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Dear Delegates, 
  
Welcome to the 2016 National Model United Nations Conference in New York (NMUN•NY)! We are pleased to 
introduce you to our committee, the Programme of Action on Small Arms and Light Weapons Biennial Meeting 
of States (PoA SALW). This year’s staff is: Directors Alexander Rudolph (Conference A) and Leah Schmidt 
(Conference B), and Assistant Directors Maike Weitzel (Conference A) and Angelina Pienczykowski 
(Conference B). Alexander attends the University of Manitoba where he is completing his degree in Political 
Science with an emphasis in International Relations and a research focus in cyber issues. This will be his fourth 
year on staff. Leah is currently completing simultaneous degrees in Women’s Studies and International Relations 
at the University of Calgary, and recently completed her thesis on gender and military tactics during cases of 
genocide. This is her fifth conference on staff. Maike studies at the University of Magdeburg, Germany where 
she is pursuing a B.A. in European Studies majoring in Social Sciences. This is her first year on staff.  Angelina 
received her M.A. in International relations and European Studies from Central European University in Budapest, 
Hungary. She currently works at Unbound Philanthropy. This is her second year on staff. 
  
The topics under discussion for PoA SALW are: 

I. Measures to Increase National Reporting of Member States 
II. Incorporating Gender-Sensitive Approaches in the Implementation of the Programme of Action 

III. Adapting to Recent Developments in Small Arms and Light Weapons Technology 
  
The Programme of Action on Small Arms and Light Weapons (PoA SALW) Biennial Meeting of States is an 
important meeting for Member States to review and assess the implementation and progress of the Programme of 
Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects. 
The Biennial Meeting of States offers a forum for Member States to discuss a wide range of topics related to 
small arms and light weapons and how it relates to the continuing progress of PoA SALW. In order to accurately 
simulate the meeting, it will be critical for delegates to understand the PoA’s unique role within the United 
Nations small arms and light weapons framework. 
  
We hope you will find this Background Guide useful as an introduction to the topics for this committee.  
However, it is not intended to replace individual research. We highly encourage you to explore your Member 
State’s policies in-depth, as well as use the Annotated Bibliography and Bibliography to further your knowledge 
on these topics. In preparation for the conference, each delegation will submit a position paper. Please take note 
of the NMUN policies on the website and in the Delegate Preparation Guide regarding plagiarism, codes of 
conduct, dress code, sexual harassment, and the awards philosophy and evaluation method. Adherence to these 
guidelines is mandatory. 
  
The NMUN Rules of Procedure are available to download from the NMUN website. This document includes the 
long and short form of the rules, as well as an explanatory narrative and example script of the flow of procedure. 
It is thus an essential instrument in preparing for the conference, and a reference during committee. 
  
If you have any questions concerning your preparation for the committee or the conference itself, feel free to 
contact the Under-Secretaries-General for the Peace and Security Department, Allison Chandler (Conference A) 
and Clarissa Manning (Conference B). You can reach either USG by contacting them at: usg.ps@nmun.org. 
 
We wish you all the best in your preparations and look forward to seeing you at the conference! 
  
Sincerely, 
  
Conference A      Conference B 
 

Alexander Rudolph, Director 
Maike Weitzel, Assistant Director 

Leah Schmidt, Director 
Angelina Pienczykowski, Assistant Director 
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Development in Latin America and the Caribbean 
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United Nations System at NMUN•NY 

This diagram illustrates the UN System simulated at NMUN•NY. It shows where each committee “sits” within the system, to help 
understand the reportage and relationships between the entities. Examine the diagram alongside the Committee Overview to gain a 
clear picture of the committee's position, purpose, and powers within the UN System.  
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Committee Overview  
“The tracing of illicit firearms is a crucial component of the international strategy and framework to combat the 

illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects.”1 

Introduction 

In understanding the factors that may aggravate tension and violence in 
cases of conflict, small arms are an increasingly key consideration.2 As 
the United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA) 
establishes, smalls arms are “cheap, light, and easy to handle, transport 
and conceal,” meaning that their presence can have a global and lethal 
influence on the impact of violence.3 In 1999, increased international 
concern about the global illicit trade in small arms and light weapons 
resulted in the adoption of United Nations (UN) General Assembly (GA) 
resolution 54/54 V of 15 December 1999, which determined the need to 
convene a Conference and Preparatory Committee on Small Arms and 
Light Weapons for all states.4 The proposed conference, soon titled the “United Nations Conference on the Illicit 
Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects,” was held in New York from 9 - 20 July 2001.5  Prior to 
the official conference, several sessions were held under a Preparatory Committee, for the purpose of research, 
logistics, and agenda-setting; the Committee’s first session was held at the UN Headquarters from 28 February- 3 
March 2000, the second session was held from 8 - 19 January 2001, and the third session from 19 to 30 March 
2001.6 The UN began its first formal sessions of the Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light 
Weapons in All Its Aspects on 9 July 2001, consisting of a high-level exchange of views from Member States’ 
ministries and representatives, as well as civil society stakeholders, with the aim of adopting the orally-amended 
Draft Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in 
All Its Aspects (A/CONF.192/L.5/Rev.1).7 At the 10th meeting of the Conference, on 20 July 2001, the Conference 
officially adopted the orally amended draft Programme of Action by consensus.8  
 
The report, now officially titled the Report of the United Nations Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and 
Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (A/CONF.192/15), was the founding document of the Programme of Action on 
Small Arms and Light Weapons (PoA SALW).9 Within the report, the PoA SALW was noted as being established to 
alleviate the international community’s existing concerns about the “illicit manufacture, transfer, and circulation of 
small arms and light weapons, their uncontrolled spread in many regions of the world, and the resulting 
humanitarian and socio-economic consequences.”10  In report, there was also a specific focus on the impact of illicit 
arms trade on marginalized populations, particularly women and children, as well as the links between small arms 
and light weapons (SALW) and terrorism, organized crime, and trafficking in drugs and precious minerals.11 While 
reiterating these focuses, the report also stated the need to further existing arms embargoes decided by the UN 
Security Council (SC) through additional programming, and the urgent need for international cooperation and 
assistance, particularly through building upon the then-new Millennium Declaration (2000).12  
 

                                                                        
1 INTERPOL, Illicit Arms Records and tracing Management System (iARMS), 2015. 
2 UNODA, Second Open-ended Meeting of Governmental Experts (MGE2) under the Programme of Action to Prevent, combat 

and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects, 2015.  
3 Ibid.  
4 UN Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects, Report of the United Nations 

Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (A/CONF.192/15), 2001. 
5 Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects, 

2001.  
6 UN Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects, Report of the United Nations 

Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (A/CONF.192/15), 2001. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 

The Programme of Action on Small 
Arms and Light Weapons (PoA 

SALW) Biennial Meeting of States is a 
meeting of Member States held to 

discuss the implementation of the 2001 
Programme of Action to Prevent, 

Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade 
in Small Arms and Light Weapons in 

All Its Aspects.   
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The key results of the Conference were therefore to address the illicit trade of SALW in all aspects by strengthening 
or developing existing international norms; developing and implementing agreed international measures to eradicate 
manufacture of and trafficking in SALW; create adequate national laws and regulations, including criminal offences 
under domestic law; “designate a national point of contact to act as liaison between states on matters relating to the 
implementation of the PoA SALW; create appropriate and reliable markings on each SALW as a part of the 
production process for tracking purposes; ensuring that all confiscated, seized, or collected SALW are destroyed; to 
encourage the strengthening and establishing of moratoria or similar initiatives; promoting safe, effective stockpile 
management and security; and to strengthen the ability of states to cooperate in identifying and tracing in a timely 
and reliable manner.”13  
 
Despite no formalized definition for SALW existing within the UN currently, the PoA SALW works under the 
largely adopted proposal put forward by the 1997 Small Arms Survey UN Panel of Governmental experts.14 It 
defines small arms as: “revolvers and self-loading pistols, rifles and carbines, assault rifles, sub-machine guns and 
light machine guns;” and light weapons as: “heavy machine guns, hand-held under-barrel and mounted grenade 
launchers, portable anti-aircraft guns, portable anti-tank guns, recoilless rifles, portable launchers of anti-tank 
missile and rocket systems, portable launchers of anti-aircraft missile systems; and mortars of calibers of less than 
100mm.”15 Since the 1997 proposal, single-rail-launched rockets and 120mm mortars have been added to the 
category of light weapons, as long as these weapons can be transported and operated by a light vehicle; and the 
SALW definition has been expanded to additionally refer to their ammunition, parts, and accessories collectively.16 
 
These proposed actions and definitions formed the basis of the PoA SALW’s focus and goals as a key program of 
the UN’s SALW framework.17 Today, the PoA SALW is the document that provides both the name and the 
framework for key SALW meetings, including its Biennial Meeting of States (BMS), to work within.18 As a 
collective, these meetings serve to implement the overall high-level aims of the Programme.19 The PoA SALW 
continues to “provide the framework for activities to counter the illicit trade in such arms,” essentially serving as a 
“one-stop shop” for all UN concerns on SALW.20  

Governance, Structure and Membership 

The PoA SALW reports to the GA, in consultation with the SC.21 This means that the PoA SALW creates 
documents that can be utilized to further proposals of both non-binding and binding action by the UN; the SC in 
particular is the “tool” which has the ability to enact PoA SALW recommendations.22 Additionally, because the PoA 
SALW was adopted by the GA in 2001, the membership of the BMS is universal.23 The PoA SALW primarily 
functions through several different types of meetings, the BMS, Meetings of Governmental Experts (MGE), and 
Review Conferences.24 

 Biennial Meetings of States (BMS): The BMS was established in GA resolution 56/24 (2002) 
and convenes on a biennial basis for the purpose of “consider[ing] the national, regional and 
global implementation of the Programme of Action.”25 Generally held in early summer every 

                                                                        
13 UN Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects, Report of the United Nations 

Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (A/CONF.192/15), 2001. 
14 Small Arms Survey, Definitions of Small Arms and Light Weapons, 2015.  
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 UN Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects, Report of the United Nations 

Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (A/CONF.192/15), 2001. 
18 Ibid. 
19 UN PoA-ISS, Programme of Action, 2015. 
20 Ibid. 
21 UN Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects, Report of the United Nations 

Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (A/CONF.192/15), 2001. 
22  Ibid. 
23 Reaching Critical Will, UN Programme of Action on small arms and light weapons, 2014.   
24 Ibid.; UN PoA SALW, Outcome Document: Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small 

Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects, 2012; UN 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, Official Documents, 2006. 

