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Introduction

Transnational arms trade is among the most profitable businesses in the world,

with predictable increases each year. Restrictions in transnational arms trade

refers to the control in the international trade of conventional arms among

countries, in the aspects of production, development, distribution, and usage of

small arms and conventional weapons. The provision of large volumes of arms

internationally is often directed to some of the most unstable and violent parts of

the world. Repeatedly, these arms are used unlawfully in armed conflicts and in

political unrest. Civilians living in the affected regions have been subject to

serious human rights violations, due to the crime, political repression, and terror

that these weapons generate. Additionally, they are able to politically

destabilize an entire region and drive survivors into poverty. While arms trade is

needed for a country’s personal defense, operational success, and logistical

support, i  t has to be done within a legal framework that complies with civilians’

human rights. It is crucial that this issue is solved to achieve peace building,

promote security, reduce violence of armed conflict, and ensure the better

protection of civilians.



Definition of Key Terms

Transnational

An operation that takes place across multiple national boundaries, referring to

the involvement of multiple countries.

Arms Trade

The transfer and dealership of arms and weapons between different

organizations.

Syrian Civil War

The current civil war taking place in Syria between the pro-democratic forces

and the government dynasty.

Dynasty

A series of rulers who are all from the same family, usually power is kept in

between the family.

Internal Conflict in Myanmar

The current situation in Myanmar where democracy has been destroyed by the

armed forces of Myanmar.

Syrian Democratic Forces

The main fighting force against Assad’s regime fighting for his removal and

democracy.



Coalition

A group formed to work together, usually used in a political sense

Islamic State

Formerly known as The Islamic State of Iran and Syria (ISIS), they played a major

role in attacking the Syrian democratic forces and controlled 40% and 30% of

Syria and Iran’s territory respectively in 2013-2014.

Kurdish forces

Forces from the Kurdistan Region in Iran. They are completely autonomous and

joined the fight later into the civil war to try to stop ISIS.

Latakia

The region where Russia holds its only air and military base in the Middle East.

Tatmadaw

The official military of Myanmar;responsible for the coup de’tat.

Military Coup/Junta

A military coup/junta, also known as a coup d'état is a revolution or strike

against the government by its own military



Military Sanctions

Also known as an arms embargo, military sanctions are sanctions placed on

countries to reduce their military power. This can include reducing the amount

of arms trade or sending specific missile strikes to military areas.

Rohingya

A region inside Myanmar that contains mostly a majority muslim population.

After the Rohingya Genocide of 2017 led by the Government of Myanmar,

many fled to Bangladesh.

General Overview

Transnational arms trade has a highly significant impact on wars and conflicts. A

major example of this would be the impact the United States of America and

Russia have on the conflicts in the Middle East and Asia; most notably the effect

that the arms trade has on the Syrian Civil War and the Myanmar Civil Conflict.

The arms trade involving these conflicts has allowed for the continual oppression

of minority groups by supplying oppressors and militaries with weapons.

Syrian Civil War

The Syrian Civil War is an ongoing conflict in Syria between the Syrian President,

Bashar al-Assad, and the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). In March 2011,

President Bashar al-Assad and his government faced an outbreak of

pro-democracy protests which demanded an end to the authoritarian

practices of the Assad regime, the high levels of unemployment, widespread



corruption, and lack of political freedom (Shelterbox). The Syrian government

responded through their police and military forces, using violence to suppress

the demonstrations (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica). Opposition militias

soon began to form, and by 2012 the conflict had developed into civil war (The

Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica). In 2013-2014, ISIS became a major part of

the conflict and seemed like an “unstoppable” force. As they approached the

Kurdish region the United States would send airstrikes to slow their advance, and

slowly the Kurdish forces would join the fight against ISIS (The Editors of

Encyclopaedia Britannica).

It is important to note Russia and China’s vetoes blocking a UN Security Council

resolution that would have condemned Assad’s regime and response (The

Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica).

Soon after the war started countries started taking stronger stances and showing

their support for their allies. Prior to the outbreak Russia had undertaken the task

of filling Syrian government arms stockpiles, alongside Iran, China, and North

Korea. In total Russia supplied 71% of Syria’s imports of conventional weapons

from 2008-2012, and continued to provide weapons after the war had started

(Dick). On the SDF’s side you can find countries such as Turkey, U.S., UAE, Qatar,

and Saudi Arabia who have financed and provided weapons (Dick). It is

estimated that the U.S. facilitated the transfer of 1 billion in arms, ammunition,

and training to Syrian rebel groups in hopes of reaching peace (Dick). Russia is

particularly interested in Syria as it has its only Mediterranean naval base and an

airbase there, however, they claim that their goal was to fight terrorism (BBC

editors (a)). The U.S. also had its own personal motive of trying to create

opposition and remove the influence of Islamic State (ISIS) militants in northern



Syria (Pearson & Sanders IV), as well as stopping Assad as he was responsible for

widespread atrocities (BBC editors (b)).

