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Introduction
Illicit arms trade remains one of the most active, destabilizing threats to international peace and security today, especially in the Middle East, a hotspot for geopolitical rivalries, proxy wars, and civil unrest ever since the end of the Cold War in 1991. The region is a major talking point in the topic of illicit arms trade today. These conditions of conflict, mixed in with porous borders, fragile governance throughout, and a history of militarization, have made this region particularly vulnerable to the unregulated flow of weapons. This very trade fuels ongoing conflicts, and vice versa, empowering terrorist groups and undermining efforts to promote peace and stability in the Middle East.
There is an urgency to address this issue for the safety and sovereignty of Middle Eastern states, which also has a direct impact on international stakeholders whose political interests are affected by the region’s development. Thus, this report aims to provide delegates with a thorough understanding of the topic and, in the end, promote fruitful debate within the committee.

Definition of Key Terms
Illicit arms trade
The illegal transfer, acquisition, sale, or distribution of weapons, often circumventing national and international laws.
SALW (Small Arms and Light Weapons)
Weapons designed for personal use (e.g., pistols, rifles) or use by small units (e.g., machine guns, grenades). 
Arms embargo
A ban or restriction on the transfer of arms to particular countries or groups. 
End-user certification
A document ensuring that arms are only used by the stated recipient and for the intended purpose.
Proxy conflict
A war or conflict where opposing powers use third parties to fight on their behalf
Diversion (of arms)
The transfer of legally purchased arms to unauthorized users.
Arms brokers
Individuals or companies that arrange for the sale or transfer of arms but do not physically possess them.
Conventional weapons
Weapons that are not classified as weapons of mass destruction.
Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD)
Weapons that can cause widespread death, injury, and destruction, typically categorized as nuclear, biological, or chemical.

