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Strengthening the Connection Between Small 
Arms and Light Weapons Controls and the 
Women, Peace and Security Agenda 
 
 
Introduction 

This briefing paper introduces readers to the theoretical and practical overlaps of the Women, Peace and 
Security (WPS) agenda with the field of small arms and light weapons (SALW) controls.  

As will be discussed, these two frameworks - SALW controls and the WPS agenda - are increasingly seen 
as interlinked. There is a growing awareness that SALW-related violence is highly gendered and that a 
gender perspective is needed for effective SALW control. There is also increased recognition that 
implementing the WPS agenda must include action around SALW.  The inclusion of SALW control issues 
in the WPS agenda represents an opportunity for renewed momentum in both of these areas. 

 
 

Women, Peace and Security 

‘Women’s participation is key to sustainable peace’ is a conclusion drawn from a global study on the 
implementation of United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 on Women, Peace and Security 
(WPS), conducted in 2015,1 15 years after its adoption. The active participation of women at all levels is crucial 
to the operational effectiveness, success and sustainability of peace processes and peacebuilding efforts.  

Before the landmark UNSCR 1325 was adopted in 2000, international conventions existed to protect women 
from various forms of violence, but fell short of promoting their active and meaningful participation in 
negotiating sustainable peace. Since then, the WPS agenda (encompassing UNSCR 1325 and subsequent 
resolutions) has become the leading international policy instrument to address the realities of women in 
relation to armed conflict and promote their participation in peace and security. 

The WPS agenda stresses the importance of women’s full and effective participation as active agents in 
promoting peace and security. It addresses how women are affected by armed conflict, underscores the 
importance of women’s participation in conflict resolution, and recognizes the undervalued and under-
utilized contributions women make in preventing conflict, peacekeeping and peacebuilding. 

However, and arguably, more importantly, the WPS agenda also makes clear that when women are 
excluded, the world is missing out on invaluable contributions to achieving sustainable peace. The WPS 
agenda is about ending conflict, not about making conflict safer for women. When women are actively 
involved in securing peace, the world becomes a safer place - for both men and women. 

Women, Peace and Security, the UNPoA and SALW 

As has been previously noted by IANSA, “[T]wo significant initiatives on ‘security’ were taken by the United 
Nations (UN) around the time of the millennium, one following quickly on the other. The first was UN Security 
Council Resolution (SCR) 1325 concerned with women in relation to peace and security. The other was the 

                                                                                                                                              
 
1 http://www.peacewomen.org/sites/default/files/UNW-GLOBAL-STUDY-1325-2015%20(1).pdf  



  
 

 
 
 
 

 2 

UN Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons 
in All Its Aspects (PoA) which dealt with small arms and light weapons (SALW) as a threat to security.” 
However, there was no interaction between the two initiatives: each was drafted in isolation from the other. 
Thus, SCR 1325 makes no mention of SALW, while the PoA portrays women as hapless victims, rather than as 
key resources in combating armed violence.2 

Each initiative seemingly ignored the other, despite women's highly insecure lives and the significance of 
guns in violence against women both in times of conflict and times of peace. It is well established that SALW 
have devastating effects on women's security. While the majority of firearms victims are men, women are 
also killed, coerced and threatened at gunpoint. Sexual violence is used as a weapon of war, facilitated by 
SALW, and women are left to fight for the survival of their families when men die or are injured in armed 
conflict. SALW controls and disarmament are therefore critical to achieving the goals of the WPS agenda.  

Since then, positive developments have taken place in both fields. In 2013, after intense lobbying by civil 
society, the UN Security Council adopted its first thematic resolution exclusively dedicated to SALW. This 
resolution highlights the impact of SALW on violence against women and girls and promotes the meaningful 
participation of women in line with the WPS agenda, demonstrating the synergies between these areas 
(UNSCR 2117).  Subsequent WPS resolutions have continued to recognise the need for gender-responsive 
SALW controls.3 

Integrating gender into small arms control measures has also slowly been introduced into the UNPoA 
process after years of civil society engagement to demonstrate the role and agency of women and 
highlight the range of impacts of SALW on them. For example, during the 2018 Third Review Conference on 
the UNPoA, states reiterated the importance of encouraging “the full participation and representation of 
women, including in leadership roles and as agents of change, in policymaking, planning and 
implementation processes […] relating to community safety, violence reduction, collection and destruction 
of small arms and light weapons and conflict prevention and resolution.” States also committed to 
“encourage mainstreaming gender considerations into small arms and light weapons policies and 
programmes, including in the areas of programme design, planning, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation, taking into account, as appropriate, relevant guidelines and standards.”  

