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I. Introduction

The UN defines illicit arms trafficking as "the import, export, acquisition, sale, delivery, movement or

transfer of firearms, their parts and components and ammunition from or across the territory of one State

Party to that of another State Party if any one of the State Parties concerned does not authorize this [...] or if

the firearms are not marked in accordance with

the [...] protocol." It is known and1

acknowledged by majority that the Middle East2

and North Africa (MENA) region is a hot spot for

armed conflicts, and hence, a major fueling

factor for this, besides political and ideological

accounts is the availability of illicit arms

trafficking in the region. It can be argued that

ongoing conflicts, primarily civil wars in Syria,

Yemen and non-international armed conflicts in

Libya, Iraq can only be brought to a point of

solution, most desirably with such peace

treaties; however, it cannot be overlooked that

the urgency of systematically reducing illicit arms trading in MENA region is a major part in establishing such

states of equilibrium. This is a direct consequence of the fact that since many of the perpetrators in the

region are not official bodies such as states, and that it is in many cases illegal to supply arms to such

unofficial agents while evading inspections of all kinds. Thus, tackling this issue should be, in order to be

effective, composed of acutely considered action plans, both including on-site controlling mechanisms such

as patrol teams in critical areas and off-site tracking systems that would be best achieved with tight control

of the marking processes of such firearms. Apart from this, it is also important to acknowledge the capacity

of illicit arms trade within the region - with a special emphasis on the illicit gray market arms transfers which

refers to deals done by governments, or their clients and agents, exploiting loopholes or intentionally

2 Corral and Krishnan, 2020
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circumventing national and international laws governing arms trade - to be able to extensively identify the

role and range of the factor in perpetuating ongoing conflicts. It should be hence noted with heavy

importance that unveiling and perhaps effectively resolving this catalyst is a key point to bring an end to the

conflicts in the MENA region, regardless of their motivations.

II. Involved Countries and Organizations

Syria

There has been an ongoing civil war in Syria since 2011. A more centrally organized effort to source

weapons began in 2012. Representatives of the Free Syrian Army made contact with weapons dealers in

Eastern Europe and the Black Sea region, hoping to procure weapons that would then be smuggled across

the Turkish-Syrian border. The Syrian rebels also reached out to militia groups in Libya for assistance. The

Libyan groups have proven to be a particularly important source of weapons for the Syrian insurgents.

Throughout the civil war, opposing parties used various ways to source both conventional and

unconventional weapons throughout the war which became the main reason for the illicit arms trafficking in

Syria. Starting from the earlier years of the war, 2013 to be specific the United States of America started to3

secretly train and equip forces against the Assad regime, investing around $1 billion for the training and

arms. The investments done by the USA increased the economic dependency of the Syrian government to

the American government. With the war destroying the economy and investments made in and with Syria,

USA used this opportunity to create an economic formation which made Syria totally dependent on the

outside. However, the weapons provided by the US were only a portion of the overall armaments in the

country. Stockpiles kept by the Syrian government indicated a major supply of weapons, speculated to be

sent by surrounding nations to support various parties. Although other nations like Iran and the UAE —and

to a lesser extent Belarus, China, and North Korea—have also in the past provided weapons to the Syrian

government, Russia was principally responsible for stockpiling those weapons . Nonetheless, the Syrian4

army itself has been the main supply of weapons for the armed opposition, since rebel organizations have

taken weapons from government forces and depots throughout the fight. In Syria, civilian lives and

livelihoods have been severely damaged by conventional weaponry. Besides the vast numbers of people

who have suffered as a result of the Syrian government's indiscriminate use of heavy weaponry and artillery,

as well as its wider use of explosive weapons in inhabited areas; as the illicit arms trade, especially directed

4 SIPRI, 2013

3 Dick,2019
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at the opposition forces, increased, the conflict itself became a self-sustaining one, especially undermining

efforts on establishing a stable status quo within the country. Furthermore, this use of explosive weapons

will continue to have deadly consequences such as continuation of the civil war, increasing number of

terrorist attacks, and coups for years to come.

Yemen

Yemen is a country that has been in a constant mode of instability, effectively in a civil war, since

2014 . Yemen has been severely destabilized by years of conflict from both domestic and international5

entities. Before the ongoing civil war, organized networks made money by smuggling weapons into Yemen.

