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General Assembly First Committee
Committee Mandate
The General Assembly (GA) is the main deliberative body and one of the principal organs of the
United Nations. It was established in 1945 by Chapter IV of the Charter of the United Nations
and is comprised of all 193 UN Member States. The GA’s broad membership enables it to
engage in unique high-level diplomacy and the Charter allows the GA to consider and take
action on almost any topic, including political, economic, humanitarian, social, and legal issues.1
The GA expresses the will of the international community in the form of written resolutions that,
while not legally binding, set the policy direction for the UN as an organization and can
influence Member States and regional organizations. These resolutions sometimes take direct
action, but it is far more common that they lay out a set of policies or, in the case of legal
resolutions, international norms. The development of these resolutions takes a significant amount
of time, as disagreements on policy are common, so the work of the GA is broken up into six
subsidiary committees.
The General Assembly First Committee
The General Assembly First Committee is the Disarmament and International Security
committee of the GA. First Committee is tasked with addressing issues of disarmament and
international threats to peace and security.2 Unlike the UN Security Council, which addresses
specific individual threats or situations requiring action by the international community, First
Committee addresses general disarmament and peace and security concerns at a high level. Also
unlike the Security Council, resolutions from First Committee are not legally binding and focus
on policy recommendations for Member States and UN bodies rather than taking specific and
immediate action. First Committee is also the only committee that can keep verbatim records of
its formal proceedings due to its contentious and highly political work.3 Despite the nature of
First Committee’s topic area, the committee strives for consensus, adopting many of its draft
resolutions without a recorded vote.4 This is challenging because, as a main committee of the
GA, First Committee is comprised of all 193 UN Member States, each having a single vote. No
Member State receives special veto authority or extra weight due to monetary or other
contributions.
Reporting
First Committee has special relationships with the United Nations Disarmament Commission and
the Conference on Disarmament, both of which report annually to the GA. The Disarmament
Commission has a narrow focus and only meets for a few weeks each year to discuss a specific
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disarmament topic.5 The Conference on Disarmament also meets annually with the goal of
negotiating specific disarmament agreements.6 First Committee itself works to develop working
papers which can then be adopted as a draft resolution by majority vote of the committee. Draft
resolutions are then passed on to the General Assembly Plenary. Some Member States lack
adequate staff to have representatives at every committee session or informal debate; more
Member States review and vote on draft resolutions in plenary sessions than in committee
sessions. Draft resolutions that receive majority support in plenary session are adopted as
resolutions and then represent the will of the majority of the international community on a given
issue.
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General Assembly First Committee
Topic A: The Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects
“Deny access to illegal weapons and ammunition and you deny criminals, armed groups and
extremists a central means to perpetrate violence, intimidation and harm. This must be our
common goal.”7
-Ban Ki Moon, former United Nations Secretary General
Introduction
There are varying definitions of what constitutes an SALW, but in general, they must be able to
be transported by one individual or a light military vehicle.8 The General Assembly’s Report of
the Panel of Government Experts on Small Arms includes firearms such as revolvers, pistols,
rifles and carbines, and light machine guns as “small arms” and weapons such as heavy machine
guns, portable anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns, hand-held and mounted grenade launchers, and
portable missile launchers as “light weapons.”9 Due in large part to their size, SALW are cheaper
to build and easier to conceal and transport than other weapons, and are thus more vulnerable to
the illicit trade network.10 There are more than one billion SALW in the world, with eight million
new arms produced each year.11 Civilians own 85% of small arms.12 Military and law
enforcement own the rest, which are often kept in large stockpiles that are harder to keep track of
than individual weapons.13
Many in the international community have referred to small arms and light weapons (SALW) as
the “real weapons of mass destruction” as they fuel violence around the world and are
responsible for thousands of deaths each year.14 SALW are easy to conceal and to use because
they are small, simple, and portable, and there are large stockpiles of them throughout the world.
