin and Decrey 

Warner, 2008). The Government of Ethiopia, for instance, expelled the ICRC from the Somali Regional State in July 

2007 after accusing it of supporting the Ogaden National Liberation Front, despite ICRC assurances of independence 

and neutrality (ICRC, 2007). 

It is therefore important for humanitarian actors engaging armed groups to inform concerned states and seek their 

cooperation whenever possible. Pursuant to common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions, humanitarian engagement 

does not alter the legal status of armed groups, addressing a concern some states have with such interventions.34 

Furthermore, the UN Secretary-General has called on states to:

support, or at least [. . .] not impede, efforts by humanitarian organizations to engage armed groups in order 

to seek improved protection for civilians—even those groups that are proscribed in some national legislation 

(UNSC, 2009b, para. 45). 

States and international organizations may exercise strong leverage on armed groups, notably through their ability 

to provide needed assistance or impose sanctions. Concerned states may fear that such high-level engagement con-

tributes to legitimizing the group’s cause, however, and seek to place conditions that constrain such initiatives 

(Hofmann, 2006, pp. 397–98). As Security Council Resolution 1612 stresses:

any dialogue [. . .] by United Nations entities with non-State armed groups in order to ensure protection for and 

access to children must be conducted in the context of peace processes where they exist and the cooperation 

framework between the United Nations and the concerned Government (UNSC, 2005, para. 2d). 

Although they have fewer ‘carrots and sticks’ to deploy, international NGOs may have more flexibility with the 

concerned government, partly because they can adopt a much lower (unpoliticized) profile (Hofmann, 2006,  

pp. 399–400). They generally have no stake in the situation apart from humanitarian concerns, increasing chances 

that armed groups will accept them as a neutral interlocutor. Local NGOs can also play a crucial role in engagement, 

notably due to their permanent presence in the field, access to armed groups, knowledge of the local context, and 

understanding of armed groups’ internal dynamics. On the other hand, they may be perceived as partisan by the 

armed group or the concerned government and find their security endangered as a result. 

Recent progress achieved in the humanitarian engagement of armed groups has prompted analysts and practitioners 

to call for a greater examination of the feasibility of engaging armed groups on small arms issues.35 Such dialogue 

would aim at ensuring that armed groups use, store, and manage small arms in ways that are consistent with IHL, 

IHRL, and other applicable standards. 

This section outlines the different ways in which small arms held and used by armed groups can harm civilians 

living in situations of armed conflict. Relevant threats include the misuse of small arms by group members, safety 



concerns linked with groups’ arsenals, and the diversion of groups’ weapons to other entities that can be expected 

to misuse them.

Based on a review of small arms measures adopted by armed groups (see Table 12.2), the section also discusses 

promising areas of engagement that can be pursued with armed groups towards preventing such indiscriminate 

effects and unnecessary harm. The majority of relevant commitments were found within armed groups’ internal 

regulations, as opposed to measures or agreements adopted jointly with external actors. Most of the measures 

reviewed here were adopted by armed groups on their own engagement, reflecting the dearth of humanitarian 

initiatives in the small arms arena.

Small arms are not generally banned under international law. IHL only prohibits weapons that cannot distinguish 

between civilian and military targets, meaning that they are ‘by nature indiscriminate’ (Henckaerts and Doswald-

Beck, 2005, p. 244). Anti-personnel mines are the only category of small arms36 that fit this definition, however, with 

engagement in this area well under-way. Customary IHL also prohibits the use of weapons that are intended, or may 

be expected, to cause widespread, long-term, and severe damage to the natural environment (Henckaerts and 

Doswald-Beck, 2005, p. 153). Groups such as the Chin National Front in Myanmar have included a ban on arms with 

long-term environmental effects in their codes of conduct (see Table 12.2), but small arms do not fit within this 

category. Cases of armed groups using banned types of ammunition37 are rare.38 

Some armed groups may nevertheless be willing to renounce the use of specific types of small arms of particular 

concern, regardless of whether they are banned under international law. A Somali armed group, for instance, has 

indicated that it earlier renounced the use of surface-to-air missiles and surrendered such equipment to the interna-

tional community for destruction in 2002.39 Although not prohibited under IHL, surface-to-air missiles have gener-

ated international concern due to the threats they pose to civilian aviation (Small Arms Survey, 2004, ch. 3). Similarly, 

armed groups could be engaged on the use of other categories of small arms that pose significant threats to civilian 

populations, including certain types of improvised explosive devices40 and anti-vehicle mines.41