In addition, the 2018 Disarmament Agenda 'Securing our Common Future', launched by the UN Secretary-
General, calls on all states to incorporate gender perspectives in the development of national legislation 
and policies on disarmament and arms control. These developments all contribute to further strengthening 
the effective implementation of Goals 5 and 16 of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.4 	

Gender, armed conflict and SALW  

The ownership and use of SALW and the impacts of gun violence have clear gender dimensions. Therefore, 
SALW control policies cannot be effective without including a gender perspective or guaranteeing diverse 
and inclusive gender participation in their discussion and implementation. The international community is 
dedicating increasing efforts to the inclusion of gender perspectives and gender-sensitive goals in SALW 
policy instruments. Similarly, explicit actions on SALW are being taken within the framework of initiatives that 
concern violence against women. 

                                                                                                                                              
 
2 IANSA, Joined up thinking: International Measures for Women’s Security and SALW Control: https://iansa.org/joined-up-
thinking-international-measures-for-womens-security-and-salw-control-paper-2010/ 
3 See, for example, UNSCR 2467 (2019) which noted the impact of SALW on civilians in armed conflict, including GBV against 
women and girls in conflict.    
4 Goal 5 on gender equality and empowering all women and girls, and Goal 16 on peace, justice and strong institutions, 
particularly target 4: 'by 2030, significantly reduce illicit financial and arms flows (...)'. This target also includes indicator 16.1.2 
that focuses on measuring deaths in situations of armed conflict. 
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As stated in a noteworthy study on war and gender, 'the construction of social sex and gender roles means 
that armed conflict is sexed and gendered',5 an observation that applies also to SALW-related violence in 
non-conflict settings. Numerous studies have reconfirmed this statement, highlighting the links between 
gender, armed conflict and SALW controls. They constitute the theoretical framework for policy initiatives in 
this field. For further reading, see Annex I.  

It should be noted that while the emphasis here is on women, developing gender mainstreamed policies 
implies a broader approach. This issue is gaining increased attention, also with reference to WPS, as gender 
is often presumed to relate primarily to women and girls and fails to take into account the full spectrum of 
gender, including non-binary people of diverse sexual orientations, gender identities and expressions. 

Core interplays 
Gender and  
armed conflict 

Victims and perpetrators: While women do engage in armed conflict as fighters, the 
predominant numbers of fighters are men, who also account for the majority of 
casualties (84%).6 Gender affects whether one is a victim of violence, as violence can 
be directed at a person based on their gender. Acts of violence against these people 
are also categorised as gender-based.7 

Sexual and Gender-based Violence (SGBV): Violent acts directed at an individual 
based on their gender, notably sexual violence, are used as a weapon of war. Women 
account for the majority of victims, but this also includes sexual violence against men 
(S/2020/487) and homophobic, bi-phobic and transphobic killings.8 A 2021 UN 
Secretary-General report uses the term 'conflict-related sexual violence' to refer to 
rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced pregnancy, forced abortion, enforced 
sterilization, forced marriage, and any other form of sexual violence of comparable 
gravity perpetrated against women, men, girls or boys that are directly or indirectly 
linked to a conflict.9  

For example, conflict-related sexual violence is used as a tactic of terrorism by groups 
such as the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). According to UN findings, this 
includes using sexual violence as part of its political economy (for example, through 
the trafficking of women and children, and as a recruitment tool to attract new 
fighters.10 

Post-conflict impact: Due to socially and culturally formed gender roles, large death 
tolls within a young male population, alongside the disorder and economic crisis that 
follow a conflict, have a disproportionate impact on women. Widows and dependents 
form a high proportion of the civilian population in conflict environments. This 
demographic change places a heavy economic burden on women. Threats to 

