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“Member States should 
commit to reducing the 

human cost of weapons by 
moving away from overly 

securitized and militarized 
approaches to peace, 

reducing military spending 
and enacting measures 

to foster human-centred 
disarmament.”

– United Nations Secretary-General 
in the New Agenda for Peace
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Introduction
Ray Acheson

This year’s First Committee takes place once again in the midst of multiple devastating wars. This 
is not unusual, but that must not mean it should be accepted as “normal”. The First Committee, 
and the entire UN system, was created from the ashes of war, with the goal of preventing such 
calamity from ever occurring again. Since then, unfortunately, many states and governments 
that profit from making, selling, and using the tools of war have warped the institutions meant to 
prevent armed conflict. Delegates to the First Committee have a special responsibility to address 
the structural violence that governments have wrought upon the world, including by committing 
their countries to actions that facilitate disarmament and demilitarisation instead of competition 
and conflict.

Nuclear risks rising

Russia’s war in Ukraine, repeated threats 
to use nuclear weapons, and decision to 
station nuclear weapons in Belarus has visibly 
increased the risk of nuclear war over the 
last two years. But the other nuclear-armed 
states actively contribute to this current state 
of affairs. Some have increased the size of 
their stockpiles; all are modernising their 
nuclear bombs and delivery systems and 
spending increasing funds on their arsenals. 
The North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO)’s expansion and its retrenchement 
of its nuclear doctrine; China’s build-up of 
its nuclear arsenal; the United States’ growth 
of its nuclear weapon facilities; the Australia-
United Kingdom-United States (AUKUS) 
military alliance and sharing of nuclear-
powered submarines have all increased 
tensions, military spending, and the risks of 
nuclear proliferation and nuclear war.

The most recent meeting of the nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), held 
just a month ago, offered an opportunity 

for nuclear-armed states and other 
governments to recommit to their Article VI 
obligation to achieve nuclear disarmament. 
Instead, they fought over who is to blame 
for the deteriorating “international security 
environment,” which they each claim 
compels them to maintain and expand their 
nuclear capabilities in direct violation of the 
Treaty. Reaching a new low point even for 
the NPT review cycle, states were not able 
to adopt a summary of the meeting—or even 
allow the Chair to publish a summary under 
his own authority.

A path to peace

In stark contrast to the continued 
stalemate within the NPT context, states 
parties to the Treaty on the Prohibition 
of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) have spent 
the last several months advancing the 
implementation of the Treaty and the 
Action Plan adopted at its First Meeting 
of States Parties in June 2022. The 
collaboration between states parties, civil 

https://www.wilpf.org/dont-normalise-nuclear-weapons-and-war-abolish-them/
https://www.wilpf.org/focus-countries/ukraine/russia-ukraine-and-nuclear-dangers/
https://www.icanw.org/putin_announces_plans_to_deploy_nuclear_weapons_in_belarus
https://fas.org/initiative/status-world-nuclear-forces/
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/publications-and-research/publications/15669-assuring-destruction-forever-2022-edition
https://www.icanw.org/wasted_2022_global_nuclear_weapons_spending
https://www.icanw.org/sweden_and_nato
https://www.icanw.org/nato_fails_to_reduce_nuclear_risks_at_vilnius_summit
https://www.icanw.org/nato_fails_to_reduce_nuclear_risks_at_vilnius_summit
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2023-03/nuclear-notebook-chinese-nuclear-weapons-2023/
https://lasg.org/press/2023/press_release_17Jul2023b.html
https://icanw.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Troubled-Waters-nuclear-submarines-AUKUS-NPT-July-2022-final.pdf
https://icanw.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Troubled-Waters-nuclear-submarines-AUKUS-NPT-July-2022-final.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wmP3MBjsx20
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/npt/2023
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/npt/2023
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/npt/2023/nir/16968-npt-news-in-review-vol-18-no-6
https://www.icanw.org/tpnw_intersessional_work
https://www.icanw.org/tpnw_intersessional_work
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/nuclear-weapon-ban/1msp/documents/draft-action-plan.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/nuclear-weapon-ban/1msp
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/nuclear-weapon-ban/1msp
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society organisations, affected communities, 
and international organisations that has 
been inherent to the TPNW process 
continues to offer an alternative to the 
competitive hypocrisy of the NPT regime. 
The TPNW, through its legal provisions 
and Action Plan, provides a clear pathway 
and mechanism for nuclear disarmament. 
It is imperative that all governments, 
especially the nuclear-armed states, join and 
implement this Treaty without delay.

It is also imperative that all governments work 
towards preventing new technologies and 
forms of violence, including those stemming 
from cyber technologies and artificial 
intelligence. One specific action that all 
delegations to this year’s First Committee can 
take is to co-sponsor and vote in favour of the 
new resolution being tabled on autonomous 
weapon systems.

In his newly launched policy brief A New 
Agenda for Peace, the UN Secretary-General 
unequivocally calls for multilateral negotiations 
to conclude, by 2026, a legally binding 
instrument to prohibit autonomous weapon 
systems. He urges that this treaty prohibit 
those systems that function without human 
control or oversight and that cannot be used 
in compliance with international humanitarian 
law, and that it regulate all other types of 
autonomous weapons.

As the Stop Killer Robots campaign noted, 
“The Secretary-General’s unprecedented 
timeline for action comes amid increasing 
reports of the use of weapons systems 
with concerning levels of autonomy in 
conflict. A rapid advancement in technology 
is causing harm right now, with growing 
digital dehumanisation and automated harm 
around the world.” The Secretary-General’s 
recommendation paves the way for action by 
delegations to the First Committee to support 

the new resolution calling for international 
consultations on autonomous weapons, which 
is a key step towards a new treaty.

Choosing diplomacy over deadlock

Autonomous weapons and nuclear weapons 
are just two issues on the First Committee’s 
agenda; this Briefing Book dives into the details 
of all the other issues delegations will face 
this year. In dealing with the challenges this 
portfolio contains, states should follow the 
advice of the UN Secretary-General in A New 
Agenda for Peace, and rely on the principles of 
trust, solidarity, and universality to guide their 
relations, instead of competition and animosity.

“War is always a choice,” says the Secretary-
General in the Agenda. Diplomacy offers 
an alternative. “The driving force for a new 
multilateralism must be diplomacy. Diplomacy 
should be a tool not only for reducing the risks 
of conflict but for managing the heightened 
fractures that mark the geopolitical order today 
and carving out spaces for cooperation for 
shared interests.”

The First Committee is the frontline of 
diplomacy for disarmament and demilitarisation. 
All delegates must take this responsibility 
seriously and work not simply to represent 
narrow national interests articulated by those 
within their systems that profit from war, but to 
work for collaborative approaches to peace and 
security that promote the well-being of all who 
share this planet.

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/news/un-secretary-general-calls-for-new-international-law-to-regulate-and-prohibit-killer-robots-by-2026/
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/news/un-secretary-general-calls-for-new-international-law-to-regulate-and-prohibit-killer-robots-by-2026/
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/publications-and-research/publications/16955-review-of-a-new-agenda-for-peace-s-recommendations-for-disarmament-and-demilitarisation
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/publications-and-research/publications/16955-review-of-a-new-agenda-for-peace-s-recommendations-for-disarmament-and-demilitarisation
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Nuclear Weapons
International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons

Background

In 2023, nine countries possessed more 
than 12,500 nuclear weapons. Each is 

currently investing in the modernisation of 
their nuclear warheads and/or delivery systems 
such as bombers, missiles, and submarines. 
In 2022, the nuclear-armed states spent an 
estimated US $82.9 billion on these weapons, 
spending that flowed from governments to 
weapon contractors, as well as think tanks 
and lobbyists. Six additional states—Belgium, 
Belarus, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and 
Turkey—host foreign nuclear weapons on 
their territories, including about 100 deployed 
US nuclear weapons in the five countries 
part of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
(NATO). Twenty-eight other countries allow 
the potential use of nuclear weapons on their 
behalf as part of military alliances and other 
agreements, including NATO and the Collective 
Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO).

Any use of nuclear weapons would have 
catastrophic humanitarian consequences. 
With rising global tensions, the risk of nuclear 
weapon use is increasing. No state or agency 
could address the immediate or long-
term consequences of the detonation of 
a nuclear weapon. After several years of a 
global pandemic, the world cannot afford the 
global health crisis that would follow the use 
of nuclear weapons. The body of research 
on the humanitarian and environmental 
impacts of nuclear weapons, including the 
devastating impact on global climate and 
the disproportionate impact of radiation on 

Indigenous communities and on women 
and girls, continues to grow. In addition, 
new research shows that technological 
developments, including offensive cyber 
capabilities and artificial intelligence, can 
obfuscate decision making and reduce decision 
making time, increasing the risk of accidental 
nuclear weapon use.

There are several international treaties that 
constrain nuclear weapons activities, including 
the nuclear weapon free zone treaties, the 
1968 nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), 
the 1996 Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban 
Treaty (CTBT), the 2010 New Strategic Arms 
Reduction Treaty (new START), and most 
recently, the 2017 Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons (TPNW).

Current context

Russia’s escalatory nuclear rhetoric and threats 
to use nuclear weapons following its invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022 continued into 2023. These 
threats to use nuclear weapons are nuclear 
deterrence theory in practice. Furthermore, in 
June 2023, Russian President Vladimir Putin 
announced that Russia delivered nuclear 
weapons to be deployed in Belarus. In addition 
to this egregious behaviour from a depository 
of the NPT, other states have taken steps 
to increase the number and role of nuclear 
weapons in their security policies. 

https://fas.org/initiative/status-world-nuclear-forces/
https://fas.org/initiative/status-world-nuclear-forces/
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Publications/modernization/assuring-destruction-forever-2020v2.pdf
https://www.icanw.org/wasted_2022_global_nuclear_weapons_spending
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00963402.2020.1859865
https://banmonitor.org/tpnw-prohibitions/the-prohibition-on-assisting-encouraging-or-inducing-prohibited-activities
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/humanitarian-impacts-and-risks-use-nuclear-weapons
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/humanitarian-impacts-and-risks-use-nuclear-weapons
https://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/publications-and-research/publications/7422-unspeakable-suffering-the-humanitarian-impact-of-nuclear-weapons
https://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/publications-and-research/publications/7422-unspeakable-suffering-the-humanitarian-impact-of-nuclear-weapons
https://www.icanw.org/emergingtechnologies
https://www.icanw.org/putin_announces_plans_to_deploy_nuclear_weapons_in_belarus
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In 2023, Finland became a member of NATO 
and Sweden progressed on its pathway to join. 
Although countries can be NATO members 
without engaging in nuclear weapons activities, 
neither country has indicated it would reject 
the nuclear dimension of the alliance. 
The 191 states parties to the NPT had an 
opportunity to condemn these negative 
developments and work towards proactive 
steps to advance nuclear disarmament when 
they met in Vienna in July–August 2023 in the 
first Preparatory Committee of the Treaty’s 
Eleventh Review Conference cycle. But the 
forum failed to adopt a factual summary of the 
meeting, with some countries even blocking 
the Chair of the conference from issuing a 

summary in his own capacity as Chair. 
In stark contrast, states parties to the TPNW 
met frequently throughout 2023 to progress 
on intersessional work to advance Treaty 
implementation since the adoption of the 
landmark 50-point Action Plan and Declaration 
at the TPNW First Meeting of States Parties 
in June 2022. Following the First Committee, 
states will meet from 27 November to 1 
December 2023 in New York for the Second 
Meeting of States Parties. In 2023, the 
Treaty’s membership has continued to grow; 
as of August 2023, it had 68 states parties and 
92 signatories.

 © Mirjam Todt

https://www.icanw.org/nato_and_tpnw
https://www.svtstatic.se/image-cms/svtse/1657542892/nyheter/inrikes/article35953569.svt/BINARY/L%C3%84S%20Ann%20Lindes%20brev%205%20juli%202022
https://www.icanw.org/npt_failure_underscores_importance_of_tpnw_2msp
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/npt/2023/nir/16968-npt-news-in-review-vol-18-no-6
https://www.icanw.org/tpnw_intersessional_work
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Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Express deep concern at the ongoing 
risk for humanity represented by the 
continued possession and modernisation 
of nuclear weapons and the catastrophic 
humanitarian and environmental 
consequences that would result from the 
use of nuclear weapons;

	Ņ Reiterate the unequivocal undertaking by 
the nuclear-armed states to accomplish the 
total elimination of their nuclear arsenals, to 
which all states parties are committed under 
NPT Article VI;

	Ņ Condemn nuclear-armed states’ qualitative 
and quantitative advancement and 
modernisation of their nuclear arsenals;

	Ņ Condemn unequivocally Russian threats to 
use nuclear weapons;

	Ņ Call on nuclear-armed states to undertake 
nuclear disarmament, for relevant states 
to stop hosting other countries’ nuclear 
weapons on their territories, and for all 
states to reject the use or threat of use of 
nuclear weapons on their behalf;

	Ņ Call on all states to sign, ratify, and 
adhere to the TPNW, and note that the 
TPNW complements and strengthens the 
NPT as an effective measure for nuclear 
disarmament as foreseen in NPT Article VI;

	Ņ Urge all states to attend the Second 
Meeting of States Parties to the TPNW;

	Ņ Co-sponsor and vote in favour of 
resolutions that welcome the entry into 
force of the TPNW or that recognise the 
humanitarian consequences of any use of 
nuclear weapons;

	Ņ Include a reference to the TPNW in 
resolutions related to nuclear weapons;

	Ņ Welcome efforts to address the rights and 
needs of affected communities through 
victim assistance, environmental remediation 
and international cooperation and assistance 
as provided for by the TPNW.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Sign, ratify, and accede to the TPNW and 
work for its universalisation, including by 
encouraging other states to join it;

	Ņ Adopt national legislation and other 
measures to implement the Treaty, including 
by ending investments in nuclear weapon-
producing companies;

	Ņ Participate actively in the intersessional 
work to advance the Action Plan adopted at 
the TPNW First Meeting of States Parties;

	Ņ Support victim assistance and 
environmental remediation efforts to 
communities affected by nuclear weapon 
production, testing, and use; and

	Ņ Reject nuclear weapons and work to 
end any military activities related to their 
development and use.

Author: Alicia Sanders-Zakre
SEPTEMBER 2023
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Biological Weapons
King’s College London

Background

Biological weapons combine bacteria 
or viruses with a delivery mechanism 

to inflict harm and are prohibited under 
international law.

The principal legal instrument banning 
biological warfare is the 1972 Biological and 
Toxins Weapons Convention (BWC). The BWC 
bans the development of biological agents 
and toxins, of any type or quantity including 
their components, that do not have protective, 
medical or other peaceful purposes, and any 
weapons or means of delivery for such agents 
and toxins. The Treaty has 185 states parties 
and four signatory states. Eight states have 
neither signed nor ratified the convention. 
The BWC is relatively short, comprising only 
15 articles. Over the years, the Convention’s 
articles have been supplemented by a series 
of additional understandings reached at 
Review Conferences.

The wider regime includes the 1925 Geneva 
Protocol, which prohibits the use of chemical 
and biological weapons in war, and a growing 
array of other measures, such as export 
control regimes and UN Security Council 
(UNSC) resolution 1540, which serve 
to bolster aspects of the prohibition and 
prevention of biological weapons.

The UN General Assembly (UNGA) First 
Committee traditionally considers an annual 
resolution on the BWC and a biennial resolution 
on the Geneva Protocol. The BWC resolution 

is usually uncontested and has so far always 
been adopted by consensus. The Geneva 
Protocol resolution has so far always been 
agreed, but usually with a small number of 
regular abstentions.

Current context

The Ninth BWC Review Conference, originally 
scheduled for 2021 but postponed due to 
COVID-19, took place in Geneva in November–
December 2022. There was no substantive 
outcome of the 2017–20 intersessional 
programme; the final report simply noted that 
the conference’s consideration of proposals 
to reflect the deliberations on steps to 
further strengthen treaty implementation was 
“inconclusive,” and that the conference “regrets 
that no consensus was reached.”

However, the conference did successfully 
agree on an intersessional programme of 
work for 2023–26. The conference decided 
that three-day Meetings of States Parties 
(MSPs) will be held annually, with the first 
scheduled for 11–13 December 2023. In 
addition, the conference established a 
working group on the strengthening of the 
convention, open to all states parties and to 
conduct its work by consensus. The working 
group met for two days in March 2023 and 
ten days in August 2023.

