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Thank you for allowing me to submit the text below based on remarks shared with the members of the Committee on Hemispheric Security on January 22, 2008. I will first describe the challenges and range of humanitarian activities carried out by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in Latin America and the Caribbean, and then address a couple of timely weapons-related concerns.

The ICRC has the exclusive humanitarian mission to protect the lives and dignity of victims of war and internal violence and to provide them with assistance. Presently, the ICRC conducts its humanitarian activities in Latin America and the Caribbean from offices in nine different countries that cover the whole region. We have two country delegations, and four regional delegations with three country offices. ICRC country delegations exist in Colombia since 1969 and from 1994 onwards in Haiti. Its regional delegations are located in Mexico for activities in Mexico, Central America and the Spanish-speaking Caribbean; in Caracas for Venezuela, Surinam and the English-speaking Caribbean countries; in Lima for endeavors in Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador; and in Buenos Aires for efforts in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay. In addition to these regional delegations, three offices exist in Guatemala, Port of Spain and Brasilia. Together, in 2008, the budget for the activities of the ICRC in this region is about USD 50 million, and ICRC staff there encompasses 87 expatriate delegates and 407 locally hired members.

ICRC's activities in Latin America and the Caribbean fall within three broad areas. First, the ICRC addresses the humanitarian consequences of past and present armed conflicts. Second, it works also with the authorities and other stakeholders to address the humanitarian consequences of other situations of violence that prevail in several countries of the region. And third, the ICRC serves as a point of reference for international humanitarian law in the region and plays a role as a specifically neutral intermediary for humanitarian action wherever needed. 
In the conduct of its humanitarian mission in the region and more generally, worldwide, the ICRC insists on the principles of neutrality, independence and confidentiality. The application of these principles means that the ICRC deliberately does not to take sides in a conflict or in any public controversy; that it keeps its activities distinct from the agendas of any one side; and that bilateral and confidential dialogue is of essence in the conduct of its humanitarian activities. As an illustration, it is this approach that has allowed our institution to play an essential role in the liberation of a great number of hostages in Colombia over the years. 
As in previous years, the ICRC continues to respond to the diverse needs and situations in the region, and as elsewhere, its range of activities seeks to ensure protection and assistance to the victims of armed conflicts and other situations of violence. Our activities aim both at preventing and at alleviating human suffering. In this regard, the ICRC works with a wide variety of stakeholders, from the victims themselves to the public authorities, armed groups and civil society. 

The main beneficiaries of ICRC action are displaced civilians; victims of summary executions, of death threats, of unexploded ordinances, of land mines and of sexual violence; people deprived of their freedom – in particular, prisoners of war, security detainees, internees and other vulnerable people; people separated from their relatives; and missing people and their families. The ICRC oversees settings of detention and supports authorities in improving the living conditions of detainees. The ICRC has paid special attention to providing access to health services and to improving water and sanitation available to residents in conflict-affected or violence-prone areas. ICRC's partnerships with national Red Cross societies maximize the impact of its assistance programs in the region.
Relatedly, the ICRC has focused on preparedness for humanitarian action in the event of internal strife in the region, reinforcing the capacities of national Red Cross societies through training, and if necessary, in the provision of first aid and the evacuation of dead and wounded. 

For the most part, Latin American and Caribbean countries offer a favorable environment for ICRC's promotion of international humanitarian law (IHL) and its integration into national legislation and military doctrine, into the training of the armed and security forces, and into academic curricula. In particular, with the armed forces in the region, the ICRC has been steadily pursuing an approach aimed at the permanent integration of IHL norms into doctrine, operational procedures and manuals, while ensuring that training programs are established without continued reliance on external organizations. Similarly, the ICRC pursues police training in international human rights standards and humanitarian principles applicable to the use of force. Such police programs remain a priority in view of the prevailing challenges posed by situations of violence that result in serious humanitarian consequences.
Fundamental to ICRC's humanitarian actions are its acceptance by all actors, and its access and proximity to the victims. Acceptance and access constitute our main challenges. Access and proximity to the victims of armed conflicts and other situations of violence – men, women and children who have borne the brunt of arbitrary violence and who have endured great suffering – implies a concern for qualitative, timely and relevant humanitarian action to protect and assist them. Acceptance is essential for the ICRC and it implies regular dialogue and interaction with all actors in the particular contexts of its humanitarian action. Thus, the ICRC enters into dialogue with authorities and organized armed groups on matters dealing with the humanitarian consequences on affected people and communities. 
As part of its preventive activities, the ICRC engages in and contributes to ongoing processes in international fora to achieve the development and implementation of international treaties and regulations. With regards to weapons for example, the ICRC devotes attention to encourage measures to restrict or prohibit the use of weapons that have indiscriminate effects or cause superfluous injury or unnecessary suffering. Our work involves promoting the application of existing humanitarian norms on the use of weapons and the development, when appropriate, of additional norms in response to realities witnessed by the ICRC in the field, or to the emergence of new technology. My remarks today will be restricted to small arms and light weapons on one hand, and on the other, to cluster munitions.