                                                                                                                                              
 
5 Goldstein, J. (2003). War and Gender: How Gender Shapes the War System and Vice Versa. Cambridge University Press. 
6 Hideg, G. and A. Alvazzi del Frate. (May 2019). Darkening Horizons: Global Violent Deaths Scenarios. 2018–30, Briefing 
paper. Small Arms Survey. Available at: http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/fileadmin/docs/T-Briefing-Papers/SAS-BP-
Violent-Deaths-Scenarios.pdf 
7 Myrttinen, Henri. (2020). Connecting the Dots: Arms Control, Disarmament and the Women Peace and Security Agenda. 
Geneva, Switzerland: United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research. Available at: https://doi.org/10.37559/GEN/20/01 
8 Ibid., and Sivakumaran. Lost in translation: UN responses to sexual violence against men and boys in situations of armed 
conflict. International Review of the Red Cross, Volume 92, No. 877, March 2010. Available at: 
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/irrc-877-sivakumaran.pdf 
9 Conflict-related sexual violence: Report of the Secretary-General (S/2021/312). 
10 Special Report of the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict 
(S/2016/1090).  
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security posed by the easy accessibility and proliferation of SALW further undermine 
the potential for traditional economic activity, and restricts the mobility of civilians.11  

Armed 
conflicts and 
SALW 

Conflict outbreak and escalation: The availability of SALW plays a key role in the 
outbreak and escalation of modern armed conflicts, which now consist largely of 
internal conflicts and civil wars rather than state-to-state warfare. SALW have a 
number of advantages in these settings; they are low cost, simple, durable, and 
widely available.12 

Violence against civilians: SALW are the key weapons used in conflict. They 
contribute to an increased death toll within the population and represent the main 
cause of death in conflict. SALW are estimated to be responsible for 90 per cent of war 
casualties in recent times.13  

Poor stockpiling and illicit flow from conflict areas: Conflict areas represent an 
important SALW 'deposit' for illicit trafficking to nearby regions and the post-conflict 
internal availability of weapons. For instance, the UN Secretary-General raised 
concern over the destabilising effect that the illicit traffic of weapons from Libya has 
had on the Sahel region (see S/2019/1011). 

Gender and 
SALW  

Attitudes and misuse of SALW: Social constructs around masculinity and femininity 
affect perceptions on arms. SALW are largely owned and used by men. The 
possession and use of SALW are often seen as affirmations of violent masculinity 
further embedded in popular culture through, for example, films and toys. Women can 
also contribute to stereotypes that encourage men’s possession and use of SALW.14 

Effects of misuse: While firearms are frequently used in homicides perpetrated by 
men against other men, they are also used to kill women, although this phenomenon 
is under-researched and also varies from country to country.15 Nevertheless, guns are 
used to threaten and enable other forms of gender-based violence, such as rape.16 It 
is also estimated that the presence of a firearm increases the risk of domestic 
violence ending in homicide. A key study by the UN Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC)17 found that women form the majority of victims of firearm-related intimate 
partner homicides.   

                                                                                                                                              
 
11 IANSA, Mainstreaming Gender in the UN PoA. Available at: https://iansa.org/mainstreaming-gender-in-the-un-poa-
2012/. 
12 Light Weapons and Civil Conflict: Controlling the Tools of Violence. (1999). Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences, 52(4), 20-24. doi:10.2307/3824789 

13 Federation of American Scientists. The Global Threat of Small Arms and Light Weapons -- A Primer: 
https://fas.org/asmp/campaigns/smallarms/primer.html 
14 Women, men and the gendered nature of small arms and light weapons, para 6.2.2. (2018). The Modular Small-Arms-
Control Implementation Compendium (MOSAIC). Available at:  https://www.un.org/disarmament/wp-
content/uploads/2018/10/MOSAIC-06.10-2017EV1.0.pdf 
15 Global Burden of Violence. (2011). When the Victim is a Woman, Chapter 4. Available at: 
http://www.genevadeclaration.org/fileadmin/docs/GBAV2/GBAV2011_CH4_rev.pdf 
16 Global Burden of Armed Violence. (2015). Every Body Counts. Available at: 
http://www.genevadeclaration.org/fileadmin/docs/GBAV3/GBAV3_Ch3_pp87-120.pdf. 
17 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). (2020). Global Study on Firearms Trafficking. Available at: 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-
analysis/Firearms/2020_REPORT_Global_Study_on_Firearms_Trafficking_2020_web.pdf  
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WPS and SALW control 