25 UN General Assembly, General and complete disarmament (A/RES/56/24), 2002. 
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second year, this key meeting fulfills the PoA SALW’s regular administrative requirements, 
including the election of 14 Officers and the Chair of the meeting; adopting the rules of 
procedure. 26 It also serves to review the substantive implementation by all PoA SALW Member 
states such as the consideration of the effectiveness of the PoA SALW, the International 
Instrument to Enable States to Identify and Trace SALW, and the International Tracing 
Instrument, as well as other topics related to the coordination of the PoA SALW.27 Each 
biennial meeting functions as a forum for attending Member States, intergovernmental 
organizations, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to engage in a general exchange of 
views on the progress and goals of the PoA SALW; working papers are accepted as the meeting 
progresses.28 Funding and administrative services for these accountability measures is provided 
by the GA, and the most recent meeting, the Fifth BMS was held from 16-20 June 2014 in New 
York and will lay the foundation for the upcoming Sixth BMS to be held in 2016.29  
 

 Meetings of Governmental Experts (MGE): As the only UN program dedicated specifically 
to SALW, the PoA SALW is subject to regular follow-up and review measures, as established 
in the Programme, which includes a one-week open-ended MGE occurring every four years 
since 2011. 30 It serves to evaluate current progress of the PoA SALW to “consider the full and 
effective implementation of the Programme of Action,” and create a roadmap for future 
program development.31 Unlike the BMS, the MGE is comprised of global experts recruited for 
their experience in marking, record-keeping, and cooperation on tracing of small arms, as well 
as nominated Member States who act as Vice-Chairs.32 Issues such as the technology-gap 
between states, the marking of ammunition and weapons materials, illegal weapon 
manufacturing tracking, and establishing accurate record-keeping practices are considered by 
the MGE and substantive recommendations are created.33 The reports from the MGE are 
considered at the BMS to determine future action by the PoA SALW.34 
 

 Review Conferences: A conference was called on the fifth anniversary of the establishment of 
the PoA SALW, from 26 June to 7 July 2006, to review the progress of the Programme and 
establish UN study on PoA SALW effectiveness.35  This meeting aimed to “review 
implementation of the Programme of Action…[and] neither to revise or expand it.” 36 An 
additional Review Conference was held from 27 August-7 September 2012 to build upon the 

                                                                        
26 UN PoA SALW Fifth BMS, Report of the Fifth Biennial meeting of States to Consider 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 
(A/CONF.192/BMS/2014/2), 2014.   

27 Ibid.   
28 UN 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, Report of the 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 (A/CONF.192/2012/RC/4), 2012. 

29 UNODA, Second Open-ended Meeting of Governmental Experts (MGE2) under the Programme of Action to Prevent, combat 

and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects, 2015; UN PoA SALW, Outcome 
Document: Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons 
in All Its Aspects, 2012.  

30 UN PoA SALW, Outcome Document: Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms 
and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects, 2012. 

31 Ibid. 
32 UNODA, Small Arms, 2015. 
33 UN PoA SALW Second Open-ended MGE, Chair’s Summary, 2015.  
34 Ibid. 
35 Small Arms Survey, Definitions of Small Arms and Light Weapons, 2015. 
36 UN 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, Report of the 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 (A/CONF.192/2012/RC/4), 2012; UN DPI, Second 
Conference to Review Programme of Action on Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons Takes Place at 
Headquarters, 27 August- 7 September, 2012 (DC/3380),  2012.  
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2006 recommendations.37 Review Conferences have proved an effective mechanism for fruitful 
debate on the PoA and its relevancy; the Third Review Conference is scheduled for 2018.38 

Mandates, Functions and Powers 

The PoA SALW is a politically-binding committee by UN Member states to “Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the 
Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects”.39 As such it has several key functions: 
monitoring, developing, and applying international standards and norms; strengthening UN partnerships on the 
monitoring of the illicit arms trade; and promoting the development of a structural and financial framework of the 
PoA SALW to build upon past successes.40 The PoA SALW is currently utilized by the SC and the GA to ensure 
Member State accountability to human security and public safety, and as such, is a commitment agreed upon by all 
current UN Member States.41 However to date, only 50 Member States have actively followed recommendations of 
the PoA SALW to strengthen domestic laws, and only 60 have complied with PoA SALW recommendations to 
destroy stockpiles of illegal SALW.42  
 
The PoA SALW functions in alignment with three autonomous sister-programs: the International Instrument to 
Enable States to Identify and Trace, in a Timely and Reliable Manner, Illicit Small Arms and Light Weapons 
(International Tracing Instrument; ITI), the Protocol against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in 
Firearms, Their Parts and Components and Ammunition, supplementing the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime (Firearms Protocol) (2001), and the UN Register of Conventional Arms as an 
Instrument to Control International Transfers of SALW (UN Register of Conventional Arms).43 The PoA SALW 
oversees the operations that the ITI, Firearms Protocol, and Register actually carry out, as established by the Report 
of the UN Conference framework.44 Therefore while these mechanisms are independent, they work towards the 
same goal, with the PoA SALW serving in an oversight role.45  
 
The first PoA SALW framework branch, the ITI, allows Member States the ability to identify and trace SALW 
through international cooperation.46 The ITI covers the marking, record-keeping, cooperation in tracing, and 
implementation of SALW tracking.47 The second PoA SALW framework branch, the United Nations Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime (2000) and the Firearms Protocol, was established through GA resolution 
53/111 of 9 December 1998, and founded an “open-ended intergovernmental ad hoc committee for the purpose of 
creating a comprehensive international convention against transnational organized crime and for developing 
international instruments addressing the multiple dimensions of organized crime (A/55/383/Add.2).”48 The Firearms 
Protocol currently serves to strengthen cooperation between states to prevent the illicit manufacture and trafficking 
of SALW.49 The third component, the UN Register of Conventional Arms, is a commonly agreed-upon instrument 
“aimed at enhancing mutual confidence through establishing transparency with respect to export and import of 
conventional arms.”50 It has also been regarded as a means with which to strengthen regional and international peace 

                                                                        
37 UN 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, Official Documents, 2006.  
38 UN PoA SALW, Outcome Document: Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms 

and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects, 2012. 
39 Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects, 

2001. 
40 UNODA, Second Open-ended Meeting of Governmental Experts (MGE2) under the Programme of Action to Prevent, combat 

and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects, 2015. 
41 Ibid. 
42 UN DPI, Secretary-General disappointed small arms conference ended without agreement, but says Global Community 

committed to action plan to curtail illicit trade (SG/SM/10558), 2006.   
43 UN PoA-ISS, Programme of Action, 2015. 
44 UN Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects, Report of the United Nations 

Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (A/CONF.192/15), 2001. 
45 Small Arms Survey, International Measures, 2015. 
46 UN General Assembly, International Instrument to Enable States to Identify and Trace, in a Timely and Reliable Manner, 

Illicit Small Arms and Light Weapons (A/60/81), 2005. 
47 Ibid. 
48 UN PoA-ISS, Firearms Protocol, 2015. 
49 Ibid. 
50 UNARM, UN Register of Conventional Arms, 2012. 
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and security and to prevent the potential accumulation of arms, which could act as a destabilizing factor within the 
region.51  
 
The work of the PoA SALW is overseen regularly by the UNODA, including through recent report-based 
recommendations on Brokering Controls, a newly-developed relationship with the World Customs Organizations.52 
The PoA SALW also collaborates externally with the UN Development Programme (UNDP) Bureau for Crisis 
Prevention and Recovery, UN Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR), and regional offices like the UN 
Regional Centre for Peace, Disarmament and Development in Latin America and the Caribbean, the UN Regional 
Centre for Peace and Disarmament in Asia and the Pacific, and the UN Regional Centre for Peace and Disarmament 
in Africa .53 The PoA SALW and UNIDIR’s partnership is particularly key, as UNIDIR gives the international 
community objective research, providing much of the data behind the fight against illicit SALWs.54 Specific to the 
PoA SALW, UNIDIR has become the main organization which “analyzes the information provided in the [PoA 
SALW Member States’] National Reports to study trends in the implementation of the PoA SALW,” with project 
support provided by with UNDP and UNODA.55 The collaboration between these bodies covers recommendations 
on developing mechanisms to prevent illicit brokering, and new report-based recommendations on “International 
Assistance Developing Tools for Matching Needs and Resources.”56  
 
The PoA SALW primarily makes substantive decisions based on information received through Member States’ 
national reports.57 Member States are strongly encouraged to submit reports on the Programme bi-annually, which 
allows the BMS and MGE to review effectiveness of existing mechanisms.58 These reports, while submitted 
regularly initially providing useful data on regional implementation, have become irregular in their submission; this 
developing gap in accountability presents a continued obstacle to PoA SALW effectiveness.59 Additionally, the 
national contacts for Member States have proven to be insufficient vehicles for addressing the recent regional 
mobilization focus of the PoA SALW, and have been considered as a potential area of restructuring.60  

Recent Sessions and Current Priorities  

The Fifth BMS structured its agenda around the documentation and recommendations from the Fourth BMS in 
2012, as well as reports submitted by attending international organizations, such as the European Union, League of 
Arab States, and the International Police Organization, and it associated MGE.61 During the Fifth BMS, outcome 
documents renewed the commitment to prevent, combat, and eradicate the illicit trade in SALW, and highlighted the 
need to improve stockpile management in post-conflict situations while developing strategies against the impact of 
new weapons technologies.62 All documents at the Fifth BMS as well as the report of the meeting to the GA, were 
adopted by consensus.63  
 

                                                                        
51 UN PoA-ISS, UN Register of Conventional Arms, 2015. 
52 UN DPI, Delegates Call for More International Assistance, Cooperation in Struggle against Trafficking of Small Arms, Light 

Weapons (DC/3327), 2012. 
53 Ibid. 
54 UN PoA-ISS, United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR).  
55 Ibid. 
56 UN DPI, Delegates Call for More International Assistance, Cooperation in Struggle against Trafficking of Small Arms, Light 

Weapons (DC/3327), 2012. 
57 UN Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects, Report of the United Nations 

Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (A/CONF.192/15), 2001. 
58 UN PoA-ISS, National Reports on the Programme of Action, 2009.  
59 Ibid. 
60 UN PoA-ISS, National Points of Contact, 2009.  
61 UN 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, Report of the 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 (A/CONF.192/2012/RC/4), 2012. 

62  UN 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, Report of the 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 (A/CONF.192/2012/RC/4), 2012. 

