Legal fo lllegal: Southeast Asia's lllegal Arms Trade
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Southesst Agia s g regan beget with nstability, communial sng ssoEl violenoe
ard Ingurgancy, Fueling snis valalle state of affairs (s & thiving iegal arms rads
with Thaiiand &g majes arms sourse and trarsit rodte, Tre baik ol the arms soid on
the glack market copne frorm legal sourees, elher o governmant arssnals or
coepmercial tracers, Jnlicansed arms trads anafor production also take place n
Burrra, Indsnesia, the Prilipines, Vistrarm, Camiodia and Malaysa, nsurgents
pradace her owh landimites, as in the cass of Burma aro the Philippines. Tha
system of translarming jegs arns o ilagal ones i diliou ! e courter dus o he
imatitutionalized invovsrmant of the militarg, e police and cusiems officas,
|ntarested parties nesd ooy (oobrie thelr way into the sysler. Countnss miis
resolve condict within the region i order Lo sow down the demand from both
BavamMment and ron-govemiment foress o anrrs,

Southeast Asia has a thriving black market in arms that feeds
eriminal activity, communal and social vialence, and insurgsncy in the
region. The resulting instability 15 a threat to regional and doemestic state
and human secuity, not to mention the growth of democracy and
development. To understand the dynamics of any illicit arms market and
to set up any control regime, itis necessary to first identity the scurce of
the arms, who the traffickers are, the methods and routes taken to
transport the arms, and the final destination or end-users of the arms.
In Southeast Asia, it s avident that the large majority of anms available
on the black rarket and slirculating illegally throughout the region cames
from legal sources, either government arsenals, commercial trade, of
covert arms transfers.

Thailand is one of the mest important centres for arms trafficking n
Southeast Asia, and many llict weapons originate and/or pass through
here en route to othar countries, This is partly due to Thailand's hustory
as well as its central gecgraphical location in the region. The arms tend
to come from stockpiles laft ovar from Cambodia’s war, Gther sources
neiude the legal arms trade and Thai mulitary stockplles, as well as illicit
arms from China, Vietnam, Laos, and Pakistan, some of which transi
through Thailand an their way to fuelling further instability in the region.*

The currant dynamics of Southeast Asia’s arms markel had s
beginnings in the political conflicts that occurred in the region from the
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15505 to the early 1990s. What occurred in Fakistan as a result of its
history as & US conduit for covert arms transfers to the Mujahldeen in
Afghanistan, a similat scenario evolved in Thailand. Thalland hecame the
preterred transit route to Cambodia for sending Chinese arms to the
Khmer Rouge, and US arms to the two other anti-Vietnamese factions,
the Sihanouk and Son San groups in the 1980s and early 1990s. This
was |n accordance with Thalland's policy of creating buffer zones against
nelghbounng countries that were parceved as a threat, Therefare, tha
Thai military became involvad in overseeing the transfers, The arms In
question were sent to Thai military officers who acted as middlemen 1o
deliver them to the Khmer factions.? As there was na official record
keeping track of the arms, officers were able to divert them for sale along
another buffer zone, Thaland's westem barder with Burma.' Thus, an
arms supply network, also involving Thal businessmen and members of
the Thai police, was establishisd that ran from warehouses alongthe Thal-
Cambodian border 1o Burmese insurgent groups operating on the:Thal-
Burimese border * The lingering Thai socio-palitical structure of patronage,
and the facility in which traffickers can buy cooperation and silence, have
aliowed 1his network of arms trafficking 1o continue, though the individual
actors have changed.® The only reguirement to bean.actor 1s 1o be alble
to pay the military and police for protection, thus, traffickers tend to be
military officers, politicians, businessmen, and gangsters.® This network
of arms traffickers is irvoived in the majonty of today's black-market arms
trade in Sputheast Asia.

As:the Cambodian conflict came to a close, arms farmerly in the
Khrner Rougs stockpiles began making their way from Cambodia back to
Thailand to be sold inthe black market.” These arms were smuggled back
irte Thatland by Khmer Rouge guemiia forces, Cambadian govermment
soldiers, and militia.® These supplies were augmeantad by weapons stolen
from Thai military stocks, weapons seized by the police, as well as arms
legally brought into the country by arms dealers. but then diverted Into
the lllegal market.® The same diversion of arms from |egal sources
continues today. Gun dealers have an agreement with the Ministry af
IFtenor to import arms for the government. They use this permit toimport
mare than they sell to the government, and sell the surplus in the black
market, !t In 001, three military officars were arrested, ane for rakling
an arpor warehouse to snatch a shipment of small arms and two others
for attempting to deliver two truckloads of stolen military weapans Lo an
arme dealer.® This illustrates the fact that Than military stocks are
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insscure, and that passibly large portions are diverted into the lllegal
market 2ach yaar,

