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I would like to begin by thanking the Government of the Argentine Republic and the International Committee of the Red Cross for kindly inviting me to take part in this important meeting and, especially, for the opportunity to share thoughts with all of you.


In my capacity as Chair of the Committee on Hemispheric Security and pro tempore Secretary of the Inter-American Convention against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives, and Other Related Materials (CIFTA), I would like to present to you the multilateral and inter-American perspective of the OAS on security matters and, specifically, the actions it has undertaken to address, prevent, and tackle the problems posed for all countries of the region by the availability of small arms.

So I will devote the first and second parts of my presentation to peace and security within the framework of the new international context and to an account of the work done by CIFTA in this field. 


Thereafter, in my capacity as representative of a country that has promoted peace, democracy, and human rights and which, in a number of forums, has reaffirmed its commitment to “stop the proliferation, illegal trafficking, and misuse of small arms, light weapons, and ammunition,” I will refer briefly, in the last part of my presentation, to some of the contributions and proposals that Costa Rica has made to the international community in the area we are addressing.

New concepts of peace and security

As we know, the concepts of peace and security were redefined following the end of the Cold War.  Against that backdrop, the OAS ceases to see peace as the absence of war or “negative peace” and in the Declaration on Security in the Americas it conceives of it as a “value and a principle in itself, based on democracy, justice, respect for human rights, solidarity, security, and respect for international law.”


Security is now also seen in a new light. That same Declaration on Security in the Americas created a new concept of hemispheric security which expands the traditional definition of the defense of the security of states by incorporating new threats, concerns, and challenges that include political, economic, social, health, and environmental factors.  In this way, security is construed as “multidimensional,” as encompassing both traditional and new threats.  It incorporates, furthermore, “the priorities of each state, contributes to the consolidation of peace, integral development, and social justice, and is based on democratic values, respect for and promotion and defense of human rights, solidarity, cooperation, and respect for national sovereignty.”

The uncontrolled proliferation of arms phenomenon

That being so, the uncontrolled proliferation and unlawful use of small arms and light weapons has become an issue of the utmost importance for securing the peace and security of the Hemisphere.  Indeed, a consensus is gradually taking shape that this phenomenon constitutes a silent epidemic taking a severe human and economic toll and that it is associated with multiple forms of criminality and violence.


To grasp the scope of this problem, the International Action Network on Small Arms (IANSA) describes Latin America as the worst region in the world for armed violence.  It accounts for 42 percent of all homicides using firearms, not related to armed conflicts.  Moreover, it is estimated that there are approximately 80 million weapons, which are used to commit between 73,000 and 90,000 armed assaults each year.


Latin America is also, within the Hemisphere, the area with the highest crime rate: between four and five times that of the rest of the world.  According to the Latin American Coalition for the Prevention of Armed Violence (CLAVE), the cost of this phenomenon is estimated to exceed 10 percent of the wealth produced each year, while according to Inter-American Development Bank estimates the cost of armed violence in Latin America in the 1990s was equivalent to 14 percent of the region’s GDP.

Progress in the inter-American system


Despite such dismal indicators, Latin America is the only region in the world to implement the recommendations of the Programme of Action and the one in which most progress has been made with arms control policies.

Indeed, we take pride in the fact that our region was the first to adopt, in 1997, a definition of what constitutes a firearm, and to adopt regional arms control instruments such as the Inter-American Convention against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives, and Other Related Materials (CIFTA).

CIFTA’s tasks include in particular the need to progress toward the marking of weapons and their confiscation; export, import, and international transit authorizations or licenses; and tighter controls at points of export.  The Convention also seeks to promote and facilitate cooperation and the exchange of information and experience among states.  So far, 26 of the 34 member states of the OAS have ratified it.  So I will avail myself of this opportunity to invite those member states that have not yet ratified it to do so in due course.


