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Official Welcome 

 
On behalf of the 2011 National Model United Nations-DC Conference team, especially your committee staff Sameer 

Kanal and Eva Hernik-Sokolowski, we would like to welcome you to the General Assembly First 

Committee.  Everyone at NMUN-DC has worked diligently throughout the year to prepare for this conference, and 

we sincerely hope that you will conclude the weekend at the conference with a greater appreciation for global 

politics. 
  
Model UN provides an excellent environment for delegates to learn and improve important life skills and academic 

knowledge.  To begin, we have prepared this background guide to help you start your search in your country’s 

policies and to understand the committee topics.  During the conference, the intimate nature of this committee will 

ensure that you will rely not only on your knowledge but also your tact, oration and negotiation skills to fulfill your 

country’s positions. 
  
The United Nations General Assembly plays a central role in the development of policy on issues related to 

international peace and security, and as such is one of the most interesting and challenging bodies within the United 

Nations system. Delegates should have an understanding of the complexities of the topics before them, and we hope 

this background guide will provide some of that information and guide your research. 
  
We are privileged to play a role in your education experience here at NMUN-DC and look forward to working with 

all of you. 
 

History of the General Assembly First Committee 
 

The General Assembly was created under Chapter IV of the United Nations Charter. Within this Chapter, Article 22 

allows the Assembly to “establish such subsidiary organs as it deems necessary” to achieve its goals. These goals 

include under Article 11 “the principles governing disarmament and the regulation of armaments”; the centrality of 

the goal of disarmament to the United Nations, and the General Assembly specifically, is evidenced by the fact that 

the first resolution of the General Assembly dealt with nuclear disarmament and elimination of weapons of mass 

destruction. The Assembly has established six Main Committees, each a committee of the whole, to address specific 

topical areas under the Assembly’s mandate; The General Assembly First Committee is mandated with addressing 

issues related to Disarmament and International Security. 

 

Main Committees are tasked with “seeking where possible to harmonize the various approaches of States, and then 

present to a plenary meeting of the Assembly draft resolutions and decisions for consideration.” In practice, the First 

Committee passes resolutions, which are then presented to the General Assembly (Plenary) as draft resolutions 

before a debate and vote in the latter body. It is important to note, however, that “While [General Assembly] 

resolutions are not legally binding, they can be normative—that is, they can indicate the establishment of customs, 

standards, and guidelines for appropriate behavior.” This impact is increased when resolutions are not merely 

adopted, but passed by consensus or near-consensus, a threshold which is reached by “40-50 resolutions on 

disarmament and non-proliferation” per year. 

 

The First Committee works with other international forums to achieve its goals, usually providing the demonstration 

of international will necessary to influence bodies with smaller membership but greater power. The First Committee 

often calls upon the Security Council to act, which began in 1946 with a resolution calling upon the Council to 

address “the general regulation and reduction of armaments and armed forces.” In 1952, the First Committee was 

augmented by the creation of the Disarmament Commission, which was designed to create international agreements 

on the elimination of weapons of mass destruction and on regulation of other armaments. In 1959, the Committee 

was the first to articulate the UN’s goal of “general and complete disarmament under effective international 

control.” More recently, in 2009 the First Committee adopted a resolution that adapted the Open-Ended Working 

Group on an Arms Trade Treaty to a Preparatory Committee for negotiations, leading up to a July 2012 conference 

that would draft and approve that treaty. In 2011, the First Committee will be held from October 3 to November 1. 

  

According to Reaching Critical Will, there are numerous obstacles facing the First Committee: 



“Some states have become entrenched in their positions, and do not listen to the arguments or 

suggestions of others. They reject the norms of the majority—who have arrived at a common 

understanding through discussion, debate, and compromise—and oppose resolutions that would 

otherwise demonstrate consensus on many disarmament-related issues. In turn, these time-

hardened positions have given rise to a number of static […] repetitive, redundant resolutions.” 

 

In spite of these challenges, the First Committee plays an important role in certain spheres. In recent years, the First 

Committee has initiated and then accelerated the negotiation process towards an Arms Trade Treaty to regulate the 

international trade in conventional arms; reaffirmed its original position in favor of the internationally-supervised 

complete elimination of nuclear weapons; advanced regionalism in international disarmament and arms control 

efforts; and helped broker commitments to reducing the operational alert status of nuclear weapons to prevent rapid 

or accidental use.  

 

I. Restricting the Flow of Small Arms 
 

• How does the United Nations First Committee continue its work on restricting small arms and light 

weapons?  Should it be through specific individual plans or a more comprehensive manner?  

 

 Can the United Nations motivate the global community to stress the importance of this issue and have 

their government leaders have the political will and initiative to make it a top priority? 

