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Introduction 

As the world rapidly progresses in technology, communication, and transportation, conventional           

arms are becoming rising threats in the Middle East. Having experienced more than four decades of                

conflict, wars, and instability, the Middle East is one of the most heavily armed regions in the world,                  

accounting for approximately 35% of global arms exports from 2015 to 2019. Furthermore, the              

longstanding historical rivalries between Middle Eastern countries has made it ever more difficult to              

establish effective peace agreements that can meet the interests of all countries involved. With military,               

economic, and political considerations to take into account while resolving this issue, countries must aim               

to establish joint efforts at an international level to build lasting trust and peace among regions in the                  

Middle East.  

The detrimental impacts of conventional weapons not only pertain to their tendency to stir              

violence amongst countries, but also their potential threat to human rights. In response to this, several                

multilateral peace agreements have been implemented in the past few decades in hopes of introducing               

practical measures to effectively retrain the usage of conventional weapons in the Middle East. However,               

with ideological differences and natural resources being the major sources of dispute among countries in               

the Middle East regions, regional territories have a stronger desire to expand and modernize their               

military forces rather than reaching political consensus has driven ongoing conflicts and tension. As a               

result, this leaves very few opportunities for the establishment of peace agreements. Therefore, to              

eradicate the existing dangers posed by unrestrained militarization while ensuring compliance from all             

parties involved, countries today must closely collaborate to develop coherent, workable, and affordable             

strategies to fully pursue conventional arms control in the Middle East. Only by doing so would the world                  

be able to achieve security, stability, and peace. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Arms Control 

Arms control is the restriction of the development, production, proliferation, and usage of small              

arms, conventional weapons, and weapons of mass destruction. This is usually done through the signing               

of international treaties and peace agreements between a group of nations. The mutual agreement              

between two countries aims to draw an end to the arms race and achieve overall stability.  

Arms Race 

An arms race is instigated when countries accumulate the quantity and improve the quality of               

their military supplies in order to gain military and political superiority over one another. Because arm                

races increase the military budgets of all parties, occurring ones may lead to growing tension between                

nations, increasing the risk of war and conflict.  

Conventional weapons 

Conventional weapons or conventional arms pertain to a wide range of military equipment that              

encompasses the ability to cause damage due to kinetic, incendiary, or explosive forces. Examples of               

conventional weapons include but are not limited to: knives, pistols, rifles, bombs, shells, warships,              

combat helicopters, and rockets (do note especially that conventional arms do not include weapons of               

mass destruction). In certain countries, these weapons are legally owned by citizens for self-protection.              

However, conventional weapons may still pose threats to society when left in the wrong hands.  

Disarmament 

Disarmament is pursued by reducing, limiting, or abolishing weapons. Usually, disarmament           

refers to the total elimination of weapons of mass destruction and a balanced reduction of conventional                

armaments. The ultimate purpose of disarmament is to enhance stability in all regions while maintaining               

an appropriate military level for countries to protect their security. 

Weapons of mass destruction (WMD) 

Weapons of mass destruction include three categories: nuclear weapons, biological weapons, or            

chemical weapons. Unlike conventional weapons, weapons of mass destruction can easily cause            

large-scale destruction. Even though weapons of mass destruction place a larger toll on the security in                

Middle East regions, this report will solely focus on the control of conventional arms.  
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Background Information 

Historical rivalries 

The Middle East region is characterized by a series of historical rivalries crucial to the cause of                 

the high armament rates and security crises. Since World War II, there have been persisting conflicts                

both between countries and within countries. Inter-country disputes include those between Turkey and             

Iraq, Iran and Iraq, Syria and Lebanon, Iraq and Kuwait. Civil wars occur in countries such as Egypt,                  

Yemen, Iraq, Oman, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Bahrain. These disputes are often              

interconnected in one way or another, and the source of conflicts usually consist of multiple perspectives                

that make them difficult to resolve. This section will provide details on the two specific crises in the                  

Middle East: the Israeli–Palestinian conflict and the Syrian Civil War.  

Israeli–Palestinian conflict 

The Israeli–Palestinian conflict is a long-term dispute between the Israelis and           

Palestinians that can be traced back to thousands of years but escalated only in the past century.                 