Documentation on armed groups’ use of small arms against civilians has sparked the greatest concern in the human-

itarian community (AI, 2001). For some groups, ‘targeting, terrorizing and displacing innocent civilians are their way 

of exerting pressure on the adverse party’ (Policzer and Yankey-Wayne, 2009, p. 18). In other cases, negligent use 

of certain types of weapons leads to a failure to discriminate between civilian and military targets. Indirect fire weap-

ons, such as mortars, and rocket-propelled grenades fired at high arc trajectory tend to harm civilians because the 

firer is often unable to see the fall of shot and anticipate its consequences.42

Such practice violates the rule of IHL that requires the parties to a conflict to distinguish between military and 

civilian targets and that ‘prohibits making the civilian population as such, as well as individual civilians, the object 

of attack’ (Henckaerts and Doswald-Beck, 2005, p. 5). Terrorizing civilians is also explicitly prohibited under IHL: 

‘Acts or threats of violence the primary purpose of which is to spread terror among the civilian population are prohib-

ited’ (p. 8). Furthermore, ‘[a]ll feasible precautions must be taken to avoid, and in any event to minimize, incidental 

loss of civilian life, injury to civilians and damage to civilian objects’ (p. 51). 





While it may appear unrealistic to expect groups that consistently engage in deliberate attacks against civilians to 

change their behaviour, some armed groups have taken measures towards that end. They include the African 

National Congress/Umkhonto We Sizwe (ANC/MK), the National Democratic Front of the Philippines, and the Zomi 

Re-Unification Organization (ZRO) (see Table 12.2). A number of armed groups have also made general commitments 

to discriminate between civilian and military targets without specific references to the use of arms (Bangerter, 2009a; 

Geneva Call, 2009). 

Due to the strong legal basis provided by IHL, measures to prevent indiscriminate use of small arms should not 

be more controversial among armed groups than those related to general respect for IHL. Focusing on indiscriminate 

small arms use, in addition to general engagement on the principle of distinction, may also help armed groups 

better conceptualize IHL in the local context, as discussions on weapon-related matters are likely to resonate more 

concretely with fighters. The principal challenge therefore lies in persuading ‘hard case’ groups to renounce deliber-

ate attacks on civilians. Groups that have weak command structures or are fragmented in various factions pose 

another challenge, although heightened attention to dissemination can ease implementation of agreed commitments 

in such cases. 



While the desirability or legality of the assumption of policing, justice, or other state-like functions by non-state 

entities—such as armed groups—is controversial, such situations do arise in practice (Sivakumaran, 2006; 2009; Somer, 

2007). This is the case in areas where de facto authorities, such as the self-declared Republic of Somaliland, assume 

effective control over territory and civilian populations. In the Philippines, a 2002 agreement between the govern-

ment and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) even provided for collaboration and coordination between the 

two parties in pursuing criminal groups in Mindanao, the region where the MILF operates (GRP and MILF, 2002). In 

situations of active armed conflict, armed groups sometimes seek to respond to the emergence of armed bandits 

who are not associated with the conflict but take advantage of the surrounding chaos to loot and accumulate wealth 

through theft and harassment of civilians.43

In such contexts, international law enforcement instruments, such as the UN’s Basic Principles for the Use of Force 

and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials,44 could prove useful in ensuring that armed groups respect basic human 

rights standards when performing policing functions. 

Engagement on this issue can find traction with armed groups that have taken measures to police and protect 

civilians living within areas under their control or operations. Somaliland, for instance, has had its own police force 

since 1991 and received police training from Western agencies (NPIA, 2009). Somaliland authorities also collaborate 

with international NGOs in promoting the safer management of civilian-held arms stocks (see Box 12.3). 