Often such stockpiles are legitimately created, but they run the risk of being stolen or otherwise
illicitly traded and misused by unauthorized groups or non-State actors. Armed extremists,
terrorists, and criminals have used the illicit trade of SALW to take advantage of vulnerable
populations and tens of thousands of people are killed each year, including many women and
children.15 As conflict around the world has changed and been augmented with new
technologies, so have efforts to stem the illicit trade of SALW. Improved data collection methods
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traditional materials and the evolution in weapons design has also helped to make it easier for
criminal groups and non-State actors to buy and sell weapons.16
Background
The fall of the Soviet Union brought about a major shift in geopolitical focus from a worldwide
ideological tension to local and regional armed conflicts where small arms are more prevalent. In
1995, the General Assembly convened a Panel of Governmental Experts in 1995 to address small
arms as part of general disarmament strategy. In 1997, a report was published on SALW
discussing the proliferation of SALW trade, and potential vulnerabilities, and an ad hoc group
was established by the General Assembly to develop international instruments to address the
illicit trade of SALW.17 The first outcome of these efforts was the 2001 UN Protocol against the
Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Their Parts and Components and
Ammunition (Firearms Protocol), which requires States to criminalize the illicit manufacture and
trafficking of firearms.18 That same year, a general conference was convened and the
Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and
Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (PoA) framework was adopted by consensus. As part of the
PoA, Member States agreed to cooperate in improving controls for the import, export, and resale
of SALW, as well as enhance tracking and tracing mechanisms and stockpile management.19
After the PoA was adopted, the General Assembly discussed SALW each of its sessions. In
2005, the International Instrument to Enable States to Identify and Trace, in a Timely and
Reliable Manner, Illicit Small Arms and Light Weapons, known as the International Tracing
Instrument (ITI), was adopted to bolster the international framework to combat the illicit trade of
SALW. The ITI creates requirements for marking and recordkeeping to ensure cooperation and
standardization in arms tracing methods.20
In addition to the PoA and ITI, the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) was adopted in 2013. The ATT
encourages transparency and asks Member States to refrain from selling arms to other States who
have had major infractions against the Geneva Convention as noted by the United Nations
Security Council. In this way, the ATT is designed to help combat genocide and crimes against
humanity. The ATT does not come without critics; some Member States believe that the ATT’s
arms control provisions are bordering on infringement of national sovereignty by potentially
restricting licit firearm trade.21 Still, combatting the illicit trade remains high on the international
agenda, and in 2015 the Security Council adopted S/RES/2220 to emphasize the importance of
reducing the harm caused by the illicit small arms trade.
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Due to the wide-reaching effects of SALW, they became a topic of discussion during
negotiations for the post-2015 development agenda. When the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development was adopted in 2015, it included 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
including SDG 16 regarding Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions. The fourth target under SDG
16 is to “by 2030 significantly reduce illicit financial and arms flows, strengthen recovery and
return of stolen assets, and combat all forms of organized crime.”22 The PoA and ITI are an
important framework for reaching this goal; over 170 Member States have designated national
points of contact (NPCs) for implementation of the PoA and ITI that correspond with the United
Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA) and submit annual reports.23
Current Situation
The PoA is a binding agreement under the UNODA. Member States report their implementation
of the PoA to UNODA, who publishes data on the status of implementation worldwide.24
Member States are also invited to report arms transfers to the UN Register of Conventional Arms
(UNROCA), but in 2017 only 20 countries reported data on SALW transfers.25 The coordinating
mechanism for the UN on SALW is called Coordinating Action on Small Arms (CASA). CASA
allows collaboration of Member States in addressing all aspects of illicit SALW trade, including
combatting terrorism and crime, that encourage the growth in illicit arms trade, managing the use
of new technologies in SALW and arms tracing, and addressing the human vulnerabilities caused
by armed conflict and illicit arms trade.26 CASA also brings together a variety of UN bodies and
agencies to conduct fact-finding missions, capacity-building projects, and workshops to help
combat the illicit trade of SALW.27
Misuse of SALW in Conflict
The vast majority of SALW begin as legal weapons. Each Member State has its own laws and
regulations on civilian purchases, and most countries are legally free to trade weapons with each
other. Supply chains can be exploited, though, and the illicit trade becomes more prevalent in
high-conflict areas. Stockpiles in SALW-importing countries can be difficult to adequately
measure, leading to excessive purchase and overlarge stockpiles that are highly vulnerable to
theft. SALW are also especially susceptible to “ant trade.” This is a trafficking mechanism by
which goods are taken in small quantities, but repeatedly. Each instance of trafficking adds up
and creates large stockpiles that may be illicitly sold again to individuals or misused by armed
terrorists and extremist groups.28
In conflict zones, theft and misuse are especially problematic because they can aid unauthorized
groups and elongate intense conflicts. Terrorists, armed rebels and extremist groups, and
organized crime syndicates can all contribute to stockpile diversion through theft and taking
22
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advantage of weak recordkeeping and stockpile management. Sometimes, even legitimate
governments will participate by arming groups to put down rivals, somtimes in violation of
sanctions and UN embargoes.29 This is more common in regions with sustained internal
conflicts, including sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East.30 Illicit SALW trade intensifies
other prevalent problems in conflict zones, including violence against women and recruitment of
child soldiers.31 Conflicts are exacerbated, more civilians are displaced, and human rights are
violated.