Background Information
Post-World War II & Cold War
The Middle East has been entangled with arms proliferation since colonial times, but the modern surge in illicit arms trading began during the Cold War. During this period, both the United States (US) and the Soviet Union vied for influence in the Middle East region, supplying masses of weapons to respective allied regimes and groups, as well as allied states: Israel, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Pakistan for the US, and Iraq, Syria, and Algeria to the Soviet Union. 
In 1950, the Tripartite Declaration between the US, the UK, and France was formed, aiming to arm both Arab states and Israel to prevent hegemonic imbalances in the region. Such a move was intended to use arms as a form of political leverage over the Middle Eastern states. Then, in 1955, an arms deal between Egypt and Czechoslovakia brokered by the Soviet Union flooded Egypt with a significant amount of Soviet weaponry, impacting the Arab-Israeli conflict. In the 1970s, the Middle East became the focal point of the global arms buildup, as the region quadrupled its imports of weapons.
In 1979, the Iranian revolution occurred, shifting their allegiance from the US to the Soviet Union. In 1980, war broke out between Iran and Iraq, leading to a massive influx of weapons into both of these countries. The remnants of this conflict’s arsenal still circulate in the region to this day. During this decade, the US remained a major arms supplier to this region, especially to Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states, in order to use arms exports to them as political leverage. During this period, many proxy conflicts occurred as a result of the superpower competition between the US and the Soviet Union, serving to inflate weapon proliferation further.
Post-Cold War
By the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, a regulatory vacuum emerged, and vast stockpiles of weapons remained, many of which found their way into illicit networks. In the same year, the Yugoslav Wars started, which led to a significant, and in some cases, illegal trade in arms between Europe and the Middle East. As this surplus of weapons was amassed in the Middle East, the end of these conflicts caused these weapons to fall into the hands of both state and non-state actors. Additionally, post-Soviet states had weak governments that lacked the capacity to monitor or control arms transfers, fueling illegal exports to the Middle East. 
With the increased privatization of arsenals in Eastern Europe and Central Asia in the 1990s, they began selling surplus arms through both legal and illegal channels. Ukraine, Bulgaria, Moldova, and Russia became key origin points for SALW and other military hardware entering the region through the black market. Weapons were often sold to intermediaries, including unauthorized arms brokers and front companies posing as legitimate buyers. These sales of arms were sometimes legal, but they were diverted once they entered the Middle East. Poor end-use monitoring allowed arms to flow into conflict zones like Lebanon, Sudan, or the Palestinian territories.
This decade also saw the rise of new armed conflicts and the growing power of non-state actors in the Middle East, which increased the demand for arms. Before the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT), there was no global agreement governing conventional arms transfers. Thus, UN Security Council arms embargoes were imposed on actors in response to some conflicts to restrict arms trade, but they were widely violated or circumvented. In 1991, the UN Register of Conventional Arms (UNROCA) was created to restrict the use of certain conventional weapons that may be considered excessively injurious, yet it was voluntary and widely ignored in the Middle East.
21st Century
The Re-Awakening 
The 2003 Iraq War and the subsequent destabilization of the Iraqi state created another surge in unregulated weapons into the region. These weapons were looted, trafficked, and redistributed to various militant groups and terrorists. Similarly, the Arab Spring movements of 2011, especially the civil wars in Syria, Libya, and Yemen, led to a dramatic increase in arms availability and trafficking, since vast quantities of SALW and heavier weaponry were looted from arsenals. Now, more terrorist organizations wield advanced weaponry and military hardware, such as heavy weaponry, artillery, unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), and drones.
Influencing Factors
The disintegration of state authority in conflict zones like Syria, Yemen, and Iraq has allowed non-state actors such as ISIS, the Houthis, and various militias to gain access to sophisticated weaponry and seize control of borders. Additionally, regional powers have been accused of arming proxies, further complicating efforts to trace and control arms flows. Now, the Middle East has become the world’s fastest-growing illicit arms marketplace. On 24 December 2014, the ATT entered into force, establishing a framework and standards for the international trade in conventional arms for the first time.
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Image #1: Map of countries that ratified or only signed the ATT
Countries like Syria, Iraq, and Yemen score 9 out of 10 on arms-trafficking risk, and SALW are ubiquitous in civilian life—in Jordan, over 90% of guns used in crimes are acquired illegally. Regional powers, especially Iran and Saudi Arabia, have been central to strategic arms proliferation through proxy wars. Iran frequently sends weapons to allied non-state actors: Hezbollah, Hamas, and the Houthis. Saudi-led coalitions, backed by U.S. and UK arms, heavily support government forces in Yemen, conflicting with the Houthis. Furthermore, Middle Eastern nations are increasingly manufacturing their own weapons, as their economies improve and grow, and resources become more available to them. With the growth of the Internet, the illicit arms trade has increasingly adapted to digital platforms, which facilitate more cross-border deals.

Major Countries and Organizations Involved
United States (US)	
The United States has been the top arms supplier to Middle Eastern countries, providing about 45% of the region's military imports from 2000 to 2019. American weapons and intelligence support have been key in major conflicts, especially during the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen. Nevertheless, the vast majority of US weapons and logistics supported coalition campaigns, which have been connected to several civilian casualties and potential war crimes, according to international observers. Even while the US says it will keep a closer eye on its use of weapons and how it affects human rights, its oversight frequently falls short. Audits reveal ongoing gaps in monitoring in countries such as Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria. US policy views arms transfers as ways to gain strategic influence and political power. This includes deterring Iran, forming regional partnerships, and fighting terrorism. However, critics say these sales often hurt US interests and values, arguing that these arms sales feed oppressive governments and increase instability in the region.
Russian Federation	
	Since the early 2000s, especially after Russia's military intervention in Syria in 2015, Russia has worked hard to become a major arms supplier in the Middle East. It uses arms transfers not just as business deals but also to influence relationships in the region. Russia mainly provides advanced weapons to allies like Syria and Iran, and to a lesser extent, Iraq and Egypt. In addition to official deliveries, Russia has secretly supplied arms to non-state groups, including Hezbollah and Iran-backed proxies, further increasing its strategic influence over the region. Recently, however, Russia has been facing challenges on this front; the weakening of Assad’s government in Syria and the shifting of Russia’s focus to Ukraine have made it harder for it to deliver arms to the region. Yet, still, the demand from regional buyers remains strong.
Iran	
	Iran’s role in the illicit arms trade is a multifaceted one, acting as a logistics hub and strategic sponsor for proxy groups, as it has already established sophisticated networks for weapons transport to allies such as Hezbollah, Hamas, and the Houthis. A 2024 UN sanctions report confirms that its facilitation enabled the Houthis to evolve into a capable military force equipped with drones, missiles, and technical know-how. In tandem, Iran supports Hezbollah with weapons and training, lifting its capabilities significantly. Iran is a persistent and pivotal actor in the regional illicit arms trade because of this well-funded, state-backed ecosystem of covert smuggling, layered logistical pathways, and sanctioned units. 

