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International Arms Trade: A Barrier to
Democracy and to Public Health

George A. Ellsworth, M., Christine K. Cassel, M.D.1

dramafic increase m arms trade occurred be-

tween 1969 and 1994, withowt much public
w  awarcness or alarm om the part of informed
professionals, This has been described as an “orgy
of arms buving” [1]. leading many nations, even
very poor agrarian states, to acquite major levels of
military technology, including weapons of mass de-
struction. There ate niemerous dangers in the growth
of this lethal market, which we describe in this essay
Foremost for physiclans concerned with preserva-
tion of life and improvement of health is the increase
in actual and potential motbidity and mortality due
tor war and, second, the impact of the war trade on
the ability of nations to provide for the health and
prosperity of their peoples, especially in the devel-
oping world Third, we speculate that global arms
sales distort democratic decision making in countries
profiting from the sales and thwart the development
of democracy in developing nations, many of them
newly emerging in the wake of the cold wal

RECENT HISTORY

In 196%, “the value of weapuns supplied to the
third world coumntries amounted to $1 5 billion” [2].
By 1990, that total had risen to $41.3 billion. Total
Soviet arms sales to developing countries peaked at
324 8 billion in 1986 and dropped t $11 8 billion
in 1990 and to 5 billion in 1991 U 5. arms sales to
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developing countries peaked at $18 2 billion in 1994
(d4.3% of the world's total) and dropped o $14 2
billion in 1991 (37 4% of the total) |3] Chinesc and
western Curepean thitd world arms sales in 199
were $2.6 and 57 billion, respectively [4] Howover,
“if arms transfer agreements reached with the third
world in 1953 and 1991 are implemented, the value
of arms deliveries will increase” [5L The Bush ad
ministration recently announced sales of $9 billion
of F-15 aireraft to Saudi Arabia and 55 biflion of B-
16 aircraft to laiwan [6], likely hatbingers of a
resumed upward trend

Most experts observe that the initial impetus and
justification for arms sales by the superpowers to
their largely third world “client” states were political
and strategic, determined by the dvnamics of the
cold war. That is, it was thought that infusions of
weapons could strengthen a government loyal o
fhe U5 [or the former US55 R, and similatly arms
sold to insurgent groups could be justitied if a gow-
ernment opposed to a
sidered suscophible to internal upheaval and could
be manipulated into a stance viewed Lo be more
favorable in lhe global or regional balance From {he
perspective of the United States then, the primary
justification for exporting weapons since World War
T has been the containment of communism [7|.

For both geopolitica‘s and ccomomic reasons, the
blossoming of the Organization of Petroleum Ex-
porting Counlries {OPEC) created huge new weap-
oms markels. In the 19705, when the dramalic in-
crease in weapons trade began [8] an addibonal
geapolitical dynamic emerged: the need for control
over sources of oil [9]. The Middle East became as
important a strategic battleground for the superpow-
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ers as Furope had been uniil then. With the creation
of OPEC, the countries that benefited from high ail



prices could afford to buv enormous quantities of
weapons from any seller, and thev did Thus, in
addition to strategic motives, to some degree arms
exports were also driven by ecomomic gain. For both
the strategic goals of the government and the eco-
nomic benefit of the weapons industry, the United
States used favorable arms export policies to court
countries such as Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, and the
Soviet Union plied ils client states, Svria and Af-
ghanistan, The percentage of French weapons ex-
poits going to ron-BEuropecan couniries increased
from 42% in 1971, to 64% in 1974, and lo 83% by
1991 [10]. “Of the ncarly $417 billion in arms re-
ceived by the third world from 1978 o 1988, $201
billiom o 48% went to the Middic East, the most
volatile region in the world, Noncommunist nations
supplied 5114.9 billion . . . while communist nations
delivered 583 4 billion” [7].