The Myanmar Conflict

The Myanmar Conflict is also an ongoing problem in Myanmar after the

Tatmadaw staged a massive military coup overthrowing Aung San Suu Kyi from

her recently elected position as president (BBC (c)). This conflict between the

military and Burmese electoral government has been a recurring issue and was

thought to have ended in the 2000s, however the recent military junta proved

wrong. Similarly to the Syrian Civil War, Russia, China, and Serbia have armed the

oppressive military government (DW). The European Parliament has previously

condemned Russia and China, and even named the co-responsible for the

crimes that committed .

Similar themes to the Syrian Civil War can be found in the Myanmar Conflict,

such as how the wide-scale conflict and oppression was partly due to the

accessibility of weapons of the oppressive governments; huge amounts of

suffering could have been avoided if arms trade was restricted. The recent

junta in Myanmar and the successive regime has led to around 12,000 casualties

(BBC (d)). These deaths could have been prevented if the junta didn’t have the

weapons for a military takeover. Furthermore, the Myanmar conflict and its

non-democratically elected government has caused a lot of harm to the

Rohingya Muslim population. This has caused them to flea to countries like

Pakistan and Bangladesh (who are majority Muslim) which also train rebels

against the Tatmadaw government (Ranghen Sen).

Major Parties Involved and Their Views



United States

From 2017 to 2021, the United States’ exports to 103 nations accounted for 39%

of major arms deliveries globally, making it the largest exporter of arms

worldwide. In the past years, one of the U.S.’ biggest markets has been countries

in the Middle East, with Saudi Arabia being the most demanding recipient of

arms. Between 2011 and 2015, Saudi Arabia accounted for 10% of the U.S.’ arms

exports. The United States has taken this action given that it is devoted to

strengthening partners and allies worldwide, in order to fulfill their sovereign

self-defense needs and to improve their ability to address common security

challenges while operating with U.S. forces. However, the United States has

emphasized the importance of ensuring human rights are met when authorizing

arms trade to any country.

Russia

Russia, accounting for approximately 20% of arms exported worldwide, is the

second-largest arms exporter in the world. Since 2017, India has been its biggest

client and is responsible for 23% of Russia’s delivered arms. Another significant

relationship in more recent years is Russia’s supplied weapons to Pro-Russia

Ukrainian Rebels. With the aim of aiding these rebels in the Russia-Ukraine war.

Myanmar

Myanmar has also been an active party involved in the issue of arms trade,

especially since February 2022, when Myanmar’s military rulers seized power



through a coup. Following the coup, a wide-scale conflict surged. Likewise, the

oppression that occurred against Myanmar’s citizens was partly due to the

accessibility of weapons. Russia, China, and Serbia are among the countries

that have supplied weapons to Myanmar’s military rulers since the coup. Such

weapons include armored vehicles, artillery, and fighter jets. Restricting the arms

trade would hinder huge amounts of suffering from taking place in Myanmar,

where thousands of civilians’ human rights are being violated.

Syria

Since the beginning of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, several countries have shown

their support for either side: the Syrian government or the Syrian Democratic

Forces (SDFs). Russia, having supplied 71% of Syria’s imports of conventional

weapons from 2008 to 2012 and continuing to provide weapons (Dick), remains

Syria’s primary arms supplier. Correspondingly, before the war, China, Iran, and

North Korea, also provided arms to Syria. Turkey, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United

States, and the United Arab Emirates, are countries that have supplied and

financed weapons to the Syrian Democratic Forces (Dick). The US, being the

most prominent weapon provider to the SDFs, has facilitated the transfer of 1

billion in arms, ammunition, and training to Syrian rebel groups in hopes of

reaching peace (Dick).

United Kingdom

Followed by Russia, the United Kingdom is the third-largest exporter of arms

worldwide. Between 2011 and 2020, 60% of the UK’s exports in weapons went to



the Middle East, 17% went to North America, and 15% to Europe. Two of the UK’s

most predominant importers are Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.

Both of these nations have been bombing Yemen in the war. Nonetheless,

despite repeated breaches of international humanitarian law by the coalition,

the United Kingdom continues the sale of arms to both countries.

Timeline of Events

Date Description of event

Early 17th century

European traders established the basis for transnational arms trade

when they began shipping arms to Africa, the United States, and

to a lesser extent Asia. This trade formed a branch of what is now

known as the “triangular trade" in which European nations shipped

goods to Africa, slaves and other goods were shipped to the

United States, and then other goods were shipped to Europe.

World War One

(1914 – 1918)

World War I increased the demand for firearms, and trade was

broadly divided among Allied coalitions. American companies

sold weapons and ammunition to the Allies, causing their military

exports to increase to $2.3 billion in the last 19 months of the war.