Saudi Arabia	
Saudi Arabia significant involvement in the arms trade in the Middle East has been marked by both massive legal imports and problematic arms diversion. From 2015–2019, it became the world’s largest importer of major weapons, with 73% of its supplies coming from the US and 13% from the UK. These weapons—ranging from fighter jets and precision-guided munitions to cluster bombs—have been extensively deployed, especially in the Saudi-led coalition’s intervention against the Houthis in Yemen, where hundreds of civilian casualties occurred due to airstrikes and artillery using its Western-supplied arms. Saudi forces have often breached end-use agreements by diverting the Western-origin arms to extremist organizations and tribal militias. Such weak monitoring and the country’s dual role as a top legal arms importer and a facilitator of illicit arms diversion make Saudi Arabia a key player in the regional arms trade status quo, with broad implications for regional stability and human rights.
Militant and Terrorist Organizations	
	Notable militant groups are Hezbollah in Lebanon, receiving weapons via the Syrian and Iranian military stockpiles, Hamas in Gaza, supported by Iranian and local networks, Houthis in Yemen, supplied with drones, missiles, and firearms by Iran, the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), capturing large arsenals in Iraq and Syria, Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), active in Yemen and using looted stockpiles and black-market arms, and various Syrian rebel groups, some receiving covert arms via CIA or Gulf-state channels. Such non-state militant groups are central actors in the region’s illicit arms trade, exploiting the dynamics of the conflict and criminal networks to gain access to weapons and expand their capabilities against state actors. And following the collapse of the Libyan regime in 2011, vast quantities of SALW from diverted stockpiles flowed into the possession of terrorist organizations. This nexus between terrorism and weak governance—including porous borders—creates an ecosystemic vicious cycle where non-state actors can continuously rearm, innovate, and prolong their campaigns of violence.

Timeline of Events
	
Date
	
Description of event

	March 12th, 1947
	Start of the Cold War

	May 25th, 1950
	The Tripartite Declaration – the US, UK, and France pledges to withhold offensive arms to Middle Eastern states and uphold armistices

	December 24th, 1979
	Soviet invasion of Afghanistan – triggers proxy manipulation by the US and Soviet Union in the region and the start of the Soviet-Afghan War

	November 11th, 1982
	Hezbollah carries out its first major attack

	June 25th, 1991
	Slovenia and Croatia declare independence – start of the Yugoslav Wars

	December 26th, 1991
	End of the Cold War 

	Early 1990s
	The Houthi movement establishes itself as an armed, tribal-religious force

	January 2009
	AQAP is officially established via the merger of Yemeni and Saudi factions

	December 17th, 2010
	Protests begin in Tunisia – marks the beginning of the Arab Spring 

	March 15th, 2011
	Libyan regime collapses – triggers large-scale proliferation of weapons into North Africa and beyond

