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General Assembly First Committee
Committee Mandate
In 1945, the Charter of the United Nations established the United Nations General Assembly
(UNGA), which is the main deliberative body and one of the principal organs of the United
Nations.1 The UNGA is comprised of all 193 Member States of the United Nations and serves
as a high-level platform for diplomacy. The UNGA presents an opportunity to all Member States
to create and adopt non-binding resolutions that lay out policies or international norms on
certain topics. The General Assembly is broken into 6 subsidiary committees.
The General Assembly First Committee is the Disarmament and International Security
committee of the UNGA. The General Assembly First Committee addresses issues of
disarmament and threats to international peace and security.2 While the UN Security Council
focuses on specific threats or conflicts, the General Assembly First Committee addresses
general disarmament issues and security concerns on a high level. The General Assembly First
Committee is also the only committee that keeps verbatim records of its proceedings in order to
keep track of its political and highly contentious work.3
Membership
As part of a plenary committee of the United Nations, the General Assembly First Committee is
comprised of all UN Member States. It’s currently chaired by H.E. Ion Jinga of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. The UNGA operates on the notion of sovereign
equality, which guarantees all Members a single, equal vote.4 No states receive a special veto
or a weighted vote.5 Some Member States lack adequate staff to have representatives at every
subsidiary committee sessions or during informal debates. Typically, more delegates review and
vote on draft resolutions during the General Assembly Plenary sessions than during a meeting
of a subsidiary General Assembly committee.6
Reporting
The General Assembly First Committee has special relationships with the UN Disarmament
Commission and the Conference on Disarmament. Both of these entities report to the UNGA
annually. While in session, delegates of this committee discuss and debate a topic to develop a
working paper, which can then be adopted as a draft resolution by a simple majority vote of the
committee. Draft resolutions from the General Assembly First Committee and, indeed, all 6 of
the General Assembly subsidiary committees, are passed on to the General Assembly Plenary
for a second vote and, ultimately, adoption via majority vote.7 Any resolution adopted by the
General Assembly is a representation of the will of the international community.
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General Assembly First Committee
Topic A: The Control of Biological Weapons in the Modern Era
Introduction
Biological weapons are complex systems that disseminate disease-causing organisms or toxins
to harm or kill people, plants, or animals.8 Generally, biological weapons have two distinct parts
including a weaponized agent and a delivery mechanism.9 In addition to traditional military
applications, biological weapons can be used for the disruption of supply chains, the infection of
livestock or agricultural produce, the creation of environmental catastrophes, and the
introduction of widespread illness in order to sow chaos and dysfunction in a targeted
population.10 Almost any toxin or disease-causing organism, such as bacteria and viruses, can
be used in biological weapons and the agents can be enhanced from their natural state to make
them more suitable for mass production, storage, and dissemination as weapons.11 Additionally,
due to the nature of biological weapons, it is often unclear at first if a biological weapons attack
is a natural occurrence or an actual attack by a hostile force.12 Recently, the risk of the use of
biological weapons by non-state actors has greatly increased.13 Due to the indiscriminate nature
of biological weapons and their ability to cause massive damage to international peace and
security, controlling the proliferation of these weapons of mass destruction is of the utmost
importance to the international community.
