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Introduction  
 

“Member States and the international community have increased their efforts to 

collect evidence-based information on firearms trafficking, but more needs to be 

done to provide the full picture and stop illicit trafficking flows.”  

  

The illicit weapon flows and arms trading is a key component in the context of 

fighting international injustice. The trafficking of firearms is linked to not only 

terrorism,  but also cybercrime, violent crime, illegal fishing and wildlife and lays way 

for the trafficking in cultural property, drugs, and humans.   

Arms trafficking is defined as the illegal trade of mostly small arms and light weapons 

(SALW) and ammunition. It constitutes a great proportion of illegal activities which 

are often linked to transnational criminal organizations. Gunrunning is used as the 

means to an end of exercising power and economic gain, and the black market 

small arms trafficking is a global business which estimates up to 1 billion-a-year US 

dollar. It is estimated that up to 500.000 people fall victim each year as the number 

of small arms in circulation rise to numbers in the hundreds of millions, as SALW’s take 

international favouring of warring parties.  

  

As the illegal arms trade has reached all corners of the globe, the United Nations 

Security Council turns more and more of its attention towards the dangers of the 

arms trade.  With the Arms Trade Treaty of 2013, the first step has been set. Global 

implantation is essential for the effectiveness of the ATT. It is up to all of us to shine 

light upon the arms trade and decide where we stand as transparency plays a large 

role in this issue     

  
 

Definition of Key Terms  
 

Arms Trade  

The illicit trade of weapons of war, parts thereof, ammunition, support equipment 

and other commodities designed for military use. It includes import, export, 

acquisition, sale, delivery, movement and transfer of firearms and their 

components from and across territories of one state party to another 

without the necessary authorization.   
  

Organized Crime  

Criminal groups on all categories from local to transnational run to engage in illegal 

activity such as illicit trafficking, trading, or violence. Mostly used as an instrument for 

political gain, some CO’s have political incentives, such as terrorist groups.  

  

Illicit Arms  

Weapons on the black market, most often small arms.  
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SALW  

Small Arms and Light Weapons, including everything from handguns to automated 

machineguns.  

   

Gunrunning  

A synonym for the illegal arms trade.  

  

Dual-use goods  

Weapons that serve not only a military but also a civilian purpose.  

  

Conventional arms  

All arms not including weapons of mass destruction that are widely used, including 

SALW’s and weapons that use chemical energy to explode, as opposed to nuclear 

weapons.  

  

UN Arms Trade Treaty  

The ATT is internationally recognized as regulation on international trade of 

conventional arms and military machinery. The basic obligations of the treaty, are 

that:   

• All states-parties have to adopt basic regulations and approval processes for the 

flow of weapons across international borders;   

• Arms transfer authorizations to states are prohibited if the transfer violates 

obligations under measures provided by the UN SC;   

• States are required to assess the potential that the arms exported have to 

“contribute to or undermine peace and security” or could be used to commit or 

facilitate serious violations of international humanitarian or human rights law, acts of 

terrorism, or transnational organized crime;   

• This applies to all conventional arms within the seven categories of the UN Register 

of Conventional Arms;   

• States are required to establish and maintain a national control system to regulate 

the export of ammunition/munitions fired, launched or delivered;   

· Each state is required to “take the appropriate measures, according to to its 

national laws, to regulate brokering taking place under its jurisdiction;   

• Each state is required to submit annually to the treaty secretariat a report of the 

preceding year’s authorized or actual export and import of conventional arms.  

  

UNODA  

United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs – The Office for Disarmament Affairs 

supports multilateral efforts aimed at achieving the ultimate goal of general and 

complete disarmament under strict and effective international control  

  

GFP  

Global Firearms Program – a subdivision of the UN Office on Drugs and 

Crime(UNODC)  
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General Overview  
 

The rising problem of illicit arms can be divided over several reasons. One of the main 

reasons is the transfer of the arms trade from a government business to a private 

sector, thus opening ways for individuals to be part of the arms trade in large 

quantities. Leading suppliers in the conflict include the US, Russia, China, Brazil, South 

Africa and half of western Europe. Demand comes mostly from the middle east, 

south-Asia and Africa. Another reason is the 

extreme use of weapons due to 

internationally spread polarization and 

conflict.   
 

 

 

The fall Of the Soviet Union can be marked 

down as one of the big events causing the 

large problem in the trade. The USSR was the 

leading supplier in its time. When the USSR fell, 

chaos derived from a lack of control, leaving 

large arm businesses to individuals who did 

not keep to international guidelines, as they 

tried to haul in some profit in the fast 

down spiraling situation.  

  

The black market for illegally sourced and trafficked firearms is one of the biggest 

black markets with an estimated value of 1 billion US, and as a market, it all comes 

down to supply and demand.  The side of demand is based upon crime, conflict and 

speculation. Firearms are an instrument to violent crime and violence perpetrated for 

political or ideological reasons. They can be used as something of monetary value in 

the trade of other illegal wares. The demanding parties of SALW’s are often with a 

fairly self-explanatory reason, therefor this side of the market requires little 

explanation.   

