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Dear delegates,  
 
My name is Zara Smith, and it is my pleasure to be your director of the European Union for VYMUN 
2020. As your director, I hope to nurture an educational and exciting experience that leads to 
self-discovery at VYMUN 2020. This year, we will examine two topics: Arms Exports to 
Conflict-Affected Areas and Net Neutrality in Europe.  
 
Our first topic, Arms Exports to Conflict-Affected Areas, has been relevant for the past decade. With 
strong arms trade relations to countries involved in conflicts around the world, EU member states 
have to balance economic and ethical decisions. The desperate humanitarian situation in many 
areas of conflict is being aggravated by EU arms exports. The EU is committed to meeting the UN’s 
standards of seeking peace and ensuring the safety of civilians. This brings the discussion of how 
much influence the EU should have over its individual member states to avoid violating 
international humanitarian law.  
 
Our second topic, Net Neutrality in Europe, focuses on the principle of having an ‘open internet’ 
throughout Europe. Previously settled in the late 2010s, the net neutrality debate has since been 
reopened due to the rise of 5G technology. The roll out of 5G is inevitable, however, its benefits 
could potentially challenge the essence of net neutrality which has already been implemented on 
an EU-wide basis. Delegates must find a balance between keeping a net neutral Europe without 
stifling innovation and technological advancements.  
 
Remember that VYMUN is a learning experience, of which many of your staff were first introduced 
to the world of MUN years ago. Everyone must start somewhere, and with each conference, you will 
grow increasingly more comfortable with the material and your speaking skills. I vividly remember 
how daunting my first few backgrounders were, and looking back, I wish I took the opportunity to 
ask more questions or reach out for support even if I didn’t know where to start. If you have any 
questions or concerns, please don’t hesitate to contact me at eu@vymun.com and I can point you 
in the right direction. I look forward to seeing fruitful debates and growth in October! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Zara Smith 
Director of EU | VYMUN 2020 
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Arms Exports to Conflict-Affected Areas  
 
Questions to Consider  

1. How important are arms exports to your country? What effects, positive and negative, does 
selling arms have on your country?  

2. What role does your country play in the arms trade and in conflict-affected areas?  
3. To what degree should the EU have political control over its member states when their 

arms trade is related to a humanitarian crisis? Should arms trade be governed and 
controlled by EU institutions or should decisions be left to member states with only broad 
guidelines provided by the EU? 

4. How would stricter policy on arms trade affect your country's foreign relations to key 
importers and your country’s economy?  

 
Overview   
European Union member states are known to produce globally recognized arms and weaponry 
equipment. Countries that produce those arms aim to sell as much as possible, for economic 
benefit, yet stay within the boundaries of the international law. Selling to the world’s main arms 
importers is legal but brings with it considerable moral and ethical dilemmas. This is due to the fact 
that key importers such as Saudi Arabia are heavily involved in internationally acknowledged 
conflicts, all facing humanitarian crises. The essence of this topic is the matter of EU arms exports 
being used to fuel conflicts, and further aggravating the humanitarian situations for civilians in 
affected countries.  
 
Current examples of conflict-affected areas include the Yemeni Crisis, Syrian War, and conflicts in 
Libya. They illustrate the heavy influence that EU arms exports hold in their abilities to further 
destruction through trading arms. The Middle East has played, and will continue to do so, a massive 
role in the arms trade due to many conflicts in the region. This is because wherever war and conflict 
arise, there will be arms companies looking to make a profit. Throughout history, EU member 
states have displayed countless instances in which conflicts around the world have become a 
benefit to their economy, often substituting the humanitarian needs of civilians as a number one 
priority for strong political opinions and economic convenience. At present, the many conflicts that 
sprouted from the Arab Spring in 2011, have significantly developed arms trade relations, hence the 
growth of this problem.   
 
In response, the EU has devised a number of agreements amongst member states in attempts to 
tackle the continual issue. The current EU arms export regime, the 'Common Position,' sets out 
eight criteria that member-states must test export licenses against, such as respect for 
international humanitarian law in the destination country.  European governments' failure to 1

properly apply the Common Position means that Europe's member states are at risk of violating 
international law themselves. The UN is pushing for peace in conflict-affected areas, as are EU 
member states. Although involved EU nations have full awareness of this, they continue to fuel the 
conflict and humanitarian crisis with their actions.  

 

1 https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2019/arms-warring-over-europes-arms-export 



Given that the EU started as a free trade agreement, this raises the contentious debate of whether 
the EU should have political control over its member states' actions to some degree, more 
specifically those selling arms to countries involved in conflict. Despite having international power, 
the EU recognizes that it is incapable of solving these conflicts. Member states are looked on to 
follow the UN stance in reaching peace; however, the EU's involvement in conflict-affected areas 
has many factors. All nations want to put an end to the conflicts to no longer jeopardize the safety 
of civilians, and yet member states have continued to bolster this aggression in the Middle East for 
several economic and political reasons. The EU must work to find a balance between economic 
sustainability, morality and ethics, and international politics in managing relationships with the 
EU's trading partners. 
 