In parallel to the Review Conference and its 
preparations, allegations of biological weapons 
escalated. Russia’s years-long campaign 
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about “biolabs” and what it considers nefarious 
activities significantly increased following 
Russia’s unprovoked military invasion and 
continuing war against Ukraine. This led 
to several rounds of discussions in the UN 
Security Council in spring 2022, a formal 
consultative meeting under Article V of the 
BWC in September 2022, efforts to undermine 
the UN Secretary-General’s ability to 
investigate allegations of bioweapons use, and 
an unprecedented request to the UN Security 
Council for an investigation.

According to some, Russia’s initiatives failed 
on all accounts. There was no conclusion 
reached at the formal consultative meeting; 
the UN Secretary-General’s mechanism to 
investigate bioweapon allegations remained 
intact; and Security Council members did not 
find Russia’s evidence convincing and voted 
against Russia’s proposal.

But Russia remains a major actor in the 
BWC, and one that plays the long game. The 
Russian government’s posturing has been 
driving the narrative on BWC verification and 
compliance, and it seems clear that Russia 
will continue to demand clarifications from 
the United States, at least as long as the war 
in Ukraine continues. These allegations and 
their impacts on the international security 
community are part of the conflict; they are 
not a side show but a dimension of the clash 
between two different visions of the world. In 
terms of biosecurity, imagining reconciliation 
as long as this clash continues seems difficult, 
and it risks significantly eroding what remains 
of the international architecture against the 
proliferation of biological weapons.

On a more hopeful note, if there is a lesson 
to draw from recent biological arms control 
events, particularly the Review Conference, 
it is that the BWC still matters for many. Even 
when interests were far apart, states were still 
able to negotiate and agree on an ambitious 
plan for the next several years.

First Committee delegations must actively 
support the new intersessional process and 
seize the opportunity it affords to reclaim the 
narrative on verification and compliance.

© Denny Müller's, Unsplash
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Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Reaffirm their commitment to the BWC and 
the Geneva Protocol;

	Ņ Report on measures taken to implement 
and strengthen BWC provisions;

	Ņ Prepare the ground for constructive 
discussions on confidence-building, 
transparency, compliance, and verification 
at the upcoming BWC working group 
meeting in December 2023;

	Ņ Provide swift and strong rebuttals of 
baseless non-compliance claims in the 
First Committee. Such claims erode 
confidence in essential public and animal 
health infrastructure and significantly 
undermine global biosafety and biosecurity 
efforts. Furthermore, framing development 
assistance as a form of non-compliance 
with the BWC seriously undermines 
development aid and cooperation efforts on 
peaceful biological research under Article X 
of the BWC; and

	Ņ Counter any efforts to further erode the 
international architecture against the 
proliferation of biological weapons.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Provide swift and strong rebuttals of 
baseless non-compliance claims in BWC 
meetings, the UN General Assembly, and 
the UN Security Council;

	Ņ Bolster international structures to 
systematically register, monitor, and 
inspect maximum-containment facilities 
and high-risk biological activities like gain-
of-function experiments with potentially 
pandemic pathogens;

	Ņ Outline action plans, and subsequent 
implementation plans, to strengthen 
national, regional, and international 
capacities for early identification, response, 
and mitigation of disease outbreaks;

	Ņ Establish an international body, at the nexus 
between public health and security and ideally 
UN-based, with a mandate to investigate 
suspected outbreaks of international 
concern as soon as initial reports emerge, 
and regardless of any indications of it being 
natural, accidental, or deliberate;

	Ņ Support and strengthen the UN Secretary 
General’s Mechanism (UNSGM) to conduct 
independent, in-depth investigations of 
suspected bioweapons use; and

	Ņ Heighten political costs of a biological 
weapons attack and a framework to 
coordinate an international response 
following any use of biological weapons.

Author: Filippa Lentzos
SEPTEMBER 2023
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Chemical Weapons
CBW Events

Background

Chemical weapons are weapons designed 
to cause death, injury, temporary 

incapacitation, or sensory irritation through 
toxic action on living processes. They 
were the first category of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) to be banned under 
international verification arrangements 
and their destruction carried out under 
international supervision. After decades 
of negotiation, the Chemical Weapons 
Convention (CWC) was opened for signature 
in 1993 and entered into force in 1997. 
The CWC prohibitions are broad—banning 
the development, production, acquisition, 
stockpiling, retention, transfer, or use of these 
weapons and any related munitions.

The Convention is underpinned by a concept 
known as the “general purpose criterion,” 
which holds that all toxic chemicals are 
assumed to be chemical weapons unless for 
a permitted purpose and held in types and 
quantities appropriate to the purpose. Many 
chemicals that fall within the CWC definition of 
chemical weapons have peaceful uses and are 
sometimes referred to as “dual-use”. The CWC 
established the Organization for the Prohibition 
of Chemical Weapons (OPCW), of which all 
CWC states parties are members. The OPCW 
has a Technical Secretariat, which carries 
out the verification and monitoring activities 
specified in the Convention. As of 1 September 
2023, the CWC has 193 states parties and 1 
signatory state.

The announcement by the United States on  
7 July 2023 that it had destroyed the last of its 
declared chemical weapons marked the point 
at which all chemical weapons declared by all 
CWC states parties had been destroyed under 
international verification. Technical, safety, 
environmental, and cost issues had delayed 
destruction of the declared stockpiles of the 
two major possessor states, Russia and the 
United States.

There had been a period of focus in the First 
Committee on what the role of the Convention 
might be in the post-destruction era, but this 
was overtaken by concerns about use of 
chemical weapons in Syria (multiple uses), 
Malaysia (assassination of Kim Jong-nam), 
the United Kingdom (the poisoning of Sergei 
and Yulia Skripal), and Russia (the poisoning 
of Alexei Navalny).

Current context

The multiple instances of use of chemical 
weapons in Syria, and the subsequent 
investigations by the OPCW, have been the 
main focus of divergences of opinion on 
chemical weapons within the First Committee, 
other UN bodies, and the OPCW. The invasion 
of Ukraine has raised concerns of possible use 
of chemical weapons in that conflict.

All international treaties are creatures of the 
time they were negotiated, reflecting the 
contemporary concerns of the negotiators. 
The verification measures within the CWC for 
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investigations of alleged use were more suited 
to situations of large-scale use of chemical 
weapons in a major conflict than use in a 
civil war. Therefore, in 2014, a Fact-Finding 
Mission (FFM) was established by the OPCW 
to carry out investigations of alleged use 
in Syria. However, there were pressures to 
include the UN Security Council (UNSC) in the 
investigation process and so the UN-OPCW 
Joint Investigative Mechanism (JIM) was 
established by UNSC resolution 2235 in 2015. 
The extension of the JIM mandate was vetoed 
in the UNSC by Russia in October 2017. In 
June 2018, a special session of the CWC 
Conference of States Parties (CSP) voted to 
establish the Investigation and Identification 
Team (IIT) with powers to attribute use of 
chemical weapons in cases where the evidence 

supported it. There are claims that voting to 
establish investigation-related measures in 
OPCW bodies, as opposed to taking decisions 
by consensus, is politicising the Convention. 
Others suggest that the use of prohibited 
weapons is the source of the politicisation. The 
third IIT report, published in January 2023, 
examined events in Douma in April 2018. In 
each report (available on the OPCW website), 
the IIT found there were “reasonable grounds 
to believe” that chemical weapons had been 
used by Syrian forces. In July 2020, the OPCW 
Executive Council voted through a decision 
calling on Syria to cease use of chemical 
weapons and to declare and destroy remaining 
elements of its chemical weapons programme. 
In April 2021 the CSP voted to suspend certain 
rights and privileges for Syria under the CWC.

© Taton Moïse, Unsplash

https://www.opcw.org/iit
https://www.opcw.org/iit
https://www.opcw.org/iit/third-report-iit
https://www.opcw.org/iit


14  |  FIRST COMMITTEE BRIEFING BOOK

It was widely anticipated that the Fifth Review 
Conference, held in May 2023, would be 
unable to reach consensus on substantive 
issues following the earlier Syria-related 
votes. However, the Review Conference was 
preceded by a thorough review of the operation 
of the Convention via an open-ended working 
group (OEWG) as had been the practice for 
earlier Review Conferences.

For the first time in a CWC review process, the 
OWEG was presented with papers relating to 
gender issues. A paper introduced by Canada 
at the OEWG on gender equality and diversity 
and the CWC received co-sponsorship from 
over 60 states parties by the time of the 
Review Conference.

There has been voting in recent years on the 
CWC resolution in First Committee, which 
is traditionally sponsored by Poland and 
was, until about five years ago, adopted by 
consensus. In 2022, draft resolution L.55, 
“Implementation of the Convention on the 
Prohibition of the Development, Production, 
Stockpiling and Use of Chemical Weapons 
and on Their Destruction,” prompted votes on 
four paragraphs relating to investigations of 
alleged use in Syria, one paragraph on Syria’s 
declaration of its programme, one paragraph on 
the Navalny poisoning, and one paragraph on 
aerosolized central nervous system-acting 
chemicals. All of the paragraphs remained in 
the resolution.

Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Strongly condemn any use of chemical 
weapons anywhere, at any time, by anyone, 
under any circumstances;

	Ņ Defend the norm against chemical 
weapon use;

	Ņ Support the consideration of issues related 
to gender and chemical weapons raised in 
the Canadian paper to the OEWG;

	Ņ Report on measures taken to implement 
CWC obligations; and

	Ņ Pledge financial support to relevant 
voluntary funds maintained by the OPCW.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Designate a national authority in accordance 
with Article VII of the CWC and ensure the 
national authority is empowered to interact 
with relevant entities within the country;

	Ņ Implement legal measures for effective 
compliance with the CWC, including 
arrangements for periodic reviews of national 
implementation and enforcement; and

	Ņ Encourage universalisation of the 
Convention.

Author: Richard Guthrie
SEPTEMBER 2023

https://www.opcw.org/resources/documents/conference-states-parties/fifth-review-conference
https://www.opcw.org/resources/documents/conference-states-parties/fifth-review-conference
https://www.opcw.org/sites/default/files/documents/2023/05/rc5wp09(e).pdf
https://www.opcw.org/sites/default/files/documents/2023/05/rc5wp09(e).pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/1com/1com22/resolutions/L55.pdf
https://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/unga/2022/resolutions
https://www.opcw.org/documents/2021/12/c-26dec10/decision-understanding-regarding-aerosolised-use-central-nervous-system
https://www.opcw.org/documents/2021/12/c-26dec10/decision-understanding-regarding-aerosolised-use-central-nervous-system
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Armed Drones
PAX

Background

Rapid proliferation and use of military 
drones witnessed a significant uptake 

in the last year. Driven by wars and conflicts 
throughout the world, armed forces and 
militant groups are increasingly investing in 
delivering remote lethal force with both military 
and weaponised commercial drones on a 
scale never witnessed before. The military 
drones market is estimated to have grown 
from 14.54 billion USD in 2022 to 15.88 billion 
USD in 2023, and is projected to reach 20.64 
billion USD in 2027.

The growing drones proliferation is largely 
addressed only through a national security 
lens by states that are focusing their 
efforts on curtailing the use of access to 
this technology by unwanted end-users, in 
particular militants. But states are acquiring 
and using drones at even higher rates. In 
addition to the use of drones in conflict 
settings, armed forces are also stepping up 
the acquisition of armed drones for counter-
terrorism use, often outside their own 
borders, and without clear legal justification, 
transparency, and accountability.

The silence of the international community 
around the United States (US)’ use of 
lethal force in its clandestine operations in 
Pakistan, Somalia, and Yemen has resulted 
in other states copying this practice. At the 
same time, technological developments 
are resulting in rapid weaponisation of 
commercial drones, as well as in the 

development of smaller types of military 
loitering munitions, also known as “suicide 
drones,” and in a rapid expansion of armed 
drones use in other conflict geographies.

Current context

There are three main trends that stood out in 
the last year. First of all, there is significant 
increase of the practice of extrajudicial 
targeted killings, in which Turkey is now 
leading. It has conducted 140 documented 
drone strikes in 2022 and already more 
than 40 strikes in the first half year of 2023, 
targeting suspected militants in northern 
Syria and Iraq. On various occasions, these 
strikes have resulted in civilian casualties or 
destroyed civilian infrastructure. The US and 
the United Kingdom also continued their 
counter-terrorism operations, using drones 
to target suspected Islamic State operatives 
in Syria. Despite the alleged precision and 
intelligence of these strikes, there have 
been confirmed cases where civilians were 
targeted, likely caused by faulty intelligence. 
A new theatre of military drone operations is 
in Central and West Africa, where weapon-
producing companies from Turkey, China, 
and Israel have been expanding their 
business. With an increase of militancy in 
remote regions and border areas, states are 
deploying more armed drones to track and 
strike at these groups, with disturbing reports 
of civilian casualties, and with seemingly no 
broader strategy to address the underlying 
grievances that are fueling militancy.

https://www.thebusinessresearchcompany.com/report/military-drone-global-market-report
https://rojavainformationcenter.com/2023/03/incessant-war-turkeys-drone-campaign-in-nes-2022/
https://dronewars.net/2023/03/14/defence-secretary-confirms-uk-drone-targeted-killing-in-syria/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2023/05/18/pentagon-drone-strike-syria-civilian-al-qaeda/
https://apnews.com/article/nigeria-abuja-drones-bd0411d8e7d676ac6a0810872d5250a8
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Second, the availability of drones also sees 
more cross-border use of armed drones that 
is leading to increased tensions. This includes 
between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, which 
both deployed drones in disputes over border 
areas, and between Greece and Turkey over 
drone flights. US drones have been repeatedly 
targeted by Russian planes over both Syria 
and the Black Sea, leading to heightened 
concerns over escalation.

And lastly, the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
has led to a rapid increase of drone strikes 
against civilian targets, effectively using them 
as terror weapons. Analysis of Iranian-origin 
drones launched by Russia found that these 
military drones were largely assembled with 
commercial parts and components. Similar 
drones were also used to target oil tankers 
in the Persian Gulf. This development is a 
continuation of a trend that is likely to continue 
and shape discussion around export control 
and proliferation. New studies also show that 
in the maritime and ground domain, the rise of 
uncrewed systems is opening up new threats 

as innovations in technology, and lower costs 
will spur use and proliferation of these systems, 
including potential for misuse.

Despite all these worrying developments, 
international engagement to seek improved 
policies promoting peace, security, and 
justice in relation to the widespread use and 
proliferation of military uncrewed systems 
remain sparse. The UN Security Council’s 
Counter-Terrorism Committee is debating 
the drones use by terrorist groups and what 
can be done to prevent these groups from 
getting access to drones, while the UN 
Secretary-General warned about the perils 
of the misuse of armed drones in A New 
Agenda for Peace. On a national level, the 
US has seemingly tightened its rules on 
drone strikes outside areas of armed conflict, 
though civil society organisations remain 
skeptical of its implementation.

However, so far, no state that has acquired 
armed drones has provided a national policy 
or legal position on the use of lethal force, 
in particular in counter-terrorism operations. 
There have been no advancements on states’ 
part towards the development of robust 
international standards around the use and 
proliferation of military drones, despite the 
repeated calls by UN Special Rapporteurs 
(UNSRs) and civil society groups. For more 
than a decade, legal experts, human rights 
groups, and peace organisations have 
provided insights and policy suggestions 
around transparency, accountability, and 
strict expert control mechanisms. If states 
are serious about preventing the erosion of 
legal principles around military drone use 
and strengthening protection of civilians, the 
time is ripe for them to adopt an international 
approach towards strengthening norms and 
laws around export and subsequent use of 
drones. This discussion should start at the 
First Committee.

© Planet Inc.

https://eurasianet.org/kyrgyzstan-tajikistan-the-terror-and-death-of-a-fruitless-border-conflict
https://www.ekathimerini.com/opinion/1195886/%CE%BDext-time-we-should-shoot-down-the-drones/
https://apnews.com/article/russia-us-syria-drones-iran-flares-a5d351a5f499ec2ad2aeb233b2ffcb3d
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-64972002
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/f5070c1d8ff8451c9a99138a3b70232d
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/02/us-military-iranian-drone-hit-israeli-owned-tanker-arabian-sea
https://unidir.org/publication/uncrewed-aerial-ground-and-maritime-systems-compendium
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/ctc/news/cted%E2%80%99s-tech-sessions-highlights-%E2%80%9Cthreats-posed-misuse-unmanned-aerial-systems-uas-terrorists%E2%80%9D
https://dppa.un.org/en/a-new-agenda-for-peace#:~:text=On%2020%20July%2C%20Secretary%2DGeneral,for%20a%20world%20in%20transition.
https://dppa.un.org/en/a-new-agenda-for-peace#:~:text=On%2020%20July%2C%20Secretary%2DGeneral,for%20a%20world%20in%20transition.
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/07/01/us/biden-drone-strikes.html
https://www.aclu.org/press-releases/aclu-statement-president-bidens-new-rules-drone-strikes-and-lethal-force
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A%2FHRC%2F44%2F38&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
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Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Recognise the ethical, legal, and 
humanitarian concerns that drones bring 
to the use of force in the contemporary 
landscape, and express a commitment to 
reducing and addressing harm and ensuring 
the protection of rights;

	Ņ Recognise the grave risk that international 
legal frameworks could be eroded through 
the use of armed drones, in the context of 
practices that challenge existing norms;

	Ņ Assert the need for transparency in the use 
of drones by all states, for the recording of 
casualties and the addressing of victims’ 
rights, and for accountability and democratic 
oversight; and

	Ņ Recognise the need for a broader multilateral 
conversation about what role drones should 
play in the use of force and the specific limits 
and standards for their use.

