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Introduction
“Let us remember that you are here not simply to avoid a nuclear nightmare, but 

to build a safer world for all of us”. This is what United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-
moon said at the Review Conference of the Non-Proliferation Treaty in 2010. 
The issue regarding the illicit trading of arms to terrorist organizations is a recent topic, that has 
arisen from the issues associated with the multitudes or terrorist organizations that occurred in 
the past decade. The United Nations has only just brought up the proposal to increase arms 
trade regulations, and to further restrict arms trade. This issue was proposed in the Arms Trade 
Treaty (ATT) in 2006, which has strengthened due to support by many large nations and 
organizations over the course of the past year. The most prominent arm traders are nations 
including the United States, Russia, United Kingdom, and several other economically powerful 
nations who expressed their support for the ATT. However, it is worth establishing that it is the 
lack of international restrictions and laws on the arm brokers that fuels the ease in which 
terrorist organizations obtain arms.

Aside the ATT and the Program of Action in securing small arms trade, there 
have actually been no real global efforts to restrict or secure arms trade by nations, or to impose 
any oversight to arm brokers that were involved with trading weapons internationally. And 
although many nations have attempted to prevent illicit arms trade both importing and 
exporting within their respective nations, the issue of laying any form of guidelines, rules, 
restrictions, regulations or even clear international law regarding this topical issue remains 
absent from international law. However, programs by the EU and within nations such as the US 
have been enacted to help prevent the illegal trade of weapons.

Definition of Key Terms

Arms: It is important to note what the United Nations considers to be an arm. Arms 
range from most forms of military weaponry including; tanks, armored vehicles, submarines, 
aircraft carriers, surface to air missiles, surface to surface missiles, any form of battleship or 
gun boat, landmines or sub charges, heavy machine guns or self-propelled guns.

Terrorist Organization: A common definition of a terrorist organization is that of a group who 
uses fear or terror tactics in order to achieve its goals. A rather vague definition but it is 
important to note two things. First a terrorist group also pertains to any rebel group using terror 
or fear based tactics to achieve its goals, not only groups such as Al-Qaeda and the Taliban. 
Second that the United Nations does not recognize these groups as legitimate political entities



entities so there are no UN negotiations with any terrorist groups.
(Note: Difference between freedom fighters or rebel groups are based upon perception. Based 
upon the view of your state your state might acknowledge certain groups as freedom fighters 
with a just cause, while another state might consider the same groups to be terrorist groups.)

Disarmament: This is a major priority for the United Nations, is the act of reducing or limiting 
the quantity of arms available in all aspects. This process will be achieved through methods 
such as limiting the size, equipment, armament, etc. of the army, navy, air force of the country 
to end illicit weapon trade, in order to ensure the security and peace of the civilians.

Ammunition: This is the general term used for many kinds of propellant and projectile 
weapons. It refers to the materials that is fired, dropped, scattered, or detonated from any 
weapon such as bombs or rockets. Specifically, they are the round cartridges for small arms, 
shells and missiles for light weapons and mobile containers with missiles or shells for single-
action anti-aircraft and anti-tank systems.

Illegal Black Market Transfers: As stated on page 167 of the Small Arms Survey conducted in 
2001, illegal black market transfers are “in clear violation of national and/or international laws 
and without official government consent or control, these transfers may involve corrupt 
government officials acting on their own for personal gains.”

Illicit Grey Market Transfers: As stated on page 167 of the Small Arms Survey conducted in 
2001, Illicit grey market transfers referred to "Governments, their agents, or individuals 
exploiting loopholes or intentionally circumventing national and/or international laws or 
policies”.

Legal Transfers: As stated on page 167 of the Small Arms Survey conducted in 2001, legal 
transfers “occur with either the active or passive involvement of governments of their 
authorized agents, and in accordance with both national and international law”. 

Arms Trafficking: Arms trafficking, or gun running, is the illegal smuggling of ammunition or 
contraband weapons.

Conventional Arms: This refers to commonly used weapons, with the exception of weapons 
that cause mass destruction. Weapons that fit under this category include small arms and light 
weapons, landmines, explosives, artillery shells, rockets and missiles. 