Timeline 
January 1992: The United Nations Register of Conventional Arms is established, a voluntary 
arrangement which calls upon all member states to provide relevant data on imports and exports 
of conventional arms. 
 2

June 1998: European Union Code of Conduct on Arms Exports is adopted by the Council.  3

 
July 2002: The European Council adopted Joint Action on the European Union’s contribution to 
combating the destabilizing accumulation and spread of small arms and light weapons.  4

 
December 2003: The European Council adopts a strategy against the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction.  5

 
December 2005: The European council adopts a strategy to combat the illegal accumulation of 
trafficking of Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) and their ammunition, which implies an 
increased common interest of EU Member States in a coordinated approach to the control of 
exports of military equipment and technology.  6

 
December 2008: The EU adopts the Common Position; a judicially binding legislation governing 
the control of exports of military technology and equipment.  7

 
December 2010: The start of the Arab Spring. The Arab Spring is a series of anti-government 
protests, uprisings and armed rebellions that spread across most of the Arab world in the early 
2010s—beginning with the response to oppressive regimes as well as a low standard of living, 
starting with protests in Tunisia. The protests later spread to Libya, Egypt, Yemen, Syria and 
Bahrain, where major uprisings and social violence occurred, or leaders were deposed. Sustained 
street demonstrations soon took place in Morocco, Iraq, Algeria, Iranian Khuzestan, Lebanon, 

2 https://fas.org/asmp/resources/govern/DoS_UNarmsregister_factsheet2004.htm 
3 https://www.seesac.org/f/img/File/Res/EU-Documents/EU-Code-of-Conduct-on-Arms-Exports-512.pdf 
4 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:31999E0034 
5 Ibid. 
6 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-13581-2018-INIT/en/pdf 
7 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A32008E0944 



Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Sudan and the US. The Arab Spring is essentially a ripple effect resulting in 
major conflicts and wars in the Middle East.  8

 
February 2011: UN sanctions imposed against Libya, including an open-ended embargo on the 
supply of arms and military equipment to and from the country.  9

 
December 2014: The Arms Trade Treaty is in effect. This obliges governments to guarantee that 
their weapons exports will not be used to commit human rights abuses, terrorism, violations of 
international humanitarian law or for international criminal organizations.  10

 
March 2015: Yemen Civil War officially starts on the 22nd. Three days later, Saudi airstrikes begin 
against the rebels in Yemen. Saudi and Egyptian forces lead a coalition to attack positions in Yemen 
again on the 27th.  11

 
February 2016: Resolution on the humanitarian situation in Yemen calls for an initiative to impose 
an EU-wide arms embargo against Saudi Arabia due to serious allegations referencing Saudia 
Arabia breaching international humanitarian law in Yemen. However, in many cases, EU member 
states continue to authorize arms sales to the Saudi Kingdom, especially with the conflict 
escalating. This violates the "Council Common Position on arms export controls."  12

 
April 2017: EU initiative towards the Syrian War. The Council adopts the EU strategy on Syria, which 
is a part of the EU regional strategy for Syria and Iraq. The EU’s strategic objectives in Syria are 
focusing on the six key areas of Syrian life and relations.  13

 
October 2018: With an intensely growing Cholera outbreak coupled with continued aggression in 
Yemen, the United Nations deems Yemen’s situation the "worst humanitarian crisis in the world at 
[the] time."  14

 
June 2019: The Belgian State Council cancels eight licenses for transfers to Saudi Arabia due to 
failed consideration of the common exporting criteria, specifically regarding human rights. The 
Italian parliament approves a motion committing the government to adopt the necessary acts to 
'suspend' the export of aircraft bombs, missiles and their components to Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
that may be used against civilians in Yemen.  15

 
October 2019: EU countries agree to suspend arms exports to Turkey due to its insensitive 
involvement in the humanitarian crisis in Syria.  16

 

8 https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/topics/reference/arab-spring-cause/ 
9 https://www.sipri.org/databases/embargoes/un_arms_embargoes/libya/libya_2011 
10 https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/arms_trade_treaty 
11 https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen 
12 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2016-0066_EN.html  
13 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/syria/  
14 https://www.who.int/emergencies/crises/yem/en/ 
15https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2019/legal-challenges-eu-member-states-arms-e
xports-saudi-arabia-current-status-and-potential 
16 https://www.politico.eu/article/turkey-kurds-assault-eu-to-suspend-arms-exports/ 



December 2019: Germany announces to suspend arms exports to Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates as to not fuel the Yemeni Crisis further, to clearly show that the nation is not 
breaching international humanitarian law. Several EU member states later decide to follow this 
initiative while others have already made similar efforts.  17

 
Historical Analysis 
Case Study 1: The Yemeni Civil Crisis  
Beginning in March of 2015, the Yemen Civil War has been an ongoing conflict that has grasped 
international attention. Two factions: the Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi-led Yemeni government and the 
Houthi armed rebel movement claim to "constitute the official government of Yemen."  Failure to 18

settle disputes and aggression has led to the crisis quickly rising on a global scale, involving various 
nations from outside the Gulf region.  
 
Although all accusations have been denied, it is believed that the Houthi rebels are backed by the 
Iranian Government, who are allegedly supplying arms and support to fuel the conflict. Forces from 
this side are met with equal aggression from a Saudi Arabian led intervention, also known as the 
Arab coalition, which is made up of nine countries from West Asia and Africa.  
 
Motivated by limiting Iran's growing influence in the region, international powers, including many 
European nations, have supported the Arab coalition. Additionally, as the world's largest importer 
of arms, Saudi Arabia is a crucial client for many EU countries, including France, Spain, Sweden, 
and the UK.  19

 
Many European countries, including Finland, Denmark, and Norway, suspended arms exports to 
Saudi Arabia following devastating Saudi-led interventions in 2015. Germany followed with the 
suspension of its exports after the Jamal Khashoggi incident in 2019. The US, UK, France and Spain 
sharply criticized these decisions and have continued backing Saudi led efforts with supplying arms 
for airstrikes. The majority of EU member states have chosen not to get involved, watching from the 
sidelines to avoid disrupting their relations with Middle Eastern parties. This has led to the EU 20

being divided on the issue.  
 