 
 
 
Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Raise these issues in all relevant 
international and regional forums, including 
human rights-focused forums;

	Ņ Ensure that issues related to export control 
are pursued in relevant arms control and 
disarmament forums, such as the Arms 
Trade Treaty; and

	Ņ Support the recommendations of the 
UN Secretary-General and UNSRs for 
the development of robust international 
standards on the use and export of armed 
drones through a transparent, multilateral, 
and inclusive process.

 
Author: Wim Zwijnenburg

SEPTEMBER 2023

© MAXAR, Google Earth Pro
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Autonomous Weapon Systems
Stop Killer Robots

Background

Autonomous weapon systems raise 
numerous moral, legal, and ethical 

concerns, including challenging meaningful 
human control over the use of force, leading 
to digital dehumanisation, undermining 
accountability and responsibility in conflict, 
and threatening international peace, security, 
and stability. In the UN Secretary-General’s 
New Agenda for Peace, published in July 
2023, the Secretary-General states that 
“machines with the power and discretion to 
take lives without human involvement are 
morally repugnant and politically unacceptable 
and should be prohibited by international 
law,” while the International Committee of 
the Red Cross has stated that autonomous 
weapons raise “fundamental ethical concerns 
for humanity, in effect substituting human 
decisions about life and death with sensor, 
software and machine processes.”

The past year has been a significant one 
for progress on the negotiation of new rules 
on autonomous weapons. At the 2022 First 
Committee, a cross-regional group of 
70 states delivered a joint statement on 
autonomous weapon systems. This was 
the first joint statement on autonomous 
weapons made at the UN General Assembly, 
and the largest group statement on 
autonomous weapons made in any forum to 
date. The statement, delivered on behalf of 
the group by Austria, recognised the “urgent 
need” for the international community to 
adopt rules and measures on autonomous 

weapons and emphasised “the necessity for 
human beings to exert appropriate control, 
judgement and involvement in relation to the 
use of weapons systems.”

In February 2023, 33 states from Latin 
American and the Caribbean issued an 
historic Communiqué from the region 
calling for “the urgent negotiation of an 
international legally binding instrument 
on autonomy in weapons systems.” This 
Communiqué also highlighted that “it is 
paramount to maintain meaningful human 
control to prevent further dehumanization 
of warfare, as well as to ensure individual 
accountability and state responsibility.” 
This Communiqué was the first regional 
statement on autonomous weapon systems 
to be established outside of UN fora, 
demonstrating commitment among Latin 
American and Caribbean states to urgently 
launch negotiations on an international legally 
binding instrument.

In July 2023, in the aforementioned New 
Agenda for Peace, the UN Secretary-General 
issued an urgent call to states to adopt a 
legal treaty to prohibit and regulate autonomous 
weapons systems by 2026. This deadline is a 
crucial recognition that new technologies pose 
fundamental humanitarian, legal, security, and 
ethical concerns that directly threaten human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, and the 
Secretary-General’s unprecedented timeline 
for action comes amid increasing reports of the 
use of weapons systems with concerning levels 
of autonomy in conflict.

https://automatedresearch.org/news/report/autonomous-weapons-and-digital-dehumanisation-a-short-explainer-paper/
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/icrc-position-autonomous-weapon-systems
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/icrc-position-autonomous-weapon-systems
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/news/70-states-deliver-joint-statement-on-autonomous-weapons-systems-at-un-general-assembly/
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/news/70-states-deliver-joint-statement-on-autonomous-weapons-systems-at-un-general-assembly/
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/news/70-states-deliver-joint-statement-on-autonomous-weapons-systems-at-un-general-assembly/
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/news/significant-act-of-political-leadership-as-33-latin-american-and-caribbean-states-deliver-communique-on-autonomous-weapons-systems/
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/news/significant-act-of-political-leadership-as-33-latin-american-and-caribbean-states-deliver-communique-on-autonomous-weapons-systems/
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/news/un-secretary-general-calls-for-new-international-law-to-regulate-and-prohibit-killer-robots-by-2026/
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/news/un-secretary-general-calls-for-new-international-law-to-regulate-and-prohibit-killer-robots-by-2026/
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Current context

As of August 2023, some 90 states support 
the negotiation of a legally binding instrument 
on autonomous weapons, and 54 states, plus 
the European Union (EU), the Non-Aligned 
Movement (NAM), the Nordic Countries, the 
High Representative for Disarmament Affairs, 
the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC), and Stop Killer Robots, spoke on 
autonomous weapon systems during the 77th 
First Committee session in 2022.

At First Committee in 2022, Izumi Nakamitsu, 
High Representative for Disarmament 
Affairs, reiterated to states that it is “critical” 
that they “accelerate and extend their 
efforts” in order to reach agreement on an 
effective international instrument. Widespread 
convergences across a range of areas in 
relation to autonomous weapon systems 
(including on the issue of human control) 
have emerged from ten years of discussions 
at the Convention on Certain Conventional 
Weapons (CCW) Group of Governmental 
Experts on Lethal Autonomous Weapons 
Systems (GGE on LAWS) at the UN in Geneva.

Meanwhile, numerous states at the GGE on 
LAWS have submitted written proposals for 
a legal framework, including prohibitions on 
systems that cannot be used with meaningful 
human control and on systems that target 
humans directly. A broad range of states have 
called for an ambitious approach, recognising 
the urgent need to prevent the dangers arising 
from the widespread proliferation of autonomous 
weapons systems. However, despite these 
convergences and detailed proposals, the CCW 
procedural rules have repeatedly denied efforts 
to make concrete progress and a small number 
of highly militarised states have continuously 
blocked text that attempted to characterise, or 
provide concrete prohibitions or regulations on 
autonomous weapons systems.

Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Promote, co-sponsor and vote in support 
of a resolution on autonomous weapons 
that broadens the international debate on 
this issue;

	Ņ Recognise in national statements that 
autonomy in weapon systems presents 
serious challenges to ethics, law, security, 
and the protection of civilians;

	Ņ Acknowledge that machines should not kill 
people, and reject the automation of killing;

	Ņ Support the negotiation of a legal instrument 
on autonomous weapons, noting that it 
should contain:

	¨ prohibitions on systems that do not allow 
for meaningful human control and on 
systems that target people; and

	¨ positive obligations and regulations on 
all other systems in order to ensure 
meaningful human control over these.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Collaborate with civil society, academics, 
tech workers, and others to initiate a 
diplomatic process for a legal instrument 
prohibiting and regulating autonomous 
weapon systems; and

	Ņ Develop and share national policies 
that address autonomous weapons and 
preserve meaningful human control.

Author: Catherine Connolly
SEPTEMBER 2023 

https://automatedresearch.org/state-positions/
https://automatedresearch.org/news/report/convergences-in-state-positions-on-human-control/
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Use of Explosive Weapons  
in Populated Areas
International Network on Explosive Weapons

Background

The use of explosive weapons in 
populated areas is a leading cause of 

harm to civilians in armed conflict. It has 
been documented across different contexts 
including Gaza, Ethiopia, Iraq, Libya, Sudan, 
Syria, Ukraine, and Yemen, to name a few 
recent examples.

Each year, tens of thousands of civilians are 
killed and injured by explosive weapons. Data 
shows that when explosive weapons are used 
in populated areas, 90 per cent of victims are 
civilians. They suffer complex and life changing 
injuries and long-term psychological distress 
from the trauma of living under bombing.

The use of explosive weapons in populated 
areas also destroys critical civilian 
infrastructure such as hospitals, schools, and 
power and water systems, which impacts 
the provision of essential services to the 
civilian population, further compounding 
their situation. Access by humanitarian 
organizations is constrained while ongoing 
attacks involving explosive weapons, the 
destruction of housing and loss of access to 
essential services, as well as the presence 
of explosive remnants of war, forces civilians 
to flee or leave their homes towards an 
uncertain fate.

Most types of explosive weapons—which 
include, among others, aircraft bombs, 
artillery shells, rockets, grenades, missiles, 
as well as improvised explosive devices—
are designed for use in open battlefields 
rather than towns and cities, which are 
characterised by a concentration of civilians 
and civilian objects, including objects 
essential to the survival of civilians.

While there exists a pattern of harm 
associated with explosive weapons in 
populated areas in general, the risk to 
civilians is most severe when the weapons 
have wide area effects. Wide area effects 
may result where an individual weapon 
has a large blast or fragmentation radius 
(for example heavy aircraft bombs); where 
multiple explosive munitions are launched 
at an area (for example multi-barrel rocket 
systems); where a weapon is not delivered 
accurately to the target (such as indirect fire 
mortars); or a combination of these factors. 
The use of such wide area effect weapons in 
populated areas substantially increases the 
risk of harm to civilians and is likely to result 
in damage to or destruction of buildings and 
essential infrastructure. It is for this reason 
that the United Nations (UN) Secretary-
General and the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) have repeatedly called 
on parties to conflict to avoid the use of 

https://article36.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/PAX-A36-Areas-of-Harm.pdf
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explosive weapons with wide area effects in 
populated areas.1

Current context

On 18 November 2022, 83 states endorsed 
the Political Declaration on Strengthening 
the Protection of Civilians from the 
Humanitarian Consequences of the Use of 
Explosive Weapons in Populated Areas. 
This marked the culmination of almost three 
years of consultations, led by Ireland, 
involving states, the UN, the ICRC, and the 
International Network on Explosive Weapons 
(INEW). The Declaration is the first formal 
international recognition that the use of 
explosive weapons in populated areas has 
severe humanitarian consequences that must 
be urgently addressed. The Declaration sets 
an agenda for the progressive realisation of 
strengthened protection of civilians from the 
use of explosive weapons in populated areas. 
It spells out 14 commitments that endorser 
states will implement, including, crucially, a 
commitment to avoid civilian harm by restricting 
or refraining from the use of explosive weapons 
in populated areas. The declaration also 
provides a framework for future collaboration, 
both between states, as well as with the UN, 
ICRC, and civil society, building on the shared 
goal of reducing harm to civilians.

1   The UN Secretary General has repeatedly called on all state and non-state parties since 2012 to “avoid the use of explosive weapons 
with wide-area effects in populated areas,” including most recently in his 2022 report on the protection of civilians in armed conflict 
(S/2022/381, para.13). Since 2011, the ICRC has stated that “due to the significant likelihood of indiscriminate effects and despite the 
absence of an express legal prohibition for specific types of weapons, the ICRC considers that explosive weapons with a wide impact area 
should be avoided in densely populated areas;” see http://bit. ly/2uLSsJm.
2   Guidance on the possible actions that endorser states could take to implement the declaration can be found at Article 36, 
Implementing the Political Declaration on the Use of Explosive Weapons in Populated Areas: Key Areas and Implementing 
Actions, November 2022.

The Declaration also sets an expectation 
that endorser states will act in good faith 
and implement their commitments. They 
should move expeditiously to begin that 
process so that a broad expectation and 
culture of implementation develops from 
the outset. This should include reviewing 
existing policies and practices relevant to 
the protection of civilians, and engaging in 
dialogue with key partners including civil 
society.2 However confident endorser states 
are in their existing efforts to protect civilians 
in their military operations, they should not 
automatically consider these efforts sufficient 
for meeting their commitments under the 
declaration to avoid civilian harm from the 
use of explosive weapons.

All states should endorse the Declaration, 
especially, but not only, those states whose 
armed forces possess and/or use explosive 
weapons. After all, the Declaration speaks 
to all states. Its endorsement is an act of 
recognition of the harms experienced by 
civilians as a result of the use of explosive 
weapons in populated areas. It is an 
expression of solidarity with those affected. 
And it is a promise to work to prevent and 
address future harms—including from the 
actions of others.

https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/ewipa/declaration/documents/draft-political-declaration-rev3.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/ewipa/declaration/documents/draft-political-declaration-rev3.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/ewipa/declaration/documents/draft-political-declaration-rev3.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/ewipa/declaration/documents/draft-political-declaration-rev3.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/ewipa/political-declaration
https://article36.org/updates/publication/implementing-the-political-declaration-on-the-use-of-explosive-weapons-in-populated-areas-key-areas-and-implementing-actions/
https://article36.org/updates/publication/implementing-the-political-declaration-on-the-use-of-explosive-weapons-in-populated-areas-key-areas-and-implementing-actions/
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Recommendations

During the First Committee, delegations 
should:

	Ņ Continue to publicly acknowledge and call 
for action to address the severe harm to 
individuals and communities from the use of 
explosive weapons in populated areas, both 
direct and indirect;

	Ņ Support the recommendation of the UN 
Secretary-General and ICRC that parties to 
conflict should avoid the use of explosive 
weapons with wide area effects in populated 
areas; and

	Ņ Encourage other states to endorse the 
Political Declaration on Strengthening 
the Protection of Civilians from the 
Humanitarian Consequences Arising 
from the Use of Explosive Weapons in 
Populated Areas;

Beyond the First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Endorse the Political Declaration on 
Strengthening the Protection of Civilians 
from the Humanitarian Consequences 
Arising from the Use of Explosive Weapons 
in Populated Areas by writing to the 
government of Ireland via its permanent 
missions in Geneva or New York or by 
emailing: ewipa[at]dfa.ie;

	Ņ Promote the Declaration’s adoption and 
implementation by the greatest number 
of states, including through convening or 
participating in discussions at the regional/
sub-regional level; and

	Ņ Start to assess the steps required at 
the national level (revision of existing 
or development of new policy and 
practice, training, etc) to implement the 
Declaration’s commitments, and designate 
government focal points for this work, 
including in the areas of military policy and 
practice, victim assistance/humanitarian 
access, and data collection.

Author: Laura Boillot
SEPTEMBER 2023
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Landmines
International Campaign to Ban Landmines

Background

Antipersonnel landmines are designed to be 
detonated by the presence, proximity, or 

contact of a person. These explosive weapons 
indiscriminately kill or injure, posing a grave 
threat to the safety of civilians during conflicts 
and long afterwards.

The 1997 Mine Ban Treaty (MBT) is one of 
the most universally adhered-to international 
instruments and successful humanitarian 
disarmament treaties, with 164 states parties. 
A majority of the 33 states outside of the Treaty 
are abiding by its core provisions. Nearly 
half of the states not party vote in favour of 
an annual United Nations General Assembly 
(UNGA) resolution promoting the Treaty’s 
universalisation and full implementation.

Since its adoption in September 1998, the MBT 
has made a tangible difference on the ground. 
Some 30 states parties have cleared their 
mined areas and become mine-free. Efforts to 
provide life-saving risk education and victim 
assistance are ongoing. Despite this progress, 
serious challenges remain in achieving a mine-
free world, including new use of antipersonnel 
landmines. In addition, at least 60 states and 
other areas remain contaminated by landmines, 
the pace of land clearance has been slow, 
some 33 states parties are yet to become mine 
free, and more efforts are needed to fulfill the 
rights and needs of landmine victims.

Current context

Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 
February 2022, the number of people killed and 
injured has spiked alarmingly due to new use 
of landmines and other explosive weapons. 
Russia has used antipersonnel landmines and 
booby-traps extensively, while Ukrainian forces 
have also used antipersonnel mines. As a state 
party to the MBT, Ukraine committed in June 
2023 to carry out a thorough investigation into 
its reported use and report back to the Treaty in 
a transparent manner.

In addition, the government forces of 
Myanmar have continued to use antipersonnel 
landmines, as it has done continuously over the 
past two decades.

All use of antipersonnel mines needs to be 
condemned and halted immediately.