Yet, some concerned governments have strongly opposed the provision of policing or human rights training to 

armed group ‘police’ units. The government of Sri Lanka’s harsh reaction to Western agencies providing training to 

members of the LTTE’s ‘Eelam police’, even following the conclusion of a ceasefire agreement, is a case in point 

(DSRSL, 2007). 

Another category of threats and possible preventive measures relates to armed groups’ accidental—that is, unintended—

use of small arms against civilians. Such accidental use of small arms may be the result of a lack of basic training and 

a lack of capacity in the handling of small arms,45 or the use of small arms under the influence of drugs or alcohol.

Assuming armed groups are bound, like states, by IHRL, it can be argued that accidental use constitutes a threat 

to the basic human right to life (UNGA, 1948, art. 3) and that armed groups should take necessary precautions against 

inflicting such harm.

As Table 12.2 illustrates, some armed groups have taken measures to prevent the accidental misuse of small arms. 

They include prohibiting the handling of firearms by ‘unauthorized’ persons who do not possess the necessary train-

ing. Measures taken by Malian rebels in the early 1990s, such as placing their assault rifles on single-shot mode while 

operating in civilian areas, can also contribute to safer use (Florquin and Pézard, 2005, pp. 55–57). Moreover, armed 

groups, such as the ANC/MK, KNLA, and SPLM/A, as well as armed communities in Somaliland, have banned the 

handling of weapons by fighters who are under the influence of drugs or alcohol (see Table 12.2 and Box 12.3). 

Such measures can be effective with groups that have the capacity to train fighters in basic firearms safety prin-

ciples. In other cases, however, implementation will be more difficult. External actors will generally not be able to 

train armed groups on such safe practices, as they risk being accused of offering assistance with military utility.







Although arms and ammunition ‘depots’ held by armed groups are insignificant in size on a global scale (FIREARMS), 

explosions do occur and therefore pose a significant risk to civilians living in their vicinity (see Table 12.3). 

While the circumstances surrounding such explosions are rarely clear, reports suggest they can occur as a result 

of enemy attack or sabotage.52 IHL recognizes the risks that the proximity of military objectives, such as arms depots, 

can pose to civilians: ‘Each party to the conflict must, to the extent feasible, avoid locating military objectives within 

or near densely populated areas’ and ‘[e]ach party to the conflict must, to the extent feasible, remove civilian persons 

and objects under its control from the vicinity of military objectives’ (Henckaerts and Dosweld-Beck, 2005, pp. 71–76). 

Measures aimed at separating arms depots from civilian areas resonate with a number of armed groups, pro-

vided they have the physical space to implement such a separation. The JEM and SLM–Unity in Sudan, for instance, 

have committed to keeping their forces and arms stockpiles away from civilians in an effort to protect them from 

enemy attacks (see Table 12.2). The Polisario Front (Western Sahara) and the Movement of Nigeriens for Justice 

adopted similar policies.53 The ANC/MK’s boxes of arms and ammunition were stored under the ground or in military 

camps located away from civilian dwellings.54 

Some groups that formed to protect particular communities can be less enthusiastic about the removal of weap-

ons from civilian areas. The People’s Army for the Restoration of Democracy (Armée Populaire pour la Restauration 

de la République et la Démocratie), for instance, is an alliance of self-defence militias created to protect villages from 

attacks by Central African state forces and road bandits.55 Like many state defence and security forces that choose to 

store their weapons and ammunition in urban areas, such groups are likely to oppose separating their military material 

from civilian communities, arguing that arms actually represent a source of security and protection for civilians.

Sudan Tribune 



In recent years, accidental explosions of 

armed groups’ ammunition depots have 

reportedly occurred in countries such as 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Lebanon, and Sudan, 

causing civilian casualties (see Table 12.3). 

Many more cases probably go unreported, 

especially in conflict settings that do not 

receive as much media attention.

Accidental explosions also constitute a 

threat to the basic human right to life. From 

a human rights perspective, it can therefore 

be argued that armed groups should take 

appropriate precautions to prevent such 

explosions from occurring. The Principles 

on the Prevention of Human Rights 

Violations Committed with Small Arms, 

adopted by the UN Human Rights Council 

Sub-Commission on the Promotion and 

Protection of Human Rights, cast the ‘proper 

storage and management of small arms, 

including ammunition’ in human rights 

terms (UNHRC, 2006, p. 8, para. 4). 