Sadly, the conflicts in Yemen have resulted in 80% of the Yemeni population, 24 million people, 
depending on humanitarian assistance. With two-thirds of Yemenis severely malnourished, 12 
million children in constant danger, and the numbers in Yemeni deaths and extreme injuries 
escalating, the Yemen Civil War was declared a humanitarian crisis by the UN.   21

 
In 2015, the humanitarian situation in Yemen was in need of an initiative imposing an EU-wide arms 
embargo against Saudi Arabia due to serious allegations referencing Saudia Arabia breaching 
international humanitarian law in Yemen. That being said, EU member states continued to 

17 https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/25/why-germany-shouldnt-yield-arms-sales-saudis 
18 https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/5f550c47e90c4c0fa111325e32ffe01e 
19https://www.euronews.com/2019/03/11/seven-european-countries-make-the-top-10-of-world-s-major-arm
s-exporters 
20https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2018/11/22/denmark-joins-germany-halting-arms-sales-saudi-ara
bia 
21 https://www.mercycorps.org/blog/quick-facts-yemen-crisis 



authorize arms sales to the Saudi Kingdom, in many instances, especially with the conflict 
escalating. This was in violation of the "Council Common Position on arms export controls."  
 
The EU arms trade with Saudi Arabia is a divided topic of discussion. With Saudi Arabia being the 
world’s largest arms importer, and many EU nations being some of the world’s largest arms 
exporters, as well as Saudi-EU trade relations being strong and long-lasting with additional 
products such as oil, member states are extremely reluctant to impose an arms embargo on the 
powerful, resource-rich country. This debate raises many concerns since violating international 
humanitarian law is a serious and necessarily punishable act. Though an arms embargo is needful, 
it may ruin many ties with the country; this must be kept in mind when reaching resolutions.  
 
Case Study 2: The Syrian War   
As a part of the Arab Spring uprisings, peaceful protests broke out in Syria in March 2011. Syrian 
leader, Assad, was called on by organizers to undertake democratic reforms, however, his 
government responded with violence. Some protesters then teamed up with those who left the 
military to form their own troops called the Free Syrian Army. Their main goal: to overthrow the 
government. Aggression was met from both sides, and by 2012 the armed struggle developed into 
civil war.  
 
The conflict grew rapidly, and hostility towards Assad and the Syrian government provoked foreign 
involvement. For decades, Syria has acted as Russia’s foothold in the Middle East, and with long 
time relations with the country's leader, Russia flocked to Assad’s government’s aid. Another one of 
Assad’s key allies is Iran, as it needs Syria to move weapons and proxy militias across the Middle 
East. So when Assad was threatened, Iran, along with Lebanon who shares similar needs, stepped 
in to support. The three countries provided a range of support, arms and troops.  
 
However, that upset Iranian rivals in the region, including Turkey and Saudi Arabia, who quickly 
began sending arms and money to anti-Assad rebels, counting extremist militias. Meanwhile, Israel 
had been striking Syrian military bases and other facilities on its own terms. The US, previously 
reluctant to become entangled in the conflict, acted for two reasons. First, the Islamic State 
militant group gained a foothold in Syria in 2013, creating a breeding ground for extremist terrorist 
groups. The Islamic State, publically known as ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) in the West, and 
Daesh in the Middle East, is a well-known terrorist group based on extremist Islamic beliefs, who 
have publicly claimed responsibility for countless devastating terrorist acts.  ISIS is a militant 22

group that split off from Al Qaeda, the terrorist group famous for devastating events such as 9/11.  23

Syria has been an active breeding ground for the growth of militant groups (groups who are 
“engaged in a war or war acts aggressively for their cause” - generally terrorist groups).  The United 24

States launched airstrikes against ISIS, and eventually sent group troops in to fight. The second 
reason is that the US acted to punish the Assad government after using chemical weapons on 
civilians.  
 

22 https://www.history.com/topics/21st-century/isis 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 



Syria is also home to a significant number of Kurds, who are “members of mainly Islamic people 
living in parts of eastern Turkey, northern Iraq, western Iran, and eastern Syria.”  The Kurds are a 25

key US ally. However, Turkey fears that the Kurds are aiming to establish a separate state, and has 
thus bombed Syrian cities under Kurdish control, bolstering the conflicts even further.  
 
At present, many wars are being fought inside of Syria; the Syrian government and rebels are still at 
war; Israel is fighting Iranian-backed forces; the US is attempting to kill off the Islamic State, and 
Turkey is targeting the US-backed Kurds; meanwhile, Syrian civilians endure a major humanitarian 
crisis. It has remained alarming in the Northwest even with a ceasefire agreed in March of this year. 
With increasing economic hardship and only half of all health facilities functioning fully, the EU has 
continued to be the largest donor of humanitarian aid to Syrian civilians in need.  26

 
More recently, the EU has recognized the negative effects of their arms exports to countries 
involved in the conflict, more specifically to Saudi Arabia and Turkey. Understanding the EU’s 
responsibility of respecting and enforcing international humanitarian law, the EU and its member 
states have worked to find an initiative that can stop exports from further fueling the conflict. 
Nonetheless, it is difficult to cut off arms exports to Saudi Arabia because the Kingdom is so 
involved in so many conflicts. Entirely cutting off arms exports to the Saudis raises significant 
economic issues and puts strain on a major trade relationship. On the other hand, Turkey has less 
international influence and has clearly violated international humanitarian law through the use of 
arms imported from EU member states. In October 2019, it was agreed that sanctions would be 
placed on Turkey, halting arms sales to the country. Several European powers, including Sweden, 
Finland, France and Germany, imposed arms embargoes of their own soon after the agreement.  
 
The Syrian conflict is still in full blaze with no sign of ending soon. Moving forward, certain EU 
member states will step up as international leaders to protect international humanitarian law and 
provide future relief for the crisis.  