Background
The base of a biological weapon can include any microorganism such as bacteria, viruses, or
fungi; or toxins, which are poisonous compounds produced by microorganisms found in nature
that can be used to kill or injure people.14 The weaponization of biological agents has been a
problem throughout much of world history in various forms; however, over time, the threat of
biological weapons has only increased due to globalization and technological advancement.15
The Control of Biological Weapons prior to 1945
The Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases,
and of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare, also known as the 1925 Geneva Protocol, was the
first major international agreement to prohibit the use of chemical and biological weapons in
war.16 The 1925 Geneva Protocol was built off of the 1907 Hague Convention and the 1919
Treaty of Versailles and was largely a response to the use of chemical weapons during the First
World War.17 Although the 1925 Geneva Protocol prohibited the use of chemical and biological
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weapons during war, it did not prevent the production, storage or transfer of these weapons of
mass destruction.18
Prohibition of the Production and Stockpiling of Bacteriological and Toxin Weapons
The Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production and Stockpiling of
Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on their Destruction (BWC) was signed on
1972 and entered into force in March 1975.19 The BWC was the first multilateral disarmament
treaty banning the development, production, and stockpiling of an entire category of weapons of
mass destruction.20 The BWC is significant because of the scope of the document, which is
expansive and contains many clear guidelines and best practices to curb the proliferation of
biological weapons, and also because it is legally binding to the States party to it.21 The BWC
bans the development, stockpiling, acquisition, retention, and production of biological agents
and toxins “of types and in quantities that have no justification for prophylactic, protective or
other peaceful purposes,” and weapons, equipment, and delivery vehicles “designed to use
such agents or toxins for hostile purposes or in armed conflict.”22 Additionally, the BWC bans
the transfer of or assistance with acquiring the agents, toxins, weapons, equipment, and
delivery vehicles.23 The treaty regime mandates that States party to the BWC consult with one
another and cooperate, bilaterally or multilaterally, to solve compliance concerns. It also allows
States parties to lodge a complaint with the United Nations Security Council if they believe other
Member States are violating the convention.24
Since its passage, there have been a total of eight conferences that reviewed the BWC which
have created a variety of structures to ensure adherence to the convention.25 The States parties
to the BWC gather at a Review Conference every five years to discuss the convention’s
operation and implementation, with the most recent review conference occurring in November
2016.26 Under the BWC, States parties agreed to increase confidence-building measures and
information sharing on biological weapons through annual reports.27 The lack of a formal
verification process has resulted in the slow implementation of the BWC.28 Additionally, the
BWC’s implementation has also been hampered by waning funds.29 Despite its challenges with
implementation, the BWC still represents the primary international legal framework for
controlling biological weapons.
Implementation
While the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) has repeatedly recognized the importance
of the BWC towards combating the threat biological weapons poses to international peace and
security, universal implementation remains elusive. In December 2017, the UNGA passed
A/RES/72/71, which reaffirmed the importance of the BWC, the scope of the threat of biological
18
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weapons, and reaffirmed the need for implementation of the BWC by States parties.30 Despite
this international attention, there is not universal implementation, with only 183 Member States
party to the agreement.
Current Situation
In 2019, the BWC Meetings of Experts was held in Geneva.31 During these meetings, the States
parties discussed the importance of the international community’s participation to ensure
national implementation.32 Institutionalizing the convention at all levels, as well as assistance,
response, and preparedness were also reiterated.33 The States parties to the convention
recognized the need for promoting transparency and confidence building, and continues to
promote international cooperation and assistance in support of the implementation of the
BWC.34
Global, Regional, and National Implementation of the BWC
The States parties work continuously to ensure the relevance and effectiveness of the
convention by meeting every five years to review the operation of the BWC. Between these
meetings, called Review Conferences, the States parties have also engaged in other activities
and initiatives to improve the implementation of the BWC.35 Although the BWC is relatively
short, it has been supplemented by a series of decisions made at these Review Conferences to
keep up with changing political, technological, and scientific changes in modern society.36
During the Seventh Review Conference in 2011, the States parties revamped efforts to
encourage Member States that were not party to the convention to join.37 These efforts included
the promotion of the universalization of the convention through bilateral contacts with non-party
Member States. Also, the States parties encouraged the utilization of regional and multilateral
fora to promote the adoption of the convention by non-party Member States. The Sixth Review
Conference focused on, inter alia, providing administrative support and assistance to States
parties.38 This led to the establishment of the Implementation Support Unit (ISU). Since
inception, the ISU has assisted in national implementation, confidence-building measures, and
universal implementation of the BWC.39 The ISU also provides assistance to the States parties
to implement the decisions and recommendations of the review conferences.40 The ISU forms
the core of the secretariat of the BWC and also provides an online platform for assistance to
States parties and relevant organizations.41 This platform enables interactions among relevant
international organizations, scientific and academic institutions, and non-governmental
organizations.42 It also includes a restricted access area for States parties that is reserved for
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representatives to the BWC.43 The ISU also provides a platform for States parties to submit their
Confidence Building Measure either publicly or with restricted access made accessible only to
States parties.44
The States parties to the BWC are organized into three regional groups to facilitate their work.45
There are the Eastern European Group (EG), the Group of the Non-Aligned Movement and
Other States (NAM), and the Western Group (WG).46 These regional groups further work
towards maintaining the objectives of the convention in their respective regions, and also have
Member State representatives, that speak on their behalf to the BWC Secretariat.
