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Welcome Letter 
 

My name is Stevie and I will be your head chair of the UN General Assembly 

First Committee: Disarmament and International Security. This is my second year as a 

member of the BMUN secretariat and fifth time staffing a Model United Nations 

conference. I am currently a senior studying chemical engineering with the hopes of 

pursuing a career in biotechnology and pharmaceuticals. Outside of class, I’m involved 

in a research lab, a professional fraternity, a social fraternity, and various professional 

groups on campus. I spend my free time walking dogs and producing YouTube videos 

and other online content. Below is a little information about your vice chairs:  

Liam Campbell is a senior from Visalia, CA studying Industrial Engineering and 

Operations Research. Outside of classes he’s involved in BMUN and an engineering 

consulting club. In his free time he enjoys golfing and doing anything involving Star 

Wars. Liam is looking forward to meeting you all in March and is happy to answer any 

questions via email (wcampbell@bmun.org). 

Elle Mahdavi is originally from Laguna Beach, CA, and now serves as BMUN 66’s 

Historian. She is a sophomore studying Political Economy and double minoring in 

French and Public Policy. In her free time, she loves to find new restaurants and go to 
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art museums. If you have any questions about the committee or even just about Cal, 

feel free to email her (emahdavi@bmun.org)!  

Richard Jin was born in Houston, Texas but has lived most of his life in Shanghai 

China. He is a freshman here at Berkeley and is intending to double major in Business 

and Computer Science. Aside from MUN, Richard enjoys playing tennis and the piano. 

Richard is also a hardcore Star Wars fan. If any of you guys want an extensive 

conversation about Last Jedi, find Richard! In addition to BMUN, Richard is involved 

with a business consulting club and a tennis club. Richard is really excited to meet all of 

you in March and will happily answer any questions through email (rjin@bmun.org). 

I’m so excited to be your head chair for BMUN’s 66th session and I can’t wait to 

see the amazing work everyone has prepared come March! 

 

Stevie Zheng 
Head Chair, Disarmament and International Security 

Berkeley Model United Nations, Sixty-Sixth Session 
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Topic 1: PROLIFERATION OF NUCLEAR, 

CHEMICAL, AND BIOLOGICAL WEAPONS 

 

Topic Background 

 
 Nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons quickly became a major concern for 

the international community as a result of the World Wars of the twentieth century. 

More commonly referred to as weapons of mass destructions (WMD), these weapons 

have the potential to inflict damage on a massive scale, making their regulation of the 

utmost concern (BBC). Our debate divides the broad topic of weapons of mass 

destruction into nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons for convenience. Mostly as 

a result of the first and second World Wars and subsequent Cold War, the international 

community drafted a series of treaties for each category of weapons. Currently, the 

most relevant agreements are the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, 

the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, the Geneva Protocol, the Chemical 

Weapons Convention, and the Biological Weapons Convention. However, these 

treaties are not foolproof, as is evidenced by the continual creation of new treaties (the 

Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons Treaty is itself a new development) and 

especially by non-signatories and non-compliance of signatories. 
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Nuclear Weapons 
 
 Nuclear weapons themselves pose an arguably greater threat than both 

chemical and biological weapons, which is often why this class of weaponry receives 

more attention and care than other types of weapons. Before even the twentieth 

century, there were often consensuses that chemical (and later biological weapons, by 

extension) were especially heinous and had no place in warfare (Coleman). In fact, the 

earliest treaty prohibiting such arms was the Strasbourg Agreement between France 

and the Holy Roman Empire in 1675, which prohibited the use of poison bullets 

(Clarke). However, as was mentioned before, treaties are not always followed. The 

Geneva Protocol of 1925 was actually made in response to the failure of states to 

comply with the Hague Convention of 1907 (Croddy). 

 The current state of nuclear weapons regulations, however, is more ambiguous. 

Besides the two bombs used against Japan during World War II, no other nuclear 

attack has ever been carried out. Even more so than chemical and biological weapons, 

nuclear weapons have garnered much attention due the tremendous potential for 

destruction. However, somewhat contradictorily, nations still possess large stockpiles of 

nuclear weapons (referred to as “nuclear-weapon states”). Although many steps have 

been taken towards regulation and disarmament, such as the Strategic Arms Reduction 

Treaty (START) and the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty, there is still much 

disagreement about how the international community should deal with these weapons 
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moving forward. The working agreement until recently was the Nuclear Non-

Proliferation Treaty (NPT) (United Nations). However, this treaty has seen shortcomings 

due to non-signatories (India, Israel, Pakistan, and South Sudan) as well as the non-

compliance of certain signatories (i.e. Iran and North Korea). 