Case Study 3: Involvement in Libya  
Libya, an oil-rich country in North Africa and considered part of the Middle East, has been in chaos 
following the Arab Spring movement and the Nato bombing campaign that toppled Libya’s 
government in 2011.  Many attempts to create a democratic state after the fall of their leader 27

disintegrated into a civil war between rival governments as of 2014.  Armed groups, including the 28

Islamic State and other extremists, have rapidly multiplied. The lawless nation has turned into a 
principal transit point for citizens across Africa hoping to reach Europe. Essentially, the Libyan 
government was in violation of many human rights, which provoked UN sanctions against Libya in 
February of 2011.  This included an open-ended embargo on the supply of arms and military 29

equipment to and from the country.   

25 https://www.dictionary.com/browse/kurds?s=t  
26 https://ec.europa.eu/echo/where/middle-east/syria_en 
27 https://www.telesurenglish.net/analysis/Libya-Before-and-After-Muammar-Gaddafi-20200115-0011.html 
28 https://www.britannica.com/place/Somalia/Civil-war 
29 Ibid. 



Since 2014, the fighting has been predominantly between rival countries of political power in East 
and West Libya.  That being said, there have been many cases in which EU member states have 30

been indirectly bolstering the conflict. Furthermore, EU member states have found loopholes 
allowing them to continue economic transactions of their arms. By exporting to countries such as 
Egypt and the U.A.E, European nations have avoided breaking international humanitarian law, and 
they have not followed up on the arms’ final destination. Therefore, European arms are still ending 
up in Libyan conflicts, helping to fuel the conflict indirectly.  

Certain EU member states have been more public about direct involvement in the conflict. Turkey 
and Italy, and Russia and France are both openly backing opposing sides of the war. Foreign parties 
involved in the conflict have flooded Libya with weapons and drones, ignoring the UN arms 
embargo. Russia has sent mercenaries and Sudanese recruits to fight alongside the LNA (one side 
of the government in Libya), while Turkey has sent Syrian recruits as well as its own soldiers (to the 
opposing government).  Turkey has planned to expand its air operations in the conflict; thus the 31

LNA’s foreign backers are likely going to step up their support to counter a string of Turkish 
successes. High profile peace talks this year in Berlin did not result in any lasting truce; the UN and 
EU firmly believe that a ceasefire is the only solution to the war.  

Prior to the conflict, Libya had one of the highest standards of living in Africa. Now, costs are 
skyrocketing because of the wartime economy; there are widespread complications with power 
cuts and medicine shortages.  Civilians face the risk of being caught in the unpredictable fighting, 32

and kidnappings for ransom by militias are common. According to the UN, over 200,000 people are 
internally displaced as of May this year, and 1.3 million in need of humanitarian assistance. 
Casualty numbers are hard to verify and highly politicized, estimating a range from 2,500 to 25,000 
during the 2011 uprising along.  33

The EU has been helping Libya return to peace and working towards a political transition to a 
secure and prosperous country through diplomatic action and bilateral support. As the biggest 
donor of humanitarian assistance, the EU tailors support through health, civil society, youth and 
education, mediation and stability. The EU’s new air and naval mission is to operate in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, out of way from Libya’s migrant-smuggling routes that have caused bitter divisions 
amongst member states. Though the states have yet to draft a legal text for the mission, after 
agreeing to it in principle in Belgium, the main objective is an EU wide arms embargo.  

European Relations in the Middle East 
While the defence ministry of the European Union has provided a broad view of EU policy toward 
the Middle East region, stating that the EU “seeks to encourage political and economic reform in 
each individual country,”  the EU lacks a unified strategy on how to deal with the Middle East. 34

Policy is fragmented across initiatives like the European Neighborhood Policy (ENP), the EU’s 
agreement with the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC, 1988), and direct cooperation with the League 

30 Ibid. 
31https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-syria-russia-exclusivr/exclusive-russian-hiring-of-syrians-
to-fight-in-libya-accelerated-in-may-idUSKBN23E06H 
32 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-51293355 
33 https://www.unhcr.org/globaltrends2018/ 
34https://eeas.europa.eu/regions/middle-east-north-africa-mena/336/middle-east-and-north-africa-mena_e
n 



of Arab States.  Individual member states are left to develop their own policies and actions directly 35

with Middle Eastern countries. Germany, France, and the majority of other member states have 
different opinions on how to approach the region, which has made a common policy a challenge. In 
regards to general European relations to the Middle East, there are many challenges across the 
extended region including the Iran nuclear deal, Palestinian/Israeli conflict, Turkey and its role in 
the Syrian conflict, the crisis in the GCC, and the ongoing conflict in Yemen, Syria and Libya as 
previously mentioned.  
 
In Syria, the EU has limited influence and diplomatic relations thanks to ongoing criticism of 
President Assad. The EU does not want to see continued Syrian migration to Europe due to the 
conflict.  Yet, the EU is still the largest donor of humanitarian aid to Syrians in need. While no 36

unified EU policy toward Syria exists, individual member states have attempted their own 
approaches.  
 
In Libya, the EU is largely focused on bringing peace through diplomatic solutions to the ongoing 
conflict. Member states have made it clear that they want to avoid another migration crisis. Again, 
the EU is the largest donor of humanitarian relief and is an influential member of the Libya Quartet 
(a discussion group including the UN, the League of Arab States and the African Union). While 37

focused on diplomacy, the EU is increasingly concerned with Turkish and Russian military presence 
in the oil and gas-rich country and have made propositions, backed by Italy and Greece, to send 
military support to enforce a cease-fire. 
 