The integration of SALW in the WPS agenda is still in its early stages but is gaining ground. The UN Secretary 
General’s report on SALW from 2019 confirms that 'the need to better integrate small arms and light 
weapons considerations into the women and peace and security agenda remains a priority' (S/2019/1011). 
Notably, similar recommendations are included in the UN General Assembly Resolution from 2018, under the 
agenda item "Women, disarmament, non-proliferation and arms control' (A/RES/73/46). This resolution 
noted that:  

● States should consider how to integrate SALW control in their WPS national action plans; and  

● The UN Security Council should support the collection of data on SALW, disaggregated by age and sex.  

The WPS agenda is the leading instrument for developing conflict-related gender policies at the national 
level. It addresses the specific situation of women during armed conflicts and promotes their active 
participation in conflict resolution. WPS resolutions call on states to adopt national action plans (NAPs), 
which translate WPS recommendations into specific actions at the national level.  

According to a recent study,18 there are challenges related to the WPS agenda's engagement with arms 
control and disarmament at the multilateral level. While many NAPs have progressed to include SALW 
controls, many states are yet to even adopt a NAP. There are also geographical differences to consider. For 
instance, South-Eastern Europe and sub-Saharan Africa have made progress in including SALW in their NAPs 
on WPS. However, in Latin America, none of the NAPs mentions SALW, which is especially concerning as the 
region experiences extremely high rates of armed violence, including rates of violence against women.19 

A key challenge to understanding the gender-based impacts of SALW is the lack of specific sex and age-
disaggregated data. This is crucial when designing effective programmes in a complex policy domain. In 
addition to quantitative data, qualitative research is also required to understand gendered impacts and 
aspects of SALW controls and disarmament. Furthermore, improved monitoring and evaluation of 
integrating gender into arms control and disarmament measures will be essential to ensure efficient use of 
resources.20 

Funding for programmes and processes is another major challenge. Although there is substantial rhetoric 
supporting the WPS agenda, financial support is extremely low across all of its areas of implementation.21 At 
the same time, the UNPoA and other agreements to regulate SALW are also still largely under-resourced 
with respect to supporting civil society capacity building and institution strengthening. 

Furthermore, there is a tendency to see young people, and especially young men, solely as a threat to 
security and stability and as the main perpetrators of violence. In this regard, the implementation of UNSCR 

                                                                                                                                              
 
18 Ibid. 7 
19 The national implementation status of the WPS Agenda can be monitored on Peacewomen.org. 
20 Ibid. 7 
21 UN Women, Global Study on the implementation of Security Council resolution 1325 (2000). Available at: 
https://wps.unwomen.org/  
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2250 on Youth, Peace and Security, which recognises the contribution of youth in efforts to maintain and 
promote peace and security, will be essential. 

In summary, the inclusion of SALW analysis and recommendations in the WPS Agenda represents a crucial 
and positive development that shows progress in the international community’s awareness of the 
correlations between the policy areas. It also represents a fundamental tool for the planning of effective and 
holistic policies.  

Annex I: Further resources 

The following resources provide a launching point for further study and investigation of the connections 
between gender, small arms, and conflict. Including practical guides, briefing papers, journal articles, 
resource packs, and longer scholarly publications, this list offers tools for academics and activists to 
advocate for gender-responsive small arms control programming at the national and international levels.  

• Barr, Corey and Masters, Sarah (2011). Why Women? Effective Engagement for Small Arms Control. 
https://iansa.org/why-women-effective-engagement-for-small-arms-control-2011/: 

 
This brief directly addresses the question of why women's participation in small arms control policymaking 
is critical, arguing that women's involvement is necessary to make programmes more effective and 
democratise peace and security.  