  

More interesting is the supply-side. Interesting about the supply 

of conventional firearms is that the vast majority, on the contrary to other trafficked 

commodities, of firearms are legally produced by licensed manufacturers. Thus the 

chain starts not at the production, but at the transfer to the illicit side in violation 

of international law. In the context of non-state armed groups, this movement can 

take place when legal stockpiles of weapons can be reached and fall into the 

hands of armed groups. This often happens in conflict-countries where these 

stockpiles are badly managed due to heavily battered infrastructure. Another 

scenario is when legally held weapons are illegally transferred to another country. 

These firearms cross the border concealed or with falsified or misleading 

declarations. This is especially relevant to scenarios where the manufacturing country 

has milder restrictions than the receiving country.  
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The supply exists for a large part out of industrially manufactured firearms:  

Via state Holdings (corruption, theft and leakage), licensed dealers (theft, illegal 

sales), deactivated firearms (reactivation), legally held firearms (illegal transfers) and 

abroad manufacturers. Diversion and interception of the legal arms trade is the main 

source of firearms acquired by OC and terrorists.  

The other part is made up out of other modalities. Through trade of parts (assembly), 

other weapons (conversion), and artisanal firearms weapons reach the arms trade.   

  

Ongoing conflicts involving armed non-state actors are spread over the world. In the 

middle east conflicts in Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Turkey and the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict have an estimated use of over 40 million firearms held by non-state 

groups.  This number is even higher in South-Asia with a staggering 120 million found 

foremost in Afghanistan, India and Pakistan. Southeast-Asia comes in with 14 million, 

Africa with over 25 million.  

  

Common challenges in countering firearms trafficking are weak frameworks, lack of 

information and knowledge about arms and the trade of them, failing border 

control, the  insufficient response of criminal justice, lack of cooperation and 

coordination.  

  

Financial and physical insecurity is often caused by illicit firearms. They hinder the 

rebuilding of post-conflict areas and create unsure atmospheres in communities, 

incentivizing people to affiliate with non-state groups which use firearms often for 

either survival or protection. The upcoming popularity of the easy-to-use firearms has 

caused a dramatic increase in the number of child soldiers to a quarter 

million. Because arms are relatively cheap and in many places of conflict the illicit 

price is lower than the licit price, the price is a remaining reason for the increasing 

popularity. Because the arms trade is one of the least transparent markets on the 

globe the flow is difficult to put to a stop, especially because the trading mostly 
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happens in conflict areas with battered governments unable to put halt to armed 

conflict and organized crime.  

  

A the moment there is no global regime keeping watch over the trade of 

conventional weapons.  Even though the Arms Trade Treaty was implemented in 

2013 there is still a lack of international rules and regulation when it comes to 

gunrunning.  Areas of conflict and non-conflict are hugely affected by trade. 

Average of 90% of all victims of war every year are civilian, a large part of that 

percentage fell victim to illicit firearms. Hugely troubling is the part the 5 permanent 

member states of the United Nations Security Council play in this conflict, which 

together is responsible for over 50% of all worldwide arms shipping. Almost 70% of 

these reach developing countries.   
 

   

 
Major Parties Involved  

 

IANSA  

The International Action Network on Small ARMS – IANSA is an organization opposed 

to all illegal activities surrounding firearm regulations. As a movement against all gun 

violence, they support endeavours attempting to improve the situation around 

conventional arms. IANSA has closely worked together with the United Nations 

in its commitment to SDG 5.   

  

United States of America  

The US is the biggest manufacturer and dealer of weapons in the world. It holds the 

highest-ranking position in arms export, with almost 75% of those arms finding its 

destination in a developing country. In 2016-2017 it had reported more weapon 

seizes than any other country with over half a million arms seized.  
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Russian Federation  

Together with the United States, Russia makes up for most of the trade in the black 

market of illicit firearms.  

  

Western Europe  

Europe has been a noticeable player on the arms market since 1996, with three 

European P3 members taking charge as overall large exporters of illicit weapons. 

Europe itself seizes a little over 100.000 weapons every year and has the biggest 

variety of weapons of all continents.  

  

South Asia  

With the war in Afghanistan, the Indian-Pakistani conflict and the Islamic militancy in 

Pakistan, Southeast Asia takes the lead with the number of estimated firearms held in 

the region with over 130.00.000, mostly coming from post-conflict diversion, artisanal 

production, theft and cross-border trafficking. over 90% are held by non-state actors.  

  

Middle East  

With the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and conflicts in Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and 

Turkey, the Middle East has an estimated amount of 50.000.000 firearms, with over 

80% in the hands of non-state actors. Weapon flows mostly come from diversion, 

international circulation and artisanal production.   

  

Africa  

Africa has the most notable conflict of any other continent, with instability in Egypt 

and Mali, the civil war in both South-Sudan and Libya, Boko Haram in Nigeria and al-

Shabaab in Somalia. With almost 40.000.000 weapons of which more than 80% are in 

the hands of non-state actors, most weapons come from diversion and theft.  