In the years leading up to World War I, arms manufacturing

companies were largely privately owned and were not generally

controlled by either their own government or international control,

except for standard trade controls.

World War Two The countries directly involved in arms trade during World War II



(1939-1945) formed two different factions: the Allies (US, UK, France, and their

allies) and the Axis powers (Italy, Germany, Japan, and their allies).

However, countries that were politically neutral during the war,

such as Switzerland, also sold weapons to parties in both sides.

Cold War Period

(1947-1991)

During this period, the Soviet Union and the United States became

the largest exporters of arms. Since these two states were major

parties involved, they exported weapons to their allies in multiple

proxy disputes. Similarly, countries such as China, the United States,

former West Germany, India, Egypt, Libya, Iran, and Iraq were the

top importers of arms. Small arms manufacturing became much

more of a global business venture in the Cold War period.

December 1991

The General Assembly of the United Nations votes to formally

establish the United Nations Register of Conventional Arms

(UNROCA), enabling Member States to report to the United

Nations their international trade of conventional weapons. This tool

strengthens the transparency regarding armaments.

April 30, 1993

The United Nations began a registry for states to voluntarily report

the import and export of weapons in seven major weapon

categories.

December 19,

1995

The Wassenaar Arrangement on Export Controls for Conventional

Arms and Dual Use Goods and Technologies is established by the

United States, along with 27 other nations. This is done with the aim

of developing new international controls on the spread of



dangerous military technologies.

1998

In an effort to promote transparency, France starts its first official

yearly publishing of a report outlining its exports of weapons,

permits granted, orders and delivery, and other crucial information

for commerce.

January 1998

The United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs is formally

founded to deal with the humanitarian effects of weaponry and

the threat of widespread violence posed by new arms

technologies.

December 24,

2014

The Arms Trade Treaty, a multilateral treaty to control international

trade of conventional weapons, enters into force. Since this date,

32 states have signed the treaty and 111 states have ratified it.

April 2021

In a Chilean government official's residence, a large quantity of

guns and explosives that is later shown to have originated in

Argentina is found, revealing a significant rise in the trafficking of

weaponry. According to officials, the Mapuche resistance

movement, which is led by indigenous groups battling for land

rights, is what produced the weaponry.

March 2022
In support of its invasion of Ukraine, Russia asks China for arms

assistance.

UN involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

DISEC and other world peace organizations recognize the many consequences

of arms trade and its effect on peace in unstable countries. The most notable



treaty that has been recently pushed was the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) of 2013

and the implementation of the United Nations Register of Conventional Arms

(UNROCA).

The ATT regulates trade between a large array of countries. The treaty attempts

to regulate the trade of conventional weapons and reduce the amount of

human suffering due to unregulated arm trades (Kimball). Over 100 signatures

were written in New York, however, there are around 30 countries that have not

ratified it. A major problem with this treaty is that it is not being

enforced.therefore solely relies on the countries who have signed to keep their

word knowing there will not be any consequences even if they do decide to

break the treaty’s terms. (United Nations, “Arms Trade”)  On April 26, 2019, former

U.S. president, Donald Trump, announced the country's  withdrawal from the

treaty further proving stronger enforcement and international cooperation is

needed between the UN’s permanent members to solve problems of such a

matter. (Olabuenaga)

The United Nations Register of Conventional Arms (UNROCA) logs the

number of international weapon trades in the world. It was created as it was

believed that absolute transparency in these matters builds confidence among

governments and therefore promotes peace and verbal communication

instead of violence (UNROCA)

Lastly, the Programme of Action (PoA) on small arms and the International

Tracing Instrument (ITI) are both UN programs to combat the illicit trade of small

arms and light weapons. In the PoA, governments agree to improve small arms

laws, the import/export controls, and stockpile management of weapons

(United Nations, “Programme of Action … Instrument”). The ITI requires its signers



to ensure that weapons are properly marked and records are kept to create a

better structure for weapons tracing. Improving weapons tracing is part of the

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. (United Nations, “Programme of

Action … Instrument”) Every 2 years states submit national reports on their

implementation of the PoA and the ITI (“PoA”). Both the PoA and ITI have

combined UN meetings and reports.

Past Action

The Arms Trade Treaty

The Arms Trade Treaty, also known as the ATT, is a multilateral treaty that came

into force on December 24th, 2014. Since then, 32 states have signed the treaty

and 111 states have ratified it. The treaty was created with the aim of controlling

the international trade of conventional weapons. Additionally, it seeks to

improve regional stability and safety, reduce human casualties and human

rights violations caused by the unrestricted trade of arms, and to increase state

party accountability and transparency regarding conventional arms transfers.