In June 2023, the MBT’s Intersessional Meeting 
welcomed Ukraine committing publicly for 
the first time to carry out an inquiry about the 
use of antipersonnel landmines by its armed 
forces. The meeting also discussed Ukraine’s 
draft request for Article 5 clearance deadline 
extension, which will be granted by the next 
Meeting of States Parties (MSP). To fulfill the 
decision adopted in 2022 by the Twentieth 
MSP (20MSP), open-ended consultations on 
Article 5 extension requests with all relevant 
stakeholders will be held in September, in 
order to draw up recommendations for the 
upcoming Twenty-First MSP (21MSP) to be 
held on 20–24 November 2023, with Germany 
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presiding. Among other things, this will 
consider Cambodia’s offer to host the Treaty’s 
Fifth Review Conference in Siem Reap from 
2–6 December 2024.

Last year’s UNGA resolution on the promotion 
of the MBT was adopted by 167 states, while 
17 states abstained, including Russia. At 
this year’s First Committee, the ICBL-CMC 
expects to see a reduction in the number of 
abstentions and an increase in the number 
of states strongly condemning the use of 
landmines by anyone, anywhere, and under 
any circumstances, especially in the current 
context of renewed large-scale use of these 
nefarious weapons.

Recommendations

At First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Condemn all use of antipersonnel mines 
and reiterate that any use by any actor is 
unacceptable under any circumstances; and

	Ņ Vote in favour of the annual UNGA 
resolution promoting the MBT and 
encourage others to do so.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Accede to the MBT, if they have not already 
done so;

	Ņ Urge states not party to join the MBT 
without delay and promote the Treaty’s 
universalisation bilaterally in discussions;

	Ņ Pledge financial support for the 
implementation of MBT obligations, 
including clearance, provision of risk 
education, and assistance to survivors, 
their families, and communities;

	Ņ Undertake a joint effort and adapt current 
practices to address extensive delays in 
mine clearance, missed deadlines, as 
well as continuous requests for extension 
deadlines, ahead of the aspirational goal of 
mine-free 2025;

	Ņ Ensure full inclusion and diverse 
participation of landmine survivors, women,

	Ņ Youth, and other underrepresented groups 
in all spaces and processes related to the 
MBT; and

	Ņ Ensure that gender perspectives and 
diversity considerations are integrated in all 
aspects of mine action.

 

 

Author: Kasia Derlicka-Rosenabuer
SEPTEMBER 2023 

https://www.apminebanconvention.org/en/review-conferences/5revcon/
https://www.apminebanconvention.org/en/review-conferences/5revcon/
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Cluster Munitions
Cluster Munition Coalition

Background

C luster munitions are air-dropped or 
surface-launched weapons that contain 

several to hundreds of submunitions or 
bomblets that scatter over a wide area. 
Many submunitions fail to detonate, leaving 
explosive remnants that threaten lives and 
livelihoods for years if not decades.

The Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM) 
provides the only international framework for 
effective eradication of the weapon. Since the 
CCM’s adoption in May 2008, there have been 
no reports or allegations of new use of cluster 
munitions by any state party. As of August 
2023, the Convention has 112 states parties 
and 12 signatories. The CCM has established 
a global norm that is stigmatising cluster 
munitions through its strict prohibitions on any 
use, production, stockpiling, and transfer of 
these weapons.

The Convention also requires stockpile 
destruction, clearance, risk education, and 
victim assistance. A total of 29 countries and 
other areas remain contaminated by cluster 
munition remnants, including 11 states parties 
to the Convention. The Cluster Munition 
Monitor 2023 details progress made under the 
Convention in these and other areas.

Current context

Nigeria and South Sudan joined the CCM in 
2023. Greater outreach efforts are needed 
by states parties and partners to bring more 
countries onboard the Convention.

Over the past year, cluster munitions have 
been used in three countries that have not 
joined the Convention. Russia has used cluster 
munitions repeatedly in Ukraine since its 
February 2022 invasion, while Ukrainian forces 
have also used the weapon. New use of cluster 
munitions has also been recorded in Myanmar 
and Syria.

The Cluster Munition Monitor recorded close to 
1,200 new cluster munitions casualties in 2022, 
which is the highest annual number of people 
killed and injured by cluster munitions since 
2010, when the Monitor began reporting. The 
vast majority of these casualties were recorded 
in Ukraine. Civilians represented 95 per cent 
of all cluster munition casualties. Children 
accounted for 71 per cent of casualties from 
cluster munition remnants.

The International Campaign to Ban Landmines-
Cluster Munition Coalition (ICBL-CMC) strongly 
condemns the use of cluster munitions by any 
actor, anywhere, under any circumstances, 
including in the ongoing conflict in Ukraine.

http://the-monitor.org/en-gb/our-research/cluster-munition-monitor.aspx
http://the-monitor.org/en-gb/our-research/cluster-munition-monitor.aspx
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Following Ukraine’s requests, the United States 
began to transfer an unspecified quantity of 
stockpiled cluster munitions to Ukraine in 
July 2023. This decision caused international 
outcry, critical media coverage, and concern 
from leaders and officials from more than 
20 countries and dozens of organisations, 
including the CMC.

The Eleventh Meeting of States Parties 
(11MSP) of the CCM, presided over by 
Iraq, is scheduled to take place at the UN 
in Geneva on 11–14 September 2023. The 
meeting will review progress in implementing 
the Convention and its Lausanne Action 
Plan. It will welcome two new states 
parties—Nigeria and South Sudan—as well 
as completion of stockpile destruction by 
Bulgaria, and completion of clearance of 
cluster munition contamination by Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Further deadline extensions will 
be also considered and decided upon at the 
meeting, including on stockpile destruction 
for South Africa and on land clearance for 
Iraq and Mauritania. 11MSP is also expected 
to discuss current challenges facing the 
Convention, and to express concern over 
the dramatic increase in casualties and to 
condemn all use of cluster munitions.

The annual United Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA) resolution promoting 
the CCM was adopted in December 2022 
by 144 states, including 36 non-signatories 
to the Convention. Russia was the only 
country to vote against it. At this year’s First 
Committee, the ICBL-CMC expects to see 
an increase in the number of states voting 
in favour of the resolution and speaking 
strongly in condemnation of the use of cluster 
munitions by anyone, anywhere, and under 
any circumstances, especially in the current 
context of renewed large-scale use of these 
nefarious weapons.

Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Condemn all use of cluster munitions 
by anyone, anywhere, and under any 
circumstances; and

	Ņ Vote in favour of the UNGA resolution on 
the CCM and encourage others, such as 
regional group members, to do so as well.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Ratify or accede to the CCM, if they have 
not already done so;

	Ņ Urge states not party to join the CCM 
without delay and promote the Convention’s 
universalisation bilaterally in discussions;

	Ņ Increase technical and financial support 
for victim assistance and provide greater 
cooperation and assistance;

	Ņ Ensure full inclusion and diverse 
participation of cluster munition survivors, 
women, youth, and other underrepresented 
groups in all spaces and processes related 
to the CCM; and

	Ņ Ensure that gender perspectives and 
diversity considerations are integrated in all 
aspects of mine action.

 

Author: Kasia Derlicka-Rosenbauer
SEPTEMBER 2023 
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Depleted Uranium Weapons
International Coalition to Ban Uranium Weapons (ICBUW)

Background

Depleted uranium (DU) is a by-product of the 
uranium enrichment process being used by 

a number of states in armour-piercing-incendiary 
ammunition fired by tanks, armoured fighting 
vehicles, and aircraft. The first major use of DU 
weapons was in the 1991 Gulf War, followed by 
the Balkans and other war areas. Radioactive 
and chemically toxic, DU use creates hotspots 
of persistent contamination (i.a. of soils 
and groundwater) that present a hazard to 
communities long after conflict ends. Especially 
in dry settings and in relation to the civilian 
population, it is the chemical toxicity that matters 
most. DU may form part of complex pictures 
such as the Gulf War or the Balkan syndromes.

The refusal by some states to acknowledge 
the civilian health risks from DU contrasts 
starkly with the protective measures provided 
to their military personnel, as well as their 
own domestic standards for radioactive waste 
management. Altogether, uranium weapons still 
belong to the arsenals of more than 14 states.

While there is not yet a legally binding treaty 
prohibiting the possession, development, 
production, or transfer of DU weapons, their 
use can arguably be regarded as illegal under 
existing international law by applying, inter alia, 
the following arguments, or standards:

	¨ the principle of distinction (between civilians 
and combatants) and obligations regarding 
environmental protection under international 
humanitarian law (IHL);

	¨ the (emerging) human right to a healthy 
environment as well as the protection 
against toxic substances under human 
rights and environmental law (EL); and

	¨ the precautionary principle under IHL 
and EL according to which scientific 
uncertainties do not relieve from taking 
precautionary measures against 
environmental risks.

Current context

In 2022, the United Nations General Assembly 
adopted a resolution on “Effects of the use 
of armaments and ammunition containing 
depleted uranium” (A/RES/77/49). The 
resolution—like previous ones—contains 
references to principles that are important for 
the DU issue, such as transparency, assistance 
and support, and the precautionary approach.

Meanwhile, there is growing national 
jurisprudence (such as in Italy and France) 
to acknowledge compensation claims of DU 
victims based on a corresponding causal link. 
Civilian victims of DU use in Southern Serbia 
have been reported—as recommended by 
ICBUW—through the complaint procedure run 
by the UN Office of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights. Proceedings against the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and 
the Serbian government started in Belgrade in 
2021 are still in progress and NATO’s immunity 
claim is being challenged in court by an 
international group of lawyers.

https://www.icbuw.eu/depleted-uranium-weapons-state-of-affairs-2022/
https://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/unga/2020/resolutions
https://www.corriere.it/english/16_marzo_16/damages-for-family-of-soldier-killed-by-uranium-kosovo-f4179050-eb81-11e5-bd81-e841f592bd45.shtml
https://www.icbuw.eu/the-henri-friconneau-case-a-breakthrough-in-the-french-du-jurisprudence/
https://www.icbuw.eu/du-case-in-serbia-srdan-aleksics-team-files-lawsuit-against-nato-in-court-in-belgrade/
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The ongoing war in Ukraine once again 
emphasises the urgency of the problem: even 
though until now there is no (actual) evidence 
of DU use in Ukraine, in view of DU-capable 
Russian tanks and DU ammunition deliveries 
by the United Kingdom and the United States, 
more than concerns remain. ICBUW continues 
to carefully monitor the situation, criticising 
Western deliveries and calling for a non-use of 
DU weapons on both sides in line with existing 
international law.

These recent negative trends in favour 
of DU ammunition are at odds with a 
previous tendency of replacing DU by 
less toxic alternatives—which was a tacit 
acknowledgement of its unacceptability due 
in part to civil society influence. A process 
of disposal of depleted uranium weapons 
started by the US Army in 2021 seems to 
have come to a halt and DU rounds will be in 
production again.

The health and environmental legacy of DU 
use should be viewed in the context of growing 
concern over the polluting legacy of armed 
conflict. The International Law Commission 
(ILC) has adopted “Draft principles on 
protection of the environment in relation to 
armed conflict,” no. 26 of which is devoted to 
“toxic and hazardous remnants of war,” their 
removal, or rendering them harmless. The 
principles are regularly discussed and reviewed 
within the Sixth Committee. These and similar 
rules and documents are directly applicable in 
cases of DU use, forming the basis for victim 
assistance and environmental remediation.

In general, the DU issue seems to be back 
and high on the political and media agenda. 
ICBUW, in its twentieth year of existence, 
continues to strive for being a neutral, 
reliable, and experienced focal point for the 
issue, thus contributing to fight against war 
and for disarmament.

Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Continue to raise concerns over the use 
and potential use of DU in past and current 
conflict areas and the need for support to 
DU victims;

	Ņ Exchange on ways of further discrediting 
DU weaponry and exerting influence to not 
use or threat to use it; and

	Ņ Explain how they are implementing 
A/RES/77/49 “Effects of the use of 
armaments and ammunitions containing 
depleted uranium,” in their national and 
regional statements.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Disclose and exchange targeting coordinates 
of any use of DU weapons to facilitate 
clearance and civilian exposure studies;

	Ņ Contribute technical and financial 
assistance to states affected by DU 
contamination and support DU victims;

	Ņ Help strengthen the global norm against the 
use of uranium weapons and dealing with 
its consequences; and

	Ņ Work towards a universal ban on uranium 
weapons directed at their elimination.

Authors: Manfred Mohr and Ilia Kukin
SEPTEMBER 2023 

https://www.icbuw.eu/1708-2/
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/LTD/G22/348/04/PDF/G2234804.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/LTD/G22/348/04/PDF/G2234804.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/LTD/G22/348/04/PDF/G2234804.pdf?OpenElement
https://press.un.org/en/2022/gal3674.doc.htm
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Incendiary Weapons
Human Rights Watch

Background

Incendiary weapons, which produce heat 
and fire through the chemical reaction of 

a flammable substance, cause excruciating 
burns that are difficult to treat and lead to 
long-term physical and psychological injury. 
The weapons also start fires that can destroy 
civilian objects and infrastructure.

Protocol III to the Convention on 
Conventional Weapons (CCW), adopted 
in 1980, prohibits certain uses of incendiary 
weapons, but its restrictions have failed to stop 
the civilian harm seen since the protocol entered 
into force 40 years ago. The CCW protocol 
has two major loopholes. First, it prohibits the 
use of air-delivered incendiary weapons in 
“concentrations of civilians,” but it has weaker 
regulations for ground-launched types. Second, 
the current definition arguably does not 
cover multipurpose munitions, such as white 
phosphorus, because the definition is based 
on the purpose for which they were “primarily 
designed,” rather than on their effects.

Closing these loopholes would create stronger 
rules for high contracting parties, and increase 
the stigma against incendiary weapons, 
influencing even actors outside the convention.

Current context

State support for holding stand-alone 
discussions on incendiary weapons solidified 
over the past year, but opposition from a small 

number of states led to a diplomatic step 
backward. At the CCW’s annual meeting 
in November 2022, six high contracting 
parties—Austria, Ireland, Mexico, Aotearoa 
New Zealand, Norway, and Switzerland—
issued a joint statement calling for informal 
consultations on the implementation and 
universalisation of Protocol III. This joint 
statement, the first of its kind on this topic, 
described incendiary weapons as “among the 
most inhumane in warfare” and said CCW 
states had “a responsibility to take action”. 
An additional 10 states, plus the European 
Union, expressed similar views, specifically 
backing the proposal for informal consultations 
or calling for some other form of review. 
Almost all these states stressed the grave 
humanitarian consequences of incendiary 
weapons. Some also called for strengthening 
the protocol.

The International Committee of the Red Cross 
and civil society also expressed support for 
consultations and highlighted the suffering 
caused by incendiary weapons. Nine non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) 
issued a joint statement at the CCW meeting, 
following an earlier joint statement by 15 
NGOs at First Committee.

Russia, however, repeatedly challenged the 
need for discussions of incendiary weapons. 
Given that the CCW operates by consensus, 
its objections—and reportedly those of Cuba—
meant that the meeting failed to agree on 
language related to incendiary weapons. It 
marked the first year since 2011 that the final 

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/en/ihl-treaties/ccw-protocol-iii-1980
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/en/ihl-treaties/ccw-protocol-iii-1980
https://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/ccw/2022/ccw-meeting-of-the-high-contracting-parties
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/ccw/2022/hcp-meeting/statements/16Nov_Switzerland_incendiaries.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2023/05/Incendiary%20Weapons%20Factsheet_May2023.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/ccw/2022/hcp-meeting/statements/16Nov_HRW_incendiaries.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/ccw/2022/hcp-meeting/statements/16Nov_HRW_incendiaries.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/1com/1com22/statements/13Oct_incendiary-weapons.pdf
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record of a CCW Meeting of High Contracting 
Parties or Review Conference did not include 
a specific reference to incendiary weapons or 
Protocol III.

Despite the result, there was significant 
pushback to Russia’s position. Ireland 
expressed its “concern over the consensus 
principle being wielded to veto holding 
discussions called upon by many High 
Contracting Parties on issues of direct 
relevance to the CCW including Protocol 
III … which is extremely damaging to the 
convention itself and is in contrast to the spirit 
of multilateralism more generally.”

While states continue to debate ways to 
address incendiary weapons diplomatically, 
the weapons are being used on the battlefield. 
Incendiary weapons have been used most 
recently in Ukraine since Russia’s full-scale 
invasion on 24 February 2022. Human Rights 
Watch has reviewed visual evidence showing at 
least 109 attacks using surface-fired incendiary 
weapons across seven regions of Ukraine. 
Remnants of two types of unguided 122mm 
Grad incendiary rockets have been positively 
identified at some of the impacted locations. 
The warheads delivered by these rockets 
contain 180 hexagonally shaped capsules 
made of a magnesium alloy called ML-5, which 
serves as the incendiary element.