Marking, Tracing, and Recordkeeping
An important tool in combatting illicit SALW trade is accurate and effective weapons tracking.
A weak tracking and control regime allows for exploitation by traffickers and even sometimes
individuals who want to avoid bureaucracies when purchasing weapons.32 The PoA requires
Member States to assess their tracking and tracing mechanisms for SALW and improve them for
better stockpile management.33 If law enforcement can track a recovered weapon back to its
original or last-known owner, it will be easier to identify weak points in the supply chain where
arms are being diverted for illicit trade and misuse. Exporting States have a special responsibility
from the ATT to ensure weapons they mark and track are not used in genocide, crimes against
humanity, and other human rights abuses.34 There has been some international discussion
regarding the development of an international standard of marking for SALW to further
cooperation in curbing illicit trade, including using digital technologies, but there has been little
agreement to date as to how to develop such a standard.
Perhaps one of the biggest vulnerabilities in SALW trade is a lack of adequate storage and record
management in developing States.35 When States cannot adequately account for the number of
SALW they already possess, they are apt to buy more, leading to overly large stockpiles. These
stockpiles are easier to pilfer from without notice. More secure facilities and more consistent
recordkeeping could prevent significant numbers of SALW from ending up in the hands of nonState actors or unauthorized combatants.
Technology and SALW
Technology can both aid and hinder efforts to manage SALW trade. Laser-printed markings on
weapons are easier to standardize and therefore easier to track and monitor. Microstamping, or
laser-etched microscopic marks on the firing mechanisms of firearms, can assist law enforcement
entities in tracing firearms to their last known legal owners. As technology grows and expands,
however, those involved in the illicit trade can take advantage of it. Cheaper materials and the
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expansion of 3D printing make weapons easier to build at low cost.36 Small arms are also
becoming more modular. This means that firearms can come with flexible, interchangeable
pieces and accessories to adapt a basic weapon to a variety of circumstances.
Human Cost
The human impact of SALW and extended conflict cannot be overlooked in discussions of
combatting illicit SALW trade. In former Secretary General Ban Ki Moon’s report to the
Security Council on SALW in 2015, he highlighted the importance of protecting civilians against
armed attacks.37 Misuse of SALW is a major factor in high levels of internally displaced persons
(IDPs) and he noted that the “pervasive misuse of weapons worldwide is a major factor riving
forced displacement.”38 Sexual and gender-based violence is also aggravated by armed conflict.
With increasing availability and flexibility of SALW comes an increasing risk of the use of
children in armed conflict. Even a young child could easily carry a small and portable weapon,
making children much more attractive to armed groups and much more vulnerable in areas of
conflict.39
Future Outlook
To date, none of the legally binding international instruments that have sought to curb the illicit
trade of SALW have been universally adopted. The Arms Trade Treaty, while relatively new,
has only 96 States Parties. The international community has struggled to eradicate the illicit trade
of SALW as there is a strong market that is often easily accessible. There is disagreement about
how to proceed internationally, but discussions are ongoing regarding better tracking
mechanisms, methods by which demand can be curbed, and how to specifically reduce the ability
of terrorist groups, armed extremists, and organized crime syndicates to procure and traffic
SALW. The General Assembly will likely continue to discuss this issue and its effects.
What can the GA or the UN do in the future to curb the illicit trade of SALW?
Focus Questions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What are gun laws like in your Member State and your region?
Are SALW widely available in your region? Do they negatively affect your citizens?
Is your Member State or region in conflict?
Can you identify points of vulnerability in the supply chain for SALW?
How can vulnerable populations, like women, children, and the elderly, be protected?
If your Member State imports SALW, for what purpose are you importing them?
If your Member State exports SALW, how are you tracing and monitoring the weapons
you sell?
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•
•

What else can be done to ensure adequate marking, tracing, and recordkeeping for
SALW?
What should the General Assembly request of Member States or other bodies with
regards to combatting the illicit trade of SALW?