In Yemen, the EU is united in their desire to see the country remain independent and to end the 
conflict with Saudi Arabia. Multiple European countries have strong historical relations dating back 
to the 1930s, including the UK, France, Germany, and the Netherlands. Italy was the first member 
state to open diplomatic relations while France has far-ranging economic ties. Bulgaria, France, 
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Spain are among the member states represented in Yemen. 
The first official cooperation agreement with Yemen was signed in 1997, focusing on commercial, 
development and economic initiatives with commitments of more than €25 million per year.  The 38

EU established complete diplomatic representation to the Republic of Yemen in December of 2009. 
The EU has assisted Yemen in implementing poverty reduction strategies and in strengthening 
democracy, civil society, human rights, and technical assistance for World Trade Organization 
negotiations.  
 
European relations with Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and the U.A.E. are governed 
by a cooperation agreement signed in 1989 between the European Commission (EC) and the GCC. 
The EC relations with Iran, Iraq, and Yemen are bilateral, with member states directly, not a broad 
EU policy. In 1989, the European Commission and the GCC signed an agreement with the primary 
objective of strengthening stability and facilitating political and economic relations. It included a 
commitment to enter into negotiations on a Free Trade Agreement between the EU and GCC. In 
1999, GCC announced their decision to create a customs union by March 2005. The European 
commission's cooperation with the GCC is focused on energy and economic issues. 

35 https://www.mei.edu/publications/eu-and-middle-east-search-strategy 
36 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-34131911 
37 https://ec.europa.eu/echo/where/africa/libya_en  
38 http://www.eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/yemen/csp/02_06_en.pdf 



 
 
Past Action 
Past EU and UN Action  
Established in January of 1992, the United Nations Register of Conventional Arms (UNROCA) is a 
voluntary arrangement which calls upon all member states to provide relevant data on exports and 
imports of conventional arms.  The UN Member States are invited to report about their military 39

holdings and purchases through national production and relevant policies. In the same resolution, 
the General Assembly declared its determination to prevent the excessive and destabilizing 
accumulation of arms in order to promote stability and strengthen international peace and 
security, taking into account the legitimate security needs of States and the principle of 
undiminished security at the lowest possible level of military weapons and equipment.  

 
In 1998, the European Union Code of Conduct on Arms Exports was adopted by the EC, followed by 
the adoption of Joint Action on the European Union’s contribution to combating the weakening 
accumulation and spread of small arms and light weapons in the summer of 2002.  The next year, a 40

strategy against the rapid increase of weapons of mass destruction came into effect. In December 
2005, they adopted a strategy to combat the illegal accumulation of trafficking of Small Arms and 
Light Weapons (SALW) and their ammunition.  This implies an increased common interest of EU 41

Member States in a coordinated approach to control exports of military equipment and technology; 
a step towards EU involvement goals in future conflict-affected areas.  
 
Finally, in December of 2008, the EU adopted the Common Position; a judicially binding legislation 
governing the control of exports of military technology and equipment.  The Common Position is 42

still used by the EU and its member states today; therefore, it is one of the more important EU 
actions towards the topic of EU Arms Exports that this backgrounder is focusing on. The Common 
Position established that it was the responsibility of the member state to verify the final destination 
of arms exports, and confirm that the country importing the arms respected international 
humanitarian law. It includes the internal situation of the arms’ destination country and ensures 
that the member states will not permit exports that provoke or prolong armed conflicts or worsen 
tensions of existing situations in the conflict-affected area. Virtually, the Common Position is one of 
the first effective initiatives holding member states accountable for where their arms end up, and if 
their arms exports are worsening conflicts.  
 
In 2014, the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) came into effect and is also still currently in use. This is a UN 
treaty affecting EU member states along with other international powers. It was initiated after a 
2006 UN resolution seeking to provide common international standards for the transfer, import and 
export of standard weapons.  The ATT obliges governments to guarantee that their weapons 43

exports will not be used to commit human rights abuses, terrorism, violations of international 
humanitarian law or for international criminal organizations. Member states must evaluate their 
shipments of arms to guarantee that these criteria are fulfilled. Interestingly, the treaty has a clause 

39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32008E0944 
43 https://legal.un.org/avl/ha/att/att.html 



relating to gender-based violence, introducing a very relevant perspective on gender. It obliges 
exporting nations to take into account whether the arms on the market will be used to commit or 
facilitate acts of gender violence such as violence against women and minors. 
 
Direct EU Involvement  
With specifics to the EU’s involvement in Yemen, more recent Council Conclusions in which the EU 
expressed its support for UN Security Council Resolutions last year. The EU further endorses and 
supports a UN “Verification and Inspection Mechanism” that ensures that commercial goods, which 
are essential for the survival of millions of Yemenis, have the ability to flow into the country. In 
October of 2019, EU member states were called by the European Parliament to “suspend weapon 
sales to Saudia Arabia due to its [behaviour] in Yemen, [criticized] coalition war crimes, and called 
for sanctions against those responsible for [blocking] humanitarian assistance.”  Additionally, 44

since the start of the conflict in 2015, the EU has given almost €500 million in humanitarian aid to 
the crisis. And, in 2019 and 2020, support to humanitarian organizations working towards 
life-saving efforts was totalled at €159 million.  The EU has also made supporting efforts with the 45

United Nations Humanitarian Air Services, which provide “reliable air and sea transportation to 
humanitarian aid workers.”  46

 
The EU remains the largest donor of humanitarian aid to Syria and the region with over €17 billion 
in aid allocated by member states and the EU itself since the start of the conflict in 2011.  The 47

European Council has adopted sanctions against those responsible for the violent repression of 
Syrians, and anyone associated with them. A series of EU sanctions against Syria that are currently 
still in place were decided in 2011. Additionally, the EU recognized that the growing presence of 
terrorist groups pose a serious threat to the country of Syria, the broader region and the 
international community as a whole. In 2014, the Council developed a comprehensive regional 
strategy for Syria, Iraq and ISIS threats, which was adopted in March of 2015. As part of its security 
response and fight against terrorism, the EU also implemented “UN Security Council sanctions 
freezing the funds of anyone associated with Usama bin Laden, Al-Qaida, the Taliban and ISIS.”  In 48

October 2016, the EU began an urgent humanitarian initiative aiming to allow humanitarian 
organizations to do their work and civilians to be rescued and protected, leading to an EU strategy 
on Syria which was adopted the following year. 