International technical standards for the safe 

management and storage of small arms 

ammunition provide technical guidance that 

can also help reduce the dangers posed by 

armed groups’ weapon depots (SEESAC, 

2007; UNGA, 2008, p. 2).

A number of armed groups have referred to aspects of stockpile management in formal measures, including the 

ANC/MK, KNLA, Taliban, Viet Cong, and ZRO (see Table 12.2). While such measures seem to be primarily moti-

vated by military efficiency and the need to protect valuable weaponry, evidence indicates that armed groups care 

about arms management. DDG’s experience in Somaliland also shows that when armed communities are reluctant 

to disarm, they may nevertheless be willing to collaborate with NGOs in safeguarding their weapons to improve 

community safety (see Box 12.3). 

Promoting basic safety measures, such as respecting a minimum safety distance between depots and civilian 

dwellings, can reduce the risk of civilian casualties caused by the presence of arms depots or caches. Taking such 

engagement further by providing armed groups with training on safe weapons and ammunition stockpile manage-

ment is politically sensitive in most contexts, however. There is, in fact, a real risk that some groups would use such 



training to increase military efficiency rather than meet humanitarian objectives. For groups such as the Lord’s 

Resistance Army in Uganda, for instance, strict arms and ammunition management procedures56 were instrumental 

to the perpetration of well-documented IHL and human rights abuses (Bevan, 2005, pp. 36–42; HRW, 2005,  

pp. 15–23). Engagement of armed groups on safe arms management and use would therefore need to be linked with 

broader commitments to humanitarian principles, such as a ban on the indiscriminate use of small arms.

Humanitarian actors’ ability to monitor safety measures taken by armed groups may appear limited at first sight, 

but recent experience reveals that armed groups can sometimes show unexpected transparency with respect to their 

arms holdings. The UN Group of Experts monitoring the arms embargo on Côte d’Ivoire, for instance, recently 

reported being able to inspect arms stockpiles held by the rebel Forces Nouvelles coalition—in some cases more 

easily than government facilities (UNSC, 2009c, paras. 46–58). Meanwhile, the Mines Advisory Group reported 

facilitating the destruction of 12 tonnes of unstable ammunition in Galcaio, a city controlled by the semi-autonomous 

region of Puntland in northern Somalia (MAG, 2009). The 2006 agreement between the CPN–Maoist and the Nepalese 

army also illustrates how armed groups can agree to international organizations monitoring their stocks of weapons 

(see Table 12.2). Additional examples can be drawn from the anti-personnel mine ban experience, with some armed 

groups giving humanitarian actors unprecedented access to their arms depots.57 

Measures to prevent the indiscriminate effects and unnecessary harm caused by small arms will be of limited use if 

the armed groups implementing them actively transfer weapons to other entities or individuals who do not adhere 

to humanitarian standards. Furthermore, if groups’ arsenals are not properly accounted for and safeguarded, they 

become vulnerable to theft by, or diversion to, such actors.

In the same way that states must not encourage violations of IHL and exert their influence, to the degree possible, 

to stop violations of IHL (Henckaerts and Doswald-Beck, 2005, p. 509), armed groups could be encouraged to take 

measures to ensure that they do not, deliberately or inadvertently, provide arms to other entities or groups if there 

is a significant risk that they will use them to commit violations of IHL. The same measures could be encouraged in 

relation to respect for human rights.

Armed groups place great value on their weaponry. Their very survival depends to a great extent on the arms they 

are able to procure and maintain, in often challenging situations. As a result, armed groups’ internal regulations, such 

as the Viet Cong’s ‘Oath of Honour’, often make references to the combatant’s duty to maintain and keep weapons 

away from enemy hands (see Table 12.2). Another example is the Movement of Central African Liberators (Mouvement 

des Libérateurs Centrafricains pour la Justice, MLCJ), whose members are required to make an oral oath on the Koran 

or Bible to refrain from carrying out three prohibited activities: raping, looting, and selling the group’s weapons.58 

Armed groups such as the ANC/MK, KNLA, SPLM/A, Taliban, and ZRO (see Table 12.2) have also adopted measures 

restricting or prohibiting the transfer of arms by their members. 