63 Ibid. 
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At the Second Open-ended MGE in June 2015, the issue of recent developments in SALW technology was brought 
forward, highlighting a technological divide between Member States in SALW production and capacity-building.64 
Additionally, “the need to ensure the continued and enhanced effectiveness of national marking, record-keeping and 
tracing systems of weapons” was emphasized, awareness-raising and training in affected areas was determined as a 
necessity, and the issue of transfer of weapons to non-state armed groups was highlighted.65  
 
The PoA SALW has also been particularly active as a supporting body for a number of major UN peace and security 
developments over the past half-decade.66 In May 2015, concerned about the human cost of the illicit flow of 
SALW, the Secretary-General issued a report on “Small arms and light weapons” (S/2015/289), which presents 14 
recommendations for consideration by the SC, including the alarming concern of poor weapons management, as 
based on PoA SALW recommendations to improve national laws, develop demobilization programs, and increase 
stockpile destruction and weapons-marking initiatives.67 The PoA SALW was also chiefly important during the 
consideration of the Arms Trade Treay (ATT), adopted in 2013 around the same assumption that formed the PoA 
SALW, illicit trade of SALW is of global importance and responsibility.68 Because of this discussion, the PoA 
SALW was noted in the Preambulatory Clauses of the ATT as a major contributor to current efforts against illicit 
SALW trade, and joint-programs were noted as a primary tactic in future global efforts.69 While the PoA SALW will 
continue to address SALW through a politically-binding commitment, the ATT will cover all conventional arms 
through a legally-binding treaty; meaning that the research and programme recommendations of the PoA SALW are 
even more important, as they now impact the implementation of any ATT-action relevant to SALW as well.70  

Conclusion 

The PoA SALW remains a controversial program at the UN due to its open-ended commitments and lack of formal 
monitoring process.71 These obstacles and inconsistencies with biannual national reports mean that the PoA SALW 
needs to further develop internal policies and reaffirm existing external mechanisms.72 Additionally, while the initial 
creation of the PoA SALW was to aid states with arms control assistance, there is a vacuum of expertise, funding, 
and mechanisms with which to oversee these.73 Furthermore, the PoA SALW remains entirely dependent upon 
individual state sponsors, for both regular reporting and for reaffirming commitment to meeting the PoA SALW’s 
goals.74 Finally, a conversation around the technical assistance that the PoA SALW has provided, or has the 
potential to provide, the national workshops and training courses that have been implemented, and the outcome 
documents of the BMS will need to be discussed in order to develop effective recommendations. While the SC’s 
2015 discussions of SALW and the 2013 adoption of the ATT have done much to halt the illicit manufacture and 
trade of SALW, the PoA SALW is still an imperative instrument and thus must look to becoming more mobile and 
effective through immediate and substantive response to pressing concerns of Member States.75  
  

                                                                        
64 UN 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, Report of the 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 (A/CONF.192/2012/RC/4), 2012. 

65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 UN Security Council, Small arms and light weapons: Report of the Secretary-General, 2015.  
68 UN General Assembly, Final United Nations Conference on the Arms Trade Treaty: Draft Decision Submitted by the 

President of the Final Conference (A/CONF.217/2013/L.3), 2013.  
69 Ibid. 
70 International Action Network on Small Arms, Differences between the “United Nations Programme of Action” and the 
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73 Ibid. 
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I. Measures to Increase National Reporting of Member States  

Introduction 

The creation of the Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat, and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and 
Light Weapons in All its Aspects (PoA SALW) at the United Nations (UN) Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small 
Arms and Light Weapons in All its Aspects in 2001 started an important trend of voluntary national reporting on 
small arms and light weapons (SALW) regulation by Member States.76 The outcome document of the conference 
establishes that Member States should provide data and information regarding state regulation of SALW via national 
reports to gauge the progress and implementation of the PoA SALW.77 This information is then to be collated and 
circulated by the Secretary-General through the UN Department for Disarmament Affairs.78 States subsequently rely 
on the information provided in national reports to gauge how the PoA SALW is being implemented internationally, 
as they are the only mechanism in place to gauge its progress.79  
 
National reports are described as “key to measuring and, ultimately, assessing the implementation of the [PoA 
SALW].”80 However, despite their importance, there have been significant gaps in consistency and in the number of 
reports submitted to the PoA SALW.81 Without a means to properly assess and measure progress, states are in 
danger of not making progress towards actually ending the illicit transfer and use of SALW.82 This becomes 
particularly concerning when recognizing that in the first 10 years of the PoA SALW, a total of 158 of 193 Member 
States submitted a national report, but only two submitted every year.83  
 
National reporting is a common topic throughout meetings of the PoA SALW, with emphasis placed both on 
regularly submitting national reports as well as increasing their utility.84 This is because national reports are the 
primary venue for assessing implementation of the PoA SALW; the national reports are considered at the Biennial 
Meeting of States (BMS), which allow for quick analysis and action on the situation.85 Responding to calls for a 
need to increase reporting, the UN Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA) created a new template for national 
reporting as a means to increase the rate of reporting and improve the utility of reports by increasing their 
compatibility.86 This was done by giving a set amount of close-ended questions to Member States to answer, thereby 
making information more easily comparable between Member States.87  This is different from the previous template, 
which gave open-ended questions to Member States to report on what they wanted.88  In spite of this change by 
UNODA, reporting rates remains low and there remain calls to increase the utility of national reports, but possible 
solutions exist in implementing global standards.89 
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International and Regional Framework 

Four core frameworks have been created that address the global need for arms control of SALW. These four 
frameworks include: the Protocol against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Their Parts and 
Components and Ammunition, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime (Firearms Protocol); the PoA SALW; International Instrument to Enable States to Identify and Trace, in a 
Timely and Reliable Manner, Illicit Small Arms and Light Weapons (ITI); and the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT).90  
 
The Firearms Protocol is a legally-binding international instrument that was adopted in 2001 during the 55th session 
of the General Assembly (GA).91 Central to this framework is promoting international cooperation and developing 
mechanisms to prevent and eradicate the illicit manufacturing and trafficking of SALWs.92 Unlike the PoA SALW, 
the Firearms Protocol does not have a formal reporting mechanism, but has stipulations that promote information 
sharing between states rather than via reports.93 The framework calls on states to exchange, make available, and 
share information regarding the illicit use, manufacture, sale, and trafficking of SALW.94  
 
In addition to creating laws and regulation, the PoA SALW emphasizes and calls for greater cooperation and 
information sharing among states.95 It is this basis, of cooperation and information sharing, that is the motivating 
factor for creating the national reporting mechanism.96 National reports are then used to gauge the adoption and 
implementation of the PoA SALW.97 As a means to focus this cooperation, national reports also serve as a 
mechanism to determine areas where Member States are in need of the most assistance, which UN agencies then use 
to compile assistance proposals with Member States that outline ways they can receive help to combat the 
proliferation of SALW.98 
 
The ITI was adopted by the GA in 2005 to take measures to improve marking, record-keeping, and tracing of 
SALW.99 The creation of the ITI is important to improving states’ ability to report due to its creation of record-
keeping, marking, and tracing instruments.100 States are expected to report on a biennial basis to the Secretary-
General on the implementation of the ITI.101 As a means to reduce redundancy, the ITI stipulates that the required 
reporting can be included as part of a state’s national reporting for the PoA SALW.102 
 
The most recent framework that addresses SALW is the ATT, which is a legally-binding treaty.103 Instead of 
addressing the illicit use of SALW, the ATT regulates international trade of conventional arms, which includes 
SALW, ammunition, tanks, aircraft, and ships.104 Although the ATT is not primarily concerned with the illicit use or 
sale of SALW, by creating controls on arms transfers it can reduce the availability of illicit SALW, ensuring all 
parties involved in arms trade are lawfully participating.105 The ATT has two provisions for reporting.106 The first 
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being: parties to the treaty must provide a report to the UN Secretariat on measures taken to implement the Treaty 
within the first year after entry into force.107 The second provision requires States Party to the Treaty to submit 
annual reports to the Secretariat on its exports and important of arms.108 
 
Though the scope and implementation of the PoA SALW and ATT are different, there is significant overlap between 
the two frameworks.109 The two key areas of overlap are: SALW and international transfer of arms, which means the 
exporting, importing, transit, and retransfer of arms.110 Based on this, and that the primary substance of reporting is 
the transfer of arms between states, it is clear that there is a level of redundancy between both the PoA SALW and 
the ATT’s reporting structures.111 Currently there is a concern, given that states complain of “reporting fatigue,” that 
they will begin to prioritize reporting under the ATT as it is legally-binding, which will then cause the politically 
binding PoA SALW to suffer.112 There may be justification for this concern as national reporting rates have been 
declining since the ATT came into force in 2013.113 

Role of the International System 

UNODA has been the UN’s “focal point for all action on small arms within the UN system” since 1998 and 
addresses a wide array of disarmament issues.114 A significant amount of the administrative work of the PoA SALW 
is conducted by UNODA; one such activity is assisting in the analysis of national reports, which UNODA then 
presents at the BMS.115 In addition to participating in national reporting analysis, UNODA is an active participant at 
all PoA SALW meetings and undertakes consultations with regional and sub-regional organizations to increase the 
role of regional organizations in the PoA SALW.116 In many ways, UNODA currently functions in many aspects like 
the Programme of Action Implementation Support System (PoA-ISS) whereas UNODA’s website has the same 
information in addition to updated information regarding recent year’s work, including the ATT.117 Due to the 
significant overlap, there is a potential for the PoA-ISS to be merged with the UNODA’s website on SALW.118  
 
The UN’s response to SALW, however, is not isolated to a single agency; rather work concerning SALW and arms 
control is addressed by many agencies and programs.119 The UN Coordinating Action on Small Arms (CASA) 
brings together over 20 UN agencies in order to address SALW in all its aspects including development, crime, 
gender, humanitarian, and human rights and to coordinate and organize the UN’s response to SALW.120 An 
important role that CASA has played relating to the PoA SALW is the current attention and focus on developing 
international standards concerning arms control with the aim of creating international standards for small arms 
control.121 These standards are the International Small Arms Control Standards (ISACS), which entered into force in 
2012. 
 
Since its 57th Session in 2002, the GA has consistently emphasized the importance of the implementation the PoA 
SALW and has encouraged many actions by states in support of the PoA SALW, particularly concerning 
reporting.122 In its most recent resolution, GA resolution 67/58 of 2012 on “The illicit trade in small arms and light 
weapons in all its aspects,” the GA encouraged states to fulfill commitments and submit national reports PoA 

                                                                        
107 Arms Trade Treaty, 2013, p. 8.  
108 Ibid. 
109 Small Arms Survey, The Arms Trade Treaty: A Step Forward in Small Arms Control? p. 1. 
110 Parker, Research Note: An Arms Trade Treaty: Will it Support or Supplant the PoA? 2012, p. 2. 
111 Ibid.p. 3. 
112 Ibid. 
113 Small Arms Survey, What the National Reports Reveal, Trends in UN PoA and ITI Reporting, 2015, p. 2. 
114 UN PoA-ISS, Office for Disarmament Affairs. 
115 UN PoA SALW Fifth BMS, Report of the Fifth Biennial Meeting of States to Consider 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 
(A/CONF.192/BMS/2014/2), 2014.   