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General Assembly First Committee
Topic B: Role of Science & Technology in the Context of International Security &
Disarmament
Introduction
Science and technology has always been a priority to Member States, long before the existence
of the United Nations (UN), but its role it the maintenance of international peace became a topic
of discussion almost immediately after the UN was created. The first resolution ever passed in
the UN General Assembly was specifically meant to address the problems arising from the
discovery of atomic energy.40 One of the most important roles of the UN as defined by the
Charter of the United Nations is the maintenance of international peace and security;
technological innovation can have a tremendous impact on peace and security. Emerging
technologies, such as unmanned aerial vehicles and 3D printed guns, have the potential to change
the nature of conflict, and some international experts have been urging the UN to examine how
to establish frameworks to address potential issues. The topic of the role of science and
technology in relation to security and disarmament was first added to the agenda of the United
Nations (UN) General Assembly First Committee in 1988 and has remained on the agenda ever
since.41
Background
The General Assembly First Committee passed the first resolution specifically addressing
scientific and technological developments and their impact on international security in 1988.42 In
this resolution, A/RES/43/77, the General Assembly called upon Member States to create panels
at the national level to collect information on the technological developments that may have
military purposes and requested that the Secretary General follow scientific and technological
advancements that have military applications such that he could submit an evaluation on the
findings in a report to the General Assembly at its forty-fifth session in 1990.43 The SecretaryGeneral submitted the report to the General Assembly in October 1990.44 The report covered five
major categories of technology: nuclear technology, space technology, materials technology,
information technology, and biotechnology.45 The report also discussed the need to be mindful of
tensions in the international community and the extent to which these tensions can lead to the
proliferation of new weapons technologies.46
40
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International Disarmament Norms
Several UN entities work in international disarmament, most notably the United Nations Office
of for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA). The UNODA was established in 1998 as the Department
for Disarmament affairs as a result of the Secretary General’s report on Renewing the United
Nations: A Programme for Reform.47 The UNODA promotes nuclear disarmament and nonproliferation, strengthening of disarmament in respect to weapons of mass destruction (WMDs),
chemical and biological weapons, and the disarmament of convention weapons including
landmines and small arms and light weapons (SALWs).48
Over the years, there have been a multitude of conventions and treaties that set the norms and
laid the bedrock for modern disarmament. Among the most significant are the 1968 Treaty on the
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, the 1972 Convention on the Prohibition of
Bacteriological and Toxin Weapons, the 1992 Convention on the Prohibition of the
Development, Production, Stockpiling and Use of Chemical Weapons and on their Destruction,
the 1996 Comprehensive Test-Ban Treaty, and the 2001 Programme of Action to Prevent,
Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its
Aspects(PoA). 49 While incredibly diverse in what they individually cover, these documents all
represent the international community’s commitment to addressing disarmament
comprehensively and underline the General Assembly First Committee’s role in setting
international standards of approach in regards to disarmament. With the passing of each
convention or treaty the international community addresses a new threat they had previously
been unequipped to address.
The Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain Conventional Weapons
Which May Be Deemed to Be Excessively Injurious or to Have Indiscriminate Effects, also
known as the Convention on Certain Convention Weapons (CCW), has a unique role in that it
has evolved, through the addition of protocols, to address emerging technologies.50 For
examples, the third protocol to the CCW was created to address the threat of incendiary weapons
and the fourth protocol to the CCW was created to address blinding laser weapons.51
In 2017, for the first time since 2006, the General Assembly adopted a resolution on the topic of
science and technology in the context of international security and disarmament.52 A/RES/72/28
didn’t provide an overly detailed guide for the international community in way of using science
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and technologies to accelerate disarmament, but the resolution did request that the SecretaryGeneral submit to the General Assembly a report on “current developments in science and
technology and their potential impact on international security and disarmament efforts with an
annex containing submissions from Member States giving their views on the matter.”53
Current Situation
Many current global efforts aimed at sustainable peace are based on the post-2015 developmetn
agenda. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were outlined in the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, which includes 15 targets that mention technological advancements.54
The SDGs are an ambitious list of goals that reflect the modern climate of development priorities
in the international community and include a focus on increasing access to information
communication technology, international cooperation on scientific innovation, and the need for
advancement in disarmament.55 The SDGs are a major focus of the international community, and
the inclusion of scientific innovation for the advancement of international peace and security
shows that the international community is committed to engaging with science and technology
for peaceful purposes and disarmament.
After the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Third International
Conference on Financing for Development was held in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia in 2015. Its
outcome document, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, stated the pressing need for capacity
development in developing countries in order to increase universal access to science and
technology for peaceful purposes.56 The Addis Ababa Action Agenda promotes the free and open
flow of information and communication technologies for sustainable development, and the
monitoring of scientific advancement. This framework for action also introduced the Technical
Facilitation Mechanism, which allows for multilateral cooperation within the international
community to fund progress on the SDGs through the establishment of the UN Inter-Agency
Task Team on Science, Technology and Innovation for the SDGs.57 This task team brings
multilateral stakeholders together to collaborate on scientific and technological innovation for
development, especially in capacity building. This mechanism is significant because among the
most important roles that science and technology has in the international community is in its use
for development and capacity building. Increasing the capacity of developing countries benefits
the entire international community in a multitude of ways, including in the building of capacity
for disarmament.