The ICRC is concerned about the unregulated availability of weapons, in particular small arms and light weapons, and the devastating effects of such availability on civilians. To ensure adequate regulation, States will need to take a comprehensive range of measures at the national, regional and international levels. In this regard, the OAS was at the forefront of international efforts with the adoption of the Inter-American Convention Against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives and Other Related Materials (CIFTA) in 1997.
To ensure that violations of IHL are not facilitated by unregulated access to arms and ammunition, States should have in place strict standards for arms transfer decisions that include a requirement to assess the recipients' likely respect for international humanitarian law. Arms transfers should not be authorized when there is a clear risk that the arms will be used to commit violations of IHL. The ICRC has developed guidelines for conducting such assessments and these can assist States in developing adequate national or regional regulations.
In this regard, I would like to take the liberty of encouraging Member States to consider developing a regional code of conduct on arms transfers to complement the existing OAS instruments on firearms and to promote harmonized standards for arms transfers among OAS Member States. Both the OAS Model Regulation for the Control of the International Movement of Firearms, Their Parts and Components, and Ammunition, adopted in 1998 and amended in 2003, and the 2003 OAS Model Regulation for the Control of Brokers of Firearms, Their Parts, Components, and Ammunition contain elements that would provide a good starting point for the development of such a regional code. There are also useful examples of such an instrument that have been adopted by other regional and sub-regional organizations (including by the European Union, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the Wassenaar Arrangement, the States of the Great Lakes and Horn of Africa, the Economic Community Of West African States, and the Central American Integration System).  

Most recently, States have devoted increasing attention to concerns over the devastating impact on civilian populations of cluster munitions' use, and to the need of addressing this problem with the development and adoption of a new IHL treaty. The ICRC's involvement in the issue of cluster munitions comes from its experience and perspective as a humanitarian organization. These weapons have been a problem for decades when used on a large scale and the ICRC has witnessed their devastating impact on civilian populations. Last year, in AG/RES. 2293, the OAS General Assembly resolved to "recognize the humanitarian consequences of the use of cluster munitions, and to invite States to participate, in the pertinent forum, in ongoing discussions about how to address these consequences". Presently, two international efforts are afoot. In February 2007 in Oslo, 46 States committed themselves to develop a new treaty by the end of 2008 that would prohibit cluster munitions causing "unacceptable harm to civilians". Recently in December 2007 in Vienna, over 130 States met to discuss a draft of key provisions for such a new treaty. In parallel, expert-level discussions have started within the framework of the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) in order to "negotiate a proposal" which would address the humanitarian impact of cluster munitions. 
With regard to ICRC's view on which track should be pursued – the Oslo process versus the CCW process -- the following few points can be made:
· The ICRC has consistently said that it seeks the strongest possible protection of civilians from cluster munitions. We believe that it is important to have an instrument which is strong, clear, easily implemented and which will make a real difference on the ground. Therefore, any negotiating process should have clear objectives and contain a defined time frame. 

· The ICRC is participating in and contributing to the development of the strongest possible protections for civilians from cluster munitions in any forum in which this issue is being discussed. Thus, it is contributing to the work of both processes, the CCW and the Oslo Process.

· States participating in the Oslo Process pursue the objective of concluding a treaty in 2008 which will prohibit cluster munitions that cause "unacceptable harm to civilians." The ICRC urges these governments to fulfil their commitment to negotiate and conclude such a treaty in 2008. 

Moreover, the ICRC has called upon States to conclude urgently a treaty prohibiting the use, development, production, stockpiling and transfer of cluster munitions that are inaccurate and unreliable. Until such a treaty is adopted, the ICRC repeats its call to States, to end immediately the use of such weapons on a national basis, not to transfer them to anyone and to destroy existing stocks.

I am grateful to the Organization of American States for the attention and interest in our activities in the region and in our perspectives on weapons-related concerns. 
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