In the late 19th century, when the Ottoman Empire ruled over modern-day Palestine, most of the                

population consisted of Muslims, with a minority being Christians and Jewish. This period also              

marked the rise of Zionism, also known as Jewish nationalism. During World War I, the British                

government issued the Balfour Declaration, which promised Zionists the establishment of Israel in             

Palestine as a state for the Jewish. After the war, the British established separate institutions for                

Muslims, Christians, and Jews, indirectly assisting the immigration of Jews into Palestine and             

increasing the proportion of the Jewish population from 3% to 30%. This, however, led to growing                

tension within the Arab Palestinians, leading to a continuous series of revolts even until today.  

The deep divisions between Israelis and Palestinians have caused high armament rates            

and frequent casualties in the population on both sides. In the past decade, there have been                

major disagreements regarding how Palestine should be governed between two groups: the            

Palestinians and Hamas. The Hamas, a Palestinian militant group that has constantly waged war              

on Israel, had launched rocket attacks on Israel on multiple occasions. In response, the Israelis               

responded with violent attacks towards the Palestinians. Today, all territories involved are            

currently living under military occupations. This demonstrates how the competing nationalist           

visions between the Jewish and Palestinians have never been truly able to reach an end due to                 

their inability to comprehend the historical narratives on both sides. 
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Syrian Civil War 

The Syrian Civil War first started with the conflict between the Syrian government and              

anti-government forces. Due to various social problems such as unemployment, the widening            

economic gap, and the dictatorship of the government, Syrians became more inclined towards a              

democratic society. This revolt instigated the anger and complaints from the minorities in society,              

quickly escalating into the Syrian Civil War. Because of this, millions of Syrians have been               

displaced as their houses are often in undesirable states after violent turmoils. As Syrians have               

lost their living space, many are forced to find shelter beyond their borders. These Syrian               

refugees usually seek refuge in neighboring countries such as Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq,             

and Egypt. Initially, these countries were open for Syrian refugees to seek refuge in their country.                

However, as time passed, these countries became no longer capable of providing refuge to such               

a large number of refugees due to economic and societal concerns. As a result, many civilians                

are still residing in Syria, a shattered society without arms control that can easily pose life threats                 

to the population. 

Recent peace agreements and forums 

The threats and dangers caused by conflicts in the Middle East may well extend beyond the                

region. Therefore, there have been several peace agreements and forums established by countries in              

the past decade. This was done in hopes of restricting the usage of conventional arms and acquiring                 

long-lasting peace and security in all regions, including the Middle East. However, even though countries               

in the Middle East are the ones most affected by conventional weapons, the general trend shows that                 

very few are willing to adhere to these agreements. 

Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) 

The Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons, also known as the inhumane           

Weapons Convention, was adopted on October 10th, 1981 by the United Nations to ban or               

restrict the use of conventional arms that can pose unnecessary risks to civilians in all regions.                

Although it doesn’t specifically tackle the security issues in the Middle East, it does take into                

account the situation in the Middle East and serves as a fundamental basis for future peace                

agreements pertaining to the Middle East. For example, the originally adopted convention applied             

only to international armed conflict. However, considering that conflicts today often happen within             

the borders of a country, states decided to amend the convention in 2001 by widening the scope                 

of the convention so that it could be applied to all situations, including non-international armed               

conflicts.  
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Middle East Arms Control Initiative (MEACI) 

Established by former U.S. President George Bush on May 29, 1991, the Middle East              

Arms Control Initiative aims to destabilize the accumulation of conventional arms and halt the              

spread of weapons of mass destruction in the Middle East. This initiative echoes previous              

agreements such as the Chemical Weapon Convention (CWC) and the Biological Weapons            

Convention (BWC). Through the support of a series of Security Council resolutions, the MEACI              

also addresses issues such as the Arab-Israeli conflict, hoping to restore peace and stability              

within the region. In addition, the initiative also ensures that countries are still equipped with an                

appropriate number of weapons to deter aggression from other groups. From 1991 to 1992,              

countries such as the United Kingdom, China, Soviet Union, and France reached a consensus on               

contributing to stability in the Middle East through a series of meetings in Paris and London.  

Arms Control and Regional Security Committee (ACRSC) 

The Arms Control and Regional Security Committee is a working group mainly created in              

1991 to address the disputes between Israel and its neighbors in the Middle East. During               

meetings, the committee incorporates representatives from thirteen Arab nations, Israel, and           

Palestine. The topic of discussion centers around options to establish effective arm control             

measures in the Middle East.  