 Many have also stated that the NPT does not do enough, since it primarily states 

that a nuclear-free world should be the goal. Just recently, the Treaty on the 

Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, or Nuclear Weapons Ban Treaty, was passed. Once 

ratified, this will be the first legally binding document to prohibit nuclear weapons 

entirely. As no nuclear-weapon state or NATO member has signed onto the treaty, this 

also serves as an interesting case study into the limitations of treaties and international 

law. Traditionally, countries either maintained their nuclear stockpiles (as was the case 

with the NPT) or bilaterally/multilaterally gradually dismantled portions of these 

stockpiles (as was the case with the START treaties). The Cold War saw a nuclear 

weapons race as the Soviet Union and United States quickly established a rocky peace 

built on the idea of mutually assured destruction (MAD). The concept of MAD, put 

simply, asserts that no rational state would launch a nuclear strike against another state 

for fear of complete annihilation of both sides (Parrington). This is an extension of 

deterrence theory, which is a proactive strategy used to dissuade an aggressor from an 

attack by having the capability to respond with equal or greater force (Brodie). In game 

theory, this is called Nash equilibrium, whereby two sides in a conflict have nothing to 
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gain from changing only their own strategy (Osborne). These are just some 

explanations as to why the status quo of these weapons is as such. 
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Past UN Actions / Intergovernmental Organization Response 

 

 While there were a handful of chemical weapons discussions in the past couple 

centuries, the earliest successful treaty was the Hague Convention of 1907. However, 

with the outbreak of World War I, the treaty was quickly forgotten. After the war, the 

next successful treaty, which is still in effect today, was the Geneva Protocol of 1925, 

which banned "asphyxiating, poisonous or other Gases, and bacteriological methods 

of warfare." The modern treaties that now govern the use of chemical and biological 

weapons are the Chemical Weapons Convention (1993) and Biological Weapons 

Convention (1972) respectively. The CWC is administered by the Organization for the 

Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW), an independent organization based in The 

Hague, while the BWC is reviewed quinquennially by its member states. In short, two 

conventions called for the destruction of all current stockpiles and forbid the amassing 

of any future stockpiles of these weapons or their respective delivery systems (Croddy). 

 Nuclear weapons saw even more attention in the last century due to their 

prominence during the Cold War. In 1957, the International Atomic Energy Agency 

(IAEA) was established, reporting directly to the United Nations. The IAEA was tasked 

with facilitating the transfer of nuclear technology for peaceful purposes as well as 

providing safeguards against nuclear weapons (IAEA). The Partial Nuclear Test Ban 

Treaty (PTBT) of 1963 restricted all nuclear testing to be performed underground to 
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avoid fallout (Atomic Heritage Foundation). The NPT was later signed in 1968 and 

placed restrictions on nuclear-weapon states, in the hopes of allowing non-military 

nuclear technology to be shared without fear of conversion into weaponry ("Treaty on 

the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) – UNODA"). Additionally, the United 

States and Russian Federation entered into multiple bilateral disarmament agreements, 

including Strategic Arms Limitations Treaty (SALT) I, SALT II, START I, START II, new 

START, and Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT). While some of these were 

not ratified, they did serve to set a precedent for nuclear disarmament and reduced the 

number and types of nuclear weapons the two countries possessed (Kimball). 

Various regional treaties have also been established. The Treaty of Tlatelolco 

(1967) and the Treaty of Treaty of Pelindaba (1964) establish nuclear-weapon-free 

zones within Latin America and Africa respectively. Lastly, the International Court of 

Justice (ICJ) issued an advisory opinion on the “Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear 

Weapons,” in which they deemed the use of nuclear weapons would be in violation of 

the above treaties as well as other agreements, such as the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (International Committee of the Red Cross). In 1998, the UN established 

the Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA), which was tasked with promoting 

disarmament and non-proliferation of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, as 

well as disarmament of certain conventional weapons (Annan).  
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International Actions and Response 

 

 Most recently, the 122 countries signed onto the Nuclear Weapon Ban Treaty, 

the first treaty of its kind to call for the complete elimination of nuclear weapons. 

However, no nuclear-weapon state or NATO member signed onto the treaty. Once 

ratified, the treaty will be a legally binding agreement between its signatories that 

prohibits all nuclear weapons. One reason for this non-participation may be the threat 

of non-state actors (e.g., terrorist organizations). 

