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CONVENTIONAL WEAPONS

In an article entitled "Conventional weapons: a revived issue" in
Instant Research on Peace and Violence (Helsinki, No 1-2/1976 pp. 29-38)
published by the Tampere Peace Research Institute, Mr. Pertti Joenniemi
reviews the main categories of weapons which were examined by the
Conferences of Government Experts in Lucerne (1974) and Lugano
(1976).1

The author starts by pointing out that one of the characteristics of
the postwar intergovernmental talks on weapons is that they have con-
centrated almost exclusively on nuclear and other mass destruction
weapons which — fortunately—have not been extensively used, whereas
new "conventional" weapons have been discussed very little but used
extensively. This fact demonstrates the need for the current discussions
aimed at limiting or banning the use of "conventional" weapons, old or
new, which cause excessive suffering or have indiscriminate effects.

The following categories of weapons are considered:

1. Incendiary weapons.—There are many types of incendiary weapons
of which the chemical composition, form (shells, rockets, flamethrowers,
bombs, grenades and so forth), operational characteristics, use and
effects (apart from causing burns, many incendiary weapons are poison-
ous or asphyxiating) may be extremely varied and have been extensively
used since the Second World War (25 countries are said to have used
napalm bombs). The author goes on to stress the harm such weapons
cause among civilians and he refers in particular to the suffering of
victims who are not immediately killed and whose injuries (skin cancer,
damage to internal organs, disfigurement and so forth) make it extremely
difficult for them to resume normal life.

1 The ban or restriction on the use of these weapons was discussed at the Diploma-
tic Conference on the Reaffirmation and Development of International Humanitarian
Law applicable in Armed Conflicts. The final session of that Conference will take
place from mid-April to mid-June 1977.
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2. Small-calibre projectiles.—These projectiles are those of a substan-
tially smaller calibre than the 7.52 mm which have been in common use
(5.56, 4.6, 4.32 mm). Because of their high velocity and their tumbling
effect on impact they generally cause far worse damage to tissue than the
older type of rounds and therefore cause more suffering and a higher
mortality rate. The use of rifles firing small calibre rounds is already
fairly widespread throughout the world.

Although it is difficult to establish the criteria on which to base the
ban of such projectiles, the author emphasizes that there is a need to
limit the wounding power of modern small-calibre weapons.
3. Blast and fragmentation weapons.—After reviewing the character-
istics of the main blast and fragmentation weapons, the author emphasizes
their inaccuracy, as they cannot be aimed with certainty at a circum-
scribed target. He refers to an estimate that 50 to 60% of all battle
injuries in "conventional" modern war have beeen caused by fragments
released by explosive weapons. He states that although there is not
general agreement on the point, these weapons cause more deaths and
more complicated injuries than other conventional weapons (generally
because there are many fragments in the body).
4. Delayed action weapons.—Landmines are the most familiar example
of delayed action weapons. They may be laid by ground forces, but
they can also be dropped from the air, without any great accuracy, of
course. Some are intended to damage equipment (particularly armoured
vehicles) and others to kill or wound people, generally causing injuries
below the abdomen.

Mines used to be considered as defensive weapons but it seems that
they are also used to support operations in areas not yet controlled. The
author states that if this tendency became permanent it would be even
more important to regulate the use of mines and minefields.

After referring to disucussions which have been held on possible
developments in weapons ("electronic" warfare, laser weapons, micro-
wave and infrasound weapons, light-flash devices, and various methods
of geophysical and environmental warfare, etc.), the author concludes
that although such technological developments have become an issue in
intergovernmental talks, a new approach is necessary to the problems
they engender. In his opinion this is needed not only to save the resources
now spent on the development and production of costly high technology
antipersonnel weapons, but primarily to reduce the suffering and the
destruction they cause.

Y.S.
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