At this time, it is not possible to attribute 
responsibility for these attacks, but Russia 
and Ukraine both possess 122mm Grad 
rockets that deliver incendiary weapons. This 
type of incendiary weapon was previously 
used in eastern Ukraine in 2014 and in Syria 
in 2013–2019.

Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Highlight the humanitarian consequences 
of incendiary weapons and acknowledge 
the importance of addressing concerns over 
the shortcomings of the CCW incendiary 
weapons protocol;

	Ņ Call for a review of Protocol III and 
amendments to address the negative 
humanitarian effects of incendiary 
weapons; and

	Ņ Urge states not party to accede to the CCW 
and Protocol III.

Beyond First Committee:

	Ņ At their next annual meeting in November 
2023, CCW high contracting parties 
should both condemn incendiary weapon 
use due to the weapons’ humanitarian 
consequences and call for reviewing the 
status and operation of Protocol III and 
strengthening its provisions;

	Ņ These states should adopt a mandate at 
the November meeting to hold informal 
consultations to assess the adequacy of 
Protocol III; and

	Ņ If informal consultations are blocked, states 
should hold discussions outside of the CCW 
to consider issues the adequacy of national 
and international measures to the concerns 
raised by incendiary weapons, and ways to 
create stronger international standards.

Author: Bonnie Docherty
SEPTEMBER 2023

https://conf.unog.ch/digitalrecordings/index.html?guid=public/61.0490/CBB20154-BA9B-44A6-A478-DDA69C3202EA_15h24&position=8317&channel=ORIGINAL
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2023/05/Incendiary%20Weapons%20Factsheet_May2023.pdf
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Small Arms and Light Weapons
International Action Network on Small Arms

Background

In A New Agenda for Peace, released in July 
2023, the UN Secretary-General states:

Small arms and light weapons and their 
ammunition are the leading cause of 
violent deaths globally, in conflict and non-
conflict settings alike. As recognized in my 
Agenda for Disarmament, their proliferation, 
diversion and misuse undermine the 
rule of law, hinder conflict prevention 
and peacebuilding, enable criminal acts, 
including terrorist acts, human rights 
abuses and gender-based violence, drive 
displacement and migration and stunt 
development. Regulatory frameworks 
and policy measures are essential, but 
insufficiently implemented.

Key instruments that form part of the international 
regulatory framework to address the trade in 
and misuse of small arms and light weapons 
(SALW) include the UN Programme of Action 
to Reduce, Combat, and Eradicate the Illicit 
Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons 
in All its Aspects (UNPoA, 2001) and its 
accompanying International Tracing Instrument 
(ITI) (2005); the UN Firearms Protocol (entry 
into force, 2005), which supplements the UN 
Convention Against Transnational Organised 
Crime (entry into force, 2003); and the Arms 
Trade Treaty (entry into force, 2014).

Current context

In June 2024, the UN will hold a two-week 
conference in New York to review the UNPoA 
(RevCon4). The Preparatory Committee 
meeting for RevCon4 will take place in 
February 2024. These meetings provide 
an important opportunity to strengthen 
implementation of the UNPoA.

States also have the opportunity to continue 
building on the outcomes of the Eighth 
Biennial Meeting of States (BMS8) on 
the UNPoA, which was held in 2022. 
One of the main focuses of BMS8 was 
to enhance modalities and procedures of 
international cooperation assistance and 
the BMS8 outcome document contains 
several references to the importance of 
strengthening cooperation, promoting 
information sharing, and encouraging 
national and regional target setting. 
The outcome document also noted the 
complementarities between the UNPoA 
and the ITI and other relevant instruments, 
and encouraged states to “maximise 
complementarities” at all levels to enhance 
effectiveness. The document also stressed 
the importance of full, equal, meaningful, 
and effective participation of women, the 
collection of data disaggregated by sex, age, 
and disability, and the differential impact of 
illicit SALW on women, men, girls, and boys.

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://disarmament.unoda.org/convarms/salw/programme-of-action/
https://disarmament.unoda.org/convarms/salw/programme-of-action/
https://disarmament.unoda.org/convarms/salw/programme-of-action/
https://disarmament.unoda.org/convarms/salw/programme-of-action/
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/firearms-protocol/the-firearms-protocol.html
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/organized-crime/intro/UNTOC.html
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/organized-crime/intro/UNTOC.html
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/organized-crime/intro/UNTOC.html
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/
https://meetings-archive.unoda.org/meeting/poa-bms8-2022/
https://meetings-archive.unoda.org/meeting/poa-bms8-2022/
https://documents.unoda.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Final-report-_BMS8-unedited.pdf
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However, references to ammunition remained 
extremely limited in the outcome document 
as, inexplicably, some states view this 
as controversial. The only reference is 
to acknowledge the establishment of the 
Open-ended Working Group addressing 
existing gaps in through-life ammunition 
management.

Continuing implementation challenges with 
the UNPoA include uneven commitment to the 
instrument, resource constraints, and a lack 
of infrastructure at the national level for some 
states to facilitate implementation. Low levels 
of national reporting on implementation are 
also a challenge.

Recommendations for governments

During the First Committee, delegations 
should:

	Ņ Present comprehensive reports on 
their progress on meeting their BMS8 
commitments for RevCon4;

	Ņ Support the adoption of a resolution that 
endorses the Global Framework for Through-
Life Conventional Ammunition Management;

	Ņ Commit to providing increased and 
sustained funding for international 
assistance for the control of SALW; and

	Ņ Adopt an expansive mandate for RevCon4.

© Maria Lysenko, Unsplash

https://meetings.unoda.org/meeting/62086
https://meetings.unoda.org/meeting/62086
https://meetings.unoda.org/meeting/62086
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Beyond the First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Strengthen transfer controls: All states 
should join the ATT and ensure that its 
prohibitions and other provisions are fully 
implemented, including that international 
humanitarian law and international human 
rights law are fully taken into consideration 
in national SALW transfer decisions;

	Ņ Strengthen prohibitions and controls on 
civilian possession and use of SALW: 
Preventing the diversion and trafficking 
of SALW can only be effectively achieved 
by also ensuring that there are rigorous 
and effective controls on the possession 
and use of firearms by civilians, including 
prohibiting the possession of light weapons 
and firearms designed for military use;

	Ņ Include ammunition in the UNPoA: 
Although the Open-Ended Working 
Group on conventional ammunition has 
completed its work, in order to ensure full 
implementation of the UNPoA, ammunition 
should still be explicitly included within the 
UNPoA framework;

	Ņ Mainstream gender and build on the 
gender-related outcomes of BMS8: States 
need to implement the outcomes of BMS8 
with particular attention to the collection 
of data disaggregated by sex, age, and 
disability, and the differential impact of illicit 
SALW on people of all genders;

	Ņ Engage with civil society: Partner with 
civil society organisations, including by 
inviting civil society representatives onto 
national delegations for RevCon4, fully 
integrating them into the work to reduce 
the human costs of armed violence, 
and ensuring diverse participation from 
survivors, youth, and other traditionally 
underrepresented groups; and

	Ņ Set national and regional targets for 
the implementation of the UNPoA: Use 
RevCon4 to assess the effectiveness 
of national target setting and regional 
roadmaps as methods to prevent the illicit 
trade in SALW in all its aspects, review the 
needs of states for international assistance, 
and build capacities for collection and 
destruction of illicit, obsolete, and surplus 
SALW and their ammunition.

 
 

Authors: Amelie Namuroy, Clare da Silva, 
Natalie Goldring, and Brian Wood
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International Arms Trade
Control Arms

Background

2024 will mark the 10-year anniversary of the 
entry into force of the Arms Trade Treaty 

(ATT), which seeks to regulate the international 
arms trade and to end human suffering 
resulting from irresponsible arms transfers. The 
First Committee is an opportunity for states 
parties to take stock of their achievements and 
where they have fallen short in their efforts to 
effectively implement the Treaty. Such a review 
requires states parties to ask what difference 
the ATT has made, and if it has resulted in 
states parties refusing to transfer conventional 
weapons to contexts where there are serious 
violations of international human rights law and 
international humanitarian law.

Aside from discussing the legal interpretation 
of Treaty language, ATT risk assessments and 
their practical implementation have yet to be 
squarely addressed in any ATT Working Group 
or during the Conference of States Parties. A 
constant refrain in the ATT is that states parties 
need to move on from discussing matters at 
the theoretical level to addressing practical 
challenges and real-world examples.

Current context

Sudan and Myanmar serve as real-world 
illustrations that demand the attention of ATT 
states parties. In April 2023, fighting broke 
out between the Sudanese Armed Forces 
(SAF) and the paramilitary Rapid Support 
Forces (RSF) and it has been reported that 

both the RSF and SAF rely heavily on small 
arms and light weapons (rifles, guns, etc.). 
Explosive weapons (such as grenades) have 
also been widely used due to the easy access 
to these weapons in the area. It is alleged 
that weapons are currently supplied to SAF 
by the United Arab Emirates, a signatory state 
to the ATT. The United States has accused 
the Russian Federation’s Wagner Group of 
supplying missiles to RSF. Given the ongoing 
ethnic violence and the killing of civilians and 
destruction of civilian infrastructure, this is one 
example of a context where states should not 
be transferring weapons to the warring parties.

Since the 2021 military coup in Myanmar, 
the military has escalated its attacks against 
civilians. The data collected by Armed 
Conflict Location & Event Data Project 
(ACLED) underscores the intensifying 
frequency of airstrikes and bombing on 
civilians in Myanmar, with an average of 30 
airstrikes per month in 2023 (covering the 
period January to June). The UN Special 
Rapporteur on Myanmar’s recent report 
is a detailed examination of states that are 
transferring defence goods to Myanmar and 
how these transfers are facilitating serious 
violations of human rights and the suffering of 
communities within the country. The current 
Special Rapporteur, Tom Andrews, has 
highlighted the arms transfers to Myanmar 
and reported that China, an ATT state party, 
India, and the Russian Federation are 
transferring weapons to Myanmar’s military. 
Singapore and Thailand are being used as 
intermediaries to transfer support.

https://reliefweb.int/report/sudan/sudan-situation-report-analysis-conflict-parties-current-crisis-august-2023
https://reliefweb.int/report/sudan/sudan-situation-report-analysis-conflict-parties-current-crisis-august-2023
https://reliefweb.int/report/sudan/sudan-situation-report-analysis-conflict-parties-current-crisis-august-2023
https://reliefweb.int/report/sudan/sudan-situation-report-analysis-conflict-parties-current-crisis-august-2023
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/4/11/dozens-killed-and-wounded-in-myanmar-military-air-attacks
https://acleddata.com/conflict-watchlist-2023/myanmar/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/countries/myanmar/crp-sr-myanmar-2023-05-17.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/ahrc5266-situation-human-rights-myanmar-report-special-rapporteur
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In a side event during the Ninth ATT 
Conference of States Parties (CSP9), hosted 
by Control Arms and the European Union (EU), 
the EU representative, Marketa Holmokova, 
said the situation in Myanmar raises a 
number of questions which this CSP is facing 
horizontally: “Will it change the picture if all 
states supplying arms to Myanmar become 
parties to ATT? How effective would it be to 
cut off supply chains by eliminating transfer 
and trans-shipment nodes? We also cannot 
omit the question how ATT Article 6 para. 3 
is being understood and applied in practice, 
against the background of many reports, 
including UN documents, which confirm that 
abuses mentioned here are exactly what the 
military of Myanmar is doing to its own people?” 
While Myanmar is not the first nor will it be 
the last context in which violations of the ATT 
are committed, states parties need to address 
these situations in their deliberations.

The CSP9 took place from 21-25 August 
2023 in Geneva and was presided over by 
the Republic of Korea. The key developments 
concerned the Presidential theme, “The 
Role of Industry in Responsible International 
Transfers of Conventional Arms” and the 
Management Committee’s paper on Review 
of the Arms Trade Treaty Programme of 
Work – Management Committee Draft 
Proposal. On the theme of industry, a 
joint working paper presented by Austria, 
Ireland, and Mexico stated, “The synergies 
between the ATT and the UNGPs provide 
an opportunity for states, international 
organisations, industry and civil society to 
exchange best practices and develop relevant 
guidance towards ensuring responsible 
business conduct with respect to the 
international trade in conventional arms.”

In the Final Report of the CSP9, the decisions 
emphasise engagement and outreach to 
industry and the need to ensure industry’s 

compliance with national transfer control 
systems. While the Conference welcomed “the 
UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights (UNGP) and encourage[d] States 
Parties and other stakeholders to continue 
discussions on how the UNGP, Human Rights 
and international humanitarian law instruments 
apply in the context of the Arms Trade Treaty,” 
a valuable opportunity was lost to fully examine 
the synergies between the ATT and UNGPs 
and how industry fulfilling its responsibility 
to conduct human rights due diligence could 
strengthen the ATT. Despite a number of 
delegations stating that an examination 
of industry’s role under the ATT was long 
over, states parties ultimately resorted to a 
more conservative approach and one that is 
protective of the arms industry.

Following nine years of deliberations largely 
focused on procedural considerations 
and the development of guidelines, the 
opportunity to take stock and review the ATT 
programme of work was widely welcomed by 
delegations. The Management Committee 
recommended reducing meetings to one 
in-person session of up to four days of 
Working Group meetings per cycle, and 
one in-person session of up to two days of 
CSP preparatory meetings per cycle. These 
meetings could be supplemented by informal 
intersessional consultations. However, it was 
difficult to understand how the Management 
Committee’s proposals met the concerns 
expressed by many delegations that the ATT 
Working Groups needed to focus on practical 
implementation. After much negotiation, 
the final outcome on the review of the ATT 
process was agreement to one in-person 
session of four days of ATT Working Groups 
and one in-person session of two days of 
CSP preparatory meetings. The Management 
Committee was tasked to review the revised 
ATT programme of work and report back to 
the Tenth Conference of States Parties.

https://thearmstradetreaty.org/hyper-images/file/ATT_English/ATT_English.pdf?templateId=137253
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/hyper-images/file/ATT_CSP9_MC_Draft%20proposal_Review%20of%20the%20ATT%20Programme%20of%20Work_EN/ATT_CSP9_MC_Draft%20proposal_Review%20of%20the%20ATT%20Programme%20of%20Work_EN.pdf
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/hyper-images/file/ATT_CSP9_MC_Draft%20proposal_Review%20of%20the%20ATT%20Programme%20of%20Work_EN/ATT_CSP9_MC_Draft%20proposal_Review%20of%20the%20ATT%20Programme%20of%20Work_EN.pdf
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/hyper-images/file/ATT_CSP9_MC_Draft%20proposal_Review%20of%20the%20ATT%20Programme%20of%20Work_EN/ATT_CSP9_MC_Draft%20proposal_Review%20of%20the%20ATT%20Programme%20of%20Work_EN.pdf
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/hyper-images/file/ATT_CSP9_MC_Draft%20proposal_Review%20of%20the%20ATT%20Programme%20of%20Work_EN/ATT_CSP9_MC_Draft%20proposal_Review%20of%20the%20ATT%20Programme%20of%20Work_EN.pdf
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/hyper-images/file/ATT_CSP9_Austria,%20Ireland,%20Mexico_Joint%20Working%20Paper_Responsible%20Business%20Conduct%20and%20the%20Arms%20Trade%20Treaty/ATT_CSP9_Austria,%20Ireland,%20Mexico_Joint%20Working%20Paper_Responsible%20Business%20Conduct%20and%20the%20Arms%20Trade%20Treaty.pdf
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/hyper-images/file/ATT_CSP9_ATTS_Final%20Report_%20rev2/ATT_CSP9_ATTS_Final%20Report_%20rev2.pdf
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National reporting on arms exports and imports 
is key to building confidence in the ATT and 
fundamental to achieving the transparency 
aims and objectives of the Treaty. As stated 
by the ATT Monitor during the CSP9, “The 
object and purpose of the Treaty cannot be 
fulfilled in the absence of transparency among 
states trading in arms, and transparency 
more broadly is central to the effective 
implementation of its operative articles. 
Reporting is a critical part to a transparent 
trade in arms.” However, the statistics from 
2015–2022, which were presented by the ATT 
Secretariat during CSP9, highlight a continuing 
trend of declining reporting rates by ATT states 
parties. All efforts must be undertaken to 
reverse this trend.

Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Support the annual resolution that calls for 
strong and effective ATT implementation;

	Ņ Highlight and challenge specific arms 
transfers that violate the ATT and encourage 
close monitoring of arms transfers into all 
contexts and concerns; and

	Ņ Utilise all opportunities to promote the 
universalisation of the ATT.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Adopt the highest possible standards 
and establish rigorous practices when 
implementing the ATT and other 
conventional arms control instruments;

	Ņ Share information in ATT Working Groups 
and CSPs concerning arms transfer 
decisions, in particular those involved in 
the application of ATT prohibitions and risk 
assessments;

	Ņ Conduct due diligence across the entire 
cycle of an arms transfer and consider 
what measures can be put in place to limit 
diversion so that weapons do not end up in 
the hands of unauthorised actors;

	Ņ Commit to timely, accurate, comprehensive, 
and public reporting to all international and 
regional instruments, including the ATT, 
the UN Register on Conventional Arms 
(UNROCA), and the UN Programme of 
Action on small arms and light weapons 
(UNPoA); and

	Ņ Engage in discussions on preparations of 
the tenth anniversary of the ATT’s entry 
into force and the need to take stock of 
progress made and shortfalls in the Treaty’s 
implementation.

 

Authors: Marianna Campaldini 
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https://controlarms.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Roadmap-for-Action-1.pdf
https://controlarms.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Roadmap-for-Action-1.pdf
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Outer Space
Project Ploughshares

Background

Humanity relies on outer space. But peaceful 
and equitable use of space is under threat.

Outer space has long been used for military 
purposes, particularly through the operation 
of satellites. Recently, military reliance on 
space-based capabilities has been expanding. 
As part of this trend, more states have 
created outer space military units, forces, 
and capabilities to interfere with or even 
destroy space systems. Four states have 
conducted ground-based, kinetic anti-satellite 
(ASAT) tests, the most recent in 2021. 
There is evidence of the acceleration of 
the development of other ASAT capabilities. 
Harmful interference with satellites—including 
jamming satellite communications, dazzling 
their sensors, and cyber intrusions—has 
become rampant.

International law, including the United Nations 
(UN) Charter, imposes restrictions on miliary 
activities that apply to outer space. The 1967 
Outer Space Treaty bans the deployment and 
use of nuclear weapons and other weapons 
of mass destruction in space. But efforts to 
impose specific rules and restrictions related 
to conventional weapons and use of force 
have failed for decades.

Harmful actions in space—even those short 
of war—threaten satellites that provide 
essential services to civilians on Earth. 
They could contaminate an already fragile 
environment and lead to war on Earth and 

nuclear escalation. Most governments and 
civil society organsations agree that we must 
work together to preserve outer space as a 
peaceful, shared domain of global activity.

Current context

Support for the UN General Assembly (UNGA) 
First Committee resolution on preventing 
an arms race in outer space (PAROS) is 
nearly universal. But states disagree on 
its implementation. The result has been 
institutional inertia, with the Conference on 
Disarmament (CD) deadlocked for many 
years. The UN Group of Governmental 
Experts (GGE) on Further Practical Measures 
for PAROS did not produce a consensus 
report in 2019. The Open-Ended Working 
Group (OEWG) on Reducing Space Threats, 
convened under UNGA resolution A/76/231, 
also failed to achieve consensus in 2023.

Insistence by some states on a strict 
separation of work by the First Committee/
CD and the UN Committee on the Peaceful 
Uses of Outer Space (COPUOS) has impeded 
practical progress on many issues with safety, 
sustainability, and security implications, such 
as space debris. Procedural preferences 
create another roadblock; some states 
prioritise a new legal agreement, while others 
focus on transparency and confidence-building 
measures (TCBMs) and political agreements 
to support existing law. Delay is also the result 
of competing focuses on capabilities in space 
and on behaviours and uses.

https://www.ploughshares.ca/reports/what-kinetic-asat-testing-tells-us-about-space-security-governance
https://swfound.org/media/207567/swf_global_counterspace_capabilities_2023_v2.pdf
https://www.cigionline.org/publications/cybersecurity-and-outer-space/
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3952870?ln=en
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On the capabilities side, initiatives include a 
draft treaty revised by Russia and China in 
2014 on the Prevention of the Placement of 
Weapons in Outer Space, the Threat or Use 
of Force Against Space Objects (PPWT) and 
an annual resolution supporting a political 
declaration not to be the first to deploy 
weapons in space (no first placement). But 
some states claim that both lack clarity on what 
counts as a weapon and on verification.

The OEWG focused on behaviour. During 
this process, the United States declared 
a unilateral moratorium on the destructive 
testing of ground-based, direct-ascent 
ASAT capabilities; the initiative has since 
been joined by 35 states and was strongly 
supported by UNGA resolution A/77/41. 
Working Group participants identified 
numerous possible voluntary measures to 

mitigate other shared security concerns. But 
some participants have reservations about 
the language of “responsible” behaviour and 
a few have insisted that only a legally binding 
instrument focused on banning weapons in 
outer space is acceptable. Yet, most states 
see various approaches to enhancing peace 
and security in outer space as complimentary.

In 2023, the UN Disarmament Commission 
adopted recommendations to promote 
practical implementation of TCBMs 
recommended in 2013. A renewed GGE to 
consider elements of a legal agreement on 
PAROS was mandated by UNGA resolution 
A/77/250 and will convene in 2023 and 2024. 
Many states have called for continuation of the 
OEWG process.

© NASA, Unsplash

https://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/cd/2014/documents/PPWT2014.pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3996913?ln=en
https://docs-library.unoda.org/Open-Ended_Working_Group_on_Reducing_Space_Threats_-_(2022)/A-AC.294-2023-CRP.1-Rev.1.pdf
https://docs-library.unoda.org/United_Nations_Disarmament_Commission_-_(2023)/Recommendations_UNDC_WG_II_AS_ADOPTED.pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/755155?ln=en
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3999153?ln=en
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Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Reaffirm that the use of outer space is 
intended for the benefit and interests of 
all, and that outer space should not be a 
warfighting domain;

	Ņ Emphasise the importance of preventing an 
arms race and escalation of armed conflict 
in space;

	Ņ Focus on environmental and humanitarian 
consequences of harmful activities against 
space systems, using perspectives based 
on gender, race, and socioeconomic status 
to reveal unequal impacts;

	Ņ Join or support the initiative to develop 
a multilateral moratorium on destructive 
tests of ground-based, direct-ascent ASAT 
capabilities;

	Ņ Condemn ASAT tests and the deployment 
or use of weapons in orbit or other 
capabilities used to disrupt, destroy, 
damage, or disable objects in space and 
commit not to do so;

	Ņ Define and support complementarities 
between the OEWG focus on responsible 
behaviours and the GGE focus on a legal 
arms control agreement;

	Ņ Support the renewal of the OEWG on 
space threats as a concrete contribution to 
PAROS, conflict prevention, and progress 
on a legal agreement; and

	Ņ Welcome recommendations on practical 
implementation of the 2013 Transparency 
and Confidence-building Measures in 
Outer Space Activities adopted by the UN 
Disarmament Commission.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Refrain from testing and deploying 
space-based weapons or weapons that 
target space-based assets, deliberate 
activities that could create space debris, 
and intentionally damaging space-based 
systems linked to critical civilian services;

	Ņ Implement recommendations on practical 
implementation of the 2013 Transparency 
and Confidence-building Measures in Outer 
Space Activities;

	Ņ Nurture complementarities between the 
work of the OEWG and the upcoming GGE 
on PAROS; and

	Ņ Adopt national legislation and regulations 
to make space activities consistent with 
international law, norms, and voluntary 
commitments.

Author: Jessica West
SEPTEMBER 2023 
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Cyber
Stimson Center

1 The final version as orally amended is not yet available online. The penultimate version is available.

Background

The negative impacts of malicious cyber 
activity, including the misuse of information 

and communications technology (ICT), is a 
prominent challenge for international peace 
and security.

Activities ranging from denial-of service attacks, 
ransomware, and malware operations can 
disrupt, disable, or destroy critical physical and 
information infrastructure as well as national 
or human security. These and other tactics 
have been used by states to cause disruption 
or sow confusion in other countries, including 
as part of electoral interference, and to control 
or repress human rights. Several states 
are developing ICT capabilities for military 
purposes. There is a significant spillover effect 
of the use of ICT in armed conflict while the 
capabilities of non-state and/or state-sponsored 
actors is increasing.

ICT, or “cyber” issues, have been on the First 
Committee’s agenda since 2004, when a 
Russia-led resolution established a first Group 
of Governmental Experts (GGE) on the subject. 
The closed and limited format of the GGEs led 
to calls for the establishment of other more 
inclusive bodies. In 2018, the First Committee 
established a sixth GGE (2019–2021) and for 
the first time, an Open-Ended Working Group 
(OEWG). In 2020, a second OEWG (OEWG II) 
was established that will run until 2025.

OEWG II is being chaired by Ambassador 
Burhan Gafoor of Singapore. It covers 
the same six thematic topics as its 
predecessor: threats; international law; 
rules, norms, and principles; confidence-
building measures; capacity-building; 
and regular institutional dialogue. Five 
substantive sessions have occurred since 
2021, alongside several intersessional 
meetings and informal consultations.

Current context

It has been an active year for UN efforts to 
address international cyber peace and security.

OEWG II held two substantive sessions in 
2023. At the July session, member states 
adopted an annual progress report (APR).1 
The APR reflects discussions within the 
Group since its 2022 report was adopted and 
sets out several next steps. Among the more 
concrete of these is the adoption of a paper 
outlining elements for a UN Global Points of 
Contact Directory and several activities for 
cyber capacity-building. Several dedicated 
intersessional meetings of the OEWG are 
envisioned to delve deeper into the topics of 
threats; rules, norms, and principles; and the 
applicability of international law.

https://docs-library.unoda.org/Open-Ended_Working_Group_on_Information_and_Communication_Technologies_-_(2021)/Letter_from_OEWG_Chair_27_July_2023.pdf
https://meetings.unoda.org/open-ended-working-group-on-information-and-communication-technologies-2021


FIRST COMMITTEE BRIEFING BOOK  |  41

The APR will be presented to the UN General 
Assembly via a largely procedural First 
Committee resolution tabled by Singapore, as 
was done in 2022 for the preceding year’s APR.

Throughout 2023, many member states have 
been participating in a process to ascertain 
views on the scope, structure, and content 
of a possible future UN programme of action 
on “responsible State behaviour in the use 
of ICTs in the context of international peace 
and security,” or in short, a Cyber PoA. This 
is per the adoption of UNGA resolution 
77/37 in 2022, which enabled the convening 
of regional consultations on the topic as 
well as a process to submit views in writing, 
which were later compiled into a report 
from the UN Secretary-General (A/78/76). 
The UN Institute for Disarmament Research 
(UNIDIR) has run a parallel process to hear 
views from non-governmental stakeholders, 
supplemented by other efforts from the Paris 
Peace Forum to coordinate stakeholder views.

Many anticipate that France will submit a 
resolution at the 2023 First Committee to 
further advance the Cyber PoA diplomatic 
process. This could potentially include a call 
to convene a global conference to establish 
the Cyber PoA by a specific deadline, and/or 
several preparatory committees.

The Cyber PoA proposal was pitted against 
another initiative surfacing in the context of the 
OEWG. In March 2023 Russia and a group of 
states (Belarus, Bolivia, Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea, Nicaragua, and Syria) 
submitted to OEWG II an updated version of 
an earlier concept note for a UN Convention 
on ensuring international information security. 
This builds on longstanding Russian efforts 
to use UN cyber talks as a springboard 
for a global cyber treaty and the equally 
longstanding pushback from most of the UN 
membership to the type of treaty that has 

so far been proposed. During the July 2022 
OEWG II session, the extent to which the 
APR included references to efforts around 
legal measures versus a Cyber PoA came 
to a head. Cyber PoA supporters pointed 
out that the two proposals should not be 
treated as equal in the report, given the 
higher level of member state support for 
a PoA and the diplomatic process already 
underway. Supporters of advancing new legal 
measures—many of whom sought to also 
downplay the importance of implementation 
of the UN cyber norms—wanted recognition 
of their efforts. Consensus on the APR was 
ultimately achieved by the insertion of two 
footnotes, but the issue is unresolved and 
it’s very likely that more will be said on this 
during the First Committee session. Russia 
is intending to table a resolution to mark 25 
years since the first ICT resolution, which 
could, very likely, call to establish a process 
or entity to advance legal measures, per its 
concept note.

Looking beyond the First Committee to other 
recent UN happenings, it is noteworthy that the 
Third Committee-based process to negotiate 
a global cybercrime treaty is concluding in 
August 2023. The UN Security Council held an 
Arria-formula meeting on the Responsibility 
and Responsiveness of States to Cyberattacks 
on Critical Infrastructure in May 2023. In July, 
the UN Secretary-General released a Policy 
Brief on A New Agenda for Peace, in which 
he recommends establishing an independent 
multilateral accountability mechanism for the 
malicious use of cyberspace by states.

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3991743?ln=en
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3991743?ln=en
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N23/110/82/PDF/N2311082.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N23/110/82/PDF/N2311082.pdf?OpenElement
https://docs-library.unoda.org/Open-Ended_Working_Group_on_Information_and_Communication_Technologies_-_(2021)/ENG_Concept_of_convention_on_ensuring_international_information_security.pdf
https://www.stimson.org/2023/discord-and-diplomacy-reviewing-outcomes-from-the-uns-cyber-working-group/
https://www.stimson.org/2023/discord-and-diplomacy-reviewing-outcomes-from-the-uns-cyber-working-group/
https://dig.watch/processes/cybercrime-ad-hoc-committee
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9yX8MiKO32I
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
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Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Condemn the malicious use of ICTs by 
states and non-state actors;

	Ņ Provide updates on how the UN cyber 
framework is being implemented and national 
interpretations of international law; and

	Ņ Articulate views and priorities for OEWG II-
related work, including around inclusivity of 
non-governmental stakeholders.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Halt the development and use of malicious 
cyber capabilities;

	Ņ Adhere to the agreed norms for state 
behaviour in cyberspace;

	Ņ Take measures to enhance transparency 
and confidence in the pursuit of 
accountability; and

	Ņ Uphold human rights and international 
human rights law online.

Author: Allison Pytlak
SEPTEMBER 2023
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Gender, Intersectionality,  
and Disarmament
Reaching Critical Will

Background

Gender and other identities and socially 
constructed categories have implications 

for weapon use, possession, and policies. 
The patterns of harm caused by weapons 
and war, the diversity of people participating 
in disarmament processes and negotiations, 
and the norms, discourse, and analysis of 
militarism are three key issues requiring further 
examination and consideration during this First 
Committee and beyond.

Each of these issues—impacts, diversity, and 
norms—requires an intersectional approach: 
an understanding that harms, oppressions, and 
exclusions do not just occur within a gender 
binary but also along overlapping lines of sex, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, race, age, 
religion, disability, and more.

Impacts. Some weapons harm 
disproportionately or differentially based on 
sex. When it comes to nuclear weapons, 
ionizing radiation causes increased risk of 
cancers in people assigned female at birth, 
affecting reproduction and maternal health. 
Small arms and light weapons and explosive 
weapons can also have disproportionate 
gendered impacts. Men tend to make up the 
majority of direct victims of armed violence 
and armed conflict, are sometimes targeted 
for being men, which constitutes gender-based 
violence (GBV). But women, girls, nonbinary, 

and LGBTQ+ people suffer harm from 
weapons disproportionate to the number of 
those directly involved in conflict or violence. 
That is, while they are less likely to wield 
weapons, they are still harmed by weapons. 
Further, they are more likely to be targeted for 
acts of GBV, experience differential impacts 
from the destruction of cities and towns in 
bombings, and may also face social and 
political inequalities and pressures, including 
in relation to access to survivor assistance or 
participation in peacebuilding or post-conflict 
reconstruction.

The UN-Secretary-General’s New Agenda for 
Peace recognises that conflicts “exacerbate 
pre-existing patterns of discrimination” and that 
“Misogyny, offline and online, fuels gender-
based and sexual violence in all parts of 
the world, but in conflict settings the added 
challenges of institutional weakness, impunity 
and the spread of arms predominantly borne 
by men massively aggravate the risks.” Outside 
of armed conflict, the Agenda notes that while 
“roughly four out of five homicide victims are 
men, most killing of women are gender-based.”

The impacts of weapons can also be racialised 
and discriminatory. For example, the nine 
nuclear-armed states have primarily carried 
out nuclear weapon testing on the lands, 
water, and bodies of Indigenous Peoples. 
Settler states and colonial governments 
have mined uranium for nuclear weapons 

https://sgs.princeton.edu/sites/default/files/2022-06/acheson-2022.pdf
https://www.genderandradiation.org/
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/publications-and-research/publications/9367-sex-and-drone-strikes-gender-and-identity-in-targeting-and-casualty-analysis?start=40
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/publications-and-research/publications/8629-women-and-explosive-weapons?start=40
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
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primarily on Indigenous lands. Nuclear 
weapon development and radioactive waste 
storage are situated largely within or near 
poor communities, especially communities of 
colour. Drone strikes, meanwhile, have almost 
exclusively been conducted in countries of the 
Global South, as has most use of explosive 
weapons in populated areas since the end of 
World War II—with Russia’s ongoing illegal 
invasion and war in Ukraine as an exception.