The buildup of arms in the oil-rich Arab states,
spurred by the willingness of the U5, its allies, and
the former Soviet Union to sell arms to these coun-
tries, was used by the Israeli government to embark
upon its participation in buying and selling "conven-
fiomal” weapons, its acquisition, manufacture, and
preparation for use of 100 to 200 nuclear weapons
[11], some of which mav have been targeted on the
former Soviet Union as well as on Israel’s neighbors
[12], and its support of the South African govern-
ment's development of nuclear weapons and mis-
siles in exchange [or uranium [12].

ARMS TRADE LEADING TO THE GULF WAR

Regional pelitical conflicts complicated the simple
alignment of Middle Last countries alomg the cold
war axis. As a cold war ally of the Soviet Union and
as an anti-Iran aliy of the United States, lragq pur-
chased $46 7 billion worth of arms from 1982 (o
1989, largely from the Soviet Union, the Uniled
States, western Europe, and China. This was the
largest accumulation ever of modern weapons by a
third world country [13]. For its part, the United
States 1) sold $6 7 billion in weapons to Iran be-
tween 1974 and 1978 and 2) sold approximately
$10 to $15 billlon in weapons to lrag between 1982
and 1989 |7].

Additionaily, between 1985 and 1990, the U5,
government approved 771 licenses (A% of thosc
requested) for $1.5 billion of exports to Irag, for such
things as biological agents, electromic parts, and
computer terminals [7]. Recently, evidence emerged
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that much of Iraq's nuclear technology came from
the U5, between 1982 and 1989, against the advice
of some State Department officials [14].

The Iragi weapons systems were then used to
invade Kuwait and to fight, however inadequately,
those nations that had provided them in the first
place Further subsequent arms transfers induced
nations te join in the coaliton against Iraq and then
afterwards rewarded them for having done so. In
March 1921 the Pentagon announced the sale of F-
16 fighters to Lgypt. In order to be eligible for this
sale, Egypt had to reduce its §7 billion debt incurred
in earlier arms purchases. The U5, forgave the %7
hillion debt to elear the wav for this sale, shifting
the hill from Egypt to the Amcrican taxpayers {7].
Mr. Bush’s hypocrisy is evident in his statement to
Congress at the end of the Gull war, “It would be
tragic if the nations of the Middle East and Persian
Gulf were now, in the wake of war, to embark on a
new arms race” [15],

In light of the human, ecological, and economic
costs of Desert Stonm and the shifting allegiances of
Irag. the argument that arms trade
enhances regional stability seems espedally absurd.

[rar and

THE 5HIFT FROM ARMS SALES FOR
STRATEGIC ADVANTAGE TO ARMS SALES TO
iMPROVE BALANCE OF PAYMENTS

According to Husbhands: “The market for arms in
the 19205 will be even more competitive and unset-
tled than in the boom days of the 1970 and 19805
For all arms suppliers, econemics wili be the driving
force tn the 19905" [16]. Arms manufacturers, their
capacities bloated by the inflatiomary defense spend-
ing of the past decade, will now be facing defense
cuthacks.

Arms manufacturers in the United States and
western Furope, facing reduced defense spending
by theit own governments, are pushing for even
further increases in foreign sales, to increase their
profits and supposedly to improve those nations'
balance of payments. An industry official recently
stated: "Exports are no longer just the icing on the
cake. They are the cake” [17] Ray Hartung believes
that the real winners of the Gulf war are “Boeing,
Lockheed, McDuonnell Douglas, Grumman, LTV,
Ravtheon, GE, and Martin Marietta. ... Far from
having qualms about the role of their products in
fucling increasing vieleni and destructive conflicts,
L5, arms companies secm to be moving fuli speed
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ahead . in the mad rush to cash in on the Culf
war” [18].

Within little more than a decade, the French
weapons industries have grown o take on a life of
their own [10]. Leaders across the political spectrum
within France now view the arms industty as a
national economic asset, putting the Ministry of
Defense in the critical position of determining prior-
ities of the French economy,

The Warsaw Pact nations, as a result of their
military dissolution and impoverishment, may now
be more inclined than ever to sell weapons to the
highest bidder with litile regard for the political
CONSOGUENCES.