Non-state actors do not fall under the traditional concept of mutually assured 

destruction; the nature of asymmetric warfare means that non-state actors do not have 

the fear of retaliation that prevents a traditional, rational government from launching a 

nuclear strike. Theoretically, this suggests that no deterrent exists for a non-state actor 

to use a weapon of mass destruction, nuclear or otherwise, since there exists little 

potential for retaliation. However, in this case it still does not make sense to some 

states to rid themselves of their stockpiles as the capacity for some sort of response is 

better than none (Sokova). 

A more immediate concern is that chemical weapons attacks have been a 

common occurrence in the last few years. These attacks are commonplace in Syria with 

little response from the international community or the established government 

(Solvang). On the other side, the United States has been accused of using white 
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phosphorous as a weapon. The use of these weapons as a smoke screen to aid fleeing 

civilians has been called into question as experts are now pointing to long-term injuries 

civilians have occurred from exposure to white phosphorous. Some have gone as far as 

to suggest that because of the effect, not the intent, these munitions constitute 

chemical weapons (Human Rights Watch). This is yet another example of the common 

discrepancy between policy and implementation; that these matters are not always 

black-and-white and need the serious attention of the international community. 
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

 

Case Study: Sweden 
 

Sweden is a good case study of a country who chose not to develop nuclear 

weaponry, despite its ability to do so. Sweden’s non-alignment foreign policy, its 

relatively liberal political system, and the international arena at the time are three 

primary factors that resulted in Sweden’s non-participation in the nuclear arms race 

(Thomas). That is not to say that Sweden completely ignored the prospect of a nuclear 

arsenal from the get-go, however. In fact, Sweden actually pursued the nuclear option 

in the 1940s, influenced by the United States’ use of nuclear weapons in World War II.  

 Sweden’s National Defence Research Establishment tripled in size just two years 

after the end of World War II (Van Dassen). This expansion was for the purpose of 

researching nuclear technology. Initially, Sweden only considered the nuclear option as 

a defensive measure. As research expanded, sub-agencies were formed to develop 

different aspects of the technology. The government decided to allocate the industrial 

portion of nuclear weapons development to a company, AB Atomenergi, which was 

partially owned by both the public and private sectors. After a few years, however, the 

government realized that the production of a nuclear weapon would take ten years and 
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a large investment of human and capital resources, which they lacked, slowing down 

the work of AB Atomenergi (Van Dassen).  

 Then, in the 1950s, the conversation about nuclear weapons broadened to 

include anti-nuclear arguments. Prime Minister Tage Erlander, of the Swedish Social 

Democratic Party, argued that having a nuclear bomb might threaten Sweden’s 

national security rather than enhance it. Considering Sweden’s political neutrality, the 

prospect of having a nuclear bomb might be seen as an aggressive move instead of a 

defensive one (Thomas). He furthered his point by making it a moral issue and 

economic, as such technology would take the lives of many and deplete many 

resources. However, in 1956, the Swedish Parliament approved the idea to invest in 

nuclear energy research with no major opposition. In the next year, the debate was 

revived by the Director of Sweden’s National Defence Research Establishment, as he 

stated that a nuclear weapon could be developed in the next decade if needed. As the 

Social Democrats were already involved in the discussion, as soon as this statement 

was made, they became active in publicly opposing the nuclearization. This intensified 

the polarization. In a retrospective analysis, Lars van Dassen claims that Sweden’s 

“open political system”—its free speech protections and democratic representation—

allowed for the anti-nuclear voices to be heard and strengthened. As this debate was 

happening, nuclear disarmament and avoidance became an international topic. A 



BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 13 
 

general consensus between all sides of the debate was reached: Sweden should 

postpone deciding on the fate of nuclear weaponry for the time being.  

 Talks of international disarmament only continued further with time, which 

strengthened the non-nuclear path for Sweden (Thomas). In 1963, the international 

community ratified the Partial Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, which banned aboveground 

nuclear tests. The intention of this ban was to slow down nuclear proliferation (“Limited 

Test Ban Treaty”). When Sweden became a signatory, the public expressed their fears 

regarding the new limitations on developing nuclear weapons. The Swedish 

government reassured that tests wouldn’t be impossible, but that nuclear forbearance 

and global disarmament would be the top priority. Sweden then signed the Non-

Proliferation Treaty, which strengthened its commitment to the non-nuclear route 

(UNODA).  