116 UN PoA-ISS, Office for Disarmament Affairs. 
117 UNODA, Small Arms, 2015. 
118 Ibid. 
119 UN PoA-ISS, CASA: Coordinating Action on Small Arms, 2015. 
120 Ibid. 
121 Ibid. 
122 UNODA, Small Arms, 2015. 



 
 

 

 
   19 
 

SALW and the ITI.123 Despite a consensus existing, no significant measures have taken place to attempt to increase 
reporting.124 Both the PoA SALW and UNODA have made efforts to make reporting easier, but this has not had any 
effect on increasing reporting in recent years.125 
 
As the preeminent authority concerning matters of peace and security, the SC has addressed SALW on multiple 
occasions.126 In its most recent resolution, resolution 2220 on “Small Arms,” the SC stressed the need for 
information sharing mechanisms, of which national reports are a critical component.127 In addition to this, the SC 
notes that the national reporting requirement in the ATT can help lead to the increased transparency in SALW 
transfers and help to counter illicit transfers and accumulation of SALW.128 The first acknowledgement of national 
reports by the SC was in resolution 1467 on “Proliferation of small arms and light weapons and mercenary 
activities: threats to peace and security in West Africa” in which the Member States of the Economic Community 
for West African States were encouraged to submit national reports as a means to mitigate the proliferation of illicit 
arms in the region.129 The second mention of national reports was in the SC presidential statement 2010/6 on 
“Central African Republic,” which encouraged Central African region states to submit national reports to the PoA 
SALW.130 
 
One of the major contributors to analysis and showcasing the need for greater reporting and challenges faced in non-
compliance is the UN Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR), which is an autonomous research institute that 
focused on disarmament, including such topics as nuclear disarmament, autonomous weapon systems, and 
SALW.131 UNIDIR has had an active and ongoing role in providing analysis of the PoA SALW’s overall work and 
plays a significant role in analyzing national reports.132 In cooperation with UNODA, the UN Development 
Programme, and Small Arms Survey, UNIDIR serves as the core UN research and analysis body of the PoA 
SALW.133 The most in-depth and evaluative report on PoA SALW’s national reports is UNIDIR’s report A Decade 
of Implementing the United Nations Programme of Action on Small Arms and Light Weapons: Analysis of National 
Reports.134 It was created in cooperation with Small Arms Survey, and provides detailed analysis of the national 
reports submitted by Member States in the first 10 years of the PoA SALW.135 By systematically analyzing regions 
and sub-regions, this report discusses the progress and limitations that have been made in each region on national 
reporting.136 Of particular concern, UNIDIR and Small Arms Survey found that the onus of details provided in 
reports is the responsibility of Member States, which commonly do not include enough information in their national 
reports.137 This results in the PoA SALW and UN not being able to respond effectively to the illicit use of SALW 
because Member States have not give enough information to elicit a response from the UN.138 

Civil Society 
Over 50 non-governmental organizations (NGOs) take part in the BMS, which includes Small Arms Survey, 
International Action Network on Small Arms, Africa Peace Forum, and many more.139 These NGOs are also active 
participants, often speaking on issues and providing expert information regarding their work and how it plays a role 
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in the work of the PoA SALW.140 The important role of civil society is often noted at the BMS, including at the most 
recent the Fifth BMS, where states encouraged active participation and cooperation with civil society as a means to 
implement the PoA SALW.141 Small Arms Survey in particular stands out as the most active group concerning 
national reporting due to its work with the PoA SALW and UNIDIR.142 Small Arms Survey has cooperated with 
UNIDIR on drafting reports and also launched the PoA Implementation Project in 2012, which serves to assess the 
implementation and impact of the PoA SALW and ITI.143 The project seeks to analyze the extent to which Member 
States have implemented the PoA SALW and ITI via national reports.144 The report of phase 1 of the project 
provides significant details on the use of national reports.145 But most crucial, it identifies that because national 
reports are the only means to measure the implementation of the PoA SALW and ITI and, in particular, the report 
identified that if states do not fulfill their obligations to submit national reports, then it is “difficult to say much 
about ‘progress made in the implementation of the [PoA]… absent [of] new mechanisms.”146 

Programme of Action on Small Arms and Light Weapons Support System 

Described as a “one-stop shop,” the PoA-ISS is at the center of the PoA SALW’s information gathering and 
implementation.147 The PoA-ISS is very important in national reporting as all national reports that are submitted to 
the PoA SALW are available online under country profiles.148 In addition to providing access to all national reports, 
the PoA-ISS also provides information, if available, of Member State’s national point of contact, statements 
delivered at UN meetings, and current projects or programs underway in Member States.149 Despite the importance 
of PoA-ISS, it currently risks a lack of relevance due to not being updated with new information and primarily 
containing old information that is no longer relevant.150   
 
While the PoA-ISS serves as the ongoing central hub for the work of the PoA SALW, the PoA SALW also holds 
three types of substantive meetings to continue its work. These meetings include the BMS where the issue of 
national reports has been an ongoing topic, particularly concerning the need to increase the utility and reporting rate 
of national reports.151 The Meeting of Governmental Experts (MGE) , occurring every four years, focuses on 
technical aspects of the PoA SALW and the ITI.152 Of particular note at the Second Open-ended MGE in 2015, 
states stressed the need to increase the “utility of reporting, in particular by using national reports to identify 
implementation trends and challenges and to enhance the matching of assistance needs with available resources.”153 
Review Conferences of the PoA SALW are the third type of meeting, which occur as per the designation of the 
GA.154 By the time of the Second Review Conference convened in 2012, national reports became an important topic 
and were mentioned in both of the outcome documents, calling for actions to be taken to increase the utility of 
reporting, and for Member States to increase their reporting rate.155  
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Implementation of National Reporting 

Since 2001, three templates have been used by Member States for their national reports.156 These are: national 
templates; the old UNODA template; and the new online UNODA template.157 The old UNODA template was the 
standard template used by most states until the introduction of the new template in 2011.158 The emphasis in this 
template was for states to provide in-depth and detailed information, through open ended questions.159 This template 
is broken down into three sections: national, regional, and international.160 By breaking down the template into these 
three sections and keeping the questions as open-ended as possible, the PoA and UNODA places the responsibility 
to report and give as much detail as they want regarding their laws and regulations concerning SALW on states.161 
 
The most recent development with reporting is an online template, also known as the new UNODA template, which 
is accessed through the PoA-ISS and was used by approximately 80% of states in 2012 and 2014.162 Where the old 
UNODA template used open-ended questions, the new online template uses closed-ended, yes or no questions with 
the ability to expand on answers in some areas.163 This new template was meant to make it easier for states to report 
and thereby increase the number that submitted a national report, as well as to make reports between states easier to 
compare.164  2007 and 2008 were the PoA SALW’s peak years for national reports with 147 submitted; 2009 and 
2010 were the second highest reporting years with 118 submitted reports.165 However, since the introduction of the 
new template in 2011, submissions have declined to 96 in 2011-2012 and 79 in 2013-2014.166 As exemplified, an 
easier template does not lead to increased reporting; it appears the problem caused by the new template is that the 
closed-ended questions have led to an overall lack of information and details in states responses.167  
 
The trend in national reports submitted by states began with placing value on annual reporting, but shifted to 
becoming biennial.168 The reason for this is that submitting on a biennial basis meets the needs for analysis at the 
BMS; as well, biennial submission was encouraged at both the Fourth BMS and Fifth BMS.169 Even in recent years 
as the biennial basis of reporting has become the norm to coincide with the BMS, the rate of national reporting has 
not improved; 71 Member States did not submit a report in the 2013-2014 reporting cycle.170 Currently the only item 
set to be discussed at the Sixth BMS in 2016, set by the the Second MGE, is the consideration of increasing the 
utility of national reports.171 Common through all of these changes is that the calls for change having consistently 
occurred and been pushed at the BMS, showing the BMS as the venue for states to address national reports and 
enact worthwhile change.172 Despite the many calls for action, little implementation to act on these calls have been 
done outside UNODA’s new template.173 
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International Standardization  

Since the 2008 BMS, states have stressed the need for standardization as a mean to make preparing national reports 
easier.174 ISACS is the UN’s response a for global standardized arms controls.175 ISACS was developed for states by 
CASA to provide a thorough and effective response to arms controls that is consistent across all UN entities.176 Its 
stated purpose is to “provide practical guidance on putting in place effective controls over the full life-cycle of small 
arms and light weapons so as to reduce the risk of their falling into the hands of those who would misuse them.”177  
 
The standards developed in ISACS are built upon the four core arms control frameworks and serve to centralize the 
themes and standards of each into a fundamental set of international standards.178 Where the PoA SALW is a 
framework that creates the support system of information sharing and cooperation to help Member States create 
laws and regulations to tackle the problem of illicit SALW, ISACS are those laws and regulations.179 ISACS is 
specifically created with the intention of making implementation worthwhile and easy by being divided into six 
modules for state lawmakers to undergo and showing states exactly how to implement laws and regulations, almost 
in the way of a ‘how to’ or knowledge transfer regarding SALW regulation.180 By creating a set baseline for which 
all states can achieve some level of SALW regulation, it can help in gauging the progress of the PoA SALW by 
creating a new benchmark and mechanism.181 
 
In addition to modules, UNIDIR has created the ISACS Assessment Tool (ISACS-AT), which is used by states and 
SALW regulatory organizations for implementing ISACS by designing, monitoring, and evaluating arms control 
measures.182 The uses for the assessment tool do not end here, however, as it also may be used for compiling 
existing laws and regulations, create and track questionnaires, and tools to analyze data.183 By being able to export 
the information via a common file-type, this information then becomes much easier to share with the UN and other 
states.184 On this basis, the ISACS-AT has the potential to be integrated with the new UNODA template to make it 
easier for all states to compile national reports as it uses the same format and increases the ability to share 
information thus increasing the overall utility of national reports.185  

Conclusion  

In 1997, Secretary-General Kofi Annan released the UN organizational reform agenda “Renewing the United 
Nations: A Programme for Reform”, which still guides much of the UN’s processes today in ensure efficiency.186 A 
key part of the reform conduct by Mr. Annan during his tenure was to create a cohesive management structure in 
order to reduce redundancy and to “accomplish objectives in the most cost-effective manner possible while 
strengthening services to Member States.”187 If a Member State is seeking to properly address the illicit use and 
spread of SALW, they are faced with multiple frameworks with distinct methods of reporting. Although the PoA 
SALW and ITI have integrated reporting mechanisms, states also need to report on the Firearms Protocol and now 
the ATT. If a state is a party to each of these frameworks and wants to submit meaningful reports and share 
meaningful information with others, it can take up significant time and effort and lead to “reporting fatigue.” In 
addition, the current manner in which the PoA SALW supports Member States national reporting goes against the 
idea of strengthening services with cost effective methods. The PoA-ISS is currently out of date and its non-national 
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reporting portion is becoming less useful for states. This will either cause states to use other websites of other 
disarmament focused UN agencies to assist in producing national reports, or will contribute to reasons for not 
producing a report at all because its perceived as taking too much time away from more important activities. Though 
the outdated PoA-ISS is not the sole reason for the decline in reporting, its neglect is a sign of the overall neglect 
concerning national reporting to the PoA SALW. Despite the progress, improvements, and calls that have been made 
to increase efficiency and ease in national reporting, this has not meaningfully occurred and thus has not led to 
greater consistency in national reporting to the PoA SALW. 