The arms reduction treaties, in the wake of the
end of the cold war, produce the prospect of enor-
mous supplies of primatily European weapons, both
nuclear and conventional, available in the open
market, The Conventional Torces in Furope (CEE)
Treaty of 1990 requives significant reductions in
comventional weapons in the sighatory countries but
no guarantees that those weapons will not be seld
to other countries Countries undet ccomomic duress
may attempt to sell these weapons vather than de-
stroy them.

Czechoslovakia has listed for oxport more than
5,000 of its CFE Treaty-eliminated weapons sys-
tems. Among these are 300 Soviet-built tanks that
are being sold to Syria [7] Although nuclear weap-
ons treaties generally provide safeguards for the
prudent disposal of warheads and missiles, stich
safeguards may not always prove etfective [19}.

THE EMERGENCE OF DEVELOPING NATIONS
AS ARMS MERCHANTS

Another emerging trend is that developing nations
are increasingly producing arms for export, primarily
for economic gain, either through their indigenous
cfforts or, for higher technology weapons, through
licensing agreements with industrial nations The
number uf nations exporting weapons has more than
doubled over the past 20 years, from 21 in 1968 o
45 in 1988. Listed in decreasing order of volume of
exports, the leading nations include India, lsrael,
South Africa, Brazil, Taiwan, North Korea, Argen-
tina, South Korea, and Egypt [19]

According to Ross: “The process of developing a
defense industry typically follows five stages At
first, prefabricated compenents are imported and
simply assembled in the country. The second stage
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involves actual production of weapon components
under license agreements with foreign suppliers. In
the third stage, complete forcign-designed weapons
are produced under license. By the fourth stage,
national defense industries arc able to modity, rede-
sign, and reproduce foreign weapons, and in the
fifth stage, domestically designed arms are pro-
duced” [19]

A number of countries have progressed for some
weapons systems through all five stages, including
all of the above countries plus Turkey, Pakistan,
Thailand, Indonesia, Philippines, Singapore, Mex-
ico, Chile, and Peru, These countries are increasingly
freeing themselves from the dependence and polit-
ical comstraints imposed by reliance on arms imports
This trend promises increased qualitative and quan-
titative competition in the global arms market, in-
creased economic pressure for arms sales, decreased
consideration of strategic consequences, and de-
creased international control over arms sales.

Israel and Brazil are among the most rapidly grow-
ing arms exporters, with exports of several hundreds
of millions of dollars annually. Kolodzicj asserts that
“Isracl has reached worid stature as a supplier of
quality lethal products” {10} Another example, Bra-
zil, 15 an attractive source of weapons for many
nations because it does not have the political and
strategic attachments represented by the U5, the
former U.S.5 R, or Israel. Brazil is expanding its
markets in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, com-
peting with France’s prominence as a nenaligned
supplier

Unfortunately, the risks of worldwide arms trade
are not limited to conventional weapons. The maost
advanced third world producers of conventional
weapons—Argentina, Brazil, India, Israel, and Fa-
kistan—have developed or are believed to be de-
veloping both nuclear warhead and missile delivery
systems [19]. Because so much of this technology
transfer is conducted in thinly veiled nmonmilitary
contexts, these capabilities are currently spreading
to other third world countries besides Iraq. Control-
ling nuclear proliferation is thus linked to the need
for much more explicit restraint on weapons tech-
nology transfers in general {18].