Disaster Response, and Preparedness when Biological Weapons are Employed
Article VII of the BWC outlines the commitment of the States parties to provide support and
assistance to any State party to the BWC that requests such, which necessitates each State
party to having the means to oblige such a request.47 Between 2012 and 2015, the States
parties considered the topic “How to Strengthen Article VII.”48 The outcome of this included
decisions to set guidelines and formats to assist a State Party when submitting an application
for assistance.49 The procedures for this assistance would include partnership with international
and regional organizations such as the World Health Organization (WHO), the Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO), and the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE).50 These
partnerships seek to improve the response time without preconditions to a request of assistance
by a State party.51 During the Fifth Review Conference of the BWC, the States parties also
decided to take action to promote national mechanisms to establish and maintain the security
and oversight of pathogenic microorganisms and toxins.52
The Secretary-General of the United Nations is authorized to launch investigations, including
the deployment of fact-finding personnel to sites of alleged incidents, and to report such to all
Member States.53 This mechanism gives Member States a medium to designate to the
Secretary-General relevant resources, including experts and specialized training, when such
missions are undertaken.54 This gives the international community the relevant information
needed to support and assist those affected when biological weapons are deployed.55 In its
annual reports, the United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs shares data related to the
BWC on, inter alia, research centers, information on vaccine production facilities, national
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biological research, and defense programs. Information on outbreaks of infectious diseases
caused by toxins, is also made available to the international community for further action.56
Future Outlook
With recent advancements in science and technology, there is a growing concern that biological
weapons could be developed or used by States. Also, there is an increased risk of acquisition
by non-state actors, including individuals and terrorist organizations. Mitigating these threats is
essential to maintaining global peace and security, and calls for a multilevel, multi-sectoral, and
global cooperation with regional, national, and international organizations and initiatives to
ensure nonproliferation and use.57 Rapid advances in gene-editing and so-called “DIY biological
laboratories” have also contributed to the threat of biological weapons use by extremists.58 The
international community continues to strive to keep the BWC relevant through the development
of technologies and making breakthroughs in research and science.59
Focus Questions
•
•
•
•
•
•
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General Assembly First Committee
Topic B: The Relationship Between Disarmament and Development
“Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired, signifies in a final sense, a
theft from those who hunger and are not fed, from those who are cold and not clothed. The
world in arms is not spending money alone. It is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of
its scientists, the hopes of its children.” 60
-Dwight D. Eisenhower, Former President of the United States of America
Introduction
The concept of disarmament is not only foundational to all conflict related topics and strategies,
but is also inherently linked to the United Nations (UN) goal of maintaining international peace
and security. The Charter of the United Nations Article 26 states that armaments drain human
and economic resources that would better be used for development activities.61 The term
disarmament refers to the elimination of all weapons of mass destruction, as well as “balanced
reduction of armed forces and conventional armaments, based on the principle of undiminished
security of the parties with a view to promoting or enhancing stability at a lower military level,
taking into account the need of all States to protect their security.”62 Because the ultimate goal
of disarmament is promoting peace and security, a best practice towards the achievement of
disarmament is through the promotion of development. There is an economic case for
disarmament, wherein funds saved from the non-proliferation of weapons frees up
resources that can be better utilized advancing development strategies. 63 Financial,
technical, and logistical assistance applied to the root causes of conflict and instability
encourages disarmament, and the reverse is equally true. Disarmament is not only a way of
preventing war, conflict, and instability, but also an avenue to prosperity and the full realization
of global human rights. Thusly, the Charter of the United Nations encourages the reduction of
arms as a way of ensuring global peace and promoting development.64 To further the guiding
principles of maintaining international peace and security described in the Charter of the United
Nations, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) First Committee discusses disarmament
each time it convenes.
Disarmament and development are mutually reinforcing and two of the international
community’s strongest tools for building a world free from want.65 Despite their
interconnectedness, disarmament and development do not automatically trigger one another.