With the changing conditions along Thalland's borders (mamiy the
fallaf the Karen stronghald of Manerolaw and the alienation of the Khmer
douge), political factors seem to have baen replaced oy economiz ones
I driving the Southeast Asian illicit anms trads. Burmese groups who
prafit from haroin and amphatamine production, such as the Wa, are
replasing groups who receive mostof their profits from logging concessinns,
such as the Karen.™= In turn, the Wa are smugging arms to the Indo
Burmese borderin exchange for the chamicals to process amphetamines,
Mortheast Indian insurgents alsa receive arms from Thailard, via
Hangladesh, as da Burmese insurgents operating along Bunma’s Westarm
border.* Cocasianally, ather armead groups, such as the Karen Mational
Lineration Army, the Chin Mational Frant Army, and the Arakan Revolutionary
Front, assist insurgent groups oparating an the Bangladesh-Burma
border or in Nerth-eastern India with- arms  procurements,”® Giher
recipients of arms from Thailand include the Libsration Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE), the Fres Aceh Maverent [(GAM), the Moo lslanu
Liberation Front (MILF), and Abu Sayyat Group (ASG), 19

Thailand is not the only source far illegal weapons in the region.
some transactions have bypassed Thai traffickers allegetner. The LTTE's
procurement officer, Sevarajah Pathmanathan, also known as KP, was
seen in Phnom Penh as sarly as 1998, It is suspected thal he was
arranging & direet arms supply ling from Cambodia, rather than going
through traditional Thal raiddlemen. Vietnamease sources have also
keen reported as directly supgling the LTTE with & shipment of Naorth
Korsan-made [gla SA-18/18 man pottable surface-to-air missiles sold (o
Hano in 1897 1% The Wa, ans of Burma’s ethnic minarities, has beean
reported as purchasing weapons from aiong the Burma:Laos border, as
well as from local Chinese Pecple's Liberation Srmy (PLAY units. ™
Alegatians that Malaysian supporters have supplied arms to GAM seem
unlikely according to at least one activist, though financial support for
arms from overseas Acehnese living 1in Mataysiawas always strong befare
the Asian financial crisis,™ L has also been suggeslad thal Malaysian
sourees supply arms to the MILF, thaugh, as Malaysia i5 nol considarad
a5 a source country, itis mare likely that arms were transhipped through
the outlining provinca of Sabah.®! There also seems to be evidence that
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Map of Wlegal Arms Transfers in Southeast Asia
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the MILF and the ASG have received arms from Libya, Afghanistan, and
Pakistan.®

Besides the black market, there are other sources of weapons within
Southeast Asia that fuel the present day conflicts. A primary source s
gavernment stockpiles; either acquired from defectors, purchased fram
seldiers orcorrupt officials, stolen from government arsenals, or procured
during insurgent operations, Both GAM and the MILF have statéd that
their primary sources for weapons are government solrces, through all
of the four methods mentioned above. ™ In 2000, a large weapons
shipment bound far the GAM was imtercepted. The weapans confiscated
bore the mark PINDAD, and included AK-47 and M5 rifles and
armmunition, as well as FN and colt pistels, PT Pindad is Indonesia's sole
defence company. This seems to confirm GAM's claim that they have
Hriends' in the military who supply weapons.™ There have also been a
number of cases where policemen and saldiers have sald their weapans
toinsurgents, In January 2000, there was a well-publicized case invalving
an Indonesian military private whao stale six M6 rifles and two handguns
from the military, which he then sald to GAM.?® The private subsequently
died in custody, reportediy after having been lynched by local residents, s
n 1999 Ustadz Shariff Mahsin Julabbl, a spokesperson for MILF,
admittad that Philippine soldiers were still amang the major suppliers of
firzarms to the MILF. Those involved include 'military officials, soldiers in
the field whose salanes were delayed, those assigned in the logistics
command and those picked up after encounters, "7

Unlicenzed arms producton also takes place in Burma, Indonesia,
and the Philippines. This: production feeds the armed conflicts in the
region. and also supplies criminal laments within Southeast Asia and in
cther regions, The Landmine Manitor 1995 reparted thal almaost all
Burmasa insurgents were capable of manufacturng theirown landmines, 2
The MILF has admitted to imited production capabilities of armmunition,
mortars and RPG-25, as well as being able 1o convert old Garand nifles
into autormatic M-14s.* These weapons have been effectively usad
against armaured vehicles of the Armed Forces of the Philippines. ™ GAM
has also been said 1o produce some arms, but few details are availabnle. !

Cf great concern as well are arms that the governments of both
nionesia and the Philippines have provided to focal militia to augment
military farces in troubled zones within their borders, Not anly are these
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arms often used in cases of human ngnts viclations, but they also
exacarnale the praliferation problem, especally since ittle central control
Is exerzised over these groups. Forexampls, it has been reported that the
[pra-Jakarta militia members of West Timor sold their anms to elemeants
fighting in the Moluccas, “According to an Ambaonese Christian...the
milltiz collzcted the guns from refuges camps on the border with East
Nimor in December when they were ordered 1o disarm, A small portion
of these were handed in to Indonesian police, Bul the rest were taken
back 1o Kupang to sall '

The majority of arms available on 5E Asia's black market have been
dwerted from legal sources, including govermment stockpiles ar from the
legal trade, Those i charge of countering the illicil trade. whether
members of the military, police, ar customs officials, are often invalved
in this illicit trage. Legal wansfars 1o countries such as Thailand,
Indanesia, and the Phibopines should be carefully considered, as they
have the potental 1o feed instability at home as well as abroad, Efforts
by Southeast Asian countries to address the illegal trade have bagun, but
are sull in the infancy stage, Without the resclution of conflicts in the
region, The demand far arms by both government and non-govermment
forces will continue. &
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