 

Key Issues 

Persisting Large-Scale Arms Exports 

According to the Center for International Policy (CIP), the United States, Russia, France, United              

Kingdom, Germany, Italy, and China have been the top arms suppliers to the Middle East in the last five                   

years. Even though the initial purpose of exporting such a large scale of arms is to strengthen alliances                  

and establish a balance of power that can lessen the risk of war and conflict, it has been proven through                    

history that these conventional arms have led to the complete opposite effect in countries in the Middle                 

East, playing a role in fueling conflict and instilling mass destruction on lives and infrastructures. For                

example, U.S. and U.K. arms exports such as aircrafts, bombs, missiles, and vehicles have contributed               

to the loss of more than 100,000 lives in the Yemeni War. Although it has been recognized that                  

conventional arms are acting as double-edged swords in the Middle East, large-scale arms exports              

continue until this day due to straightforward economic motives in the arms supplier countries.  
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Major Sources of Dispute in the Middle East 

As a region with ongoing conflict, the Middle East is a leading source of the large-scale                

movement of people due to economic and political reasons. The root cause of the conflicts of the Middle                  

East can be traced back to World War I when Great Britain and France made arrangements on the                  

borders of the Ottoman Empire. This event created rivalries between different groups that are both               

attempting to gain dominance over the region and its resources. Without taking into account the ethnic                

and religious divisions, the artificial borders drawn by Great Britain and France have led to decade-long                

conflicts that continue to persist in the Middle East. Besides the historical context, the source of the high                  

armament rates and lasting disputes can be attributed to two other main aspects: natural resources and                

ideological differences.  

Natural resources 

The majority of the Middle East is covered by deserts, leading to scarce water resources               

in many regions. To address this issue, many desalination plants are built to convert ocean water                

to drinkable water. In fact, the Middle East holds more than 70% of the world’s desalination                

plants. However, the desalination plants create not only environmental issues, but also monetary             

problems. For example, according to the Water Project, the cost of water increased by 30% in the                 

past decade in Jordan. The United Arab Emirates is estimated to deplete all of its water                

resources in the next 50 years. Because of the dilemma posed by water scarcity, the quarrel over                 

water resources is central to the cause of disputes among countries.  

In addition to water scarcity, the Middle East holds approximately half of the world’s oil               

industry. Because oil is necessary for countries worldwide, the oil demand is relatively inelastic to               

fluctuations in price. Therefore, the oil industry provides numerous opportunities for employment            

and extreme wealth to the government and its inhabitants. Taking Saudi Arabia as an example,               

being the center gravity of the oil industry helped the country secure power in the Middle East.                 

Because of the multiple economic benefits that oil brings, dominance over this natural resource              

has led to the simmering of intense competition amongst countries in the Middle East. However,               

the benefits of the oil industry also come with unforeseen downsides. A small fluctuation in the oil                 

market can lead to mass unemployment and worldwide economic depression. In addition, the             

prosperity brought by oil industries has led to foreign debt and government corruption on several               

occasions, which is another major cause of regional conflicts and civil wars. 
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Ideological differences 

The Middle East is a melting pot of Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Yaziti,             

Samaritanism, and many other religions. As one of the most religiously diverse regions in the               

world, religious disputes often occur between those who do not share the same ideological              

values. The most prominent example of this in the Middle East is the dispute between the two                 

Islamic sectors, Sunni and Shi’a, in Iraq. In addition, tensions between conservative and             

progressive forces also contribute to internal conflicts in many Middle Eastern countries.  

The medley of beliefs in places such as Iraq and Syria can lead to deep divisions in                 

opinion and conflict, making the region susceptible to emerging terrorist activities in the Middle              

East. One prominent example is the issue of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), which had                  

directly presented the urgency to establish conventional arms control in the Middle East.  

 

Major Parties Involved and Their Views 

Egypt 

Egypt’s geographically important position deemed it a major importer of conventional arms and             

the highest recipient of Foreign Military Financing (FMF). In the past, the United States has been                

supplying tremendous amounts of weapons in order to minimize Soviet influence and reinforce Egypt’s              

1979 peace treaty with Israel.  

 

Caption #1: Arms Suppliers to Egypt from 2000-2019 
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However, since 2011, there has been ongoing political conflicts within Egypt, causing increasing             

tension between the United States and Egypt. As a result, Egypt’s dependence on the import of                

conventional arms has since turned to Russia, as shown in the graph above. Therefore, Egypt currently                

faces the problem of managing its relationships with all weapon-supplier countries.  

Israel 

Israel is one of the central parties involved in the arms-import issue; after all, conflicts in the                 

Middle East are consequences of relations between the Arab states, Israel, Iran, and Turkey.              