New weapon technologies, such as the use 
of artificial intelligence (AI) and autonomy in 
weapon systems, will further increase the 
gendered and racialised impacts of weapons 
and war. Outside of weapons, AI and algorithms 
are known to be biased and discriminatory to 
people of colour, women, trans people, and 
others. They are already causing harm in the 
context of policing and border surveillance; 
once weaponised these technologies will bring 
untold horror to humans around the world.

While understanding the gendered and 
racialised impacts of weapons is important 
for ensuring the provision of adequate care 
and assistance, it is also important not to 
simply focus on this aspect of gender and 
disarmament, as it risks elevating a perspective 
of certain groups of people only as victims. It 
likewise can result in patronising or tokenistic 
approaches to the inclusion of marginalised or 
affected communities in policy making.

Diversity. The dominant approach to improving 
diversity in disarmament so far has been for 
some states to increase the number of women 
in their delegations or policy teams, and to 
urge others to do the same. There is indeed a 
stark disparity in the level (seniority or rank) 
and the number of women as compared to 
men in disarmament, non-proliferation, and 
arms control discussions, negotiations, and 
processes. Women, as well as nonbinary 
people, LGBTQ+ people, and other groups 

marginalised by race, class, age, and other 
metrics, have been deliberately silenced and 
their agency in disarmament policy discussions 
has been marginalised, thus their opposition to 
weapons has not been reflected in mainstream 
debates and decision-making.

This needs to be addressed. But so far, most 
discourse and action related to this subject 
have centered on a binary notion of gender 
and have neglected the intersectionality of 
identities and oppressions that lead to the 
marginalisation and exclusion of certain people. 
While important, increasing the number of 
women is insufficient to challenge gender 
norms or diversify perspectives on weapons 
and militarism. Real diversity is not just about 
adding bodies to meeting rooms but also about 
creating space for non-hegemonic ideas, 
imaginations, and perspectives to inspire 
concrete changes in policy and practice. In 
this context, it is not useful to treat women 
as a monolithic group. Disarmament work 
needs people of diverse sexual orientations, 
gender identities, races, classes, abilities, 
backgrounds, and experiences.

Gender analysis and norms. Diversity is 
not just for its own sake. It is essential for 
challenging socially constructed norms about 
identity that impact the approach of diplomats, 
activists, and academics to weapons and 
militarism. Gender norms, for example, 
perpetuate a binary social construction of 
men who are violent and powerful and women 
who are vulnerable and need to be protected. 
The term “militarised masculinities” has been 
used by feminists and LGBTQ+ scholars and 
activists to describe the normative association 
of cisgendered, heterosexual masculinity with 
militarised violence.

For instance, the framing of war and violence 
as “strong” and “masculine” is often coupled 
with a framing of peace and nonviolence 

https://reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/publications-and-research/publications/14975-feminist-perspectives-on-autonomous-weapon-systems
https://unidir.org/gender-balance
https://genderandsecurity.org/sites/default/files/the_relevance_of_gender_for_eliminating_weapons_of_mass_destruction_-_cohn_hill_ruddick.pdf
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as “weak” and “feminine.” In this context, 
weapons are typically seen as important 
for security, power, and control while 
disarmament is treated as something that 
makes countries weaker or more vulnerable. 
Those who amplify the humanitarian and 
environmental impacts of weapons and call 
for their prohibition or restriction often are 
accused of being “emotional” and “irrational,” 
which are typical gendered responses meant 
to feminise and thus, ridicule. This gendered 
framing is extremely problematic when it 
comes to accepting disarmament as a credible 
approach to security.

The persistence of norms around what is 
considered rational and serious are further 
compounded by the lack of diversity. People 
with feminist, queer, and other non-dominant 
perspectives can help challenge ideas that 
are treated as immutable truths and can 
articulate alternative conceptions of strength 
and security.

Current context

The interest in the topic of “gender and 
disarmament” has gathered momentum 
in recent years, though most statements, 
working papers, and resolutions do not take 
an intersectional or nonbinary approach to the 
impacts, diversity, or norms described above. 
Some recent efforts include:

	¨ At last year’s First Committee, 26.6 per cent 
of resolutions included gender references 
(20 out of 75 resolutions).

	¨ The UN Secretary-General’s New Agenda 
for Peace, released in July 2023, calls 
for dismantling “the patriarchy and 
oppressive power structures,” noting, 
“We—Governments, the United Nations 
and all segments of society—must fight 

back and take concrete action to challenge 
and transform gender norms, value 
systems and institutional structures that 
perpetuate exclusion or the status quo.” (A 
full analysis of the Agenda’s analysis and 
recommendations on gender can be found 
in Reaching Critical Will’s review.)

	¨ Intersessional work to implement the 
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 
Weapons (TPNW) and the Action Plan 
adopted at its First Meeting of States 
Parties in June 2022 has included 
meetings of the Gender Focal Point, and 
affected communities have been consulted 
in meetings of the Articles 6 and 7 
Working Group.

© Chloe S, Unsplash
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	¨ At the Tenth Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT) Review Conference in August 
2022, 67 states parties signed onto a 
joint statement on Gender, Diversity, and 
Inclusion. While the substantive portion 
of the Review Conference’s outcome 
document was not adopted, the final draft 
did contain eight paragraphs that called 
for enhancement of women’s participation 
in the work of the Treaty. At the latest 
NPT Preparatory Committee in August 
2023, many civil society groups and some 
governments highlighted the importance of 
gender perspectives and intersectionality 
for nuclear disarmament.

	¨ For the first time ever, states parties 
to Chemical Weapons Convention 
(CWC) considered issues related to 
gender equality and diversity. At the 
CWC Review Conference in May 2023, 
Canada presented a working paper on 
this topic, which was sponsored by over 
60 states parties.

	¨ The political declaration on the use of 
explosive weapons in populated areas 
(EWIPA), agreed in June 2022, encourages 
further research into gendered impacts of 
the use of EWIPA and welcomes work to 
“empower, amplify, and integrate the voices 
of all those affected, including women and 
girls.” It also calls for data on civilian harm 
to be disaggregated by sex and age, and 
contains victim assistance provisions.

	¨ Civil society has been working to elevate 
feminist perspectives on autonomous 
weapon systems and to call for gender, 
race, disability, and more to be considered 
in relevant discussions at the Convention 
on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) 
Group of Governmental Experts (GGE) on 
autonomous weapons.

	¨ As described elsewhere in this briefing 
book, outcomes from meetings of the Arms 
Trade Treaty, Mine Ban Treaty, Convention 
on Cluster Munitions, and UN Programme 
of Action on small arms and light weapons 
have included gender dimensions, and civil 
society and some states have raised gender 
concerns within meetings of the Biological 
and Toxin Weapons Convention, the Open-
ended Working Group on Information and 
Communications Technologies, and the 
Open-ended Working Group on Reducing 
Space Threats.

These developments are very welcome and 
should be continued and enhanced in as many 
disarmament forums as possible. However, a 
more robust reflection of the gendered norms 
associated with weapons, war, and violence, 
is also crucial for effectively addressing the 
challenges associated with the proliferation 
and use of weapons in and out of conflict. 
Furthermore, an intersectional approach 
that recognises the implications of diverse 
identities and experiences for disarmament and 
international security is essential.

© Pedram Pirnia
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Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Welcome the commitments and 
recommendations made in relation to gender, 
diversity, inclusion, and intersectionality as 
noted above, and commit to advancing the 
goals contained therein;

	Ņ Challenge delegations that pushback against 
the incorporation of gender perspectives, 
diversity, and other intersectional approaches 
in resolutions and outcomes;

	Ņ Collaborate to make First Committee 
resolutions more intersectional;

	Ņ Avoid reinforcing gender binaries in the 
language of statements and resolutions;

	Ņ Commit to enhancing diversity and inclusion 
in disarmament discussions, negotiations, 
and decision-making processes;

	Ņ Share experiences with ensuring gender 
perspectives and intersectional approaches 
in disarmament policies and initiatives; and

	Ņ Raise concerns about gender norms and 
militarised masculinities in relation to 
weapons and conflict.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Avoid gender essentialisms, gender 
binaries, and reinforcement of violent 
masculinities in action plans on 
disarmament and arms control;

	Ņ Implement and report back on agreed 
provisions related to diversity, gender 
perspectives, the inclusion of survivors and 
affected communities, and against gender-
based violence;

	Ņ Seek to ensure intersectional diversity in 
disarmament and arms control discussions, 
negotiations, and processes, with an 
emphasis on amplifying perspectives of 
those affected by armed violence, including 
racialised and marginalised people and 
women, nonbinary, and LGBTQ+ people;

	Ņ Continue to research and assess the 
specific impact that weapons, armed 
conflict, and armed violence have on 
diverse populations, including through 
the collection of sex-, gender-, age-, and 
disability-disaggregated data;

	Ņ Support work investigating and illuminating 
the impact of patriarchy and other systems 
of oppression on disarmament and 
demilitarisation efforts, and undertake 
concrete measures to dismantle the 
militarised masculinities the New Agenda for 
Peace acknowledges; and

	Ņ Invest in social equality, economic justice, 
and human rights instead of militarism, 
weapons, and war.

 

Author: Ray Acheson
SEPTEMBER 2023

https://www.wilpf.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/RL_10-Abolishing-militarised-masculinities-AW.pdf


48  |  FIRST COMMITTEE BRIEFING BOOK

Disarmament and  
Socioeconomic Justice
Reaching Critical Will

Background

The relationship between militarism, 
economic inequality, and social injustice 

has been a recurring theme since the 
foundation of the United Nations. Article 26 of 
the UN Charter tasks the UN Security Council 
to create a plan for the regulation of armaments 
and reducing military expenditure—a task 
the Council has not just neglected, but has 
vigorously undermined with its permanent 
members’ excessive military spending, 
rampant arms trading, and engagement in and 
facilitation of armed conflict worldwide.

Governments that spend excessive financial, 
technological, and human resources on 
militarism, weapons, and war, divert resources 
that otherwise could be spent on economic, 
social, and environmental programmes that 
are necessary to ensure human well-being and 
ecological regeneration. In addition to being 
one of the greatest polluters and consumers of 
resources, militarism and war also contribute to 
obstacles for sustainable development through 
environmental destruction caused by military 
activities threatening human health; the 
toxic legacy of weapon production, leading 
to environmental contamination; explosive 
remnants from conflicts making land 
dangerous to farm or live on, which hampers 
access to education, food security, safe 
housing, and delays reconstruction processes; 
among many other ways.

For the past four decades, the UN General 
Assembly (UNGA) has tried to grapple with 
the connections between disarmament 
and socio-economic development. The 
International Conference on the Relationship 
between Disarmament and Development in 
1987 adopted an action plan that included 
commitments to allocate resources released 
by disarmament toward development and to 
consider reducing military expenditure. This 
followed an in-depth study by the UN in 
1982 that set out the negative impacts of a 
large military sector on long-term economic 
growth and the structural changes required 
for economic development. The 1992 Rio 
Declaration, Agenda 21, and the 1995 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 
contained commitments on innovative finance, 
including reallocating military resources toward 
sustainable peace. The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development adopted in 2015 
and the UN Secretary-General’s 2018 report 
Securing our common future: an agenda 
for disarmament addresses how arms 
control, peace, and security contribute to 
development.

Over the years, the debate on disarmament 
and socioeconomic justice has challenged 
problematic “development” frameworks, which 
can perpetuate exploitative economic systems 
dictated by the Global North. The growth 
imperative of the capitalist political economy 
has been described as the leading driver of 

https://reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/fact-sheets/critical-issues/4565-article-26-of-the-un-charter
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https://www.icanw.org/the_environmental_legacy_of_nuclear_production_five_case_studies
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https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2023/05/un-2023-sdg-summit/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwl8anBhCFARIsAKbbpySCTo7bEeSUsvHngXwjgQ-v8x0znDCRl_mvnwv5hP3-arY_Gd4qyDEaAhcdEALw_wcB
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environmental degradation and the climate 
crisis, generating insecurity and conflicts, 
justifying increased military expenditure. 
These insights have led to the development 
of the degrowth movement, which focuses 
on human flourishing and ecological stability 
rather than the growth of GDP, arguing that 
some sectors, such as public healthcare or 
regenerative agriculture, need to grow to 
ensure human well-being, while other sectors, 
such as fossil fuels and the arms industry, 
should radically shrink. In Our Common 
Agenda from 2021, the UN Secretary-General 
says “now is the time to correct a glaring blind 
spot in how we measure economic prosperity 
and progress,” arguing that “when profits come 
at the expense of people and our planet, we 
are left with an incomplete picture of the true 
cost of economic growth.”

Current context

Over the past year, the world has seen a 
deliberate deterioration of the so-called 
geopolitical landscape accompanied by an 
increase in military budgets. Several states 
significantly increased their military spending 
following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
in February 2022, contributing to reaching 
an all-time high of 2.24 trillion USD globally in 
2022. The nine nuclear-armed states spent 
82.9 billion USD on nuclear weapons that 
same year. During the first session of the 
Preparatory Committee of the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) in August 2023, several 
delegations expressed concern over nuclear 
weapon spending and modernisation, with 
some highlighting that these resources should 
be redirected to sustainable development.

In preparation for the Summit of the Future, 
scheduled to take place in 2024, the UN 
High-Level Advisory Board on Effective 
Multilateralism (HLAB), released a report 
in April 2023 that offers a vision of “positive 
peace”, in which investments gradually shift 
away from military spending towards activities 
“that will build more resilient, flourishing 
societies.” However, as RCW highlighted in 
its review of the report, the HLAB does not 
recommend disarmament or demilitarisation 
per se, nor does it suggest ways to implement 
Article 26 of the UN Charter.

In July 2023 the UN Secretary-General 
released A New Agenda for Peace, which 
recognises the links between demilitarisation 
and development and urges states to reverse 
the negative impact of unconstrained military 
spending. It highlights how the failure to 
tackle the root causes of violence leads to 
“over-securitized responses” to tensions 
and conflicts and calls on states to “renew 
efforts to limit conventional arms and 
increase investment in prevention and social 
infrastructure and services, with a strong 
focus on redressing gender inequalities 
and structural marginalization, to buttress 
sustainable peace and steer societies back 
towards implementation of the Sustainable 
Development Goals.” Among other things, the 
Agenda requests the UN Secretary-General 
to prepare an updated study on the social and 
economic impacts of military spending.

https://medium.com/@ecosystemforpeace/environmental-peacebuilding-through-degrowth-demilitarization-and-feminism-2a25b04d7804
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Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ 	Recognise and reinforce the specific ways 
in which disarmament, non-proliferation, 
and arms control can advance the 
promotion of human and planetary well-
being, equality, and justice;

	Ņ 	Urge the implementation of Article 26 of 
the UN Charter through the UN General 
Assembly and regional and bilateral means, 
since the UN Security Council has failed in 
this task;

	Ņ 	Support the preparation of a new study 
on the social and economic impacts of 
military spending, as recommended in 
A New Agenda for Peace, to provide 
recommendations for additional work on 
reducing military expenditure and arms 
production; and

	Ņ Call for the convening of regular 
interdisciplinary discussions across 
UNGA’s Committees on cross-cutting 
issues relating to disarmament, social 
equality, economic justice, human rights 
and environmental regeneration, in line 
with the recommendation in A New Agenda 
for Peace.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Reduce military budgets and redirect funds 
to investment in social equality, economic 
justice, human rights, and environmental 
regeneration;

	Ņ 	Enhance the participation of marginalised 
lower-income countries and regions in 
disarmament by supporting funds to 
increase the diversity of participation in 
meetings as well as capacity-building 
projects, and support the consistent 
collection, monitoring, and analysis of 
participation data to improve awareness 
and measure progress;

	Ņ 	Identify how current practices in 
disarmament and arms control can facilitate 
progress toward socioeconomic justice and 
care, and build on those practices; and

	Ņ 	Identify how economic prosperity and 
progress is defined to ensure that economic 
growth is not made at the expense of 
people or the environment but benefits 
ecological stability and human well-being.