Fast forward to the 1990s—Sweden begins leading the effort to contain and 

avoid proliferation in Russia and the post-Soviet states. Through cooperation between 

Swedish and Russian regulatory agencies, nuclear material and waste was better 

safeguarded in Russia and former Soviet satellites (Thomas). As well, the agencies 

provided and expanded educational resources regarding nonproliferation and 

disarmament. Sweden’s involvement in Russia and the post-Soviet republics was a part 

of its non-alignment foreign policy. Although there were international efforts by the UN 

and IAEA, Sweden independently pursued nonproliferation alongside these 
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organizations. In the following decade, Sweden had become relatively inactive 

regarding nuclear nonproliferation (Thomas). In 2010, however, foreign minister Carl 

Bildt reassured Sweden’s global nonproliferation goals as a part of its foreign policy. 

Today, Sweden still continues to have an influential voice in the debate.  

 Sweden was able to forbear nuclearization because of the international context 

at the time and its domestic and foreign politics. As Sweden was able to integrate 

nonproliferation into its foreign policy, not all countries have the same fate, since not 

all countries have the same environment. Certain factors led to Sweden’s role in global 

nuclear politics. Some of those factors can be reproduced in different countries—like 

an open political system—while some can’t—like previous political entanglements. This 

case study should give you an understanding of how certain countries developed 

successfully without nuclear weapons and how other countries did not do the same. 

Case Study: Iraq 
 

In 1980, Iraq invaded Iran for sectarian/political and economic reasons. In 1988, 

the war ended at Iran’s compliance and adoption of UN Resolution 598. During those 

eight years of war, chemical weapons were used, despite both countries being 

signatories of the 1925 Geneva Protocol (Ali). Iraq first and primarily used chemical 

weapons during the course of the war; the magnitude of Iran’s use of chemical 

weapons is unclear. Initially, the Iranian leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, was against the use 
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of chemical weapons because they went against Islamic values by contaminating the 

environment. Some experts believe that, over the last two years of the war, Iran 

became active in deploying chemical weapons; however, this claim is disputed. 

Although the evidence of Iran’s use chemical weapons is questioned by some, the 

evidence of Iraq’s use of chemical weapons against Iran is largely accepted. Over 

50,000 Iranian casualties were due to chemical weapons. 30,000 Iranians today still 

suffer from the aftermath of chemical attacks (“Iran-Iraq War”). This case study will 

examine how Iraq developed their chemical weapons program throughout the war and 

how the international community responded.  

Although Iraq was a signatory of the Geneva Protocol, the agreement itself had 

an ambiguity regarding research and amassing of weapons (“Geneva Protocol”). It’s 

speculated that this ambiguity gave Iraq and many other countries leeway to develop 

chemical weapons (Ali). As well, the Geneva Protocol didn’t specify the consequences 

for countries who violated the agreement by employing chemical or biological 

weapons. The Protocol did specify, however, that countries who are subject to 

chemical or biological warfare by enemy nations are not bound to respect the 

agreement, given the enemy nation is not respecting it in the first place. In that case, 

Iran’s alleged retaliatory use of chemical weapons would be justified by such an 

interpretation of the Geneva Protocol (“Geneva Protocol”).  
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Iraq pursued the war hoping to gain/regain key oil-rich territories and to combat 

Shia Islam’s influence in the Middle East (Ali). Their use of chemical weapons against 

Iran, who had not developed a chemical weapons arsenal at the beginning of the war, 

was to intimidate them into negotiating these concessions. Iraq anticipated Iran to 

yield to Iraqi demands during the first few years, but the conflict lasted for eight years 

since Iran didn’t find those terms suitable. Iraq first employed chemical weapons in 

1982. In the first two years of war, Iran developed a strong defense against Iraqi attacks 

and carried out its own counterattacks. The success of Iranian defense, and at times, 

offense, most likely persuaded Iraq into using more lethal weaponry in the war effort 

(“Iran-Iraq War”).  

Initially, Iraq imported many of its raw materials, specifically thiodiglycol, and 

machinery from western nations to develop chemical weapons. In the next two or three 

years, Iraq was able to develop and advance chemical weapons without the need for 

western imports. When the Iraqi army regularly employed chemical weapons, like 

tabun, throughout 1983, the they noticed some major successes: a declining Iranian 

morale and general military confusion (Ali). After months of these attacks, the Iranian 

government made leaflets with images detailing evidence of Iraq’s use of chemical 

weapons to distribute around Europe and the west. They publicized these images in 

the hopes that the international community would condemn Iraq’s actions. Because of 

political alliances, some countries, like France or England, remained quiet regarding 
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Iraq’s use of chemical weapons. As the United States’ media got more involved in 

criticizing Iraq’s use of chemical weapons, many Western nations began to limit what 

chemicals went to Iraq. Countries like France, Britain, the U.S., etc., realized they had 

been inadvertently exporting raw materials for chemical weapons to Iraq. However, 

because no major repercussions were placed on Iraq, the Iraqi government continued 

the chemical warfare and even advanced their chemical arsenal (Ali).   

