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About the Omega Research Foundation

The Omega Research Foundation (Omega) is a UK-based research organisation, established in 1990 to research the impact on human rights of international transfers of Military, Security and Police (MSP) technologies.  Such technologies range from small arms and light weapons to large weapons systems, policing technologies, equipment used for torture, and the security infrastructure of repressive states. Omega’s work shows how inadequate controls on the MSP trade help facilitate human rights violations; fuel conflict and regional instability; and undermine security and sustainable development. 

To our knowledge no other organisation world-wide undertakes such comprehensive monitoring of the international MSP trade.

Aims

· To monitor the international MSP trade in the pursuit of transparency and accountability;

· To provide campaigning organisations with timely and accurate case study information to lobby for tougher controls on international MSP equipment transfers; 

· To work with NGOs and media agencies to expose companies and governments that flout regulations on transfers of arms and security equipment;

Structure

Omega is a registered UK charity with a Board of Trustees.  We currently have four full-time research workers, responsible for each of the strands of work described below; a part-time administrative/finance worker; and two part-time project workers responsible for work on the trade in ‘tools of torture’, and our Mispo.org equipment identification project. Omega is currently undertaking a review of our structure and strategic direction with a view to ensuring the sustainable growth of the organisation.

Research Methods

Our basic information is gathered on a daily basis from a range of open sources including information from governments, MSP equipment manufacturers and distributors, NGOs and journalists.  Omega’s researchers also undertake overseas research missions to investigate the trade in MSP equipment. From this research Omega has compiled a detailed, structured archive containing information on over 17,500 entities involved in the trade of MSP equipment: probably the largest such data-set outside of governments. This is enhanced by a number of other unstructured information systems and our Mispo.org online image database.

Dissemination of Information

As a small organisation Omega makes use of larger international networks of NGOs and IGOs to disseminate its research findings.  We work closely with a number of campaigning and lobbying organisations including Amnesty International, Oxfam and Saferworld to ensure that our research reaches a wide and influential audience. We work with the European Commission, the Council of Europe's Committee for the Prevention of Torture and the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture. Omega’s detailed and reliable data increases the effectiveness of these organisations’ campaigns, research and policy lobbying. 

Omega does not currently maintain a public profile, since we have found that our work is more effectively disseminated through such larger networks.  This policy is under consideration and may change in the near future.

Examples of Recent Work

· Arms use in Gaza: January 2009 saw Omega working with Amnesty International, Amnesty UK, the International Peace Information Service and TransArms, to trace, track and call for the halting of a ship carrying weapons from the US to Ashdod in Israel.  

Omega researchers identified weapons and ordnance used by the Israeli Army in the Gaza conflict and provided Amnesty International and media outlets with technical information.

· US crowd control equipment to China: In June 2008 Omega exposed the supply of US made sonic crowd control weapons to China in the run-up to the Beijing Olympics, circumventing US laws which forbid the sale of policing equipment to China. This was covered in the Washington Times and Der Spiegel.

· Arms and security supplies to Burma: In July 2007 a coalition of European NGOs asked Omega to respond to the prospective transfer of Indian military helicopters to Burma, likely to dramatically increase the capacity of Burmese forces engaged in counter-insurgency operations against minority groups. Our resulting report revealed the use of European technology in the helicopters, leading to an EU démarche to India. In December 2007 the Indian government announced that the sale had been cancelled. In September 2007 we were able to match photographs obtained by demonstrators in Yangon with the visual archive in our online photo-identification database, Mispo.org. This enabled us to provide the first concrete evidence of long-rumoured Chinese- and Singapore-origin security equipment being used by Burmese security forces against demonstrators, supporting NGO calls for an international moratorium on arms supplies to Burma.

