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A Code of Conduct for arms sales means that no weapons should ever be sold to countries with poor human rights records because there is a very strong likelihood that these weapons would be used for offensive purposes. The United States currently sells weapons to such countries. When this fact is presented to some people, the response is often, “Well, if we didn’t sell them, then someone else would.” One would hardly call this a response that fits any ethical code that I’m aware of, but ethics and weapons are mutually exclusive so no surprise.  The following represents some activities relative to international arms sales:
In 1993 a US Code of Conduct bill started and has been introduced in successive sessions of Congress since.
In 1995 a group of Nobel Peace Laureates, led by former Costa Rican President Oscar Arias, proposed a comprehensive International Code of Conduct.

In 1998 the European Union (EU) accepted a regional Code of Conduct, the first group of states to do so. The Code covers all conventional weapons, not solely small arms. In 2004, following pressure from civil society, the code has been strengthened somewhat
In 1999 the US Congress passed the International Code of Conduct Act, requiring the administration to pursue a multilateral agreement on uniform, strict export standards.
In 2008 on October 31, 147 states at the United Nations voted overwhelmingly to move forward with work on an Arms Trade Treaty. Only the US and Zimbabwe voted against it.
According to the watchdogs of the arms industry, “The arms industry is unlike any other. It operates without regulation. It suffers from widespread corruption and bribes. And it makes its profits on the back of machines designed to kill and maim human beings”.

The irony is that the five permanent members of the UN Security Council—the USA, UK, France, Russia, and China – are the biggest profiteers of the arms trade. They also have the audacity to call themselves the “Security Council”! What kind of security do they provide when together, they are responsible for eighty eight per cent of reported conventional arms exports.  According to Jimmy Carter, “We can’t have it both ways. We can’t be both the world’s leading champion of peace and the world’s leading supplier of arms.”  Of course, we can if no one is looking. The citizens of these countries should be outraged that their tax money is being used to create death and destruction around the world. What is also interesting is who doesn’t buy weapons. The answer, of course, is peaceful countries. If we had a Code of Conduct in arms sales, there would be few countries who would buy our weapons and the defense industry would have to convert to other forms of research and manufacturing like wind and solar energy. Can’t have that!

The United States is the number one dealer in death in the world and I would guess that very few of these weapons are used only for defensive purposes. For example, when we armed Suharto in Indonesia, he massacred thousands of East Timorese and he did so shortly after receiving the green light from the United States. We are now in the process of selling a huge arms shipment to Saudi Arabia – a country with poor human rights and from which the 9-11 attackers came.  According to a New York Times article by  Eric Lichtblau, there is evidence to suggest that the Saudis provide extensive financial support of Al Qaeda.

When there are some rules to limit arms transfers to tyrannical regimes there are several legal loopholes that dealers use to easily go around controls that include by-passing end-use limitations, lack of accountability and financial transparency and by-passing national laws by making the weapons in another country.

According to the Control Arms Campaign, “Governments in at least fifteen countries, including France, USA, UK, Israel, Switzerland, and Germany, permit companies to license the production of their arms and ammunition in forty-five other countries. Many of these countries have even weaker arms-export controls, greatly increasing the likelihood that the weapons they produce will be used to carry out atrocities, and destroy lives and livelihoods.”

Arms transfers do a lot more harm in the world than good. They divert spending on health and education, divert scientific attention away from areas like pollution and alternative form of energy, increase the debt of poor nations, ruin economies of countries and wipe them off the world economic map, displace hundreds of thousands of people and lead to the wounding and killing of scores of civilians. In most wars 8 out 10 casualties are women and children. Other outcomes are the destruction of food sources, the pollution of air and water, an increase in cancer deaths and deformities among the newborn as when depleted uranium is used, the destruction of schools and hospitals, increased cases of PTSD among all segments of populations, the use of widespread rape of women and young girls, an increase in the number of female-headed households, the destruction of priceless art objects and historical sites and an increase in HIV/AIDS. 

It is clear that when arms transfers occur, wars become more likely because the means to fight them are at hand as well as perceived numerical or qualitative advantage over an opponent. Guns are a big cause of war simply because they exist. The victims of war are the poor; the financial bearers of war are the middle class; and the profiteers of war are the rich whose children rarely serve in the military. 

As long as we cling to antiquated notions of sovereignty, we will be plagued by the primitive institution of war. What we need is a strong international police force that will make any country think twice about killing their own people or invading their neighbor. If we had this, we could cap military spending in all countries. This would divert sources to solving the most vexing problems that face us in the world. If we continue to be distracted from these problems, they will slap us in the face with unprecedented fury because at some point, they could be irreversible. Retired U.S. Marine colonel, John Barr, who served in three wars, once wrote a piece called, “We are Abolishing War”. We just have to step up the pace.