Australia was one of the few countries to have an open dialogue about the 

dangers in Iraq’s actions. In conjunction with other nations, Australia formed the 

Australia Group in 1985. The Australia Group aimed to promote nonproliferation of 

chemical and biological weapons as well as determine what chemicals could be 

precursors during weapons productions. In the following year, the UN Security Council 

also became more involved in recognizing and promoting nonproliferation of chemical 

weapons through Resolutions 582 and 588. These resolutions called on Iran and Iraq to 

realize they were party to the Geneva Protocol and to discontinue the use of chemical 

weapons. These resolutions failed to impact Iraq’s use of chemical weapons—maybe 

because the resolutions failed to directly address Iraq’s case of noncompliance (Ali).  

As both sides began to attack oil tankers in 1987, the international community became 

more concerned. This urgency gave rise to the passage of Security Council Resolution 

598, which called for a ceasefire. It also recognized and condemned the use of 

chemical weapons throughout the war. Although Iraq agreed to the ceasefire, Iran 
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wanted the resolution and the international community to further discipline Iraq. Thus, 

Iran did not accept the resolution’s terms, and the war continued (“Iran-Iraq War”). The 

UN became most involved after the Halabja attack, which killed around 6,500 civilians, 

who were primarily Kurds, in 1988. Both countries’ infrastructure were inspected to 

confirm the magnitude of chemical weapons production. However, even after 

investigation and evidence of chemical weapon facilities in both Iran and Iraq, the UN 

did not implement more punitive measures against either countries. Eventually, Iran 

conceded to Resolution 598 and accepted the ceasefire because of major declines in 

Iranian morale and economic prosperity (Ali). As the ceasefire was announced, the 

Security Council passed Resolution 620 which condemned the use of chemical 

weapons in the Iran-Iraq war and introduced the possibility of punitive for violations of 

the Geneva Protocol.  

Since then, the flaws of the Geneva Protocol have been addressed with the 

Chemical Weapons Convention, which went into effect in 1997. Along with the treaty, 

the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons was established. Since 1997, 

over 90% of the world’s known stockpile of chemical weapons have been eliminated. 

As well, the OCPW provides resources for protection against chemical warfare 

(“Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons”). The CWC also has 

mechanisms in place to discipline countries who are signatories and display 

noncompliance. The Iran-Iraq war showed the weaknesses of the Geneva Protocol and 
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the lack of international action. As the CWC compensates for the former, only the 

international community can address the latter by responding to cases of 

noncompliance and implementing the CWC’s mechanisms. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. What ought to be done about states that choose not to sign on to the 

NPT/NWBT? 

2. What are the arguments for and against the possession of nuclear, chemical, and 

biological weapons (in general and specifically for each type of weapon? 

3. What vulnerabilities do current weapons stockpiles have? 

4. What, specifically, is the role of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons in 

2018?   
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Topic 2: SMALL ARMS AND LIGHT WEAPONS 
 

Topic Background 

 

 Small arms broadly refer to handheld firearms intended for individual use, such 

as “revolvers and self-loading pistols, rifles and carbines, sub-machine guns, assault 

rifles and light machine guns.” Light weapons refer to weapons designed for use by 

two or more persons and includes explosives, such as “general purpose or universal 

machine guns, medium machine guns, heavy machine guns, rifle grenades, under-

barrel grenade launchers and mounted grenade launchers, portable anti-aircraft guns, 

portable anti-tank guns, recoilless rifles, man portable launchers of anti-tank missile and 

rocket systems, man portable launchers of anti-aircraft missile systems, and mortars of a 

calibre of less than 100 millimetres” (United Nations). States have the right to use 

weapons as force multipliers to uphold security and the rule of law. Many states due 

this in accordance with international humanitarian law, but these same weapons can 

also be misused. This may occur if government forces misuse their arsenals, originally 

legal weapons make their way into illegal use, or existing supplies of illicit arms find 

their way to conflict zones. These weapons “are often a factor behind the forced 

displacement of civilians and massive human rights violations” and their illicit trade 

undermines security and the rule of law (“Small Arms – UNODA”). In 2003, Amnesty 
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International, Oxfam International, and IANSA released a joint report estimating that 

small arms kill roughly 500,000 people each year. In the same report, these NGOs 

pledged to limit the trade and proliferation of small arms globally (“Amnesty 

International, Oxfam, IANSA Control Arms Campaign Media Briefing: Key Facts and 

Figures”). 