 
United Nations sanctions on Libya came into place in February of 2011. Prior to the conflict, Libya 
and the EU had been negotiating a cooperation agreement, which has now been frozen. The EU has 
also worked to apply sanctions over the conflict, provide aid, and some member states have 
participated in military action. As well, an open-ended embargo on the supply of arms and military 
equipment to and from the country is still intact.  
 
The UN has remained engaged with political groupings in Conflict-Affected Areas in attempts to 
promote peace and stability through negotiations and discussion in accordance with Security 
Council resolutions.  
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EU Member States’ Arms Exports: The Yemeni Crisis   
The member states of the European Union were among Saudi Arabia's, and thus the coalition's 
main suppliers, specifically with the UK and France being the 2nd and 3rd greatest ones from 2014 
to 2018.  Arms exports from Europe have contributed to the modernization of Saudi Arabian land, 49

air and naval forces. For instance, combat and tanker aircraft deliveries from the UK and Spain, 
have respectively increased the strike power and range of the Saudi Air Force. From 2014 to 2018, 
Austrian and French armoured vehicles, among others, were delivered to the Saudi Kingdom. 
Weapons made by France have been reported in the ongoing conflict. Since 2014, Saudi Arabia's 
Navy, which is involved in the naval blockade of Yemen, has ordered over 32 patrol boats from 
Germany (13 of which have been delivered to date), two patrol boats from France and five frigates 
from Spain.  Lastly, from 2015 to 2018, "Italy licensed arms exports to Saudi Arabia to the value of 50

more than 700 million euros." All of these examples mask substantial differences in EU member 
policies on arms exports to the Saudi-led coalition.  
 
Recognition concerns about violations of International Humanitarian Law (IHL) and human rights, 
several EU member states indicated that they would deny arms exports to coalition members. 
Firstly, the Netherlands established "a presumption of denial for transfers to Saudi Arabia and 
other members of the coalition that are party to the conflict in Yemen."  It is implied that exports of 51

military goods be denied unless irrevocable proof that the goods will have no involvement in the 
conflict is present. There have also been restrictions applied by the Belgian regions of Flanders and 
Wallonia. Eight licences for transfers to Saudi Arabia were suspended by the Belgian State Council 
in 2018. The State Council reported that the Walloon Government had failed to consider the 
common exporting criteria, specifically regarding human rights; the decision was later confirmed, 
and in June 2019, licences were cancelled. However, allegations that Belgian weapons may have 
been used in the conflict have more recently triggered a public debate in which Belgium should 
consider suspending exports to Saudi Arabia altogether.  
  
Germany also significantly altered its export control policy to Saudi Arabia in 2018, with restrictions 
announced in January 2019 as part of the Government's coalition agreement. Following the 
gruesome events of the journalist Jamal Khashoggi's death in November, in which Saudi Arabia 
faced much international backlash, Germany established a temporary embargo on arms exports to 
Saudi Arabia, involving a halt of new licences and calls to not use existing ones. Human rights 
groups have welcomed Germany's decision, but it was criticized by France and the UK as well as 
German weapons maker Rheinmetall, which has threatened to sue the Government. Germany's 
arms export ban raised tension with its European neighbours, France and Great Britain, in 
particular, stating that it "threatens bilateral defence projects."  This means that previous 52

economically beneficial projects between Germany and its neighbours were stopped only on 
Germany's side, and thus the bilateral projects cannot properly continue in other countries. Up 
until 2019, Germany had been 'unaware' of German-made technology and arms in the conflict. 
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However, following an investigation by several news sources there is "Conclusive proof of 
German-made arms and technology in Yemen — in the air, at sea, and on land, despite German 
arms guidelines that expressly forbid exports to countries involved in armed conflicts, unless they 
are acting in self-defense."  Germany prides itself on having top restrictive arms export controls. 53

Their buyers must sign an end-user agreement, meaning they pledge to not sell or pass the 
weapons to any other country or group. Further, in early 2018, German leaders signed an 
agreement that "explicitly forbids the approval of weapons exports to any country "directly" 
involved in the war in Yemen." Still, exports to both the U.A.E and Saudi Arabia continued to be 
approved; exports to Saudi Arabia worth €416 million were signed off in the first nine months of 
2018, and Germany approved exports over €40 million to the Emirates from October to December 
2018.  
  
Many EU member states have followed through with similar efforts as to not fuel the conflict any 
further. Denmark announced it would suspend future approvals of weapons and military 
equipment exports to Saudi Arabia as a result of Khashoggi's killing. "With the continued 
deterioration of the already terrible situation in Yemen and the killing of Saudi journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi, we are now in a new situation,"  Foreign minister Anders Samuelsen said in November 54

2018. After the Khashoggi case, Austria advocated an EU-wide arms embargo against Saudi Arabia. 
However, since 2015 no new licenses for the supply of war materials to Saudi Arabia have been 
approved. The Netherlands House of Representatives passed a law in November last year to ban 
arms exports to Saudi Arabia. It mentions backing a ceasefire in Yemen and an arms embargo 
rather than specifically referring to the Khashoggi case. As well, Norway, Sweden, Greece and 
Austria have stopped exporting weapons to Saudi Arabia, discarding the sale of 300,000 artillery 
shells.  As the Khashoggi case was unfolding, Denmark and Finland announced the adoption of 55

restrictions on their arms exports to Saudi Arabia. 
 