As regards CIFTA, I wish to point out that the Convention established a Consultative Committee, composed of one representative of each State Party, in order to secure its implementation, foster the exchange of information, and promote and facilitate training and cooperation among states.  The Committee is also responsible for compiling national responses to the CIFTA Questionnaire, an official document for monitoring implementation of CIFTA and other mechanisms adopted by the States Parties.  This Committee holds a regular meeting each year.  At the last meeting in April of this year, Costa Rica had the honor to be elected Secretariat pro tempore of the Consultative Committee for 2006-2007.


In addition to CIFTA, other regional agreements among the countries of Latin America have been signed in the framework of the Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD). CICAD has model regulations governing the importing and exporting of firearms and ammunition.  They were drawn up in the 1990s to establish, multilaterally, a series of harmonized measures and procedures to monitor and control international trade in firearms and their parts, components, and ammunition, as a means of preventing illicit trafficking in them as well as their diversion into illegal uses and purposes.  Later, another set of Model Regulations was drawn up to control brokers of firearms, their parts, components, and ammunition.  Both sets of model regulations complement the efforts made in the CIFTA framework.


Thus, two meetings held by CIFTA last year merit our attention.  The First Conference of States Parties to CIFTA was held in Colombia in March 2005 and culminated in the Declaration of Bogotá.  This is a key document because it offers guidelines for implementing and applying CIFTA objectives.  Among the many recommendations set forth in the Declaration, there is one regarding the establishment of a CIFTA-CICAD Group of Experts charged with preparing model regulations in such areas as the marking of weapons, security measures, and the strengthening of controls at points of export.


And, in October last year, a meeting was convened of national authorities directly responsible for granting export authorizations or licenses.  The meeting yielded recommendations and mechanisms regarding the importing and international transit of firearms, ammunition, explosives, and other materials, as well as security practices to reduce possibilities of forgery or fraud in import and export licenses and permits, and in certificates or letters of final destination issued or authorized by the corresponding government authorities.


Here, I would like to add that in October this year, the CIFTA-CICAD Group of Experts will meet in Washington, D.C. to finalize the model regulations on the marking and tracing of firearms and to begin preparing draft model legislation on strengthening controls at export points.


All these actions testify to the commitment of the Organization of American States and its member states to control and regulate the international arms trade:  a commitment that is crucial because Latin America is a region considered strategic for controlling arms trafficking and other forms of organized crime.


That is why the OAS has insisted – and will continue to insist – that all governments in the Hemisphere, regardless of whether or not they manufacture weapons, assume their responsibility for controlling the flow of arms.  States undeniably have the right to purchase arms to enforce the law and protect the common interest in a responsible manner, but, along with that right, the states also incur broader responsibilities and legal obligations to ensure that the arms shipped do not contribute decisively to violation of international human rights law or international humanitarian law, nor hinder their development.


I say all this because irresponsible arms transfers fuel human rights abuses and act as proven catalysts of conflicts, not to mention their impact on the lives of hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children who are mutilated, tortured, or forced to flee their homes because of the violence and insecurity surrounding them.


Thus we are presently recommending that member states improve domestic legislation so as to make it obligatory to register all weapons in civilian hands, and to create an information organ or system accessible by all states in order to exchange this information.

We have also suggested not only strengthening the arsenals where sequestered weapons are kept so as to make them more secure (which would include increasing the size of the arsenals and creating a computerized database for registering the weapons), but also fostering coordination among the various national agencies, such as police units, intelligence services, and the armed forces in order to intercept the illicit arms trade, among other actions.

We realize that the magnitude of the small arms problem transcends the possibilities open to any individual effort and, for that reason, I would like to exhort all the member states to participate in the struggle against this scourge, the sheer scope of which should compel us to undertake coordinated actions, thereby abiding fully by the principle of shared responsibility.
Costa Rica’s proposal


Within this multilateral context, allow me to refer to the proposal put forward by Costa Rica. For Costa Rica, the unlawful use of small arms and light weapons is a problem that requires a concerted response at many levels:  locally, nationally, regionally, and globally.