Further Research 

The current state of national reports raises multiple questions including: what should national reporting templates 
look like, what kind of questions should it contain, and how can their utility be increased? If national reports are the 
only mechanism in place to gauge the progress and status of the PoA SALW, and there is a lack of reporting, does 
this mean a new mechanism must be created? The ISACS have created a baseline of standards for all states to enact 
in their states to address SALW. Can the ISACS system be integrated with UNODA’s new national reporting 
template to improve upon national reporting and make it easier for Member States to submit their national reports? 
Can the PoA SALW continue to function if the majority of Member States do not submit national reports? Other 
SALW frameworks require Member States to submit reports as well, which can lead to a phenomenon known as 
reporting fatigue. Is it possible to combine the reporting mechanisms of these frameworks to create a single, 
cohesive international SALW reporting mechanism? Lastly, with the reoccurring calls for increased reporting rates 
and utility of national reports, a question emerges: is the scarce reporting a reason for the lack of utility in the 
reports, or is the lack of utility the reason for the scarcity in reporting? 
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II. Incorporating Gender-Sensitive Approaches in the Implementation of the Programme 
of Action 

Introduction  

Gender within the Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light 
Weapons in All Its Aspects (PoA SALW) is only mentioned with regard to the acknowledgment of the negative 
impact that the illicit trade in SALWs has on children, women, and the elderly.188 Gender is used “to describe 
socially determined differences between women and men, such as roles, attitudes, behavior and values as perceived 
in a given context.”189 Within the United Nations (UN), gender mainstreaming means looking at the differences 
between men and women to ensure that the design and impact of any process or programming equally benefits both 
genders.190 In October 2000, the UN Security Council (SC) adopted the landmark resolution 1325 on “Women and 
peace and security.”191 The Resolution put forth the importance of women’s full and equal participation in all efforts 
towards the maintenance of peace and security.192 Seven subsequent resolutions followed, each highlighting 
different aspects of what is now referred to as the ‘women, peace, and security agenda (WPS).’193 However, it took 
until 2013, and the adoption of most recent three SC resolutions on WPS, 2106 (2013), 2122 (2013), and 2242 
(2015), to explicitly reference women’s participation in disarmament and the linkage to the topics of gender, small 
arms, peace and security, as well as to the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT).194 The SC debate on the 15th anniversary of 
resolution 1325, culminating in the adoption of the newest resolution on WPS – resolution 2242 (2015) – on 13 
October 2015, was the most popular debate in the history of the SC; it recorded an unprecedented 113 speakers at 
the debate. 195 
 
The acknowledgement of the role gender plays in discussions of peace and security reflects the increasing need to 
incorporate gender-sensitive approaches in all aspects of small arms control.196 In this regard, “a gender-sensitive 
approach is not exclusively about women, but about analyzing gender more broadly…factoring the special needs 
and capacities of men and women, and boys and girls, in the formulation of appropriate responses to issues of 
gender and small arms and lights weapons (SALWs).”197 The connection between violence and gender can be seen 
through patterns of statistics: globally, homicides in the family disproportionately affect women although men 
comprise the majority of victims killed by SALWs.198 And in countries with high levels of violence such as 
Guatemala, Colombia, and South Africa the proportion of male homicide deaths represents the majority, which is in 
part due to the role men play in violent or criminal activities.199 Thus, it is important that any approach to combat the 
illicit trafficking of SALWs take into account the roles that both men and women play “globally, regionally and 
locally in civil society-driven as well as [in] government-led disarmament initiatives as peacebuilders, politicians, 
community organizers and activists.”200  

International and Regional Framework  

The adoption of SC resolution 1325 (2000) aimed to empower women’s participation at all levels of policymaking 
under the agenda item “Women and peace and security.”201 This resolution aimed to change the perception from 
women solely being the victims of war, to women being agents of change who can play an active role in formal 
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decision-making.202 This document represented the beginning of gender mainstreaming into all areas of 
programmatic work related to peace and security at the UN, particularly with the goal of empowering women to gain 
participatory roles in the peace and security framework, making them leaders rather than observers.203 Since the 
adoption of resolution 1325, seven more resolutions followed, 1820 (2008), 1888 (2009), 1889 (2009), 1960 (2010), 
2106 (2013), 2122 (2013) and 2242 (2015).204 These resolutions laid the foundation for the adoption of the only two 
thematic Security Council resolutions on small arms: 2117 (2014) and 2220 (2015), both addressing the importance 
of women’s participation in all efforts aimed at combating illicit small arms.205 In particular, resolution 2220 (2015) 
stresses the importance of applying measures to prevent the diversion of SALWs in the context of the PoA SALW 
while also calling for women’s participation in these efforts. 206 It is important to recognize that the discussion of 
gender mainstreaming within the PoA SALW did not happen in isolation, but occurred as the adoption of the 
resolutions on WPS were being debated by the SC.207 Much of the rationale for the integration of gender-sensitive 
policies within the PoA SALW is therefore discussed in relation to the passage of these resolutions.208 
 
Many of the major small arms processes, such as the PoA SALW, the International Tracing Instrument (ITI), and the 
ATT, began in the UN General Assembly (GA) First Committee.209 The GA first recognized the importance of 
women within disarmament, non-proliferation, and arms control in resolution 65/69 (2010), which encouraged the 
inclusion of women in all levels of decision making especially within the areas related to arms control and 
disarmament.210 Each subsequent year the GA has adopted resolutions on women and disarmament, non-
proliferation, and small arms control, with each document building on the previous, to reflect progress made 
between women and disarmament, including the latest, GA resolution 69/61 (2015), which includes the criterion of 
gender-based violence (GBV) within the ATT.211 In April 2013, the GA First Committee adopted the ATT, and it 
has been in force since 24 December 2014.212 The ATT is the first international, legally-binding instrument to put 
forth common regulatory measures for the trade in conventional arms.213 The ATT included a groundbreaking 
component within its regulations: it requires that states do not export arms until first assessing the risk of arms being 
used to commit or facilitate acts of GBV.214 This made it one of the most progressive legally-binding instruments at 
the UN.215 The ATT can help prevent the spread of SALWs into states that are found committing acts of GBV as 
well as help stop the trade of SALWs to states that are marked as having weak stockpiling standards thus preventing 
diversion to illicit actors contributing to acts of GBV. 216 
 
The First PoA SALW Review Conference in 2006 showcased a report by the UN Coordinating Action on Small 
Arms (CASA) titled “Guidelines for Gender Mainstreaming for the Effective Implementation of the PoA” and an 
updated version of the Guidelines were subsequently submitted in time for the Fourth Biennial Meeting of States 
(BMS) in 2010.217 These updated guidelines, corresponding with the 10th anniversary of SC resolution 1325, 
identified four gender entry points in the implementation of the PoA SALW.218 These four gender entry points 
include: “gender mainstreaming relevance in combating the illicit trade of SALWs and trafficking, gender 
mainstreaming and disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR), gender mainstreaming and national and 
regional focal points and lastly civil society integration and public awareness initiatives.”219 While the 2012 PoA 
SALW Review Conference saw progress in including the importance of women’s participation in SALW’s central 
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policies, gender was more robustly emphasized in the June 2014 outcome document of the Fifth BMS.220  Following 
the inclusion at the Fifth BMS and the June 2015 Meeting of Governmental Experts (MGE), it is anticipated that 
gender may play a role in discussions are the upcoming Sixth BMS in 2016. 

Role of the International System 

The UN Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA) is the main actor that oversees the processes associated with the 
PoA SALW and the ITI.221 UNODA contains a conventional arms branch that provides conference support to the 
PoA SALW including through its regional disarmament branch.222 UNODA was the first to launch a gender 
mainstreaming action plan in April 2003 representing a commitment made by the UNODA to address the impact of 
SALWs on gender.223 An updated version of the UNODA gender mainstreaming action plan was published in 2014, 
which contained practical checklists on what questions to ask regarding how gender can be integrated with the 
UNODA’s programs and activities such as organizing a panel, public outreach, formulation of project proposals, and 
groups of governmental experts.224 UNODA continues to play an important role in facilitating progress on 
disarmament and gender through its efforts to incorporate gender perspectives within its work in outreach and 
advocacy.225 For example, UNODA with the Australian Government, the International Action Network on Small 
Arms (IANSA), and the Global Alliance on Armed Violence hosted a panel on 12 March 2015 to discuss the impact 
of SALW on women in the household, connecting the WPS agenda to that of arms control frameworks like the 
ATT.226 The UNODA also contains three regional centers for peace and disarmament: the UN Regional Centre for 
Peace, Disarmament and Development in Latin America and the Caribbean (UNLIREC), the UN Regional Centre 
for Peace and Disarmament in Asia and the Pacific, and the UN Regional Centre for Peace and Disarmament in 
Africa.227 
 
The UN Development Programme (UNDP) works with Member States and the UNODA to help combat the illicit 
trade and misuse of SALWs.228 UNDP has been at the forefront in developing the International Small Arms Control 
Standards (ISACS), a practical guidance measure for states in the  creation of national controls over SALWs.229 
Many Member States called for the application of ISACS at the Fifth BMS.230 UNDP also published a ‘how to’ 
guide on “the Establishment and Functioning of National Small Arms and Light Weapons Commissions.”231 UNDP 
recommends that in order to have the most effective national SALWs institutional framework, women should be 
active within all planning, implementation, research and awareness raising activities.232 UNDP also continues to play 
a major role in assisting Member States in the implementation of projects and programs that target the illicit trade 
and flow of SALWs.233 For instance, UNDP worked with Sudan’s DDR Commission to implement the ‘One Man 
Can’ program targeting male and female ex-combatants, women associated with the armed forces, civilian men and 
women, community elders, and religious leaders to discuss domestic and sexual violence while also providing 
resources and materials to take action addressing these issues within their communities.234 UNDP can serve as an 
actor to help implement the PoA SALW’s gender mainstreaming approach through its country programming 
allowing states to combat and report on their SALWs initiatives.   
 