THE IMPACT OF ARMS PURCHASES ON
DEVELOPING NATIONS

Armed conflict in the third world will likely erupt
in internal civil wars or in struggles bebween me-

Eliswaorth and Cassed 15



dinm sized powers with hegemonic ambitions The
stockholm [nternational Peace Research [nstitute’s
1989 Yearbook reporled that 75% of the weapons
fransferred o (he third world between 1984 and
1988 went to 14 nations [20] Michael Klare has
identified those among 18 militarized nations that
1y can wage medium-intensity warfare, 2} exist nexi
to ancther militarized nation, and 3} have unre-
solved conflicts with neighboring nation{s} [1].
Grouped according te region, these heavily armed
poterdial antagonists include Egypl, Isracl, Iran, Lik-
va, Syria, and Turkey in the Middle Easl; China,
India, Pakislan, Norith Korea, South Korea, and Tai-
wan in the Far Bast; Argentina and Brazil in Latin
America; and Angola and South Africa. The damage
these nalions ate capable of inflicting upen each
othier s illustrated by the Iran-Trag War, in which
an estimated 1,500,000 pecple died in an sight-year
period [21] The possession of major arms may, as
in the case of the Gulf war, tempt a zealot leader in
any of these countries to invite "apocalyptic” de-
struction by confronting a larger, industrial nation
armed with very much more sophisticated weap-
LY

Internal conflicts have also contributed signifi-
cantly to the deaths of the 40 milion people who
have died in wars in developing countries since 1945
[15]. In 199H) there were 16 ongning wars that had
tesulted in the deaths of 2,632,000 civilians and
00,000 to 620,000 soldiers [8] Weapons trade often
TEH'L'I]tﬁ in 'L’A.I'EHPII]'I'[.‘-E s

Rampantly expanding weapons purchascs in de-
veloping countries also cause deaths withowl having,
b be used. Weapons are always purchased by de-
veloping nations {and cven by developed nations)
at the cost of sodal programs It is not unusual for
military expenditures 1o lotal four times the spend-
ing on health care and twice thal on education [7).
Developing nations spent close to $167 3 billion on
military budgets in 1988, roughly 538 bilion of
which was spent on arms purchases from other
countries [#] As in the industiialized nations, large
militaries distort government priorities by promoting
even more military spending, Were some fraction of
this money to be spent lo prevent or correct unsan-
ilary water supplics and inadequate sewers, expo-
sure lo cold and infection, the lack of family plan-
ning measures, inadequate health care and illiteracy,
these problems would be climinated. Dopulations
thus supported would be beller equipped to improve
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the futures of their children and 1o avoid rampant
destruction of the environmenlt in their pursuits of
a betler life. The United States has some culpability
in these distorted priorities, as military assislance
increased to over 40% of the "foreign aid” budget in
the 1980s [7],

THE IMPACT OF ARMS PURCHASES ON
DEMOCRACY IN DEVELOPING NATIONS

Perhaps moest importantly, a large military in an
underdeveloped country may be the major force in
the wav of democracy, ie, the people expressing
themselves uncoerced, for o against those actually
in powet at any time.

Futh Leger Sivard defines military-controlled gowv-
ernments as those in which there is 1) key political
leadership by military officers, 2) the existence of a
state of emergency or martial law, 3) extrajudicial
authovity exercised by secority forces, 4) lack of
central political control over armed forces, and 5)
accupation by foreign military forces. Mililary-con-
trolled governments tend o have larger armed
forces, more official violence against the public,
more vears al war, and more death in wars [8].

Fecent events in Hailti, lraq, Somalia, Liberia,
Arerbajjan, Armenia, Indonesia, and (the former)
Yugoslavia have made clear that those parties, na-
Honalities, or factions with the most weapons gain
control, af the cost of enormous human suffering
and nol necessarily in accordance with popular
opinion. "All {oo often, security forces protect a
polilico-cconamic system in which state resources
are a sowrce of wealth for those in power rather
than protecting the majority’s vight to seek reforms”
[15]

Instead of protecting demaocracy, military power
undermines it Countries with weak or uninfluential
militavies, o, as in the ETETEING Former Soviet re-
publics so far, with militavies unwilling o march
against or fire om their gwn citizens, are freer to
move in a democratic direction,

THE IMPACT OF ARMS SALES ON THE
DEVELOPED NATIONS

Matwithstanding the administration’s and Con-
gress's commmiiment of over 5274 billion to defense
m 1992, some military experts argue that it would
be possible to maintain adequate defenses and cut
the detense budget in half in s few vears [22]. As
noted previvusly, defense contractors arc already