Small Arms and Light Weapons: According to the United Nations, Small arms and light 
weapons (SALW) refers to two main classes of weapons. Small arms are those weapons that are 
specifically designed for individual use, which included handguns, rifles, submachine gun etc. 
Light weapons are those weapons designed for use by two or three individuals serving as a 
crew, and include machine guns, mounted grenade launchers and anti-aircraft guns etc.



Arsenal: A place where arms and ammunition are made, maintained and repaired, stored, 
or issued, in any combination, whether privately or publicly owned.

Background information
Viewing the history of this issue takes one all the way back to the Cold War in 

the 1980, which produced the largest influx of the arms trading. Once the war came to an end 
and the Soviet Union fell, the arms market slowed from its initial rate very rapidly. The end of 
the Cold War resulted in the production of large stockpiles of ammunition that were not in use 
nor were destroyed by the states that had stockpiles. September 11th, 2001 is not only noted as 
the day in which the “war on terror” began, but is also marked as the day on which many 
member states began to notice the laxness of their own policies on importing and exporting 
arms. The increased presence of numerous member nations in Iraq and Afghanistan revealed 
the ease in which terrorist organizations were obtaining arms.

Statistics produced in 2009 portray that approximately 15 member states make 
up 80% of the world’s total expenditure on arms trade. The United States is held accountable 
for 46.5% of the world total, distantly followed by China (6.6% world share), France (4.2%), 
UK (3.8%), and Russia (3.5%). Of the International Market of Arm Trade as a whole, around 
15020% of all arms traded fall into the category of illicit arms trade.

Major Countries and Organizations Involved

United States: The international arms trade is booming, with the US being the largest exporter 
of arms. The United States is by far the world’s largest arms trader, accounting for around 30 
per cent of conventional arms transfers in terms of value. Its position on the ATT is therefore 
key. The USA supplies arms to more than 170 countries and has a mixed record of suspending 
arms supplies on human rights grounds. For example, it has restricted arms transfers to 
Myanmar, China, Sri Lanka and Zimbabwe in addition to countries subject to UN arms 
embargoes. However, it has supplied arms to other countries, for example Sri Lanka, Bahrain, 
Egypt and Yemen, where there is a substantial risk that they could be used to commit of 
facilitate serious human rights violations. As the main arms supplier to Egypt, the US 
authorized the sale of small arms, millions of rounds of ammunition and chemical agents for 
riot control, despite the security forces’ violent crackdown on protesters. Yemen was also 
supplied with small arms, chemical agents and armoured vehicles, and Bahrain with small 
arms. It provides Colombia’s security forces with arms, military aid and training, despite their 
persistent violations of human rights. As for the Arms Treaty Trade (ATT), since October 2009, 
when the Obama administration reversed previous opposition to an ATT, US support has been 
crucial in getting to the current negotiation stage. The US has said it wants the treaty to raise 
the international standard for export control of armaments as close as possible to that of the US. 
However, the US position is weaker on human rights protection in the treaty than many of its 
allies. For example, US officials have not wanted to include obligations on states to prohibit 
transfers of arms even where there is credible evidence of their potential use for serious



violations of human rights. US officials have also argued against including ammunition under 
the scope of the treaty, claiming it is too sensitive and would pose technical problems of 
implementation. Overall, US officials would prefer a short loose document that spells out 
general principles to “take into account” rather than strong binding measures.

Russia: This is the second largest arms trading country globally by value of exports and 
will exert a major influence in ATT negotiations. Main customers include India, Syria, Algeria, 
Myanmar, Venezuela, Sudan and many African states. However, Russia’s arms industry has 
been falling behind in key technologies and it is seeking sophisticated partners and new 
markets for many products. Russia has supplied arms to several countries where they risk being 
used to commit serious human rights violations. It does not publish arms export details, but 10 
per cent of all Russian arms exports are believed to go to Syria, making it the country’s largest 
arms supplier. Transfers include missiles and missile launchers, anti-tank missiles for the 
Russian-made T72 tank, and MIG jet fighters jet aircraft. Russia also supplied AK-style assault 
rifles to Libya under al-Gaddafi. Russia continues to supply helicopter gunships to Sudan, 
where they have been used to attack civilians in Darfur and Southern Kordofan. As for the 
Arms Trade Treaty (ATT), Russia, like China, appears not to want the treaty to include binding 
rules on international human rights, international humanitarian law and socio-economic 
development. Russian officials argue that such rules are interpreted subjectively and 
ideologically. However, Russia is already committed to the OSCE and Wassenaar Arrangement, 
both of which contain principles to respect international human rights law and international 
humanitarian law when considering arms transfers. Russia also appears comfortable with the 
ATT covering a wide range of conventional arms as in the Munitions List of the Wassenaar
Arrangement. Russia believes the focus should be on controlling trade to avoid diversion into 
the illicit arms market but the details of its proposals and views on transparency remain 
sketchy.