 

Authors: Emma Bjertén and Laura Varella
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Protection of the Environment in 
Relation to Armed Conflicts
Conflict and Environment Observatory and PAX

Background

Environmental harm in conflicts threatens 
often already fragile ecosystems and the 

enjoyment of fundamental human rights. Both 
are also placed at risk by the damage that 
conflicts inflict upon environmental governance.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine continues to 
demonstrate the appalling environmental cost 
of high intensity warfare. The international 
community rightly condemns the unacceptable 
risks from the occupation of nuclear power 
plants, and the shocking devastation and 
ecosystem disruption from the destruction of 
dams. But it should not overlook the ongoing 
and daily degradation of Ukraine’s wider 
environment from less visible incidents. Nor 
should it overlook the ongoing environmental 
consequences of conflicts elsewhere in the 
world, many of which have faded from the 
world’s attention.

The recent successful UN mission to address 
the threat of a catastrophic oil spill from the 
FSO Safer off the coast of Yemen is proof that 
the international community can cooperate to 
reduce environmental and humanitarian risks 
in conflict, and that the UN Security Council 
has a role and responsibility when it comes 
to international environmental threats. But 
the budget shortfalls and huge delays in the 
UN’s response to the Safer situation are also 
proof that a more systematic, coordinated, 

and coherent international approach is 
needed to be able to respond swiftly to future 
environmental threats, especially when civilian 
lives and livelihoods are on the line.

The situation is growing ever more urgent. After 
a summer of record temperatures and weather 
extremes, and with biodiversity collapsing and 
pollution out of control, the effects of climate 
change are being felt globally, but often most 
acutely in conflict-affected countries. It has 
become increasingly clear that functioning 
ecosystems are one of our best means of 
defence. It is therefore imperative that we 
strengthen the protection of the environment 
in relation to armed conflicts and promote 
environmental and climate peacebuilding 
capacities in international missions and 
responses. While some measures, such as 
ensuring state responsibility for harm, are 
beyond the purview of the First Committee, 
there are a host of steps that it can champion to 
help minimise the environmental consequences 
of militarism, and to mainstream environmental 
considerations and actions in the instruments 
that seek to regulate it.

Current context

In 2022, the UN General Assembly took note 
of the International Law Commission’s 27 
principles on the Protection of the environment 
in relation to armed conflicts: its PERAC 

https://legal.un.org/docs/?symbol=A/RES/77/104


52  |  FIRST COMMITTEE BRIEFING BOOK

Principles. Defining principles that can help 
protect the environment before, during, and 
after armed conflicts, and in situations of 
occupation, they are the most significant 
advance for the legal framework since 
the 1970s. Perversely overshadowed by 
the environmental harm being wrought in 
Ukraine, among other things, the principles 
provide guidance on state responsibility for 
internationally wrongful acts, and for the 
environmental obligations on Occupying 
Powers. The onus is now on states to help 
champion and implement them.

In 2023, the UN Security Council (UNSC) has 
continued to stay abreast of environmental 
impacts within the conflicts in countries on its 

agenda, as well as on a variety of climate-
related and environmental concerns through 
thematic debates on sea-level rise and 
climate change and Arria formula meetings. 
The Informal Expert Group on Climate and 
Security also hosted two meetings about 
climate-related issues affecting civilians in 
country, and the capacities of UN peace 
operations, including UNMISS in February and 
UNAMI in April. Environmental and climate 
impacts on civilians in conflicts was also 
highlighted by the UN Secretary-General in his 
annual report on the Protection of Civilians in 
Armed Conflict (PoC) for the fifth consecutive 
year, and by Member States, the UN, and civil 
society during PoC Week on the sidelines of 
the annual UNSC open debate.

Last year’s finalisation of the Political 
Declaration on Strengthening the Protection 
of Civilians from the Humanitarian 
Consequences arising from the use of 
Explosive Weapons in Populated Areas 
(EWIPA) did see some consideration of their 
environmental consequences. While the 
final text was not as explicit as progressive 
states and civil society wished, there are 
fantastic opportunities for the acute and 
reverberating environmental dimensions of 
EWIPA to be examined and addressed as the 
declaration is implemented.

The positive message from recent 
international meetings on mine action is that 
there is growing enthusiasm among operators 
and donors to integrate the environment in 
clearance work. This growing momentum 
not only covers measures to minimise 
environmental harm during clearance activities 
but also extends to integrating environmental 
considerations during land release. For 
donors, such efforts hold open the promise 
of multiplier effects for climate adaptation 
or biodiversity protection projects, and for 
communities, livelihoods, and resilience gains.

© Via EcoAction Ukraine

https://legal.un.org/docs/?symbol=A/RES/77/104
https://ceobs.org/perac-principles-frequently-asked-questions
https://ceobs.org/perac-principles-frequently-asked-questions
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_pv_9260.pdf
https://uaeun.org/app/uploads/2023/06/Concept_Note_CPS-Open-Debate_31-May-2023.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/whatsinblue/2023/03/arria-formula-meeting-protection-of-water-related-essential-services-and-infrastructure-during-armed-conflict.php
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N23/127/10/PDF/N2312710.pdf?OpenElement
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/ewipa/political-declaration
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/disarmament-fora/ewipa/political-declaration
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/international-review-of-the-red-cross/article/abs/2022-political-declaration-on-the-use-of-explosive-weapons-in-populated-areas-a-tool-for-protecting-the-environment-in-armed-conflict/7DBF5800945D5D7DA2E5654CB2918542
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The process initiated by the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW)’s 
2022 Action Plan continues to explore 
and articulate the Treaty’s obligations on 
environmental remediation and victim 
assistance. This is important work with 
potential to not only assist communities 
affected by nuclear weapons testing, but also 
establish new precedents for environmental 
remediation under humanitarian disarmament 
regimes. The lesson from environmental 
instruments is that robust, transparent, and 
comprehensive reporting is key for effective 
implementation, and for public confidence.

This is a lesson that militaries have been slow 
to adopt in the context of their contribution to 
the climate emergency. It is estimated that 
militaries are responsible for 5.5 per cent of 
global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, 
and yet have enjoyed limited oversight 
under climate change agreements. This 
is slowly beginning to change with recent 
announcements of emissions cuts from 
states, and on reporting and transparency 
from NATO. However, it is increasingly 
apparent that military GHG emissions 
reporting and reductions need to be addressed 
under the auspices of the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 
and not left to individual states or coalitions to 
decide. Left unregulated, progress on reducing 
the environmental footprint of militaries has 
been patchy.

Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Champion the PERAC Principles on the 
protection of the environment in relation 
to armed conflicts and support their 
implementation;

	Ņ Draw attention to military contributions to 
the climate emergency and the need for 
meaningful pledges to transparently report 
on and cut military GHG emissions; and

	Ņ Commit to fully articulating the environmental 
dimensions of the topics on the First 
Committee’s agenda during statements.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Raise concerns over the environmental 
dimensions of armed conflicts and 
militarism in national interventions in all 
relevant debates and briefings across the 
UN system, including within the UN Security 
Council, UN Human Rights Council, UN 
Environment Assembly, and cross-cutting 
bodies like the Peacebuilding Commission;

	Ņ Commit to reducing military GHG emissions 
and improving military emissions reporting, 
and support efforts to develop a global 
standard for reporting and reductions under 
the framework of the UNFCCC;

	Ņ Adopt, implement, and promote the revised 
ICRC Guidelines on the Protection of the 
Natural Environment in Armed Conflict; 
and

	Ņ Increase support for relevant environmental 
work in humanitarian response and post-
conflict reconstruction activities, and in 
preventing the environmental impacts of 
armed conflict, including through investing 
in environmental and climate peacebuilding 
funding through the Peacebuilding Fund 
and through pledges at COP28.

Authors: Doug Weir and Brittany Roser
SEPTEMBER 2023 

https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/nuclear-weapon-ban/1msp/documents/draft-action-plan.pdf
https://ceobs.org/estimating-the-militarys-global-greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://ceobs.org/natos-ghg-emissions-tracking-methodology-a-small-step-forward
https://ceobs.org/natos-ghg-emissions-tracking-methodology-a-small-step-forward
https://ceobs.org/report-eu-military-greening-policies-a-review-of-transparency-and-implementation
https://ceobs.org/report-eu-military-greening-policies-a-review-of-transparency-and-implementation
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/guidelines-protection-natural-environment-armed-conflict-rules-and-recommendations-relating
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/guidelines-protection-natural-environment-armed-conflict-rules-and-recommendations-relating
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Youth and Disarmament Education
International Disarmament Institute, Pace University

Background

There is broad international consensus 
that disarmament has an educational 

dimension. Last year represented the 
40th anniversary of the 1982–1992 World 
Disarmament Campaign, which sought to 
build political will for disarmament. It also 
represented the 20th anniversary of a 2002 
report by the UN Secretary-General (UNSG) 
on “Disarmament and nonproliferation 
education” (in response to a 2000 General 
Assembly resolution), which asserted that 
disarmament education is not just education 
about disarmament but, most crucially, 
education for disarmament.

However, for much of the last two decades, 
disarmament education has focused more 
on programmatic activities than public 
mobilisation. Unfortunately, few states 
submit reports to the UNSG as requested 
by successive biennial resolutions on 
disarmament education and there is little 
substantive programming. The context of 
educational policy and practice has also 
changed significantly since the UNSG study.

Nevertheless, in recent years, concerted civil 
society advocacy and multilateral action has 
revived interest in disarmament education, 
resulting in impressive advances in policy, 
particularly in encouraging youth participation.

The Preamble of the 2017 Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) 
recognised “the importance of peace and 
disarmament education in all its aspects.” 
The Action Plan adopted at its First Meeting 
of States Parties commits states parties to 
engage with youth to “highlight humanitarian 
consequences of nuclear weapons” and 
provide disarmament education.

In 2018, UNSG Antonio Guterres specifically 
addressed disarmament education as a 
contribution to the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) in his agenda for disarmament 
Securing Our Common Future. The 
United Nations Regional Centre for Peace 
and Disarmament in Asia and the Pacific 
(UNRCPD) released a baseline study 
of disarmament education efforts in the 
region in 2019, which found that “lack of 
understanding” of disarmament education 
“results in underestimating its value” and lack 
of investment.

Also in 2018, the UN Security Council (UNSC) 
renewed its 2015 resolution “Youth, Peace 
and Security” and the following year, the 
United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs 
(UNODA) launched its Youth4Disarmament 
initiative, supported by contributions from the 
Republic of Korea, which has built a network 
of young people interested in disarmament 
through events, training opportunities, a 
website, and social media. In 2022, Japan 
announced a US $10 million contribution to 
the UN to establish a Youth Leader Fund 
for a World Without Nuclear Weapons. 

http://www.undocs.org/A/57/124
http://www.undocs.org/A/57/124
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A%2FRES%2F55%2F33&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop
https://www.nonproliferation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/2010_fd_part_i.pdf
https://documents.unoda.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/TPNW.MSP_.2022.CRP_.7-Draft-Action-Plan-new.pdf
https://www.un.org/disarmament/sg-agenda/en/
https://unrcpd.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Executive-Summary-Baseline-Assessment-for-Disarmament-Education-in-Asia-and-the-Pacific.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2419.pdf
https://www.un.org/disarmament/update/unoda-launches-youth4disarmament-initiative-with-dialogue-on-artificial-intelligence-and-international-security/
https://www.un.org/disarmament/update/unoda-launches-youth4disarmament-initiative-with-dialogue-on-artificial-intelligence-and-international-security/
https://www.youth4disarmament.org/
https://www.youth4disarmament.org/
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Nevertheless, such a contribution is miniscule 
in comparison to the US $2,240 billion record 
high global military expenditure in 2022.  
In July 2023, UNSG Antonio Guterres released 
a report on “Youth, disarmament and non-
proliferation,” collating the views of states, 
international organisations, and civil society.

Annual joint civil society statements before 
the First Committee since 2016 have 
consistently raised concerns that the youth 
and disarmament education agenda has 
been interpreted too narrowly and timidly. 
Young people called on policymakers to build 
connections to climate action and to address 
inequities resulting from sexism, racism, 
ableism, economic exclusion, and violations 
of LGBTQIA+ rights (see, for example, last 
year’s statement). This example challenges 
common misconceptions of disarmament 
education as only being applicable to 
youth and illustrates the important role 
young people can play in contributing to 
disarmament education and diversified 
perspectives on disarmament. The 2021 
Seoul Youth Declaration for Disarmament 
and Non-proliferation and youth statement 
at the 2023 nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
Preparatory Committee similarly called 
for equitable participation of diverse youth 
in disarmament policymaking, as well as 
funding for youth disarmament initiatives.

Current context

Last December, UNODA released a new 
Disarmament Education Strategy, which 
highlighted “a pressing need for authoritative, 
far-reaching, and inclusive disarmament 
education” and argued that existing efforts 
“have largely remained ad hoc, lacking 
coordination and a clear direction.” The 
Strategy aims to provide “coherence and 
coordination” for UN disarmament education, 

enhancing and diversifying partnerships and 
promoting sustainability through fundraising 
and accountability mechanisms.

A New Agenda for Peace, launched by 
UNSG Antonio Guterres in July 2023, 
represents an especially encouraging step 
forward for youth and disarmament education, 
demonstrating attentiveness to many issues 
raised by the joint civil society statements. 
The Agenda asserts that young people “have 
a key role to play and must be enabled to 
participate effectively and meaningfully.” In 
this context, the UNSG notes, “As the planet 
warms, marginalization grows and conflicts 
rage, young people everywhere have grown 
disillusioned at the prospects for their future.” 
However, climate action “can offer avenues for 
effective peacebuilding” for excluded groups 
including young people. The Agenda highlights 
the importance maintaining access to digital 
tools for “civic participation.”

At the First Committee this year, the Republic 
of Korea will again sponsor its biennial 
resolution on “Youth, disarmament and 
non-proliferation,” which in 2019 and 
2021 called for “meaningful and inclusive 
participation of young people in discussions 
… of disarmament and non-proliferation.” 
This resolution alternates with and is 
connected to First Committee’s related 
biennial resolution “Disarmament and non-
proliferation education.”

The TPNW Second Meeting of States Parties 
(27 November to 1 December 2023) also offers 
an opportunity for policymaking on youth and 
disarmament education.

https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2023-04/2304_fs_milex_2022.pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4018305?ln=en
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/1com/1com22/statements/13Oct_youth-education.pdf
https://front.un-arm.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Youth-Forum-Seoul-Youth-Declaration-for-Disarmament-and-Non-Proliferation.pdf
https://front.un-arm.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Youth-Forum-Seoul-Youth-Declaration-for-Disarmament-and-Non-Proliferation.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/npt/prepcom23/statements/2Aug_Reverse2.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/76/45
https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/76/45
https://www.undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A%2FRES%2F77%2F52&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://www.undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A%2FRES%2F77%2F52&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
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Recommendations

During First Committee, delegations should:

	Ņ Support the “Youth, disarmament and 
non-proliferation education” resolution, 
strengthening it by:

	¨ Welcoming UNODA’s new 
Disarmament Education Strategy and 
attention to youth participation in A New 
Agenda for Peace;

	¨ Incorporating recommendations of 
the 2021 Seoul Youth Declaration 
and 2022 joint civil society statement, 
particularly those regarding diversity, 
equity, and inclusion;

	¨ Drawing linkages between youth, 
disarmament, and other pressing issues, 
such as climate action;

	¨ Celebrating renewed multilateral action 
on youth and disarmament education, 
including UNODA’s Youth4Disarmament 
initiative and new Disarmament 
Education Strategy and inclusion of 
peace and disarmament education in 
the preamble of the TPNW;

	Ņ In their statements, delegations should:

	¨ Commit to match the contributions of 
Japan and the Republic of Korea to Youth 
and Disarmament Education efforts;

	¨ Honour the crucial role of hibakusha, 
survivors, civil society, educational 
institutions, and youth in disarmament; 
and

	¨ Report on their government’s 
disarmament education initiatives, 
including efforts to engage youth; and 
call on member states, international 
organisations, civil society, and 
educational institutions to make 
submissions to UNODA for the 2024 
UNSG report on implementation of the 
2002 study.

Beyond First Committee, states should:

	Ņ Include language on disarmament 
education and youth in any outcome of the 
TPNW Second Meeting of States Parties;

	Ņ Provide funding and institutional support to 
peace, disarmament and non-proliferation 
education—they should aim to match or 
even exceed recent contributions by the 
Republic of Korea and Japan;

	Ņ Request UNODA to replicate the baseline 
disarmament education study conducted in 
Asia and the Pacific at the global level and 
publish regular and systematic “State of 
Disarmament Education” reports every four 
years; and

	Ņ Implement peace, disarmament, and non-
proliferation education in ways that are 
sensitive to intersectional marginalisation—
for instance, by mainstreaming promotion 
of gender equality and building capacity of 
poorly-represented peoples and groups, 
including survivors of violence.
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