Internationsl Avms 1rade



stimulating arms sales in developing countries to
replace those lost at home |19] The military-indus-
trial complex continues to promote its exislence by
puinting o its favorable effect on the balance of
trade [10]

Initially it might appear advantageous fo the
American taxpayer to permit toreign taxpayers (o
foot the bill. In many inslances, however, as noted
earlien, through military aid. loans, and loan for-
giveness, the "ftoreign” purchase of American axms
is still paid for by the .5, taxpayer Additionally,
scientists and workers in the defense industry and
the capital provided to them do not contribute to
the building of a strong economy based on produc-
tive industiies. Enormous amounts of American {ax
dollars continue to flow {0 {he war machines of
many nations and out of the budgets for the impoy-
erished, he homeless, health care voform, and te-
building domestic infrastructuees,

Muoreover, as was evident in the econt war with
Irag, those very woeapons provided with surh gen-
grous credit terms by the US. mav well be vsed
against American lroops at some Hme Thus do arms
sales threaten the lives of Americans and the health
of the American economy,

THE IMPACT OF ARMS SALES ON
DEMOCRACY IN DEVELOPED NATIONS

US arms sales also badly distort democyatic de-
cision-making processes at home Congresspeople,
the military-industrial complex, and the major me-
dia all equate militarv contracts with jobs In fact,
the opposite is true. If the cquivalent amount ot
money were 1o be invested in the civilan economy,
more jobs would be created. For each $1 billion
decrease in the military budget. 24000 jobs on
average are lost Butif that same amount is nvesled
in the cvilian cconomy, 31,000 jobs are cteated
[23] A militarv-lo-civilian shift of $130 billien
would creqte an additional 1 million jobs. Mosl
congressional districls send far more Lo the Mentagon
than they receive Unforbunately, most people in
Congress fight for the Pentagon crumbs and, in the
process, for the whole bloated Penlagon budget,
make other government spending “the problem,”
and persuade a weary populace facing pevsemal and
national indebtedness to mistrust government pro
grams for needed investments in education, hous-
ing, and the creation of jobs. As in developing
nations, demaociatic processes ate distorted

nlermaticnal Arms Trade

SUMMARY

The epidemics of arms sales and militatism con-
tinue to prove deadly and prevent the widespread
application of moedern public health methods to
improving health and survival. Militarism kills peo-
ple bolh directly in war and indirectly through de-
priving them of essential social services. The direct
deaths occur mostly in developing nations, with the
killing done or financed by the developed nations
The indirect deaths occur everywhete

Militarism also kills the spirits of nations Fos
developed nations this death takes the form of dis-
terted or paralyzed government decision making,
resting uneasily on distant victories and wasted ex-
penditutes that distract people from problems at
home For the developing countries, budding de-
mocracies are crushed. It might be hoped that the
end of the cold war, which spawned this arms rade
grovwth, might cnable now its reversal Bul the end-
ing uof the cold war paradoxically seems o have
fueled this arms race, driven now by economic
rather than stralegic incontives

Any hoepe of slopping the growth of this lethal
market and reducing its impact on nations emerging
from totalitarianism will require the leadership of
the United States First, U5 administrations must
do more than give lip service to the issue of arms
frade. The United States must stop its short-sighted
practice of rewarding today's allies with weapons
that can be used against the U.S. tomorrow. Second,
the L5, must lend real support to United Nabons
elforts to restrict arms markets internationally,

Fhysicians for Social Responsibility and Interna-
tional Physicians for the Prevembion of Nuclear War
have special yoles to play in pressuring nations to
limit the arms tade. In their work at home and in
their new north-south collaborations, members and
affiliztes can wok to identify and reduce arms sales
and purchases at both ends, redirect the money thus
wasted, solve the social problems, and nourish dem-

ocratic instifubons .
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