 
• Brun, Emile, ed. (October 2019). Gender-responsive Small Arms Control: A Practical Guide. Small Arms 

Survey and Gender Lens for Arms Control Support and Sustainability (GLASS). 
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/fileadmin/docs/Q-Handbooks/HB-07-Gender/SAS-GLASS-Gender-
HB.pdf  

This guide discusses the fundamentals of gender-responsive small arms programming, explains the 
international normative and legal frameworks governing small arms and gender, and expands on how to 
design, implement, and monitor and evaluate gender-responsive small arms programming.  

• Farr, Vanessa; Myrttinen, Henri; and Schnabel, Albrecht, eds. (2009). Sexed pistols: The gendered impacts 
of small arms and light weapons. United Nations University Press. 
https://collections.unu.edu/eserv/UNU:2537/ebrary9789280811759.pdf 

This scholarly publication discusses in detail the gender-specific effects of small arms violence, with a focus 
on case studies in the Global South.   

• Gender & Disarmament Resource Pack for Multilateral Practitioners. (March 2021). International Gender 
Champions Disarmament Impact Group. https://unidir.org/publication/gender-disarmament-
resource-pack  

This resource pack was developed by the International Gender Champions Disarmament Impact Group, 
whose members include the United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR). It includes 
approaches for developing gender-responsive SALW control and disarmament programming, assesses 
progress toward integrating gender perspectives in these initiatives, provides guidance for making 
multilateral meetings more gender-responsive, and supplies a list of additional resources.   

• Gender Responsive Small Arms Control in the Decade of Action for the SDGs. (February 2020). 
Pathfinders for Peaceful, Just and Inclusive Societies.  https://gensac.network/wp-
content/uploads/2020/02/Gender-Responsive-Small-Arm-Control-in-the-Decade-of-Action-for-the-
SDGs.pdf  
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This piece published by Pathfinders identifies how gender-responsive small arms control policies are a 
critical tool for preventing violence, incorporating and building on the work of UN frameworks like the 2030 
and WPS agendas, as well as policy instruments like the PoA and ATT. The piece also highlights strategies 
and best practices for incorporating gender perspectives into small arms control and violence prevention.  

• Ní Aoláin, Fionnuala; Cahn, Naomi; Haynes, Dina Francesca; & Valji, Nahla, eds.. (December 2017). The 
Oxford Handbook of Gender and Conflict. 
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199300983.001.0001/oxfordhb-
9780199300983  

The Oxford Handbook is a scholarly, comprehensive guide to issues affecting men and women in conflict 
situations, including sexual violence, war, peacekeeping, health and economic security, humanitarian 
intervention, countering violence and extremism, and of course the WPS agenda.   

• Sivakumaran, Sandesh. Lost in translation: UN responses to sexual violence against men and boys in 
situations of armed conflict. International Review of the Red Cross, Vol. 92, No. 877, Mar. 2010. 
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/irrc-877-sivakumaran.pdf  

Sivakumaran’s paper investigates the UN’s handling of sexual violence against men and boys in conflict, 
noting positive developments like increased awareness of the problem as well as problems with accurate 
reporting and accountability for perpetrators.   

• Women, men and the gendered nature of small arms and light weapons. (2018). The Modular Small 
Arms Control Implementation Compendium (MOSAIC) of the United Nations. 
https://www.un.org/disarmament/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/MOSAIC-06.10-2017EV1.0.pdf  

This document is one in a series of modules published by the UN on small arms control. It briefly outlines the 
UN framework for regulating SALW, the gendered nature of SALW and the gender-specific consequences of 
their misuse, best practices for gender mainstreaming in SALW control, gender considerations in 
programming, and the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders.   

• Women, Peace and Security National Action Plan Development Toolkit. (2013). Peacewomen - a 
programme of Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom (WILPF). 
https://www.peacewomen.org/assets/file/national_action_plan_development_toolkit.pdf   

This toolkit developed by WILPF provides a guide to advocating for a National Action Plan (NAP) on Women, 
Peace and Security, including an overview of the WPS agenda and UNSCR 1325, as well as tips for conducting 
advocacy campaigns and meeting with government representatives.  
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