Conventional Weapons in an Unconventional Age
The United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA) defines conventional weapons as
devices that are capable of killing, maiming, injuring, or incapacitating primarily, but not
53
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exclusively, through explosives, incendiaries, or kinetic energy.58 Some examples from
UNODA’s Disarmament: A Basic Guide include armored combat vehicles (personnel carriers
and tanks, for example), combat helicopters, combat aircraft, warships, small arms and light
weapons, landmines, cluster munitions, ammunition and artillery.59 The guide has a section
dedicated to “New and Emerging Technologies,” which dives into the cybersphere,
cyberweaponry, artificial intelligence, drones, and autonomous weaponry.60 In its fourth edition,
the UNODA consistently updates the guide in an effort to keep pace with technological
advances.61 The extent to which disarmament agreements, standards, and norms keep pace with
such advancements varies wildly; it is common for there to be a significant delay between the
creation of new weapons technologies and international frameworks that address them.62
The Third Review Conference on the Implementation of the PoA was held in July, 2018, and
produced the outcome document: Report of the third United Nations Conference to Review
Progress Made in the Implementation of the Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and
Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects.63 This outcome
document includes made mention of modern innovation in SALWs, such as guns with modular
structure and replaceable components as well as innovation in manufacture and materials, such
as 3D printed guns.64 No firm action or judgment is taken or made regarding these modern
developments in this document, but the inclusion signaled that the international community
acknowledges this technology and that there will be more to come regarding this topic.
Unmanned Aerial Vehicles
Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), which are also referred to as drones, are potentially among
the most disruptive technologies in terms of modern combat.65 While some existing international
legal norms may apply to UAVs, there has been little progress in producing an international
framework that could govern their manufacture, use, and sale, even as some experts worry that
the use of drones by State and non-State actors alike may affect international peace and
security.66
Published in 2015 by UNODA under the UN Disarmament Information Programme, the Study
on Armed Unmanned Aerial Vehicles provides a straightforward context for UAVs in the modern
international climate.67 Recent technological developments have increased the efficiency at
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which UAVs operate, making these potentially lethal weapons easier and cheaper to use.68 Some
examples of manufacturing and efficiency innovations in UAVs include lightweight and durable
materials, small and lightweight weapons, explosives and incendiary devices, artificial
intelligence (including facial recognition and geospatial reasoning), and guidance systems.69 The
study argues that while engaging UAVs in combat puts fewer humans at risk on the attacking
side, this lowered risk also lowers the threshold at which violent decisions will be made in
combat.70 At the same pace UAVs are innovating, counter-UAV measures are being developed
and improved, such as surface-to-air anti-aircraft missiles and technological disruption that can
take control of the UAV.71
Future Outlook
The nature of scientific and technological innovation in regards to disarmament and in general,
makes it an inherently difficult field to predict. Scientific advances do not operate on a schedule,
and are continually occurring at greater frequency. Furthermore, the more advanced the
innovation, the less likely it is to be legislated immediately. 3D printed guns and drones are
relatively new advancements, but have yet to see any significant legislation as compared to
traditional SALWs or nuclear weapons, both of which have very developed international
frameworks. In the future, one can expect to see both 3D printed guns and UAVs to be
referenced and discussed, in order to establish consensus and set norms. As noted in the most
recent resolution adopted by the GA, vagueness is present within disarmament resolutions,
especially those that are meant to address emerging technologies. The unpredictability of new
weapons that will be created leaves the topic of science and technology in the context of
international security and disarmament one that needs to remain on the agenda.
Since the dawn of time, mankind has tried to find new and innovative ways to cause destruction
with as little loss to them as possible, the technology being developed today allows for little
human contact to create human destruction potentially removing humanity from contemporary
conflict. How this will impact disarmament agreements moving forward is challenging.
However, science and technology also had many benefits to disarmament and international
security, can provide new ways to safely dispose of certain weapons, allows for new measures to
detect landmines and other explosive remnants of war, and methods for locating, disabling, and
destroying weaponry. Innovation with science and technology has the potential to make the
world a much safer place, and the General Assembly will continue to discuss this potential
regularly.
Focus Questions
•
•

What level of access does your country have to scientific innovation? Does your country
require capacity building in science and technology?
What is your country’s position on UAVs? SALWs? Other emerging weapons
technologies?
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•
•
•

What are your country’s priorities regarding the international community’s current
approach to disarmament?
Is your country on any disarmament organizations? Which ones?
How has your country legislated emerging weapons innovation, such as 3D printed
SALWs, UAVs, and others?
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