China: There are few official statistics on the Chinese arms trade but the Stockholm 
International Peace Research Institute estimates that accounts for around 3 per cent of the 
global trade in conventional arms. Recipient countries over the past decade have tended to be 
developing countries with poor human rights records including Algeria, Angola, Bangladesh, 
DRC, Guinea, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kenya, Libya, Myanmar, Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka, Sudan and Zimbabwe. China can be held responsible for the irresponsible transfer of 
arms as it continues to supply small arms ammunition to Sudan which has been used in Darfur 
by security forces and government backed militia groups. Chinese rockets and anti-vehicle 
mines were supplied to Libya under Colonel Mu’ammar al-Gaddafi. Ammunition, rocket-
propelled grenades, mortar bombs and mortar launchers have been supplied to Zimbabwe. 
China’s stance on the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT), is that China has signed up to any multilateral 
agreement on arms exports, and has a cautious approach to the proposed treaty. It has said it 
accepts the need for a treaty to recognize international human rights but that such criteria are 
difficult to judge objectively. There have been interventions from China to narrow the scope of 
the ATT to exclude small arms and light weapons, as well as government-to-government



transfers. Experience from earlier negotiations suggests that China will try to water down the 
text and then introduce a late major objection.

Germany: This country is consistently ranked third, fourth or fifth globally in terms of the 
value of its conventional arms exports. Though not a permanent member of the UN Security 
Council, as an economic leader in the EU, a major player in the UN, the Wassenaar
Arrangement, OSCE and other multilateral organisations, Germany’s influence in Arms Trade 
Treaty (ATT) negotiations will be significant. Germany is one of the largest EU exporters of 
arms to the Middle East and North Africa region. Other key customers include South Africa, 
Greece, Turkey and other NATO partners, as well as Asian and Latin American countries. 
Generally supportive of strict criteria for arms transfers, Germany has nonetheless supplied 
arms to countries where there is a substantial risk they could be used to commit human rights 
violations. For example, it supplied armoured vehicles to Yemen and to Libya under al-Gaddafi 
as well as small arms to Bahrain and Egypt. It has supplied arms and ammunition to Guatemala 
and to the Philippines. As for the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT), Germany’s basic position on the 
treaty is in line with the EU Common Position on Arms Exports. It also generally supports 
inclusion of Amnesty International’s Golden Rule. The country has a progressive position on 
the scope of the treaty and supports the inclusion of small arms and light weapons as well as 
munitions. Germany has emphasized the need for clarity in the ATT on the responsibility of 
each state in an arms transaction. As with France and the UK, there is a risk that Germany may 
succumb to US pressure to water down the ATT text on human rights in order to accommodate 
China and Russia.

France: This nation, along with Germany and UK are consistently ranked third, fourth or 
fifth globally in terms of the value of their conventional arms exports. France’s key customers 
include Singapore, UAE, Greece, other NATO partners, the Middle East and North Africa 
region and Francophone countries. Recently, France and Russia have begun exchanges on 
defense cooperation and naval equipment. Generally supportive of strict criteria for arms 
transfers, France has still supplied arms to countries where there is a substantial risk that they 
could be used to commit serious human rights violations. For example, it supplied weaponry 
and munitions to Libya under al-Gaddafi, ammunition and armored vehicles to both Egypt and 
Chad, and munitions to Syria between 2005 and 2009. France’s stance on the Arms Trade 
Treaty is that France has a progressive position broadly in line with the EU Common Position 
on Arms Exports, established along with the UK and other EU governments. It generally 
supports inclusion of a binding rule along the lines of Amnesty International’s Golden Rule. 
France has pushed for a comprehensive treaty and robust enforcement mechanisms, including 
criminalizing arms trafficking in national laws. However, there is a risk that France (along with 
Germany and UK) may bend to US pressures to water down human rights protection in order to 
accommodate China and Russia.