   

Small Arms, or conventional weapons usable in either a civilian or military context by individuals, have been 

considered a threat to international peace and security since the inception of the United Nations. However, a lack of 

political will to eliminate these weapons altogether, and the belief held by most states that conventional armaments, 

including small arms, provide security for their state, has led the debate over how best to address small arms 

internationally away from disarmament or even arms control to a debate focused on non-proliferation, or preventing 

the spread and regulating the trade in small arms. The General Assembly, primarily through the First Committee, 

has been engaged in this process for over a decade, and remains focused upon finding methods to curb the spread of 

small arms in order to achieve the broader goals of the maintenance of peace and security and realization of 

fundamental rights and freedoms worldwide. 

 

Small arms were defined by the General Assembly through the 2006 “International Instrument to Enable States to 

Identify and Trace, in a Timely and Reliable Manner, Illicit Small Arms and Light Weapons,” as follows: 

 

“‘Small arms’ are, broadly speaking, weapons designed for individual use. They include, inter 

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

light machine guns […] excluding antique small arms and light weapons or their replicas. Antique 

small arms and light weapons and their replicas will be defined in accordance with domestic law. 

In no case will antique small arms and light weapons include those manufactured after 1899.” 

 

Small arms are differentiated from “light weapons” for technical reasons; however, the two are often considered 

together in the context of international actions which deal with “Small Arms and Light Weapons,” or SALW. Light 

weapons are different in this technical sense because they are regularly used by groups of two or three individuals 

rather than a single person (though some are usable by a single person), and include larger, heavier armaments than 

are in the “small arms” category; light weapons are, however, smaller and lighter than those considered “heavy 

weapons” by the UN, some of which are tracked by the optional UN Register of Conventional Arms. 

 

The importance given by the United Nations to addressing issues related to small arms (and light weapons) is 

highlighted by the 1997 foreword to a report, both of which were written by then-Secretary General Kofi Annan. 

Annan wrote, “Readily available and easy to use, small arms and light weapons have been the primary or sole tools 

of violence in almost every recent conflict dealt with by the United Nations. [...] These weapons have taken a heavy 

toll of human lives, with women and children accounting for nearly 80 per cent of the casualties.” Other UN 

agencies, such as the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and the UN Development 

Programme, work on small arms issues as well, as small arms proliferation threatens the success of these agencies in 

achieving their mandate; OCHA has stated that “Their use and misuse obstructs humanitarian relief and 



development programmes, exacerbates gender-based violence, undermines peace initiatives and fosters a “culture of 

violence,” while UNDP has published a guide for developing states to use in creating legislation regulating small 

arms production and transfer. 

 

Early efforts to regulate the trade in small arms focused on the illicit trade of arms; this period is highlighted by the 

2001 UN Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects. This conference 

adopted a Programme of Action to Combat, Prevent and Eradicate the Illicit Trafficking in Small Arms and Light 

Weapons in all its Aspects (PoA), the fundamental UN document related to a plan to eliminate the illicit flow of 

SALW. The 2006 Review Conference on this conference and the PoA resulted in the International Instrument, 

which provided the definitions of small arms and light weapons above. In addition to review conferences held 

roughly every five years, the next of which is scheduled for 2012, there are also Biennial Meetings of States (BMS) 

to review implementation of the PoA, which have been held in 2003, 2005, 2008, and 2010. There are similar and 

related efforts in less-developed stages to address heavy weapons, as well as ammunition for SALW. 

 

Additionally, the ongoing efforts to regulate the trade in conventional weapons generally through negotiation of an 

Arms Trade Treaty are directly tied to efforts related to SALW, due to the likelihood of the ATT including Small 

Arms and Light Weapons as part of its scope; According to Oxfam International and Reaching Critical Will, as of 

June 2011 133 states had declared public support for the ATT regulating SALW, with only 4 states publicly opposed 

to SALW’s inclusion. The treaty will be negotiated in July 2012.  

 

Yet despite these efforts, much work remains to be done. Rebecca Peters, head of the International Action Network 

on Small Arms (IANSA), argued for a four-pronged approach to the problem – “reducing the existing stockpile, 

reducing the supply of new weapons, closing the gates between the legal and illegal markets, [and] reducing the 

motivation for acquiring guns (demand).” At present, however, the General Assembly First Committee’s efforts 

have primarily focused on the third approach only, with limited additional efforts by the First Committee and 

agencies such as UNDP focusing on the fourth approach as well. Robert Zuber of Global Action to Prevent War has 

noted that the PoA discourse has left out civil society, with “virtually no reference to the specific skills of civil 

society in diverse global regions that can serve as a supplement to state-sponsored initiatives.” Ray Acheson of 

Reaching Critical Will noted that while increased attention has been paid to conventional weapons, in part due to the 

initiation of ATT negotiations, the 2010 GA First Committee saw fewer references to SALW than in 2009 in spite of 

the BMS being held in 2010 and progress being made on the ATT including SALW in its scope. 

  

 

II. Nuclear Material and Non-State Actors 

 
 How does the United Nations address the issue of nuclear materials and non-state actors? What are the existing 

and developing regulations on nuclear material accountability? How can we improve control and flow of 

nuclear materials and advance prevention measures of them being handled outside of governmental sphere? 