The UN Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR), which works under the mandate of the Secretary-General’s 
Advisory Board of Disarmament Matters and reports to the GA, provides research and expertise on disarmament and 
security.235 UNIDIR works with states, civil society, academia, and others helping to bridge the gap between 
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research and policy.236 UNIDIR also develops policy recommendations for projects within the five theme areas of: 
weapons of mass destruction, weapons of societal disruption, emerging security threats, process and practice, and 
security and society.237 UNIDIR has produced research on projects such as gender mainstreaming in DDR programs, 
and helped develop a training course on DDR for both military and civilian women.238 UNIDIR in this regard plays a 
research role in how gender can be further mainstreamed within the PoA SALW with special attention to DDR 
programs.239  
 
Civil society also plays an important role in advocating and preserving gender-responsive laws and policies.240 The 
inclusion of GBV in the ATT is due to the efforts of civil society groups like the IANSA and women’s organizations 
such as the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom who remain important actors within the SALWs 
policy-making area as highlighted within the PoA SALW.241 UNODA has also recognized this and included civil 
society in its public awareness initiatives as a gender entry for the implementation of the PoA SALW.242 Women’s 
groups in particular have played an active role in disarmaments efforts in their communities because of their social 
role as the bearers for transmitting values in the household, especially within traditional or rural societies.243 For 
instance, “the Viva Rio movement in Brazil launched a campaign” and encouraged women to promote the message 
that a man is more attractive without a gun.244 Initiatives like this allow for grassroots civil society to incorporate 
tailored responses to their environment.245 This is one aspect where states can help foster civil society in their 
activities involving SALWs outreach and public awareness efforts as it represents the community’s voice.246  
 
Religious communities can also play an important role in changing the views and ways of community members.247 
However, their role is often seen as an intermediary one where “churches, mosques and other places of worship have 
often been used as arms collection sites.”248 The inclusion of a broad set of actors and stakeholders such as religious 
leaders can be utilized in combating violence against women where an increasing amount of workshops have been 
held to respond to GBV.249 Such efforts at the civil society level provide ways in which gender responsive initiatives 
can complement national strategies in preventing and combating illicit SALWs.250 However, for civil society to play 
an active role in advising and providing ways to combat illicit SALWs the financing of civil society groups by states 
is important, as well as recognizing the ways in which civil society can be included in initiatives and policymaking 
for managing their trade and stockpiling of SALWs.251  

Regional, Sub-Regional, and National Approaches 

The PoA SALW makes specific calls for action at the national and regional levels, however action to include more 
gender-sensitive approaches for the implementation of the PoA SALW are also reflected in the work of the many 
regional instruments of the PoA SALW.252 Regional instruments can include regional organizations, treaties, or 
declarations, with each specifically designed to address their region’s response to small arms, making these 
documents important tools for integrating gender.253 For example, the Pacific Regional Action Plan on Women, 
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Peace and Security is the framework for the implementation of resolution 1325 across the Pacific.254 The Pacific 
area also has a Pacific Leaders Gender Equality Declaration that calls for the adoption of gender responsive policies 
on small arms issues such as the use of gender disaggregated data and the implementation of legislation regarding 
sexual and gender-based violence.255 The Economic Community of West African States, with the support of the 
European Union and UNDP, has initiated a project aimed to target women because of their influence on the family 
on the collection of SALWs in the region.256 These regional instruments aim to strengthen the reporting and 
implementation of the PoA SALW by providing capacity building and technical support in these areas.257 UNLIREC 
organized a roundtable on 13 November 2014 on incorporating gender and youth approaches to the PoA SALW 
with the Mexican government.258 The roundtable brought representatives from governmental, academic, and 
international organizations to review and highlight existing policies and good practices in incorporating gender and 
disarmament.259 These best practices will be “used to make UNILREC’s new export assessment tool more effective 
in reducing the risk of weapons being used to commit acts of violence, particularly against women and youth.”260 

National Point of Contacts 
The PoA SALW includes provisions for each UN Member State to establish or designate a national point of contact 
or national focal point to act as the intermediary between the state and the actual implementation of the PoA 
SALW.261 National focal points have the potential to promote gender-sensitive policies in their effort to control the 
spread of illicit SALWs.262 National coordination agencies or national commissions are another national mechanism 
under the PoA SALW that play a role in research and policy as well as in monitoring the national implementation.263 
This ultimately allows states to approach small arms uniquely in their national context allowing flexibility rather 
than a prescriptive ‘one size fits all’ approach.264 As an example of such an approach, women who live in 
environments where illicit trade in SALWs are rampant may find this illicit trade to be the only means of income, 
leaving them open to insecurity at the hands of traffickers as well as being subject to law enforcement.265 In order to 
address this activity at the national level, some have suggested that policy could focus on alternative sectors of 
income for both men and women to limit the need for trading and using illicit SALWs.266 For example, Guatemala’s 
formation of a national SALWs commission to combat the illicit trade of SALW’s consisted primarily of women.267 
The inclusion of women within the decision-making of this SALWs commission propelled the work to go beyond 
the traditional small arms control policies like the collection and destruction of SALWs to include other such 
activities of public awareness and prevention activities.268  

National Action Plans  
National Action Plans (NAPs) are an additional national mechanism under resolution 1325 that integrates gender 
within national legislation and policy for governments to meet their obligations of the resolution.269 Although NAPs 
are not formally within the PoA SALW framework, there are efforts being made to include NAPs as a gender entry 
point for the implementation of the PoA SALW.270 NAPs can act as an intermediary for assessing the national 
efforts of the integration of gender into the government’s work.271 As well, NAPs can act as national focal points for 
states to facilitate the implementation and mainstreaming of gender in policy and practices and ensure that state 
legislation addresses the inclusion of women in all SALWs policy-making and processes; yet, each NAP is different 
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in how it approaches or covers the major areas of the resolution.272 For example, the implementation of the small 
arms commitments of the “Philippines and Senegal contain detailed provisions on small arms and since adopting 
their NAPs, these countries have developed gun control laws.”273 Nonetheless, not all countries that are signatories 
to resolution 1325 have developed NAPs nor has the reporting of NAPs been consistent.274  

Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration 

DDR is an activity that includes many processes beginning with the removal of weapons from former combatants to 
integrating them socially and economically back into civilian life.275 UNODA highlighted the necessity of 
integrating gender in the planning, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation stages within the DDR 
mandate.276 The process of DDR presents many opportunities for gender entry points when implementing the PoA 
SALW.277 For example, DDR presents opportunities for “engagement of a broader set of actors, including those 
from civil society, enhanced public awareness, the capacity to address the needs and support survivors, contribute to 
conflict prevention by addressing the needs of combatants and affected communities and the ability to contribute to 
building and sustaining peaceful communities through rehabilitation”.278 However, to truly have a gender-responsive 
DDR program, more action is required to reintegrate ex-combatants into civilian life.279 Reintegration into civilian 
life “for traumatized populations requires a wide sociological and psychological approach that only an inclusive and 
gender-oriented intervention can provide.”280 The PoA SALW encourages states to implement DDR programs, but 
the way in which they can do so varies.281 Recommendations to integrate gender into DDR particularly for 
reintegration can be specific interventions to deal with the “impacts of sexual violence in conflict to assist both 
women and men, survivors and perpetrators.”282 The Secretary-General’s 2002 Study on “Women, Peace and 
Security” recommended multiple actions for the design and implementation of DDR programs to recognize the 
needs and priorities of women as well as their participation in all stages of the DDR process.283 Such actions include 
“incorporating information on the roles and contributions of women and girls in conflict situations into all training 
provided to staff and recognizing the contributions of women in encouraging ex-combatants to lay down arms in 
weapons collections programs.”284  

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 
A by-product of the proliferation of SALWs is the continuation of GBV perpetrated against women and, though less 
common and underreported, men.285 The fear of sexual violence is limiting towards women especially, preventing 
them from carrying out everyday activities and responsibilities.286 It is often the case that many women including ex-
combatants associated with armed forces have experienced sexual violence.287 For example, in Liberia’s DDR 
program, data indicated that 73% of women experienced some form of sexual violence.288 Women are not the only  
survivors of sexual violence; men and boys often fall prey to sexual violence by other men as part of emasculation 
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and sometimes part of initiation rituals by military forces.289 Men and women have different needs from the violence 
they may have faced and thus, “in order to be inclusive, DDR programs must establish direct contact with both male 
and female ex-combatants, as well as with auxiliary personnel and dependents.”290 Moreover, women are often 
disproportionally more affected by domestic violence, especially in the aftermath of conflict where SALWs are 
heavily present.291 Guns used in armed conflicts are frequently used in homes and more often seen in countries with 
the highest rates of femicide (the killing of woman) where firearms were used in more than 60% of those cases 
perpetrated between 2004 and 2009.292 The PoA SALW has the potential to monitor and record the “gender 
dimensions in national legislation so as to limit the acquisition of weapons by those with criminal antecedents as 
perpetrators of domestic and/or sexual violence.”293 

Case Study: Colombia  

Colombia has seen continual violence for over 40 years, and as the Colombian Government negotiates peace with 
the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), the issue of the “future of the FARC’s 8,000 
combatants, close to 40% of whom are female,” remains unaddressed.294 Even though a total of 53,141 combatants 
(87% men and 13% women) from both guerilla and paramilitary groups were demobilized between 2002 and 2010, 
many still have entered back into criminal activities due to security, economic, and social reasons.295 The 
combination of factors like the expansion and cultivation of the illegal drug trade, gang culture, and the circulation 
of SALWs has made the DDR process very difficult to implement.296 The SC resolution 2242 (2015) goes the 
farthest to call on all relevant entities “to take into consideration the specific impact of conflict and post-conflict 
environments on women’s and girls’ security, mobility, education, economic activity and opportunities, to mitigate 
the risk of women from becoming active players in the illicit transfer of small arms and light weapons.”297 The 
importance of having a DDR program that is gender-sensitive provides men and women with unique responses 
given their societal role making the process of DDR more successful in combating the spread of SALWs.298 Many of 
the male ex-combatants in Colombia “expressed a strong desire for jobs offering a sustainable alternative to violent 
or criminal activities.”299 To respond to the needs of both men and women gender-transformative activities have 
been integrated with the psychosocial activities in the reintegration process to address concerns such as masculinities 
and social stigma.300 “It is important to recognize activities such as Colombia’s High Council for Reintegration (Alta 
Consejería para la Reintegración) integrating gender dimensions of violence (GDV) analysis into its psychosocial 
support programme provided to ex-combatants”.301 Such efforts contribute to healthier and safer communities while 
also preventing the reuse of SALWs especially within the household.302  

Conclusion  

As states begin to recognize the necessity of linking gender and small arms to any policy or activity for the most 
successful impact, it is important to recognize the various roles women and men play in the illicit use and trade of 
SALWs. There have been many attempts to introduce gender into the framework of small arms and within the PoA 
SALW in particular.303 However, much is yet to be translated into political will and action by Member States.304 
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There also remains a lack of consultations between local women’s groups when debating and implementing gender-
responsive SALWs program, a key factor to program success.305 As discussed, NAPs can play an important role 
when creating gender-responsive policies at the national level, through actions such as using a gendered lens to audit 
national legislation on gun laws.306 Importantly, the ways in which Member States of the PoA SALW can improve 
on their reporting of NAPs is crucial as this remains the only mechanism for reporting on national actions in relation 
to gender mainstreaming and SALWs. The current system for national reporting to the PoA SALW does not take 
into account gender mainstreaming activities but with NAPs acting as a complementary reporting mechanism, the 
PoA SALW has the potential to create synergies between these two reporting systems. Overall, when reviewing the 
possibility of gender-sensitive approaches into the PoA SALW, it is important to consider the key elements and 
challenges from regionally-tailored programs, to national reporting, DDR programs, and in general the lack of 
political will on the issue. At a time of momentum during with the 15th anniversary of SC resolution 1325, now is 
the the time to create that will and look towards a renewed vision of how the PoA SALW can integrate gender and 
gender entry points more effectively. 