 One issue is that of gun rights. In countries such as Pakistan and the United 

States, gun control is a continual topic of debate due to the prevalence of firearms for 

recreational uses and general social acceptance. Although some groups such as IANSA 

have argued that a prevalence of small arms leads to a cycle of violence between 

governments and individuals, certain legislation within these countries (a notable 

example being the Second Amendment to the United States Constitution) 

fundamentally limits governments’ abilities to restrict gun ownership (Cooper). 

Organizations such as the National Rifle Association have held the gun ownership is a 

matter of self-defense. Indeed, the sentiment in Pakistan is that gun ownership is 

necessary for protection against crime (Wonacott). Many in Pakistan even consider gun 

ownership as a way to participate in law enforcement, with some tribal groups using 

small arms to combat groups such as the Taliban (Abbasi). 

 Perhaps the largest barrier to implementing arms control policies is the lack of 

data surrounding small arms trade and usage. There is currently no global system for 

tracking small arms. The United Nations Register of Conventional Weapons keeps track 
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of major weapon holdings, but is not a comprehensive tool to track global small arms 

usage (Tripier). The Small Arms Survey is an independent research project based in 

Switzerland tasked with examining all aspects of small arms and armed violence. They 

found that in the past ten years, 29 countries have released small arms export reports 

to some extent, ranging from covering armed forces and law enforcement to private 

ownership. However, most countries refuse to release reports, release incomplete data, 

or do not have data at all. To this end, the Small Arms Survey has also developed a 

transparency barometer to aid them in gauging the credibility and cooperation of 

survey states (“Small Arms Survey - Public Information on All Aspects of Small Arms”). 

As of 2007, the Small Arms Survey estimated there to be 639 million firearms 

worldwide. This number is considered a significant underestimate and is almost 

certainly markedly higher today, increasing by 8 million every year, or about 7 billion 

USD annually (Karp). 

 The impact of small arms and light weapons is felt every year by millions of 

people, both physically and economically. The institutions held up by the illicit trade of 

small arms undermine security, quality of life, and the rule of law in countries and 

especially in conflict regions. Small arms are also a primary factor in everything from 

interpersonal violence to organized crime. No single solution exists, but the complexity 

of the problem allows for a multi-faceted approach that tackles the issue from multiple 

angles.  
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Past UN Actions / Intergovernmental Organization Response 
 

 The first United Nations resolution to tackle the issue of small arms control was 

UN Resolution A/RES/46/36 in December 1991, which was later expanded upon in UN 

Resolution A/RES/50/70 in January 1996 (General Assembly, “General and Complete 

Disarmament”). A/RES/50/70 mandated a panel of experts research the use of small 

arms and light weapons and report on what types of weapons were likely to be 

misused. The report was issued in A/52/298 (1997) and A/54/258 (1999), prompting 

the United Nations Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms in July of 2001 

(General Assembly, “Report of the Panel...”). The Conference established the 

Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms 

and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (Programme of Action). A review conference was 

held in 2006, although no substantive document resulted from the second conference 

due to various disagreements between states. Additionally, four Biennial Meetings of 

States have been held in 2003, 2005, 2008, and 2010 (United Nations Conference on 

the Illicit Trade in Small Arms). The 2008 meeting adopted an Outcome Document 

focusing on international assistance, cooperation, and capacity-building; stockpile 

management and surplus disposal; and illicit brokering in small arms and light weapons 

(Third Biennial Meeting of States). The 2010 meeting saw the unanimous adoption of 
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an Outcome Document, which dealt with illicit trade across borders (“Secretary-

General's Statement”). 

 In 2013, the United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 2117, which 

urged member states to commit to SALW embargoes and control protocols. In the 

same year, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Arms Trade Treaty 

(ATT), which regulates the international trade of conventional weapons, including 

SALW (UNODA). According to UNODA, this treaty would not interfere with the right to 

bear arms, ban the export of any type of weapon, harm the right to self-defense, or 

undermine existing national arms regulations (“UN General Assembly Approves Global 

Arms Trade Treaty”). The ATT “obligates member states to monitor arms exports and 

ensure that weapons don't cross existing arms embargoes or end up being used for 

human-rights abuses, including terrorism.” Members states are expected to implement 

export and import trade regulations with the assistance of the UN, with the goal of 

preventing the influx of weapons into conflict regions (Mikkelson). A major point in the 

treaty is that it holds the domestic laws of signatories paramount, reserving for states 

“the exclusive rights...to regulate internal transfers of arms and national ownership” 

(Stedjan). 
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International Actions and Response 

 

 The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), founded in 1997, 

provides analysis of violence and crime with regards to small arms and light weapons. 