 In contrast, countries like the UK, France and Italy have been resisting public pressure to 
reconsider their arms export policies towards members of the coalition. In France, the value of 
licences issued for arms exports to Saudi Arabia increased by 50% during 2018, and the Saudi 
Arabian Government ordered patrol boats to the value of around one billion euros.  France is also 56

a significant arms supplier to Saudi Arabia. It has supplied over 2 billion dollars, including 
armoured vehicles, air defence systems, and aircraft subsystems.  France has also supplied the 57

UAE with arms, despite the UAE being implicated in war crimes and other serious violations; the 
country did not stop exports to Saudi Arabia. Despite French authorities denouncing Khashoggi's 
assassination, there was never a suggestion exports would be suspended or halted. In the last nine 
years, Riyadh has bought more than €11 billion of arms, making it France's second-biggest client.  58

The country is the third biggest exporter of weapons to Saudi Arabia, according to the Stockholm 
International Peace Research Institute. Amnesty International estimates it delivered more than €3 
billion worth of weapons between 2015 and 2017.  As previously mentioned, it has harshly 59
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criticized Germany for its decision to impose an embargo as the two countries have joint military 
projects leading to some French exports being blocked because some parts are manufactured in its 
eastern neighbour. The French ambassador to Berlin, Anne-Marie Descotes, wrote that the 
embargo "has serious consequences for our bilateral cooperation in the field of defence, and for 
the strengthening of European sovereignty."  60

  
 Spain decided against the suspension or ban of arms sales to the Middle Eastern Kingdom. Instead, 
it demanded, "that the circumstances of this crime be clarified.”  Spain's social Government stated 61

that it was dismayed over Khashoggi's death, although it joined opposition forces to defeat a 
parliamentary motion calling on Madrid to halt selling arms to Saudi Arabia. According to the 
Spanish secretary of state for trade, "only 3% of Saudi imports originated from Spain in 2017 with 
the Saudi market accounted for 6% of Spanish sales that same year." Amnesty International 62

estimates "that Spain exported €932 million-worth of arms to Saudi Arabia between 2015 and 2017 
and authorised licences worth €1.2 billion." 

  63

Finally, in Italy, the 2018 reported customs data shows that deliveries continued to be carried out. 
Near the end of 2018, the Italian Prime Minister mentioned that the Italian Government stated its 
opposition to the sale of weapons to Saudi Arabia considering its role in Yemen. However, the 
statement received no follow up in actions, and no changes were made in the country's export 
policy. Responses from non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil society organizations in 
Italy and the UK seek to challenge the lawfulness of their respective Government's export-licensing 
decisions in court. On 26 June 2019, the Italian Parliament approved a motion committing the 
Government to adopt the necessary acts to 'suspend' the export of aircraft bombs, missiles and 
their components to Saudi Arabia and the UAE that may be used against civilians in Yemen. 
Additionally, it is worth noting that the motion includes the commitment to consider initiatives that 
aim at establishing an EU wide arms embargo for Saudi Arabia and the UAE, as well as consult 
additional EU partners involved in trans-national defence production programmes. There is 
uncertainty on whether commitments will be implemented and how this will concretely affect the 
export-licensing process in Italy's near future. 
 
Current Situation 
Life in a Conflict-Affected Area  
The consequences of conflict in affected areas extend far beyond a devastating death rate and 
increasing corruption in government. Armed conflict often results in forced migration, long-term 
refugee dilemmas, and mass destruction of basic infrastructure. Economic, political and social 
establishments can be permanently damaged. In all, the consequences of mass conflict, especially 
civil war, create the base for failing development. Conflicts leave civilians often deprived of basic 
necessities, such as food, shelter and water access. There is drastic growth in the number of 
displaced persons (people who must flee from their homes and are left unprotected), increasing 
the international migrant crisis. Moreover, internal armed conflicts increase exposure to disease, 
immensely limit access to the supply of medical care, and destroy health infrastructure. An affected 
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nation’s infant mortality rate easily plummets, and the dent in numbers is extremely difficult to 
build back to a healthy normal. Additionally, the education system within affected countries is 
almost non-existent, leaving entire generations disadvantaged. Given that normal life is busied by 
political turmoil and instability, job loss and business closures become the new norm. Major 
industries are put on hold, slowly diminishing the country's economy, and restricting employment 
opportunities. As a result, the trade of goods becomes compromised as well. Therefore, future 
peaceful political transition's success will depend on the capacity of a future government to 
provide job opportunities and basic social services. Naturally, the ongoing crisis exacerbates the 
nation's reliance on international development assistance. Civilians become largely reliant on 
international support. Conflict evidently requires increased humanitarian assistance as well as 
ensuring development in intentionally chosen areas that make meaningful contributions to 
improve the standard of living, ease into discussion and reconciliation, and promote stability 
within the region. The international community's role, including the EU, will be imperative in 
supporting peacebuilding and economic recovery in conflict-affected areas. 
 