Further Research  

There are some key questions that delegates could consider when addressing this topic: What are the ways to 
improve the political will of states to incorporate guidelines or integrate gender within their national policies? What 
is the role regional organizations play when addressing gender-sensitive in these discussions? What are some of the 
ways states and regional organizations can include civil society organizations in their SALWs initiatives and 
processes, particular women’s groups and women’s perspectives? Are there NAPs in your Member State, and do 
they incorporate gender in SALWs areas? If so, what more can be done to support the PoA SALW and fellow 
Member States; if not, what more can be done to incorporate gender in your Member State’s approach? The PoA 
SALW remains the only framework for regional organizations to discuss small arms.307 What can be done to 
implement gender mainstreaming in SALWs frameworks at the regional level? Finally, how are states addressing 
the needs of both men and women who have experienced sexual violence?  
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III. Adapting to Recent Developments in Small Arms and Light Weapons Technology  

Introduction   

The Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in 
All Its Aspects (PoA SALW) (2001) was created to control and limit the trading of small arms and light weapons 
(SALW).308 With the increase of technology in the 21st century, SALW have undergone significant developments 
that challenge the existing standards for such controls, mainly in the forms of labeling and tracking of SALW.309 
Recent years have shown that new materials as well as new models have transformed the weapon industry.310 
Though these changes prove many existing technologies for labeling and tracking are unusable, there have also been 
new ideas and technologies for reforms in SALW.311 The PoA SALW’s only mention of technological 
developments, however, is in chapter III paragraph 10: “States are encouraged to consider international cooperation 
and assistance to examine technologies that would improve the tracing and detection of illicit trade in small arms 
and light weapons, as well as measures to facilitate the transfer of such technologies.”312 Though there have been 
regular meetings of the PoA SALW’s governing bodies since its adoption, changes in SALW technology were only 
first addressed at the Second Open-Ended Meeting of Governmental Experts (MGE) in June 2015.313 The Second 
MGE met in New York, in order to discuss new advances in SALW.314 The discussion addressed both recent 
developments in weaponry and technologies for the labeling and tracking of SALW.315 Debate was divided into 
three segments: implications for effective marking, record-keeping, and tracing; uses of technology to strengthen 
and develop effective national systems; and capacity-building, including technology transfer and technical 
training.316 Member States agreed these considerations should be addressed further at the 2016 Biennial Meeting of 
States.317 One principle development was identified as the increasing use of polymers (plastics) and the resulting 
challenges for marking and tracking.318 
 
Advancing technologies can create many possibilities for the international community to improve tracking 
instruments and labeling mechanisms.319 To overcome these new challenges, technologies from other fields, such as 
Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) used in libraries, could be capitalized on as new opportunities for coding and 
tracking modern SALW.320 Other institutions like libraries, archives or museums have already developed such 
technologies to help them collect records on the movement of objects for security purposes.321 To overcome the 
challenges imposed by new developments in SALW, the existing framework needs to be revised and adapt to the 
increasing reality of technology and technological evolutions – and its pace – in the 21st century. 

International and Regional Framework  

The PoA SALW recognizes the role of technology in addressing the illicit trade in SALW, primarily through the use 
of technical assistance and technology-sharing to enhance Member States’ capacities for marking, tracing, and 
stockpile management.322 Section III, on “Implementation, international cooperation and assistance,” calls upon 
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Member States to provide training and capacity-building to support states development in these areas, and in 
addition, “States are encouraged to consider international cooperation and assistance to examine technologies that 
would improve the tracing and detection of illicit trade in small arms and light weapons, as well as measures to 
facilitate the transfer of such technologies.”323 Despite these recommendations, the PoA SALW does not offer any 
provisions for the effects of technological advances on the illicit trade in SALW.324 
 
Within the broad framework for SALW control, three mechanisms are of special importance: the Arms Trade Treaty 
(ATT) (2013) and the Protocol against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Their Parts and 
Components and Ammunition, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime (Firearms Protocol) (2001) and the International Tracing Instrument (ITI).325  
  
The Firearms Protocol aims to “promote, facilitate and strengthen cooperation among States Parties in order to 
prevent, combat and eradicate the illicit manufacturing of and trafficking in firearms, their parts and components and 
ammunition”.326 The Firearms Protocol is a legally-binding mechanism on a global scale that is concerned with 
SALW.327 The Protocol is part of the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime.328 It aids 
states in the struggle against illegal cross-border trading of weapons and assists states in inspecting and pursuing 
charges in respective cases.329 States acceding to the Protocol agree to fulfill four key commitments: “creating laws 
in accordance with the Protocol that declare the illicit trade and production of weapons a crime; establishing security 
and control mechanisms that prohibit the illegal distribution of disposed weapons; ensuring the possibilities of legal 
production, licensing and tracking of weapons systems on a national level; and cooperating with other actors on an 
international level, especially in the fields of recordkeeping, tracking and labeling weapons.”330 
 
The ATT came into force on 24 December 2014 when it had been ratified by 50 states.331 It had previously passed a 
vote in the General Assembly in 2013.332 The first meeting of the ATT was held in August 2015 in Cancun, 
Mexico.333 The goal of the Treaty is to oversee and regulate international arms trades to prevent illegal arms 
trafficking especially into combat zones.334 By implementing measures to stop illicit weapon trades, it aims to secure 
and stabilize regions stricken by war to create peace.335 The ITI was created to generate mechanisms for the record-
keeping, coding and tracking of SALW.336 The founding document created standards for the labeling and tracking of 
SALW, such as the specifics of where and how a weapon should be labeled in order to create a basis for accurate 
record-keeping.337  
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Role of the International System   

The illicit trade of SALW is a complex issue that, because of its diverse effects on states and societies, is addressed 
by a wide range of organs within the United Nations (UN) system, as well as many different active 
intergovernmental organizations and civil society groups. Within the UN system efforts are coordinated by a 
mechanism called Coordinating Action on Small Arms (CASA).338 Although it mainly focuses on the UN Office of 
Disarmament Affairs (UNODA), it connects the work of many UN bodies working on SALW.339 UNODA was 
chosen by the Secretary-General in 1998 to be the central coordinating system within the SALW network.340 It 
provides offices for CASA and supports them in all coordinating efforts.341 In the SALW network, UNODA serves 
as a support mechanism, mainly for regional efforts.342 The UN General Assembly (GA) has considered 
developments in SALW since the 1990s.343 The main focus of the most recent SALW Resolution of the GA has been 
the impact of SALW on development and weapon surplus in stockpiles.344 New developments in the technology of 
SALW, however, was recently recognized as a new challenge in a perambulatory clause as part of the annual 
discussion on “Illicit Trade in SALW in all its Aspects” during the 69th session.345 This was the first mention of 
technical developments in SALW in the GA, proving its growing importance as a debate issue and challenge for all 
mechanisms in the SALW framework.346  
  
Generally, SALW have been covered rather sparingly by the Security Council (SC), whereas the topic has 
frequently been debated by the GA.347 Yet, the SC recently adopted two resolutions concerning SALW in recent 
years.348 SC resolution 2117 (2013) on “Small Arms and Light Weapons” and Security Council resolution 2220 
(2015) on “Small Arms”; these resolutions put a stronger focus on stockpile management and technical 
developments in SALW.349 SC resolution 2117 stressed the importance of maintaining embargos to prevent the 
diversion of SALW into combat zones.350 Furthermore, the Resolution proposes the strengthening of measures for 
the safety of stockpiles, better record-keeping, and more supervision.351 It also points out the need to support 
peacebuilding measures for improving stockpile management.352 SC resolution 2220 on “Small Arms” specifically 
addresses developments in modern weapons.353 The fifth operative clause calls upon Member States of the PoA 
SALW, as well as civil society and international, and regional organizations to identify, explore, and share new 
mechanisms and instruments to enhance existing coding and tracking techniques in order to prevent the diversion of 
SALW into zones of conflict.354 
 
The UN Secretary-General also issues biennial reports on the development of illicit trade in SALW.355 In his 2011 
report, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon highlighted stressed, that to exploit the potential of technology to the fullest, 
it is necessary to train peacekeeping personnel to correctly read the codes and maintain orderly records of identified 
weapons.356  Furthermore, he highlighted the security of weapons; weapons of peacekeeping personnel have often 
been found in combat zones.357 This creates a special need for better recordkeeping within the UN peacekeeping 
system to strengthen the weapon security systems and infrastructure.358 The 2015 report, addresses the diversion of 
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SALW and the management of arms.359 In addition, it places a strong focus on stockpile management and the 
importance of prohibiting illegal trade of SALW to prevent escalation in armed conflict.360 

Civil Society 
Civil Society is playing a great role in the PoA SALW system. International and regional organizations include: the 
International Criminal Police Association, the League of Arab States, the Organization for Security and Cooperation 
in Europe, CASA, the East African Community, the Organization of American States, North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization and the Regional Centre on Small Arms.361 These groups all contribute to the development of 
international laws and guidelines.362 The main network considering developments in SALW is Small Arms Survey. 
This organization aims at providing information on SALW for both governmental and non-governmental bodies.363 
In February 2015, Small Arms Survey published a comprehensive report on recent developments in SALW, 
identifying the main developments in the increasing use of polymers in SALW production and possible technologies 
to be used for tracing new models of weapons.364 Moreover, Reaching Critical Will, a project of the Women’s 
International League for Peace and Freedom, highlighted technological developments as one of the most significant 
and under-addressed issue of the PoA SALW.365 