· Media investigations: Omega has a long history of providing research and advice to investigative TV documentaries. We provided almost daily research and consultancy to the Channel 4 'Dispatches' documentary, 'After School Arms Club', aired in April 2006.Using ‘front companies’ established by secondary school students, the programme demonstrated the ease with which military, security and police equipment in the UK and the Irish Republic could be brokered, whilst staying within the law. The programme received positive comments from the House of Commons’ Quadripartite Select Committee, and the Irish government released a statement promising changes to its legislation on arms brokering, which were incorporated into Ireland’s 2007 Control of Exports Bill. Subsequent Omega research on the Irish security trade was turned into a short TV documentary by Below the Radar Productions, broadcast on Ireland’s RTE TV channel on 13 December 2007 and helping to shape parliamentary and public debate on the proposed Bill. Previous work includes research for World in Action, Panorama and Dispatches documentaries.

· EC “Torture Trade” Regulation:  Since November 2003 Omega has provided technical assistance to EC officials in drafting an EC “Torture Trade” Regulation. EC Regulation 1236/2005, the culmination of several years’ work by Omega and Amnesty International, constitutes the first regional framework to control the trade in equipment commonly used to facilitate torture and cruel or inhuman treatment, such as stun batons, leg irons and death penalty equipment. Omega continues to monitor its effective implementation and expose abuses of the legislation across the EU. In February 2007 we released a review of the regulation’s introduction, and released a further report on the operation of the regulation in March 2010.

Current Major Projects

· Tools of Torture: In April 2009 Omega began a 3-year project, funded by the European Commission’s Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights, to track the international trade in “tools of torture.” This is our 3rd such project. The project aims to make clear the links between victims and the tools of torture; build capacity and expertise within the human rights community; develop effective national, regional and international controls on this trade; monitor the EC “Torture Trade” Regulation; and work with the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture. Research outputs include reports on: new 'less lethal' weapons, 'the trade in training and expertise', thematic reports on China and the USA and their trade in equipment that can be used for torture; a 'guide to investigating and recording equipment used in torture' and a training resource on 'policing equipment and the appropriate use of force'. This project will form the major part of Omega’s work over the next 3 years for all Omega staff.

· Mispo.org: Omega has developed a comprehensive online image database of MSP equipment, designed to enable human rights defenders, journalists and observers to identify equipment in use, or found at scenes of human rights violations/conflict and trace it back to its origin. Such identification work aids investigation of the routes through which arms and security equipment is traded to conflict zones or to human rights abusers. The database, which currently contains over 8000 images, aims to provide a research and awareness-raising tool to expose the MSP trade and its effects.  Using the website as a tool, Omega regularly runs training sessions to train photojournalists and human rights defenders to document and identify MSP equipment they see in the use.  Over the next few years, Mispo.org will be developed further to include online training materials to replicate our face-to-face training sessions for potential users around the world.    

· Control Arms: Since the beginning of the international “Control Arms” campaign, Omega has worked with Amnesty International and Oxfam to provide them with relevant and up-to-date information and reports on the MSP trade. 

· Capacity Building: Omega's researchers facilitate an ongoing programme of training events around the world, developing civil society capacity to monitor and investigate the MSP trade. This forms part of Omega's thematic work both on the prevention of torture and on the conventional 'arms' trade. 

Funding

Omega currently receives major grants from the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR), the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, and the Sigrid Rausing Trust, as well as research fees from the Amnesty International – International Secretariat, Amnesty UK, Saferworld and others. Past funders include the  the Bromley Trust, the Oakdale Trust and the Polden-Puckham Charitable Foundation. 
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“The Omega Research Foundation is the most reliable and comprehensive source of information available to NGOs on the manufacture and trade in arms and security equipment. Amnesty International understands that the unregulated arms trade has a terrible human cost with far reaching consequences on human rights and poverty. The Omega Research Foundation's work remains an essential element of Amnesty International’s campaign to bring tighter controls to this trade.” 

· Oliver Sprague, Military, Security and Police Programme Director, Amnesty International UK

"Amnesty International has maintained a close collaborative relationship with the Omega Foundation since its inception in the early 1990s because the Omega Foundation's research on companies involved in the arms and security trade is of such a high standard of accuracy and is vital for our promotion of respect for universal human rights. Often the Omega Foundation is not credited for its work, sometimes because of the nature of that research work. Over the past decade, our positive collaboration has made a large impact on the international discussion and action by governments and NGOs on the arms and security trade" 

· Brian Wood, Manager of Arms and Security Control Team, Amnesty International Secretariat
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