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FACT SHEET: HUMANITARIAN DIMENSION OF DISARMAMENT 
 
While humanitarian considerations are embodied in the system of law which regulates the conduct of 
warfare, humanitarian approaches to disarmament have been gaining increasing momentum among 
both Governments and civil society. Humanitarian approaches focus largely on the impact of 
particular weapon systems on individuals.  
 
The humanitarian dimension of disarmament has provided an infusion of energy into often slow-
moving disarmament discussions. The humanitarian perspective is also seen by many as more 
inclusive as it seeks to involve all States and individuals, which have an equal stake in negotiating 
global norms against humanitarian harm.  
 
Humanitarian disarmament has been at the core of many multilateral processes setting global 
disarmament and arms control norms. Early international agreements prohibited weapons that were 
deemed contrary to international humanitarian law, such as explosive projectiles weighing less than 
400 grams (Declaration of Saint Petersburg, 1868) and bullets that expand or flatten in the human 
body (Hague Declaration, 1899). Poison and poisoned weapons were prohibited in 1907 by the 
Hague Regulations.  
 
Conventional weapons  

More recent multilateral agreements regulating categories of conventional arms have been pursued 
on humanitarian grounds. A number of conventional weapons have been regulated through the 1980 
Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW), a convention with protocols dedicated to 
specific categories of weapons that attempt to reconcile humanitarian and military considerations. 
The CCW is mandated to regulate or ban the use of conventional weapons deemed excessively 
injurious or inhumane. Such weapons regulated through the CCW include weapons that injure by 
fragments not detectable by x-ray and blinding laser weapons. Furthermore, the1997 Anti-Personnel 
Landmine Convention (APLC) and the 2008 Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM) incorporated 
a distinct humanitarian perspective and the humanitarian impact of these weapons was ultimately the 
driving force behind both. 
 
Weapons of mass destruction  

Likewise, categories of weapons of mass destruction have also been prohibited on humanitarian 
grounds. In 1925, Governments adopted the Geneva Protocol that outlawed the use of poison gas and 
bacteriological methods of warfare. These prohibitions were further strengthened and expanded with 
the adoption of the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention in 1972 and the Chemical Weapons 
Convention in 1993. These conventions extended the scope of prohibitions to also include 
development, acquisition, and production and mandated destruction of existing stocks.  
 
The inhumane destruction caused by nuclear weapons has also been addressed, although there is no 
universal or comprehensive ban on their use or possession. The 1996 International Court of Justice 
Advisory Opinion on nuclear weapons affirmed that the threat or use of nuclear weapons “would 
generally be contrary to the rules of international law applicable in armed conflict, and in particular 
the principles and rules of humanitarian law.” This humanitarian dimension has become an important 
aspect of the efforts to implement the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT). 
The 2010 NPT Review Conference “expressed its deep concern at the continued risk for humanity 
represented by the possibility that these weapons could be used and the catastrophic humanitarian 
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consequences that would result from the use of nuclear weapons.” An international conference 
focusing on the humanitarian impact of nuclear weapons was convened in Oslo in March 2013 and a 
follow-up held in Nayarit, Mexico in February 2014. 
 
New and emerging concerns  

The humanitarian perspective has increased interest in addressing concerns associated with new and 
emerging weapon systems such as autonomous weapon systems. This perspective has given new 
impetus toward dealing with the use of explosive weapons in populated areas, the use of armed 
unmanned aerial vehicles (drones), and all types of incendiary weapons. Humanitarian perspectives 
have long been a driver of disarmament processes. Understanding the humanitarian impact of 
weapon systems and thereby safeguarding compliance with international humanitarian law are 
essential practices, particularly in light of the rapid evolution of technology. 
 
Overview of weapon systems and humanitarian concerns1 

                                                 
1 Based on a similar overview provided by the NGO Article 36, which can be accessed here: 
http://www.article36.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/AR03-CHART_technologies_of_violence_11.10.13.pdf 

Cluster munitions Can deliver explosive force over wide area without distinction between combatants and civilians 

Landmines 
 

Activated by victims and cannot distinguish between combatant and civilian ; impedes humanitarian access 

 
Explosive weapons 

Use of explosive weapons with wide area effect in densely populated areas causes extensive infrastructural damage 
as well as civilian casualties  

Explosive remnants of 
war (ERWs) 

Explosive weapons that fail to detonate or are abandoned after conflict; uncontrolled and in- discriminator; 
impedes humanitarian access  

Incendiary weapons 
Some incendiary weapons, such as white phosphorous, continue to burn when exposed to oxygen.; force spread 
over wide area and considered indiscriminate 

Arms trade 

Humanitarian consequences of unregulated and irresponsible arms trade, including, but not limited to, the 
consequences of diversion to the illicit market, negative impact on socio-economic development, exacerbating 
effects on other illicit activities such as drug trafficking; facilitation of gender-based and violence against women 
and children 

Nuclear weapons 
Humanitarian consequences of the use of nuclear weapons including, but not limited to, environmental damage, 
climate change, impact on food security, physical harm to victims; indiscriminate, disproportionate, uncontrollable 
effects, targeting of civilian objects and infrastructure 

Chemical weapons Uncontrollable; indiscriminate 

Biological weapons Uncontrollable; indiscriminate 

Armed unmanned 
aerial vehicles (drones) 

Allegations of violations of international humanitarian law and international human rights law (including 
execution without trial); psychological impact of those living under threat of drone attacks; lack of transparency, 
including information on civilian casualties 

Fully autonomous 
weapons 

Concern over ethical/legal/moral implications of transferring decision to use lethal force from human being to an 
automated machine; difficulties in ensuring compliance with international law and identifying appropriate lines of 
accountability  