 

 Considering the transnational nature of non-state entities interested in pursuing the access to nuclear materials, 

how should the law enforcement and prosecution be handled?  

 
The challenges of nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament remain one of the greatest threats to international 

security, especially nowadays, when non-state actors, such as terrorist groups attempt to pursue nuclear weapons. 

Three broad assumptions about increased risk of non-state actors acquiring and using nuclear weapons in the near 

future are ground in the proliferation of nuclear information, the availability of nuclear weapons and improvised 

nuclear devices, and the expanding objective. Non-state actors involved in proliferation may be affiliated with 

disbanded state security organizations, sects, nationalist groups, which demonstrates that they not only belong to 

terrorist networks or organized crime groups. 

 

The General Assembly First Committee negotiated the prohibition on the production of fissile material for nuclear 

weapons by controlling the fissile material holdings of key nuclear-weapon States, in a way that served the strategic 

interests of all concerned.  This would go far to curb nuclear weapons proliferation and prevent nuclear terrorism by 

the non-State actors.  The long-standing and widely supported aim of banning the production of fissile material were 

part of negotiations of the fissile material cut-off treaty that was based on the 1995 Shannon mandate.  



It is crucial for the international community to recognize nuclear smuggling and nuclear-expertise proliferation by 

non-State actors as international crimes, and enforce instruments already in place – such as the Non-Proliferation 

Treaty, Convention on the Physical Protection of Nuclear Materials, the Rome Statute, or the International 

Convention for the Suppression of Terrorist Bombings. However, since the existing treaties are inadequate with 

respect to nuclear smuggling and nuclear expertise proliferation by non-state actors, covering such actions through 

expanding universal jurisdiction under customary international law might be easier and more effective. In order for 

it to be successful much stronger international cooperation in locating and dismantling nuclear black markets is a 

key factor. Such cooperation can be enhanced by two vital agencies already in place, that it the International Atomic 

Energy Agency (IAEA) and the Interpol.  

 

 

III. Role of Science and Technology in the Context of International Security 

 
 What are the main international regulations and agreements pertaining to international security in relation to 

science and technology? What areas do they cover? What are the major scientific and technological 

developments that might become sources of international security threats? 

 

 How is science and technology utilized for enhancement of international security? What are the most recent and 

excessively covered scientific and technological developments that aid in the pursuit of international peace?  

 

The global community has noted that the military applications of scientific and technological advances can both 

improve and upgrade advanced weapons systems; however it also has concerns that the same advances can be made 

to systems of mass destruction. Given the commitment to non-proliferation, international security measures need to 

be introduced to supplement the accounting and reporting systems already in existence, that are regulated and 

approved by the IAEA, and the United Nations. The influence of Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

monitoring international actions such as illicit nuclear trade is tremendous, and should be further explored for 

proposing and creating appropriate and necessary international policies.  

 

However, the role of science and technology expands much further beyond nuclear non-proliferation. The disparity 

is striking when comparing the developing countries to the developed ones, where the further lag behind education 

and research institutions focusing on betterment of life. That results in lowered productivity, and diminished 

economic development and public health, which in effect might become destabilizing to regional and global stability 

and security. Shared principles and practices, such as bioethics, biosafety and biosecurity based on educational and 

financial assistance are a way forward toward productive scientific collaboration. Such collaboration on the other 

hand would also require international regulations and protocol, in order to prevent its application towards 

bioterrorism, agro-terrorism, pharmaceutical terrorism, or any other type of danger stemming from lack of 

international guidelines.  

 

Other areas where science and technology has significant influence on international security (or lack of thereof) 

consist of: energy and climate change, global health, as well as global trends and forecasting (media analysis, as well 

as trade and economics). These three topics have at least one thing in common: they do not discriminate between 

boundaries. Once climate change takes place, it sooner or later affects the whole planet – melting ice caps raise the 

level and temperature of oceans, warmer temperatures affect water distribution and crop production, airborne viruses 

spread easily across the boundaries, and infectious diseases now may spread across the globe due to virtually 

unrestricted travel. Global trends and forecasting are driven by the speedy information and media analysis, which in 

case of bad economic decisions by one sector or company may cause drastic changes at the stock market, or even 

panic. Aware of those and many more dangers the United Nations bodies and Specialized Agencies – such as many 

committees of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), World Health Organization (WHO), United Nations 

Commission on Trade and Development, (UNNCTD) World Trade Organization (WTO), the World Bank, United 

Nations Convention on Climate Change (UNCCC) – to mention a few, work diligently to predict, handle, and 

eventually prevent such dangers.  
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Proliferation Treaty and the Conference on Disarmament. Separate section on reporting on the position of 

a non-Member State – the Holy See – depicts the role and impact of observer States and groups. 
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General Assembly reports are very useful sources, especially for tracking down changes on specific subject 

matters. What has changed? Are there any advancements in the work of the international community 

and/or particular States? Is there a change of stance among the Member States? The answers to those 

question be found in the GA documents. In addition, they often point out to challenges that are being faced, 

which might be used as direction for further research on the topic. 
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