	April 2013
	ISIS is established from the faction of Al-Qaeda in Iraq

	December 24th, 2014
	The ATT enters into force

	September 30th, 2015
	Russia begins its military intervention in Syria

	April 26th, 2019
	The US withdraws as a signatory from the ATT




Relevant UN Treaties and Events
· The Arms Trade Treaty, 24 December 2014
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 2 December 2024 (A/RES/79/40)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 4 December 2023 (A/RES/78/46)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 7 December 2022 (A/RES/77/71)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 24 December 2021 (A/RES/76/232)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 31 December 2020 (A/RES/75/241)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 12 December 2019 (A/RES/74/60)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 5 December 2018 (A/RES/73/69)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 4 December 2017 (A/RES/72/57)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 5 December 2016 (A/RES/71/48)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 7 December 2015 (A/RES/70/49)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 2 December 2014 (A/RES/69/51)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 5 December 2013 (A/RES/68/48)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 3 December 2012 (A/RES/67/58)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 2 December 2011 (A/RES/66/47)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 8 December 2010 (A/RES/65/64)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 2 December 2009 (A/RES/64/50)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 2 December 2008 (A/RES/63/72)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 5 December 2007 (A/RES/62/47)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 6 December 2006 (A/RES/61/66)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 8 December 2005 (A/RES/60/81)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 3 December 2004 (A/RES/59/86)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 23 December 2003 (A/RES/58/241)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, 22 December 2002 (A/RES/57/72)
· The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, General and complete disarmament, 24 December 2001 (A/RES/56/24)
· Assistance to States for curbing illicit traffic in small arms and collecting them, The illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects, Consolidation of peace through practical disarmament measures, Report of the Secretary-General, 1 August 2003 (A/58/207)
· Missiles, Report of the Secretary-General, 3 July 2003 (A/58/117)
· Measures to prevent terrorists from acquiring weapons of mass destruction, Report of the Secretary-General, 1 August 2003 (A/58/208)
· Establishment of a nuclear-weapon-free zone in the region of the Middle East, Report of the Secretary-General, 11 July 2003 Part I, 2 October 2003 Part II (A/58/137)

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue
The United Nations’ Efforts
The UN has led global efforts through treaties and embargoes. The Arms Trade Treaty (ATT), adopted in 2013 and effective from 2014, is the most complete global tool for regulating the legal trade of conventional arms. Major arms exporters like France and the UK are part of the ATT, but key Middle Eastern countries such as Iran and Saudi Arabia are not, which limits its influence in the region. The UN Programme of Action on Small Arms and Light Weapons (PoA) and the International Tracing Instrument (ITI) have also encouraged countries to improve how they manage stockpiles, marking, and tracing. However, implementation has been inconsistent because of weak institutions and political challenges.
The UN Security Council has imposed arms embargoes on countries like Libya, Iran, and Yemen. Still, enforcement has been weak, as many reports from the Panel of Experts have shown ongoing embargo violations, often involving state actors.
The International Criminal Police Organization’s (INTERPOL) Strategies
INTERPOL plays an important role in the effort to trace firearms and promote transparency. It runs the Illicit Arms Records and tracing Management System (iARMS) database, which lets member states record and track trafficked weapons. In the Middle East, INTERPOL has led specific operations such as Operation Trigger IV in 2018, which aimed at seizing illegal firearms in countries like Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Morocco. INTERPOL also provides training to law enforcement on forensic ballistics and tracing methods. However, participation from Middle Eastern states differs, and lack of coordination continues to be a challenge.

Possible Solutions
The illicit arms trade in the Middle East has long undermined regional stability by fueling conflict and empowering non-state actors. Despite international efforts—such as arms embargoes, treaties like the ATT, and voluntary agreements—enforcement remains weak due to political divisions, limited treaty adoption, and fragile state institutions. These challenges, along with inadequate tracking mechanisms and porous borders, have made it difficult to control the flow of weapons and prevent diversion to unauthorized groups.
One step to solving this issue can be strengthening the existing organization dealing with this issue, making a more foolproof framework and system for effective mitigation of arms proliferation. Another can be to utilize the international judicial bodies of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) and the International Criminal Court (ICC) under the UN for the purposes of monitoring corruption and illicit activities within states and organizations, to increase transparency and accountability among the international community.
There are also some issues that have not been addressed and resolved. Should arms-exporting states be held responsible for end-use violations? How can we effectively verify the destinations and end-users of arms? Should illicit trade be treated as a crime, terrorism, or war-related issue? Can regional cooperation overcome trust issues and power rivalries?
Addressing these shortcomings requires a more coordinated and adaptive approach. Strengthening international frameworks like the ATT, supporting organizations such as INTERPOL, and boosting national capacity through training and legal reforms are all vital steps. Regional cooperation and technology-driven solutions like digital tracing and smart tagging could also enhance accountability and control. Moving forward, a combination of political will, innovation, and trust-building among states will be key to reducing the impact of illicit arms in the region.
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