Since intervening in March 2015 to restore the government of Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, Saudi Arabia and

the United Arab Emirates, which are well-stocked with weapons from the West, have flooded the country

with arms, supporting a number of local militias and armed forces fighting for the anti-Houthi coalition .6

However, a large portion of this military hardware has been transferred to third parties for a variety of

reasons; to supplement their pitiful incomes government soldiers frequently sold them to local markets or

other factions, or they may have dual loyalties with friendly forces. These firearms have been found to end

up in the terrorist groups in the region and with unauthorized civilians who mostly use these illicit arms for

individual attacks or protests in several investigations. Western weaponry provided to coalition forces turned

up on the market and in the hands of extremists due to the lack of controls on weapons transiting

throughout Yemen. The Houthis, the al-Islah militias, the government-aligned forces, and even hard-line

Salafi extremists are all involved in a power struggle in Taiz city. Heckler and Koch, a German gun maker,

has produced firearms that have been seen in the possession of Al Qaeda forces. Accountability for those in

charge of such uncontrolled arms deliveries into Yemen is still lacking.

Iraq

The Iraq war went on from 2003 to 2011 between the coalition led by the US and the government of

Saddam Hussein. This war ended with Saddam Hussein’s government being overthrown followed by his

execution, and an increasing flow of the illicit arms trafficking in Iraq with the Islamic State taking the power.

Following the armed group Islamic State’s (IS) conquest of Mosul, the second-largest city in Iraq, IS

terrorists amassed a windfall of armaments from Iraqi stockpiles . IS now has access to a sizable and7

dangerous arsenal that is being used to commit war crimes on a massive scale in Iraq and Syria as a result

of years of shoddy regulation of weaponry shipments into Iraq and insufficient controls on the ground. They

7 Amnesty International, 2021

6 Fenton-Harvey, 2020

5 Alaraby and Müller, 2020
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included military equipment and weaponry made in the US, which they utilized to seize control of other

regions of the nation, with disastrous results for the local civilian population. IS has been able to conduct a

horrifying abuse campaign due to the wide variety of weapon types they have illegally acquired. Hundreds of

thousands have been forced to flee and become internally displaced persons (IDPs) or refugees as a result

of killings, rape, torture, abduction, and hostage-taking, which are frequently carried out under threat of

violence. Multiple supervision failures and management of arms shipments to prevent improper end uses

during the US-led occupation after 2003 have added to this. In addition, the issue has been exacerbated by

the previous Iraqi governments' inadequate supervision over military stockpiles and widespread corruption.

Libya

When the Mouammar Kadhafi regime in Libya fell in 2011, weapons stocks once used by his allies

were made available, which caused a significant spread of small arms among civilians. In the capital city of

Tripoli alone, there were almost 1,600 documented casualties of small weapons in 2012 . It is also crucial to8

mention that specifically during the civil war between Libyan National Army(LNA) and Government of

National Accord(GNA) in Sirte-Jufra, the amount of arms traffic increased heavily. There were many

arms imported from the USA to support GNA which further flamed the arms traffic. These weapons

have also spread to nearby countries, like Mali, where insurgent groups have used them against people. In

accordance with the terms of the Arms Trade Treaty, Libya has undertaken to establish a national framework

to control the transfer of weapons and to prohibit the sale of weapons that could be used in attacks on

civilians or civilian-occupied buildings. Libya must determine if the weapons encourage acts of genocide,

terrorism, or other "severe violations" of human rights rules before making any further arms sales. After the

embargo United Nations Security Council has put on Libya, the decreasing safety measures and the active

presence of the terrorist groups such as ISIS and Ansar Al-Shari’a the illicit arms traffic resumed to increase

and expand faster into a broad region.

Sudan

Both before and after the nation's independence in 2011, South Sudan has experienced armed

warfare on its own territory and beyond international borders . Several governments have frequently9

authorized or permitted the transfer of weapons to military forces that are known to be breaking cease-fire

agreements in Sudan and South Sudan over the course of decades. Despite this track record and ongoing10

indications of diversion to rebel groups and other unauthorized end users, weapons and ammunition have

10 Amnesty International, 2020

9 ATT Monitor, 2015

8 Hi-US
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continued to reach these states. The ongoing conflict in South Sudan has been fueled by these uncontrolled

arms transfers, which have severely damaged populations and public infrastructure.