Disarmament accompanied by efforts to build or rebuild economic, social, and governing
structures that foster political participation and economic independence is required in order to
bolster development.66 Disarmament processes and policies can facilitate a decrease in military
expenditure; defuse tensions and encourage trust in international and intra-state relations;
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impede the development of and spending on new weapons; and diminish the risk, incidence,
and severity of armed conflicts and armed violence.67 Alternatively, development policies and
processes can help to eradicate root causes of conflict such as poverty; promote economic
growth to stabilize economies and governments; create conditions of increased security and
well-being; and reduce intra- and inter-state conflict.68
Background
Outside of the Charter of the United Nations, the first link between disarmament and
development were introduced in the 1950s and focused on reducing military spending and
instead allocating those funds to development. Discussions on disarmament continued, some of
which featured aspects of development, though no conference or document specifically linked
disarmament and development until 1987, when the UN held a conference on disarmament and
development that initialized much of the current discussion on disarmament and development
on the international stage.69
Though disarmament and development’s interconnected nature has been known since the
inception of the UN, the last 30 years has seen an increase in awareness of the relationship
between disarmament and development. The Millennium Development Goals, the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action, and the Hague Agenda for Peace and Justice in the 21st
Century all discussed aspects of the relationship between disarmament and development, much
of which took the form of women in peace and security and women in development. Since that
conference, the UNGA has held adopted resolutions on the topic that highlight the central role of
the UN in the relationship between disarmament and development and there have been multiple
Secretary-General reports on the matter, the most recent of which was released in 2017.70
Current Situation
Despite the international community’s frequent engagement on disarmament and development,
lower income countries are less likely to attend, speak at, or hold formal roles in multilateral
meetings on disarmament and weapons issues.71 In recent years, there has been an emerging
pattern of marginalization of developing countries in international forums during discussions on
disarmament and development.72 Some argue that this pattern is a microcosm of global
inequality in diplomacy.73 From 2010-2014, high-income countries participated in almost 80% of
all disarmament and weapons forums, whereas low-income countries attended less than 50% of
the same forums.74 Due to a lack of human capital and capacity, developing Member States
often do not have the number of staff necessary to attend these meetings and, therefore, their
input and influence are diluted in such forums.75 Developing countries are often the stage for
intra- and inter-state conflict which directly affects their economic development.76 Even after a
conflict is resolved, landmines, cluster munitions, and the proliferation of arms within the postconflict region negatively impacts the social and economic development of the affected
67
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country.77 Every session of the General Assembly First Committee, the Non-Aligned Movement
(NAM) introduces a draft resolution on the relationship between disarmament and
development.78 The content of these resolutions do not drastically change from year-to-year and
progress on the topic continues to stagnate, which further delays disarmament and
development opportunities.79
The UNGA has adopted several resolutions on the relationship between disarmament and
development, including some which call for the reduction of military budgets in order to lift
economic burden from developing nations, and some which more explicitly links the detrimental
impact that military spending has on development initiatives.80 The most recent UNGA
resolution on the relationship between disarmament and development was adopted in 2016.81 In
addition to reaffirming past resolutions and other documents, A/RES/71/62 requested a
strengthening of the UN’s role in disarmament and development and urged Member States to
allocate resources to disarmament practices that foster development.82
Other bodies relevant to the relationship between disarmament and development include the
United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA), which provides substantive and
organizational support towards the promotion of disarmament, with oversight from the
Secretariat. Established by the UN Secretary-General in 1982 in response to the UNGA’s
recommendation following the Second Special Session on Disarmament, the UNODA has
undergone several name changes and restructuring since its creation, but received its current
title and structure in 2007.83 The UNODA works to support multilateral efforts that facilitate the
promotion of disarmament under comprehensive and effective international negotiation. The
mission of UNODA is advanced by the work of Member States who gather to create a wide
range of agreements that work to reduce armaments. The UNODA compiles information in
accordance with each treaty mandate and creates a report. The information published by
UNODA is used by the United Nations Security Council, UNGA, Member States, and other
relevant stakeholders to determine adherence to treaty obligations and to decide when and
where it is appropriate to levee sanctions or other forms of multilateral interaction.
Accountability to Disarmament Treaties
The international community has seen many setbacks to disarmament in recent years,
including the proliferation of chemical and biological, nuclear ambitions, and the continued
threat of dangerous landmines in conflict and post-conflict areas. 84 There is no shortage of
disarmament strategies, because the diverse nature of the international community naturally
exhibits an expansive array of priorities within disarmament. The diversity of disarmament
tactics and measurement makes it hard to achieve consensus on how those efforts are
progressing. Among the most common and effective strategies in the promotion of
disarmament is the use of treaties, as well as other bilateral and multilateral agreements
between Member States. For example, the United States and the Russian Federation have
several bilateral disarmament treaties, such as the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty and
Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty. Multilateral agreements like the Chemical Weapons
77

Ibid.
Ibid, page 4.
79
Ibid, page 4.