Such measures generally do not make references to IHL or human rights principles, however. A significant chal-

lenge for those seeking to engage armed groups on this issue lies, therefore, in persuading these groups of the 

impact that unrestrained arms transfers and proliferation can have on civilians and in convincing them to articulate 

related commitments towards that end.



As is the case with state and civilian-held stocks (Small Arms Survey, 2008, pp. 43–75), armed groups’ small arms 

and ammunition require comprehensive controls, regardless of where they are used or stored, if the unintended 

diversion of their arms stocks to external actors is to be prevented. Diversion of armed groups’ stocks can be the 

result of their unauthorized sale by corrupt members or theft by outsiders.

Although it is difficult to ascertain the specific procedures adopted by armed groups to safeguard their stockpiles 

or depots, testimonies by former commanders sometimes point to stricter controls than what is often commonly 

assumed. The ANC/MK’s military camps, for instance, comprised an armoury that was locked, inventoried, and man-

aged by a commander in charge. Fighters returning from duty systematically had to account for the ammunition they 

consumed or face punishment.59 Similar procedures were reported by former group commanders in Mali (Florquin 

and Pézard, 2005, p. 54) and Senegal.60 

Engaging armed groups on this issue is particularly challenging, as groups do not always have the means and 

technical expertise to safeguard arms and ammunition stocks according to international standards. Assisting armed 

groups in doing so would be extremely difficult politically, as such support may be perceived by states as the provision 

of military assistance, while armed groups may reject it as espionage. Engagement opportunities in this area therefore 

seem limited to raising awareness among armed groups of the negative humanitarian impacts of unchecked—and 

potentially proliferating—arms stocks.

The small arms held by armed groups pose real and diverse threats to civilians living in situations of armed conflict. 

These include the use by armed groups of small arms against civilians, safety concerns linked with groups’ arsenals, 

and the diversion of group weapons to other entities that can be expected to misuse them.

Drawing upon lessons learned as a result of efforts to engage armed groups in other areas, such as anti-personnel 

mines and the protection of children, the chapter has sketched out several areas for potential engagement in the small 

arms domain. These include measures to prohibit small arms misuse by group members, safety precautions to pre-

vent weapons-related accidents, and commitments to refrain from transferring arms to criminals and other ‘misusers’.

Among the most promising opportunities for engagement are prohibitions, and other precautionary measures, to 

curb the indiscriminate use of small arms by group members. Prohibitions and restrictions on the use of specific 

weapons of concern—such as surface-to-air missiles and indirect fire weapons—also have potential. Equally relevant 

are basic measures to reduce the threats to civilians caused by armed groups’ arms depots. Keeping a minimum 

distance between depots and civilian dwellings can help reduce both the risks of explosion caused by enemy attack 

as well as those triggered accidentally by unstable ammunition. Recent experience shows that external monitoring 

of such measures is possible.

Other engagement opportunities may only be appropriate, and feasible, in exceptional circumstances. Promoting 

respect for international policing standards by armed groups, although implemented with de facto authorities such 

as Somaliland, can draw severe objection from concerned states. Providing technical training to armed groups to 

promote safe firearm handling and secure storage practices, although useful in reducing accidents and further arms 



proliferation, is likely to be opposed by concerned states on the grounds that it amounts to military training. In addi-

tion, armed groups are most often secretive about their arms management procedures, given the potential military 

utility of such information for the enemy. It appears, therefore, that engagement on these issues will have to be 

limited to raising awareness of relevant technical and human rights standards, with little opportunity for follow-up.

As experience has shown, humanitarian actors can play an important role in influencing armed groups’ behaviour 

during conflict. These efforts, however, have thus far largely ignored the threats posed by armed groups’ small arms 

and ammunition arsenals. The UN Secretary-General’s May 2009 report on the protection of civilians in armed con-

flict created strong international momentum in favour of the humanitarian engagement of armed groups. The time 

seems ripe, therefore, for the international community to seek greater engagement with armed groups on the small 

arms issue. 
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KNLA Karen National Liberation Army
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MNJ Mouvement des Nigériens pour la Justice
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