United Kingdom: The UK consistently ranked third, fourth or fifth globally, along with France 
and Germany, in terms of the annual value of its conventional arms exports. Key customers



include the USA, India, Saudi Arabia, South Africa and other NATO partners. It is also a major 
exporter to other countries in the Middle East and North Africa, as well as in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Generally supportive of strict criteria for arms transfers, the UK has nonetheless 
supplied arms to countries where there is a substantial risk that they could be used to commit 
serious violations of human rights. For example, the UK supplied arms to the Sri Lankan 
government knowing of its repression and UK national legislation is being reviewed following 
evidence that the UK supplied small arms, ammunition, munitions and armoured vehicle 
equipment to Libya under al-Gaddafi as well as small arms to Bahrain and law enforcement 
equipment to Yemen. As for the stance on the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT), in 2005, the UK 
became the first major arms trading power to support an Arms Trade Treaty covering human 
rights. With France it helped establish the EU code that has now become the EU Common 
Position on Arms Exports, the starting point for UK policy positions on the ATT. It also co-
authored various UN General Assembly resolutions between 2006 and 2009 leading to the 
current negotiations. The UK has generally supported the Golden Rule and has progressive 
positions on the treaty’s scope and implementation mechanisms (for example backing robust 
transparency measures). However, as with France and Germany, if there is not a majority of 
states pushing for strong rules, the UK could succumb to US pressure to water down the treaty 
text on human rights protection in order to accommodate China and Russia.

Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament: The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) is an 
organization that advocates unilateral nuclear disarmament by the United Kingdom, 
international nuclear disarmament and tighter international arms regulation through agreements 
such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. This campaign aims to scrap nuclear weapons 
and create genuine security for future generations. It opposes all nuclear and other weapons of 
mass destruction: their development, manufacture, testing, deployment and use or threatened by 
any country. 

Greenpeace: Greenpeace is an international organization that works in favour of abolishing 
nuclear weapons, and creating a peaceful environment for people all around the globe. 

Security Council
One of the most obvious ways in which the illicit arms trade is being countered 

is with Security Council Arms Embargoes. Member states that have arms embargoes are the 
following: Armenia and Azerbaijan, Myanmar (by EU), People's Republic of China (by 
EU/US), DR Congo (by UN, EU), Ivory Coast (by UN, EU), Eritrea (by UN, EU), Guinea (by 
EU), Iran (by UN, EU), Iraq (by UN, EU), North Korea (by UN, EU), Hezbollah (by UN, EU), 
Sierra Leone (by UN, EU), Somalia (by UN, EU), Sudan (by UN, EU), Uzbekistan (by EU) and 
Zimbabwe (by EU). 

All of the afore mentioned states listed above have been under UN or EU embargoes since the 
90’s extending to more recent embargoes only enacted a few years ago. Essentially these 
embargoes prevent the trade of quantities of arms as well as the types of arms that can be traded 
with these nations.



90’s extending to more recent embargoes only enacted a few years ago. Essentially these 
embargoes prevent the trade of quantities of arms as well as the types of arms that can be traded 
with these nations.

Timeline of Events

Relevant UN Treaties and Events

- 1925 Geneva Protocol
- Antarctic Treaty
- Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention
- Arms Trade Treaty
- Bangkok Treaty
- Biological Weapons Convention
- Chemical Weapons Convention
- Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty 
- Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons
- Convention on Cluster Munitions
- Convention on Environmental Modification Techniques (ENMOD)
- Inter-American Convention on Firearms
- Inter-American Convention on Transparency
- International Convention for the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism
- Kinshasa Convention
- Moon Treaty (Celestial Bodies)