III. Focused Overview of the Issue

Illicit arms trafficking has been a major issue in the MENA region since the beginning of the 21st

century. 22 years ago, there wasn’t a war in Iraq, Syria, Libya, or most of the other countries in the MENA

region. When western forces found more beneficial modern colonization systems, they started to intervene

with the internal affairs of countries which have rich underground sources with developing governments.

They were completing their purposes by exploiting the resources and sparking civil wars which would later

on become a great income from the weapon trades for these western countries, such as the United States

of America . Peace and stability sustained mostly by the possession of conventional arms by the11

government and law enforcement. The main cause of prolonged conflicts, social unrest, and criminal action,

particularly terrorism in the MENA region is the illicit transfer of weapons. The possession, storage, trade,

and use of weapons and arms in blatant violation of national and/or international law and without official

government control is known as gunrunning or illicit arms trafficking. Corrupt government officials acting

independently for personal gain may be involved in these traffics which is widely seen in the MENA countries

due to insufficient regulations. Fundamentally, non-state parties (terrorist groups, militias, or criminal gangs)

are most important to the illicit transfer of guns; yet, since states are the primary producers and suppliers of

illicit arms, they also play a significant role in this traffic.

Even though illicit arms trafficking had always been a possibility prior to the Arab Uprisings in 2011

and was primarily associated with state fragility and political structures, the collapse of the Arab states in

Iraq, Syria, Yemen, and Libya led to such criminal activity . Furthermore, the rise of violent non-state parties12

and their international networks, as well as the escalation of regional geopolitical rivalries, specifically those

between Russia, Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Egypt in addition to the EU and

the USA, transformed the conflict into prolonged proxy wars where local and national opposing parties are

given weapons and funding to gain political advantage .13

1. Political and Ideological Accounts

For many forces, illicit arms traffic is a way for them to source the needed equipment during a

terrorist attack, coup, or civil war. It has been mentioned previously that  many foreign parties support

13 Benowitz and Ross, 2020

12 United Nations, 2017

11 Benowitz and Ross, 2020
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various opposing parties in the MENA region. With the support of more developed and technologically

advanced countries, the illicit arms traffic increased day by day and came to its current state. By providing

any necessary source a party needs, western countries started to fight with each other in an enclosed way,

in lands thousands of kilometers away from their own lands. This directed the western countries to both

ensure a safe environment for their own citizens and conquer major controlling powers in lands with

underground wealth.

2. Economic Accounts

The MENA region is known for its underground wealth. For a country with limited oil reserves and

dependency on foreign states, having some control over the politics and internal affairs of a nation with rich

oil reserves is really profitable. Moreover, continuous civil wars happening in the MENA region is a great

source of income for member states such as but not limited to; USA, Saudi Arabia, Russia, and France with

high production of military equipment. The value of the worldwide arms trade was estimated to be at least

$118 billion in 2019 , without considering the many more sales which were done obscurely. Countries with14

high investments on the military, such as the USA and UK, have undeniably big profit margins from the sales

they do throughout the MENA region. It has been also widely speculated that the main reason why there are

many civil wars going on in the MENA is also because of the western governments fuming the opposing

parties under “making peace between two states”.

IV. Key Vocabulary

Exploitation: To take unfair advantage of someone. It involves taking advantage of someone else's

vulnerability for personal gain. Regarding this issue, it may seem as if the only exploitation is done by the

Western states for them to achieve their purposes, however it should be also noted that the non-state

parties tend to exploit the civilians’ morales with offers which will not be fully done.

Gunrunning: This is another term widely used for any smuggling and illicit arm trafficking action.

Militia: A unit of a nation's organized military that is only deployable in times of emergency. The soldiers in

militias are not a part of the permanent army which differs them from the actual army. They are mainly used

in cases such as suppressing coups.

14SIPRI, 2019
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Proxy war: A conflict involving a number of smaller nations that each represent the interests of other more

powerful nations and may even receive assistance and backing from these. A majority of the wars in the

MENA region are considered as proxy wars. The UN does not pursue nor support any of them.

Small arms: Revolvers and self-loading pistols, rifles and carbines, submachine guns, assault rifles, and light

machine guns are examples of weapons that are designed for individual use. Small arms take the major part

of the illicit arms traffic along with the explosive devices.

Illicit gray market arms transfers: Deals made by governments, or their clients and agents, taking advantage

of loopholes or purposefully disregarding international and national regulations regulating the arms trade.