Wassenaar Arrangement

  The Wassenaar Arrangement (WA), founded in 1996, was created to promote

transparency and greater responsibility in the transfer of conventional weaponry

and dual-use products and technologies, therefore minimizing destabilizing

accumulations. Currently, its 41 participating member states strive to guarantee

that transfers of these items do not contribute to the development or upgrade

of military capabilities that undermine the goals of achieving regional and



international security and stability. Additionally, the WA works to keep terrorists

from obtaining these products. The effectiveness of the Wassenaar

Arrangement (WA) is partly due to it being an intergovernmental forum that

enables the easy exchange of information among WA member nations.

Campaign Against Arms Trade

The Campaign Against Arms Trade (CAAT), is a UK-based organization

dedicated to ending the worldwide arms trade and promoting progressive

demilitarization within arms-producing countries. CAAT's key aims in the fight

against the arms trade are to limit the procurement and export of armaments in

regions that could escalate conflict, support aggressiveness, heighten tension,

support a dictatorship, or weaken democracy. Since 1994, the Campaign

Against Arms Trade has been working to achieve international peace and

security. Examples of CAAT’s successes are in 2013 and in 2019. In the former

year, this organization collaborated with Bahraini and South Korean activists in

2013 to stop South Korean authorities from shipping 1.6 million tear gas rounds to

Bahrain's human-rights violating rulers. The organization’s activism and protests

were deemed successful when South Korea's arms export licensing office

reported it would stop tear gas exports to the Bahraini dictatorship. Moreover, in

2019, CAAT took legal action to terminate arms sales to Saudi Arabia for use in

Yemen. Once again, the organization’s actions led to a positive impact, since

hundreds of millions of dollars of arms sales to the Saudi-led coalition were

suspended. Due to its continuous efforts, in 2012, the Campaign Against Arms

Trade received the Right Livelihood Award, also known as the Alternative Nobel

Prize, for its “innovative and effective advocacy against the global arms trade”.



Furthermore, in 2021, CAAT was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize.

Convention on Cluster Munitions

The Convention on Cluster Munitions is a multilateral convention signed by over

100 countries. A cluster munition is a type of explosive weapon that is dropped

or launched from the ground and releases smaller sub-munitions, designed to

destroy vehicles and kill people. Cluster munitions can leave behind unexploded

ordnance that can injure communities and stymie economic and social growth

for decades after they've been used. Due to the large, indiscriminate, and

intolerable harm that Cluster Munitions cause, this convention prohibits the use,

production, trade, and storage of these weapons. Since the Convention

entered into force on August 1, 2010, it has been continuously shown that

humanitarian disarmament treaties can be successful even in the absence of

military support.

Possible Solutions

An Issue like this has a possibility of getting easily ignored since armed conflicts

and wars are future events; preemptive action is always harder to take place, as

opposed to responsive action. The problem with the arms trade in this scenario is

that the countries providing the most weapons are also the most powerful in the

UN, as the top exporters of weapons are: the USA, China, Russia, France, and

Germany. This is an estimated 95 billion dollar industry and countries continue to

ignore the agreements and moral responsibilities that they have (Amnesty

International). Enforcing arms control and full transparency is ideal. The trade



policies on weapons should be a matter of international discussion and real

weapon trade. It should not only be between the countries involved in the

transaction, as arms trade impacts entire regions and there are many negative

externalities to their transactions. However, there are multiple stages to an arms

deal, a solution would be to remove any reason for a country to want weapons,

so promoting and enforcing international peace could also solve the problem.

Increasing trust between countries and groups could also help dissolve the need

for weapon deals and aggression.

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG)

The transnational trade of arms is connected to the UN’s Sustainable

Development goal number sixteen, “Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions”. The

primary aims of this SDG are to “significantly reduce all forms of violence”,

reduce illicit arms trade, and “develop effective, accountable and transparent

institutions at all levels”. This connects to the issue at hand due to the fact that

addressing the need for restrictions in the transnational arms trade would help

fulfill each of the above-mentioned aims. To execute the regulation of arms

trade would mean reducing violence. However, to do so, transparent institutions

are required. In order to protect the lives of innocent civilians in the affected

regions, it is necessary to use SDG #16 as guidance in addressing the issue and

implementing solutions.
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Appendix

I. Analysis and exposition of the trends in international arms transfers in 2018

A. https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2019-03/fs_1903_at_2018.pdf

https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2019-03/fs_1903_at_2018.pdf


II. Data on deaths caused by small arms

A. https://www.globalissues.org/article/78/small-arms-they-cause-90-of

-civilian-casualties

III. 3D representation of imports and exports of small arms and ammunition

A. https://armsglobe.chromeexperiments.com/

IV. Data on largest importers of arms in the world

https://www.statista.com/chart/17404/worlds-biggest-arms-importers-2008

-2018/

V. Diagram explaining the different groups in the Syrian Civil War and the

status between them

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_involvement_in_the_Syrian_civil_war
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