80
United Nations General Assembly, Reduction of military budgets, A/RES/37/95, 1982; United Nations General
Assembly, Relationship between disarmament and development, A/RES/38/71, 1983.
81
United Nations General Assembly, Relationship between disarmament and development, A/RES/71/62, 2016.
82
Ibid.
83
United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs, “About Us,” n.d.
84
Landmines in Africa, “Responding to Violations of the Mine Ban Treaty,” 2014.
78

Convention (CWC), Biological Weapons Convention (BWC), Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of
Nuclear Weapons (NPT), the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) and the Ottawa Treaty work to reduce
certain types of weapons, each with their own mechanisms and metrics for success. Although
the ultimate goal of any disarmament strategy is the total elimination of the targeted weapons
class, each agreement is unique and provides varied requirements and methods of promoting
disarmament. For example, the CWC prohibits all Member States from producing, stockpiling, or
using chemical weapons; however, Member States may maintain their current stockpiles even if
they are prohibited from using them.85 In contrast, treaties like the NPT have two tiers of
compliance and allows even lower tiered countries to enrich uranium, which is necessary for the
creation of the weapons the NPT seeks to reduce.
In some cases, States party to these agreements provide reporting and oversight services
directly to the other treaty parties. In other cases, the States parties agree on other mechanisms
to encourage accountability and transparency, such as designating third-party stakeholders to
monitor adherence to the agreement. The CWC was invoked to rebuke Syrian President
Brashir Al-Assad in 2013, which lead to a reinvigorated international effort to keep banned
weapons off the battlefield.86 Though the violation of this treaty indicates wavering, the
response from parties of the CWC was unanimous in condemning the use of chemical
weapons in the conflict and participating in removal efforts. Through organizations like the
International Atomic Energy Agency and the UNODA, the UN publishes reports on compliance
and progress in relation to the specific treaties, and thereby uses the public platform of
diplomacy itself as a mechanism to encourage accountability and transparency.87
Development as a Means of Disarmament
As security and disarmament policies continue to move closer to development, the
development agenda has continued to broaden. While global military expenditure has
grown to USD 1.8 trillion, Member States continue to miss their official development
assistance goals. 88 In fact, in 2018, global military expenditure was 334 times larger than
the UN’s Regular Budget for the 2018-2019 fiscal year, which was USD 5.397 billion. 89
This means that if 1% of global military expenditure was instead given to the UN, the UN’s
regular budget would more than triple in size.
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development further solidified the relationship between
disarmament and development through adding the reduction of illicit arms flows into the
international community’s core development agenda.90 When development is discussed as a
means of disarmament, it can take many forms. The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) divides development into three broad areas: the eradication of poverty, structural
transformations, and the building resistance to crisis.91 These goals reflect the priorities being
pursued by the international community in the current development strategy outlined in the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).92 SDG 1, which lists several targets towards the
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elimination of global poverty, is an example of a development priority that is not explicitly
linked to disarmament, but remains pertinent nonetheless.
The UN has identified many best practices when encouraging disarmament, including
using development to address the root causes of barriers to disarmament. One of the most
effective tactics is the empowerment of women, especially in business, education, and
governance. The World Survey On The Role Of Women In Development 2014 found that
when women are involved in public administration, resources are allocated more efficiently
and effectively towards development initiatives.93 The relationship between women’s
empowerment and disarmament, much like the broader relationship between disarmament
and development, works both ways. Proliferation of armaments brings an imbalance of
power to affected communities, and this power is used to reinforce social exclusion of
marginalized groups through domination and control. 94 Armed reinforcement of social
exclusion leads to increased rates of violence, especially violence against women.95
Further Research
As with years past, the NAM is expected to submit a draft resolution on the relationship between
disarmament and development at the upcoming 74th session of the UNGA.96 The High-Level
Political Forum will continue its discussions on sustainable development during the same
session.97 The UNGA will also be convening a high-level dialogue on financing for development
and a high-level meeting on the elimination of nuclear weapons during its 74th session.98
Disarmament and development will always be at the forefront of discussion for the UNGA, and
their interlinked nature will continue to influence and inform policy decisions on the national,
regional, and international scale.
Focus Questions
•
•
•
•
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In what international agreements are your country’s priorities reflected? In what
agreements are they threatened?
What tactics do your country feel are most effective for encouraging disarmament?
How has conflict affected development in your country? In your region?
What developmental barriers does your region face?
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