Most SALW work is coordinated by the United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs 

(UNODA), founded in 1998, through the UN Coordinating Action on Small Arms 

(CASA) mechanism (“UNODA – United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs”) 

(“Coordinating Action on Small Arms”). The United Nations Institute for Disarmament 

Research (UNIDR) carries out the brunt of the UN’s SALW, having published numerous 

articles and several books on the topic (“UNIDIR : Home”). 

According to UNODC, the current international firearms framework is comprised 

of the Protocol against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms (Firearms 

Protocol); the United Nations Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate 

the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (Programme of 

Action, or PoA); and the International Instrument to Enable States to Identify and Trace, 

in a Timely and Reliable Manner, Illicit Small Arms and Light Weapons (International 

Tracing Instrument, or ITI). Of these, only the Firearms Protocol is binding. 

 The Firearms Protocol was adopted by the General Assembly in 2001 as 

Resolution 55/255. The Protocol was a treaty against arms trafficking and was one of 

the Palermo protocols, a group of supplemental protocols to the United Nations 
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Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC), which was a 2000 treaty 

against transnational organized crime (“Penal Matters”). Policies and treaties such as 

the Firearms Protocol, the Programme of Action, and the ITI focus on international 

arms trafficking, the standardization of laws and practices to prevent the illicit trade of 

small arms and light weapons, terrorism, and arms proliferation as a humanitarian issue. 

They also focus on disarmament in response to extreme violence and de-escalating 

domestic and international conflict (“Small Arms – UNODA”). Various NGOs also work 

on SALW control, including IANSA, Saferworld and the Control Arms Campaign. 

Regional and sub-regional organizations also work on SALW control independently, 

such as the African Union, ASEAN, NATO, Organization of American States (OAS), 

European Union (EU), the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

(OSCE), the League of Arab States, the Pacific Islands Forum, and many more 

(“Regional Organizations”). 
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Additional Information 

 

Case Study: Illicit Arms Trade in Brazil 
 

In the second half of the twentieth century, South America saw a massive influx 

of small arms. As new governments formed, they procured firearms and other light 

weaponry from Western arms manufacturers for their military forces. The governments 

of the United States and Soviet Union also provided a significant share of small arms to 

regimes and opposition forces they sought to back during the Cold War. A massive 

amounts of handguns, assault rifles, and other firearms began to spread across the 

continent and change hands as ongoing conflicts changed and new ones arose. 

Lacking a robust arms manufacturing industry of its own, the region was dependant 

upon these imported weapons and an expansive market for their trade developed. This 

market has since fueled drug trafficking, human trafficking, and extreme violence in 

South America. 

Brazil has more firearm related deaths than any other nation in the world. Every 

hour five people in the country are killed with a gun. However, Brazilians possess a 

relatively low number of firearms with respect to the nation’s population. There are 

around 8 for every 100 citizens, while many nations with much lower firearm-related 

homicide rates possess far more. For example, the United States has a firearm-related 



BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 31 
 

homicide rate that is six times lowers than Brazil’s while having 112 guns for every 100 

citizens (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime Global Study on Homicide 2013). 

This is because a very low proportion of law abiding Brazilians own firearms. The 

majority of guns in Brazil are unregistered and the nation’s illicit small arms market is 

the reason why. 

Brazil shares borders with 10 other nations, some of which have massive illegal 

arms markets of their own, such as Colombia and Venezuela. A lack of border 

protection and an excess of firearms in these neighboring nations makes the 

transportation and sale of small arms in Brazil’s western frontier region easy (NACALA). 

These small arms seamlessly make their way eastward to more populated areas of the 

nation. Small arms also enter Brazil from its eastern coastline. Maritime routes into the 

ports of Sao Paulo and Paranagua have become a very popular means for illegally 

getting firearms into the nation. A preexisting lack of government oversight within 

ports and a recent increase in foreign trade volume has made the practice difficult to 

detect. While many small arms illegally enter Brazil from neighboring nations, many are 

also obtained domestically. 80% of illegally owned firearms in Rio de Janeiro are 

produced in Brazil (Insight Crime). In the past few decades the Brazilian arms industry 

has grown significantly and further contributed to the amount of weapons being 

illegally traded in the country. 
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Overall Brazil has struggled to combat the illegal trade of small arms. The 

nation’s growing population and frequently corrupt law enforcement make it difficult to 

effectively monitor arms trade domestically. Additionally, Brazil’s expansive borders 

and coastline make it near impossible to prevent small arms from entering the country 

from foreign sources. Internationally, Brazil has partaken in efforts to curb illicit small 

arms markets. In 2006, it ratified the United Nation's Firearms Protocol and also agreed 

to its Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small 

Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (NACLA). However not all of Brazil’s South 

American neighbors support these measures, making it hard for the country to benefit 

from the strategies that they seek to implement. 