V. Important Events & Chronology

Date (Day/Month/Year) Event

24 December 2014 The Arms Trade Treaty became effective.

2016 The Lusaka Road Map to End Conflict was adopted.

18-26 September 2018

Operation Trigger IV by Interpol was conducted in four

nations in the region: Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Morocco.

10-12 May 2021

The Conference of the Parties to the United Nations

Convention against Transnational Organized Crime decided

to create an open-ended intergovernmental working group

on firearms.

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties

- “Assistance to States for curbing the illicit traffic in small arms and collecting them.” A/RES/54/54

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/401253?ln=en

Adopted by the UN in the 69th plenary meeting on 1st of December, 1999.  This resolution

encourages member states to resume with their restraining upon the illicit traffic and also creation of a

commission with the countries of the Saharo-Sahelian subregion.
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- “Security Council resolution 1209 on stemming the illicit arms flow to and in Africa.”

S/RES/1209(1998)

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/264280?ln=en

This resolution mainly states concerns regarding the increasing illicit arms flow throughout Africa,

also encourages member states to present new legislations as well as  recommending them to take part in

the UN Register of Conventional Arms.

- Bamako Declaration(2000)

https://www.peaceau.org/uploads/bamako-declaration.pdf

This declaration was created in Bamako, Mali, by the ambassadors of the Organization of African

Unity  in order to create an African Common Position on the “Illicit Proliferation, Circulation, and Trafficking of

Small Arms and Light” .15

- “The Arms Trade Treaty : draft resolution.” A/C.1/73/L.8

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1649488?ln=en

With the cooperation of many member states, this resolution mainly focuses on the request of the

necessary actions to be taken in order to form The Arms Trade Treaty, which later finalized and opened for

signature.

VII. Failed Solution Attempts

The Lusaka Road Map to End Conflict by 2020 was adopted in 2016 as a result of the pledge. The16

document specified 54 feasible actions that were required. They concentrated on legal, political, economic,

social, and environmental issues. The African Standby Force should then be deployed with appropriate

financing to prevent the access of weapons by rebels or insurgents and those who support them. The

attempts to "quiet the weapons" have been utterly unsuccessful. Conflict in Africa has risen after the pledge

was signed.

The Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) , which was intended to create the highest common international17

standards for regulating or strengthening the regulation of the international trade in conventional arms for the

17 Qazi, 2020

16 Nshimbi, 2020

15 Organization of African Unity, 2000
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goal of "reducing human suffering," went into effect on December 24, 2014. The ATT has lots of leeway for

self-serving interpretations and applications by State Parties, despite being a step in the right direction. The

lack of a central body that can interpret and execute these duties just makes the issue worse and, in reality,

renders the treaty extremely toothless and weak.

VIII. Possible Solutions

First and foremost, there should be certain attempts to create alliances between member

states in the MENA region. Organization of a summit specifically upon the illicit arms trafficking

could be favorable for member states not only to discuss their concerns regarding the issue, but

also to forge a future action plan.

Member states must reconsider and revise their legislations in necessary sections to reduce

the voids in their legislations. The voids are one of the main reasons why the traffickers are able to

traffick illicit arms, so the revision of the legislations could be an option for member states to

prevent any further increases in the flow of the trafficking.

A collaboration with the local communities in the region, nongovernmental organizations

working specifically upon the illicit arms traffic such as International Action Network on Small

Arms(IANSA), and the UN bodies to further raise awareness in the communities and reconcile the

society for the establishment of a safer and peaceful environment could be one of the most crucial

topics delegates should focus on this issue.

Establishing an organization under the UN to investigate the current situation and advise the

member states accordingly is recommended for all delegates. Since the exact information about

the illicit arms traffic is limited this would help the member states to understand the situation better

and act accurately.

IX. Useful Links

- https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2018-11/bp_1811_att_mena_1.pdf

Arms Transfer and SALW Controls in the Middle East and North Africa
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- https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52015DC0624&from=EN

EU action plan against illicit trafficking in and use of firearms and explosives

- https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/small-arms-no-single-solution

Small Arms: No Single Solution

- https://thearmstradetreaty.org/treaty-text.html

Arms Trade Treaty

- https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/37996-doc-au_roadmap_silencing_guns_2020.pdf.en_.p

df

African Union Master Roadmap of Practical Steps to Silence the Guns in Africa by Year 2020

- https://flemishpeaceinstitute.eu/safte/files/project_safte_eu_neighbourhood_north-africa.pdf

Illicit Firearms Circulation and the Politics of Upheaval in North Africa
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