The EU’s Intent Moving Forward with Conflict-Affected Areas  
The European Union stance on arms exports to conflict-affected areas is relatively straightforward 
in the sense that the EU, like the UN, has an end goal of reaching peace. Thus, they have continued 
to support projects aimed at developing a competitive, diversified and sustainable economic 
environment in countries in conflict. Moreover, the EU, along with the international community, 
continues to support the ongoing efforts undertaken in order to reinforce the institutional capacity 
of financial institutions, notably for supervisory tasks. Aims to support the transition to a stable 
economy, agricultural development and food security have been prompted through EU 
interventions on both a community and institutional level. The EU also plans to focus on providing 
basic services in food security and resilience, basic healthcare, ensuring that local communities are 
protected from disease and famine, building resilience during the crisis.  The EU tirelessly works to 64

include the peace process by opening it to all parts of society, including women and youth, civil 
society, and supporting negotiation and reconciliation on local and regional levels. Commitments 
have been made to protect and recognize the human rights of civilians in conflict-affected areas, 
continuing to advocate for international law to be completely respected, including international 
humanitarian law. The EU will continue to develop arms export policies and will make further 
efforts to ensure that EU arms do not fuel conflicts and exacerbate humanitarian crises. They 
intend to continue following through with reports on the destination of EU arms. With an 
understanding of the economic value of trading arms, the EU is seeking the most strict agreements 
possible that still allow for economic growth to ensure that international humanitarian law is being 
respected and actively practiced.  
 
Possible Solutions 
These are only suggestions; alternative solutions which may be more fitting for your nation will 
come up during your research and committee session; multiple solutions may be present during 
resolution papers. 
 
EU Treaty Changes 
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The first solution requires making changes to the current EU treaties in place. This option promotes 
substantive efforts and effective change. Having a truly common arms export policy in the EU 
requires a supervisory body that is controlled by the European Commission. They would report 
member states' violations of the Common Position, the agreement regarding arms exports. 
Member states could be referred to the European Court of Justice by the European Commission if 
they refused to follow the rules. This solution allows for more strict and defined terms in which 
instances that abuse the International Humanitarian Law will be clear.  
 
Research and Development of European Arms 
The second solution recognizes that certain EU member states are resilient to imposing an EU-wide 
embargo on arms exports to countries in the coalition, likely for economic-related reasons. That 
being said, this option is one that addresses future conflicts and may benefit EU arms exports long 
term. The research and development of European Arms is an extremely plausible initiative that may 
be paired alongside other potential solutions. Investing EU resources in efforts to improve the 
effectiveness of European arms could help member states involved in conflicts to gauge and limit 
the impacts of weapons. For instance, with more developed airstrike weapons, the firing nations 
would have a clearer understanding of the area affected, and thus more control over who and what 
gets targeted. This enables the opportunity to take more caution with civilians, essentially putting 
less innocent lives at risk by creating less destruction.  
 
Minor Initiatives 
Finally, seeing as the EU is looking to make as much effective change as possible with recognition 
for sensitivities surrounding the EU economy and trade relations with Middle Eastern powers, there 
are less substantial initiatives that can be made without treaty changes being necessary. Firstly, 
specify what constitutes a 'clear risk' or 'serious violation' in the Common Position. It should be 
made explicit that existing licenses can be suspended or revoked, and reporting obligations more 
stringent. Secondly, help member-states implement stronger 'end-use' controls to ensure arms do 
not end up in unintended hands. Thirdly, clarify terms in the EU's regulation on 'dual-use' goods 
(those with both a civilian and military use such as cyber-surveillance technology), and encourage 
information exchange between member-states. Lastly, reach inter-governmental binding 
commitments to abide by the EU's toughened export criteria between some member-states, which 
would put greater pressure on laxer member-states. All of these options are examples of smaller 
refinements to EU policies regarding arms exports in foreign conflicts. There are many additional 
initiatives that may better suit individual nations, and in this case, the more of these minor efforts, 
the more effective the EU system becomes.  
 
Bloc Positions 
Much like the solutions, official blocs will be made during committee sessions. It is up to delegates 
to decide which countries have similar stances and seek the same outcome as them. The following 
are a guideline to help clarify your stance and provide a better understanding of sides of debate 
and MUN process.  
 
Continuation of Arms Exports As They Are  
Countries in this bloc, such as France, Spain, Bulgaria and Slovakia, have consistently 
demonstrated a strong stance supporting the continuation of EU arms exports to the Middle East. 
Governments have made little to no efforts in changing their current export norms, despite publicly 



recognizing the Humanitarian Crisis in conflict-affected areas. With the perpetuation of the 
economic benefits of exports, violence continues to grow as these trades fuel it. A 'grey area' is 
present in export restrictions, causing nations in this bloc to be at constant risk of violating 
International Humanitarian Law. This bloc's stance has been highlighted by the disapproval of 
some member states’ efforts to mandate restrictions and embargos throughout recent years. Thus, 
it can be assumed that these nations will face the greatest discomfort in working towards a 
resolution that the UN is satisfied with. Countries in this bloc support any minor initiatives and the 
research and development of European arms; more so, any solutions that will please the UN by 
helping the humanitarian crisis whilst still allowing arms exports to continue as normal.  
 
 
Active Restrictions in Place 
This bloc contains countries that have made significant efforts to work actively against fueling 
conflicts. Nations including Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Finland, are among some 
members seeking to change past arms export policies and norms, with the Middle East in 
particular, for the betterment of civilians affected by conflict. Despite an understanding of 
balancing the economic effects of an arms embargo, these nations have already taken action by 
suspending their exports to those involved in some of the previously mentioned major conflicts. 
This bloc has clearly formed a stance on the topic at hand in which civilians’ safety takes 
precedence over certain trade relations. These nations will act as leaders for those that may follow 
in prioritizing peace, even at the minor sacrifice of relations with some Middle Eastern powers. This 
bloc is strongly in favour of more drastic changes to late EU norms with regards to foreign conflict. 
Therefore, these nations would strongly support changes in the current EU treaty which may force 
member states from the previous bloc to comply with stricter export guidelines. That being said, 
they are in full support of all attempts of betterment for the conflict-affected areas and given that 
minor initiatives and the research and development of European arms may only benefit the 
situation, the bloc is in full support of all solutions working towards peace and clarity. 
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