Date Description of Event

1675 Strasbourg Agreement

1899 Hague Peace Conference

1919 Treaty of Versailles

1932-34 World Disarmament Conference

1960 Ten Nation Disarmament Committee

1962-1968 Eighteen Nation Disarmament Committee

1969-1978 Conference of the Committee on 
Disarmament

1979–present Conference on Disarmament (CD)



- Outer Space Treaty
- Partial Test Ban Treaty
- Pelindaba Treaty
- Sea-Bed Treaty
- Treaty of Rarotonga
- Treaty of Tlatelolco
- Treaty on a Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone in Central Asia (CANWFZ)
- Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE)
- Treaty on Open Skies
- Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT)

Previous Events to Solve the Issue

Washington Naval Treaty: One of the earliest successful achievements in disarmament was 
obtained with the Washington Naval Treaty. Signed by the governments of the United 
Kingdom, the United States, Japan, France, and Italy, it prevented the continued construction of 
capital ships and limited ships of other classification to under 10,000 tons displacement. The 
size of the three countries navies (the Royal Navy, United States Navy and Imperial Japanese 
Navy) was set at the ratio.

POA-ISS (Program of Action Implementation Support System) :The POA-ISS remains the 
leading past attempt at solving the issue particularly in relation to not only tackling arms 
brokers but also tracking and registering the arms being traded. The POA however, remains to 
be relatively ineffective at combating the grandeur of the issue. The POA could serve as a tool 
for future attempts to disarm however, currently with the lack cohesive international rules and 
regulations on arms trade as well as the lack of capacity for singly the PAO to handle this issue 
has caused the PAO to be less effective at combating illicit small arms trade.

Regional Steps: Several regional steps have been taken in the past to regulate arms within their 
states, including regional responses such as enacting legislature requiring the registration of all 
individual firearms. However, these do not apply at an international level at despite these 
methods being proven to be a good step forward, they lack an essential driving force. As a 
result of the lack of strict enforcement of these laws, there is little incentive for anyone to abide 
by them. Cases associated with disarray and civil strife have resulted in a great difficulty to 
attempt to register everyone within a given state who has a firearm; specifically, those who do 
not report them at all. Consequently, although these laws provide a good legislative basis for 
future arms control laws, they are currently less than effective.
Arms Trade Treaty (ATT): The ATT functions to; regulate arms trade, ensure security of arms 
trade, eliminate illegal brokering of arms, increase state oversight of trade and several other key 
points. While the ATT appears to address the key issues presented in trading arms to terrorist 
organizations it is important to note that the treaty has not been passed, agreed upon, or even



- formally written. It is appropriate to produce solutions that overlap with what the ATT is 
attempting to propose because there is simply no treaty yet enacted therefore, no action has 
been taken.

Possible Solutions

Monitoring the Transport of Arms: It is essential to consider how the arms are being transported 
to terrorist organizations. Some steps which could be taken in order to strengthen the law of 
illicit arms trade could be to strictly control the borders by increasing security, develop customs 
security, eliminate corruption and establish or strengthen maritime security as all these factors 
could stem the flow of arms into a specific nation. Black market trade could be addressed 
regionally by putting into place even further national gun restrictions. Illicit arms brokers could 
be addressed by the means of advanced technology. Arms could be tracked and monitored and 
ensured of arrival to a given location. If arms do not arrive or are deterred it should be reported 
to the United Nations or the POA. Manifests and records should be provided by nations 
engaging in arms trade. States could also be asked to provide proof that the trade was 
successful and arms are currently where they should be and being used appropriately. By taking 
the mentioned steps, hopefully, this issue could be improved.

Take Responsibility: Nations could take sovereignty and responsibility for arms brokers and 
arms manufacturers operating outside of many of their state's borders. Perhaps reforming areas 
in which states should take more responsibility over their own affiliated arms dealers and 
companies could help in solving this pre-dominant issue.
Strengthen UN enforcement 

Strength UN Enforcement: It is important we remember that U.N. sanctions are in place in 
many nations who have been accused of transporting arms to terrorist organizations. However, 
these nations are still receiving arms. Perhaps strengthening U.N. enforcement, ways to further 
regulate arms trade, and perhaps setting up checkpoints in specific areas designed to filter the 
flow of arms, could be discussed and hopefully, implemented.
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