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THESE are boom times for merchants of misery.

Cynical politicians issue humbug demands for peace in Syria, Gaza, Irag, Afghanistan, Ukraine and other conflict
areas, but encourage increases in armaments manufacturing and exports.

The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (Sipri), which conducts independent research on
armaments, disarmament and international security, highlights their hypocrisy. It estimates that world military
spending soared to US$1,750 billion last year compared with US$1,118 billion in 2005. To service operational
requirements, the world's 100 top arms manufacturers sold US$395 billion of arms and security equipment in
2012 (the latest published Sipri data), up from US$268 billion in 2005. Given the opaque nature of the industry,
Sipri unsurprisingly cautions that these estimates are conservative, so a guestimate of current global sales could
be US$500 billion or more. The US, the so-called global cop, has the biggest military budget. The next highest
budgets are those of China, Russia and Saudi Arabia, which leapfrogged the UK, Japan and France to become
the world's fourth largest military spender. Indeed, China, Russia and Saudi Arabia are among the 23 countries
around the world that have more than doubled their military expenditure since 2004.

The US delivered more weapons than any other supplier between 2009 and last year. It had more than 90
recipients and the volatile Middle East received almost 30 per cent of the arms. In the same period, Russia sold
armaments to 52 states, with more than half going to India, China, Algeria and other African states while almost a
quarter of the sales landed in the Middle East. Germany was the third largest exporter, followed by China and
France.

The US and other major exporters maintain that sophisticated weapons and devices are for democratic nations
that need to defend themselves in war and from terrorist attacks. Dictators and terrorist groups, however, still
manage to obtain sophisticated weaponry from someone, somewhere. Worryingly the US, Russia, the UK,
France, China, India, Pakistan, Israel and North Korea possess some 4,000 operational nuclear weapons,
according to Sipri. If all warheads are counted, there are some 16,300 nuclear weapons.

Modern warfare of drones and rockets disrupt peaceful lives by destroying homes, hospitals, schools and
infrastructure. Media attention flits from battleground to battleground, highlighting the awful deaths, maiming and
psychological trauma of civilians, especially children and women. In recent months it was Syria; in June the world
media concentrated on the Sunni terrorist group ISIS (Islamic State of Irag and the Levant) which has forcibly
acquired parts of northern and western Iraq and has reportedly committed awful atrocities. In July, the focus was
on the fight between Israel and Hamas in Gaza. Libya is becoming violent again, so it could be next in line.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)'s Annual Global Trends report states that since the end of
World War Il, some 51 million people worldwide have been forcibly displaced due to persecution, conflict,
generalised violence, or human rights violations. The war in Syria alone drove nine million people from their
homes by the end of last year. Millions of individuals were forcibly displaced in other parts of the world: the
Democratic Republic of the Congo; the Central African Republic; Mali, and the border area between South Sudan
and Sudan. A record 25,300 unaccompanied children lodged asylum applications in 77 countries last year.

The armaments industry and its suppliers have political clout because they provide jobs and boost exports. But
there are significant economic side effects. The higher the military budget, the lower the amounts available for
health, education, infrastructure and environment. The conflicts have and continue to create massive
humanitarian, social and economic dislocations which have to be funded by aid, international agencies and global
charities. The movement of these desperate peoples encourage bigotry which is generally followed by more
violence.

"Man is unique in organising the mass murder of his own species," wrote author Aldous Huxley in the 1930s. "At
least two-thirds of our miseries spring from human stupidity, human malice and those great motivators and
justifiers of malice and stupidity: idealism, dogmatism and proselytising zeal on behalf of religious or political
ideas."

It's time that 21st century leaders took heed of those words.
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