For that reason, Costa Rica insists that it is a fallacy to think that weapons provide security at a time when the security of countries and of the region does not depend on armies and, therefore, external or traditional threats, but rather on the existence of conditions conducive to human development.  To cite the President of the Republic and Nobel Peace Prize winner, Oscar Arias Sánchez, “Contrary to what some people preach, security does not lie in arms. There is no such security, because arms are mercenaries that bow and scrape before any purpose or government. He who sleeps soundly because he has purchased a weapon fails to realize that danger never sleeps. It has been proven that the proliferation of firearms among citizens always translates into an increase in violence. In other words, by buying arms to protect ourselves from danger, we are engendering that very danger.” 

That is why Costa Rica has decided to knock on as many doors as necessary to stop the notion that having weapons is an exercise of freedom and to instill the notion that having them is, on the contrary, an obstacle to the exercise of freedom.

In Costa Rica’s view, the poorest countries and those in which violence and armed conflict have squandered opportunities for their citizens to improve their standard of living must make an effort, in accordance with resolution AG/RES. 2188 (XXXVI-O/06) of the General Assembly and CP/RES. 905 (1550/06) of the Permanent Council,  to reduce military expenditure in such a way that government budgets can be redirected to satisfying the most pressing needs of society and fostering transparency and honesty in the administration of state funds.  These efforts need to be accompanied by a strong international solidarity and cooperation component. Costa Rica’s proposal is to link international cooperation with peace, with social investment, with sustainable development, with cutbacks in military spending, and with achievement of the objective of the inter-American agenda, which are also subsumed in the objectives of the United Nations Millennium Declaration.

To take on those challenges, Costa Rica will within a year convene a high-level meeting called “Consensus of Costa Rica.” It will urge the developed nations and the international organizations to forgive a country’s debt not only because it is poor, but also in return for it having opted to redirect its resources, formerly earmarked for weapons and soldiers, toward education and health. Thus we trust that the international financial community will not only reward, as they have done so far, those who use their resources prudently but also those who use them morally. The Consensus of Costa Rica offers an incentive for peace, security, and for the promotion of human development.

As President Arias has said, the only form of violence we should permit ourselves is the blow that destroys weapons. Destruction of the instruments of death is our way to embark on the road to a better life. For that reason, Costa Rica, as a part of the inter-American system and of the United Nations, unreservedly affirms its commitment to life, security, peace, and human development.
Final Reflections


“Peace takes short steps to cover great distances.” These words, by the President of the Republic, Oscar Arias Sánchez, should motivate us to continue combating the uncontrolled proliferation and unlawful use of light weapons in the Hemisphere. 

Outside the OAS framework, through the United Nations Treaty for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America and the Caribbean (Treaty of Tlatelolco, 1967), we managed to consolidate, in Latin America and the Caribbean, the first populated area free of nuclear weapons. That instrument has become the model for the establishment of other nuclear-weapon-free zones in various regions of the world, such as the South Pacific (Treaty of Rarotonga), Southeast Asia (Treaty of Bangkok), and Africa (Treaty of Pelindaba), which, when they enter into force, will cover more than half the countries of the world and all territories in the Southern Hemisphere. 

The Treaty of Tlatelolco is an example of the commitment by Latin America and the Caribbean to the cause of complete and verifiable nuclear disarmament and the nonproliferation of nuclear weapons, in accordance with the purposes and principles of the United Nations Charter. Also worth underscoring is the contribution in this field made by the Conference of States Parties and Signatories to Treaties That Establish Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zones, held in Mexico City in April 2005, and organized by the Agency for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America and the Caribbean (OPANAL).

Hopefully we will soon be able to say the same about initiatives with respect to small arms and light weapons in the Hemisphere. To that end, this year and until June 2007, the Committee on Hemispheric Security will be focusing on complying with an ample agenda that will lead us to consider a variety of topics, including efforts to combat corruption, drug trafficking, terrorism, organized crime, trafficking in persons, gangs, the effects of natural disasters, and extreme poverty, inequality, and social exclusion in the Hemisphere, among other matters.

Together, under the leadership of the Organization of American States, we will continue striving, with steadfast conviction and dedication, for peace and security in our region.


Thank you very much.
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