Recent Developments in Small Arms and Light Weapons Manufacturing, Technologies, and Design  

Chapter II Clause 7 of the PoA SALW requires all weapon producers to label their weapon with a durable code 
including the country and factory of origin as well as a unique serial number to enable states to retrace a weapon to 
its origins.366 Through coding and tracking methods, such as stamping a serial number that is then registered, within 
the framework of the Firearms Protocol and the ITI it has become possible to follow the lifespan of a weapon 
through the collected data.367 In combat zones, these technologies have created the opportunity to identify the 
producers, traders, and (former) owners of a weapon; this trail is essential to stopping the illegal weapon trade.368  
 
Modern developments in technology and design have created new challenges for manufacturers of SALW, but also 
for the process of labeling and tracking these weapons.369 New weapon designs may create the need for revising 
existing definitions of weapon types.370 In particular, the increasing use of new and different materials challenges the 
existing marking and tracing instruments.371 3D Printers have fundamentally changed the way weapons are produced 
and no longer limit production to large facilities.372 These printers are able to produce an object, just like regular 
printers can transfer data to a piece of paper.373 The materials used for this are mainly different kinds of polymers, 
but also metal powders and waxes.374 Today, the quality of these weapons is rather poor and the expenses of 
producing weapons with this method are high.375 Though 3D printers are still rather costly, and may not yet be 
attractive to extremist groups and others promoting the illegal diversion of SALW, they should be monitored 
closely, as they might prove a greater threat in the future.376  
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Design and Materials 
In the 20th century, weapons were made of mainly natural materials such as metals and wood.377 But recent years 
have shown a trend towards an increasing use of plastics in the weapon industry.378 This has the advantage of 
lowering the production costs and the product weight, but creates the need for new methods of marking the weapons 
to be able to effectively track them.379 As opposed to traditional materials like metals, engravings in plastics can 
easily be erased or altered, which challenges the traditional coding process.380 
 
Whereas weapons in the past century were easily classifiable, modern arms are characterized by great variability and 
are modifiable for specific uses.381 These modular designs are known as the “family approach”, “common receiver 
approach”, and “modularity approach.”382 The traditional codes placed on a weapon usually contains information on 
its model type.383  Due to the interchangeable parts of modern weaponry, however, traditional methods of classifying 
and codifying weapons may no longer apply.384 It is advantageous militarily for a single weapon to have multiple 
usages and be adjustable to different purposes.385 But for mechanisms such as the ITI and PoA SALW, this creates 
several challenges.386 One such difficulty is that engraving the tracking code on the part of a weapon that is 
necessary for its function.387 However it is also an issue to place the code in a location that is removable because if a 
weapon is re-assembled differently than its original configuration, the code could be removed.  388 Logically, then, 
any tracking code must be place on something that is mandatory for its functioning so that it cannot be discarded 
when re-purposed.389 Thus, the main issue with new SALW designs is that by reassembling or purposing a weapon, 
essential information engraved in the tracking code may no longer apply to the repurposed weapon, making the 
weapon untraceable.390 

Technologies for Reducing the Diversion of Small Arms and Light Weapons 

Chapter two clause 11 of the PoA SALW requests the creation of strong regulation of the diversion of SALW.391 
While there have been many developments in the field of constructing weapons, there have also been advances in 
technologies that have the prospect of improving the methods used to code them, improve record keeping, and 
tracking of weapons.392 Many of these technologies have been used in other fields that require marking and tracking. 
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Marking and Tracing 
There is a great variability of options for labeling and tracking weapons. It is necessary however, for these 
technologies to be in compliance with the ITI.393 The ITI specifies that the respective code has to be placed on an 
“exposed surface conspicuous without technical aid or tools, easily recognizable, readable, durable, and, as far as 
technical possible recoverable”; three very distinct methods are: RFID, Microdot technologies and Nano Tracing.394  
 
RFID is a technology that allows the collection of data from a coded object.395 The technology is comprised of a 
coded microchip with an antenna and a device to read the encoded information and is commonly used in libraries.396 
This system has many advantages especially for the purpose of stockpile management, since a larger amount of data 
can be collected from a narrow distance and thus speed up registration processes.397Additionally, RFID can store 
much more data than traditional bar codes and is compatible with most information technology systems.398 The 
disadvantages of using RFID for the marking and tracing of SALW consist of the strategic placement of the 
microchip within a weapon, in order to fulfill the ITI standard of durability.399 Furthermore, upgrading old weapons 
with RFID in accordance with international standards is impossible, making it only an option for new models.400 
 
Microdot technology is a common method to apply serial numbers to objects and is mainly used by the automobile 
industry.401 It consists of a small mark, glued to an object and can only be read with a special device.402 In 
comparison to RFID, it can only store a small amount of data, but is much easier to apply and can be used to 
upgrade an older weapon.403 Though it cannot be applied to all materials, it is almost invisible and can resist high 
temperatures, making it very durable.404 
 
Nano Tracing is commonly used to encode valuable items such as art works.405 The technology is composed of tiny 
particles that contain an identification code.406 This code can only be made visible with a microscope or certain 
lights.407 Though it is a very secure method to mark and trace objects, it is rather unpractical for the use in SALW as 
the technology is rather expensive.408 It is still important to follow the developments in this specific technology, 
since its further development might make it more useful to SALW and the PoA SALW in the future. 

Stockpile Management and Record Keeping 
Efficient stockpile management is one of the key aspects of the PoA SALW in preventing the illicit trade of 
SALW.409 The PoA SALW stresses the importance of accurate record keeping in chapter two.410 A crucial facet is 
weapon surplus, which is often sold instead of destroyed and may then be traded into conflict zones.411 This 
diversion is fueling conflict and aiding organized crime.412 To improve the efficiency of stockpile management, 
several technologies may be seen as be useful: Barcodes, RFID, and Biometric Technologies.413  
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Barcodes are a very simple method to maintain records of weapons in stockpiles.414 A barcode is visibly attached to 
a weapon, where it can be read by a special device.415 The information is then transferred to a computer where all 
data contained by the barcode becomes available for further use.416 This is an inexpensive and simple technology.417 
In comparison to barcodes, RFID codes do not have to be visible for the naked eye.418 Of special importance is an 
additional device that can be attached to weapon enabling it to only be used by the person owning a compatible 
device.419 Though this does enhance the process of identifying a weapon, it has certain disadvantages such as the 
reliance on special reading devices that may be connected to a single person.420 Another option is biometric 
technologies.421 These create a “lock” to a weapon, much like the additional RFID device, but in order to unlock it, 
the user has to provide certain biometrical data such as fingerprints.422 This technology can also be used to identify 
the timeframe and the person, who used a certain weapon.423 

Conclusion  

Technological advances in SALW are a new topic for the PoA SALW and were thoroughly discussed for the first 
time at the second MGE in June 2015.424 As well, only in the last four years has the SC, the GA, and fellow UN 
entities discussed these developments and their impact on the existing mechanisms and instruments relating to 
SALW. Issues relating to the adaption of new technologies in SALW also include: the stockpile management, 
maintaining of the records collected. More experts need to verify the accuracy of these documents, as well as 
supervise their secure storage and accessibility. These developments, such as modular weapons and the use of 
polymers in producing them are not only challenging the abilities of the ITI, the ATT, and the PoA, but they also 
severely limit the effect and success of these instruments.  

Further Research 

In preparation for the conference, delegates should familiarize themselves with the technological aspects of 
weapons: parts, materials, old systems and new systems. This will be useful in understanding these developments 
and their impact on existing methods and instruments. Delegates should review how the PoA SALW and related 
frameworks are equipped to address new developments and how the existing frameworks could be improved in 
order for them to be more effective. Key questions to consider include: Is it necessary to amend the PoA SALW 
itself to address technological developments? Which methods of coding and tracing are the most efficient and cost-
effective? How can Member States cooperate in order to overcome the challenges imposed by the new 
developments? Though implementing new mechanisms for marking and tracing of SALW would be possible, how 
could the old system be bridged with to the new system of such technologies?  
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The report addresses one of the most pressing issues in international peace and security, the illicit 
trade in  small arms and light weapons in all its aspects. It discusses the need to establish and 
monitor private ownership of different SALWs and the steps to prevent their sales to non-state 
actors. It also emphasizes the importance of cooperation, coordination, and complementarity to 
deal with illicit trade in small arms and light weapons at the international, regional and national 
level and to encourage the participation and involvement of international, intergovernmental 
organizations and civil society. 

United Nations, Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light 
Weapons in All its Aspects, Fifth Biennial Meeting of States. (2014). Recent developments in small arms and light 
weapons manufacturing, technology and design and implications for the implementation of the International 
Instrument to Enable States to Identify and Trace, in a Timely and Reliable Manner, Illicit Small Arms and Light 
Weapons: Report of the Secretary-General (A/CONF.192/BMS/2014/1). Retrieved 17 September 2015 from: 
http://undocs.org/A/CONF.192/BMS/2014/1 

This report by the Secretary-General is a great resource for general overview over the topic to be 
discussed. In a condensed manner he highlights the most important developments in SALW and 
their impact on the existing mechanisms within the international framework. This is also one of 
the first documents from PoA that mentions technological advances.  

United Nations, Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light 
Weapons in All its Aspects, Second Open-ended Meeting of Governmental Experts. (2015). Chair’s Summary. 
Retrieved 20 September 2015 from: https://s3.amazonaws.com/unoda-web/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/2015-06-
17-Chairs_Summary-MGE2.pdf  

This is the report of the session. As it was written by the chair of the meeting, it gives a good 
overview over what has been discussed, which questions arose and which answers were proposed 
during the session. This basically is the most current information one can get on the discussion of 
recent developments in SALW. The challenges are clearly identified and it gives a great overview 
over the proposed solutions by states. 

United Nations, Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light 
Weapons in All its Aspects, Second Open-ended Meeting of Governmental Experts. (2015). Discussion Paper. 
Retrieved 13 October 2015 from: https://s3.amazonaws.com/unoda-web/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/20150522_-
MGE2_discussion_paper.pdf  

This paper was created for the delegations participating in the Second Open-ended Meeting of 
Governmental Experts as a preparation much like this background guide. It contains most of the 
aspects that this topic is discussing. It identifies the challenges that were discussed and already 
provides some ideas for their solution.  

United Nations, Security Council. (2015). Small arms and light weapons: Report of the Secretary-General 
(S/2015/289). Retrieved 21 July 2015 from: http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2015/289  

This is the most recent report by the Secretary-General on SALW. It highlights the importance of 
stockpile management and good record keeping in order to avoid the diversion of SALW into 
conflict zones. The report further evaluates the existing methods and instruments, identifying their 
weaknesses. This source is great to understand how technological development is challenging 
existing standards. 
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