Case Study: Ukraine’s Small Arms Market 
 

Since Ukraine’s political shakeup and Russia’s annexation of its Crimean region 

in 2014, Eastern Ukraine has been the site of a violent civil war. For the past three 

years, the Ukrainian military and voluntary nationalist forces have been fighting against 

pro-Russian separatist forces. Although the most intense fighting has come and gone, 

conflict still exists. Ceasefire agreements have been partially successful at eliminating 

the use of heavy arms and air support in the war, leaving small arms as the primary 

means of weaponry. With this, in addition to the already massive amount of weapons 
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existing in the country from the height of the conflict, even more continue to enter the 

growing small arms black market (CNN). 

The civil war has caused the entirety of Ukraine to be flooded with millions of 

firearms, grenades and even thousands of rocket launchers and flamethrowers. In the 

eastern regions of the nation a handgun can easily sell for as little as $20 and then be 

transported and sold in Kiev, Ukraine’s capital city, for $120 (AP). Although the danger 

involved in procuring the firearm from a war zone marks up the price, it is still 

frighteningly accessible. Before the war, it was rare for a Ukrainian citizen to own a 

firearm. Under existing law, only hunting rifles are permitted to be owned and their 

sale is heavily regulated. However, now over 5 million small arms are estimated to be 

owned by Ukrainians. One interviewed former nationalist soldier is quoted as saying, 

“A gun is like shoe polish in a shoe polish factory” (AP).  The negative effects of the 

easy availability of small arms have become very evident. Since the war began firearm-

related crime has doubled. 

Multiple parties seem to be responsible for the market for weapons that has 

swept across Ukraine. Russia has been proven to be supplying separatist forces with 

weapons. In 2015 an investigation conducted by the Dutch Safety board concluded 

that the Malaysian Airlines flight that had been shot down over Eastern Ukraine had 

been hit by a Russian-made 9N314M-type warhead (BBC). Russian Kalashnikov rifles 

have also been found to be circulating around the country. In many cases of Russian-
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supplied separatist groups being defeated, Ukrainian forces have kept or sold 

confiscated weapons (RFERL).  

However, the majority of illicit small arms existing within Ukraine have originated 

from the country’s military itself. Most Ukrainian forces in the conflict have been part of 

forty voluntary battalions whose fighting has mostly been outside of the national 

military’s chain of command. In many instances, the soldiers of these battalions were 

not supplied with a firearm and forced to utilize the growing illegal small arms market 

to obtain one. When returning home from fighting, it has not been unusual for a soldier 

to still be in possession of multiple firearms. Many voluntary soldiers claim that corrupt 

military leaders are to blame. They assert that military leaders have intentionally 

withheld weapons form the voluntary battalions and created the illegal small arms 

market to sell them within (AP). 

The effects of Ukraine’s small arms trade bleed into other European nations. The 

country shares borders with Hungary, Slovakia, Romania, and Poland, giving much 

opportunity for weapons to be smuggled internationally. In 2016 a French ultra-

nationalist was caught at Ukraine’s Romanian border with hundreds of pounds of 

explosives, five rifles, and two grenade launchers. He is suspected to have been 

intending to use the weapons to commit a massive act of terror at the Euro 2016 

Championship (RFERL). Still, many remain critical of Ukrainian border guards. Some 
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have been accused of taking bribes in order to allow the smuggling of small arms to 

take place. 

Ukraine itself as well as the international community has struggled to solve the 

issue of the small arms market. The Ukrainian government has attempted a series of 

campaigns to get soldiers to voluntarily turn over their weapons, but this has yielded 

the surrendering of only five thousand firearms (AP). The United Nations has been 

unable to take significant action against the issue, especially due to Russia’s veto 

power on the Security Council. Overall, the Ukrainian government is faced with this 

illegal small arms market while it is still in the midst of national reform as well as 

resisting pro-Russian forces in its eastern regions, the main contributor to the issue to 

begin with. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. What are the larger implications of the trade of small arms and light weapons? 

2. What are the shortcomings of current regulations? 

3. At what levels of government/law are policies most effective? 

4. What trends exist in the past few years in the firearms industry and what might 

cause these?  
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