  

United Nations  

The United Nations has taken a more and more active role in the battle against illicit 

firearms, recognizing that levels of international and local violence are hugely 

impacted by arms trafficking. With organizations such as the UNODC, UNODA and 

MIAFI they look to combat weapon flows with crime control, disarmament and trade 

regulations  

  

NSA  

Non-state actors are all organizations not affiliated with the state of the country of 

location, which has access to conventional weapons. Terrorist groups such as ISIS, 

Taliban and Boko Haram are included in NSA’s.  
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Timeline of Key Events  
1890  The very first effort by European powers to restrict arms trade, at 

that time from Europe to Northern Africa, linked to the 

slave  trade.   
1920 After WW1 the remaining powers tried to agree on 

new  restrictions involving weapon transfers to Africa and the 

Middle  East. The United States of America Objected.   
1925  A failed attempt by European powers to establish an Arms  Traffic 

Treaty.  

1935  The Special Committee of the First World  Disarmament 

Conference  adopted US initiatives to combat  weapon flows, 

but other powers declined the  initiative; yet again no effective 

result to combat  arms trafficking.  

1990  The UN Register of Conventional Arms is set up to 

enhance  transparency in the arms market after the Gulf War.  

December 26th,   

1991   Fall of the Soviet Union.  

July 20th, 2001 Adoption of the Programme of Action .   

May 30th, 2002  The IANSA was incorporated under United Kingdom laws.  

March 7th, 2003  Security Council Resolution 1467 on the proliferation of 

small  arms.  

March 28th,  2013  The UN Arms Trade Treaty was established.  

September 26th,   

2013   Security Council Resolution on Question of Small Arms,  Light 

Weapons, Resolution 2117  

August 22nd, 2013   Report of the Secretary-General on Small Arms   
May 22nd, 2015  Security Council Resolution on small arms that contained 

new provisions aiming to strengthen UN coordination and action 

on  small arms, promote effective implementation of UN 

arms  embargoes and support the Arms Trade Treaty 

  

 
Previous attempts to resolve the issue  
 

Because the issue of illicit arms trading has been notable for only the last few 

decades, there are not a lot of established attempts to resolve the issue. One big 

attempt is the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT). Established in 2013 and entered into force on 

the 24th of December of that year has been signed by 130 out of 195 member states.  

The treaty legally binds the member states to regulate the arms trade 

and establishes standards for international trade. Its goal: to require states to regulate 

the flow of weapons across all borders: “establish and maintain a national control 

system, including a national control list” and “designate competent national 

authorities to have an effective and transparent national control system regulating 

the transfer of conventional arms”. It prohibits all unlicensed and unauthorized 

weapon transfers.  

 Before the ATT there was a Programme of Action (PoA), made by the General 

Assembly. In its own words, it was made to “Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit 

Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects”. The PoA required countries 

to submit a yearly report concerning the trade of conventional weapons. Over 
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time fewer countries delivered the report, and presently almost no countries submit 

their reports anymore.  

  
  

 
Possible Solutions  
 

Unilaterally the illicit trafficking of SALW’s cannot be addressed. International 

cooperation and coordination are key to the solving of this issue. There are a lot of 

steps to be taken to reduce gunrunning.   

More international and regional monitoring of arms flows and embargoes can help, 

but important are the overseeing units to provide infrastructure to said 

enforcement.   

We can also develop more common international systems for tracing 

weapons. Current law only allows separate systems to follow and mark weapons, 

making identification of conventional weapons difficult.   

Also, a possible solution to a part of the problem is more transnational agreements to 

prevent impunity. Think about new rules and regulations for arms brokers.  

The lack of information is one of the biggest issues when talking about arms 

trafficking. The lack of transparency in the arms market makes for a market that is 

almost impossible to get a grip on. More expert panels and criteria must be 

developed, with international standards to determine suppliers and demanders.  

The lack of infrastructure in conflict countries leaves stockpiles of weapons vulnerable 

for theft. Adequate funding, training and caring help preventing the diversion of 

these weapons.   

To prevent reactivation of weapons, UN member states must adopt some sort of 

policy promoting and incentivizing surplus and obsolete weapons.  

  

Most important is better cooperation internationally. Information exchange and 

cooperation are essential to solving this issue. The black market has always profited 

from its lack of transparency and grip, and now finally we have an opportunity to 

shine light on one of the big and upcoming global problems. 

  

Appendices  
 

• Arms trade treaty, full 

text: http://www.un.org/disarmament/ATT/docs/ATT_text_(As_adopted_by

_the_GA)-E.pdf  

• The first SC resolution on small 

arms: http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/2117

(2013)  

• The original Programme of Action on Small Arms:  

http://www.un.org/events/smallarms2006/pdf/192.15%20(E).pdf  

  

  

 
 
 

http://www.un.org/disarmament/ATT/docs/ATT_text_(As_adopted_by_the_GA)-E.pdf
http://www.un.org/disarmament/ATT/docs/ATT_text_(As_adopted_by_the_GA)-E.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/2117(2013)
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/2117(2013)
http://www.un.org/events/smallarms2006/pdf/192.15%20(E).pdf
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