Furthermore, the United States has been a very strong supporter of Israel since the 1967 Six-Day War,                 

supplying a total of $115 billion to Israel to bolster its diplomatic relationships, economic stability, and                

military advantage. From 2015 to 2019, the United States has supplied 78% of Israel’s conventional               

arms imports, with Germany and Italy taking second and third respectively. Despite this support, there               

have been concerns regarding whether Israel will violate the conditions of U.S. support, including actions               

such as but not limited to the retransfer of U.S. weapons to other states. 

Saudi Arabia 

Saudi Arabia is among the largest importers of conventional arms from the United States, with a                

total amount of $120 billion worth of arms imported from 2009 to 2020. Today, Saudi Arabia also                 

purchases arms from countries like Russia and China. Being one of the key countries in the Middle East,                  

Saudi Arabia has also sought to diversify its sources of conventional arms in order to strengthen various                 

alliances and mitigate its dependence on the United States. Saudi Arabia’s creation of a company Saudi                

Arabian Military Industries (SAMI) also indicated its goal of producing weapons domestically, where             

Saudi Arabia hopes to produce 50% of its own weapons by 2030.  

 

Caption #2: Arms Suppliers to Saudi Arabia from 2000-2019 
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Syria 

Ever since the initiation of the Syrian Civil War in March 2011, Syria has been undergoing armed                 

conflicts and major unrest. According to the United Nations, the number of deaths has escalated from                

90,000 to 250,000 within two years. In addition, an estimated number of more than 4.5 million people                 

have fled their home country and another 6.5 million people are internally displaced within Syria. The                

warring parties have not only refused the assistance of humanitarian agencies such as the United               

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), but also exercised a wide range of conventional              

weapons that pose severe risks to the health and lives of Syrian residents. Furthermore, Syria was only                 

willing to adhere to the general guidelines instead of the detailed frameworks of the Arms Control and                 

Regional Security Committee (ACRS). Because of Syria’s key role in the conflict in the Middle East                

region, Syria’s refusal to participate in the multilateral negotiations deems the peace progress aimless. 

United States of America 

The United States of America is undoubtedly the world’s largest conventional arms producer and              

exporter, supplying approximately 45% of all arms imported to the Middle East region (Russia and               

France accounts for 19.3% and 11.4% of the arms exports respectively). In fact, U.S. arms sales have                 

reached $34 billion in the last twenty years; it is estimated that the U.S. accounts for 70% of the world’s                    

weapon market, with Russia and Germany following closely behind. In other words, U.S.’s major policy is                

to play a key role in the global trade of arms. By doing so, the U.S. is able to exercise their influence over                       

military partners and bolster their military capabilities to achieve regional goals in the Middle East. The                

U.S. officials justify their arms sales to the Middle East “as a way to build those states’ capacities to                   

counter terrorism and deter Iran.” 

 

Caption #3: Arms Deliveries to the Middle East from 1950 to 2019 
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Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Addressing the negative humanitarian and development impact of the illicit manufacture, transfer, 

and circulation of small arms and light weapons and their excessive accumulation, 6 January 

2006 (A/RES/60/68) 
● Promoting development through the reduction and prevention of armed violence, 16 December 

2008 (A/RES/63/53) 
● The Arms Trade Treaty, 9 December 2013 (A/RES/68/31) 
● Assistance to states for curbing the illicit traffic in small arms and light weapons and collecting 

them, 11 December 2015, (A/RES/70/29) 
● Transparency in armaments, 14 December 2019 (A/RES/74/53) 
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Date Description of event 

October 10, 1981 

The Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons, also known as the 

inhumane Weapons Convention, was adopted by the United Nations to ban or 

restrict the use of conventional arms that can pose unnecessary risks to civilians 

in all regions.  

May 29, 1991 

The Middle East Arms Control Initiative was established by former U.S. 

president George Bush. It aims to destabilize the accumulation of conventional 

arms and halt the spread of weapons of mass destruction in the Middle East. 

This led to the creation of the Arms Control and Regional Security Committee, 

which is a working group that addresses the disputes between countries in the 

Middle East 

November 19, 1999 

The Agreement on Adaptation of the Treaty on Conventional Armed 
Forces in Europe was signed during the OSCE summit in istanbul. This was a 

major breakthrough in resolving this issue because it was able to set ceilings on 

conventional weapons on both national and terrestrial scales.  

May 19, 2000 

The 2000 NPT Review Conference was held where Israel was singled out 

amongst all the other Middle Eastern countries as the only country that has not 

signed the agreement.  
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Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

Peace Agreements 

In the past, multiple peace agreements have been established to tackle the issue of conventional               

arms control. This includes agreements such as but not limited to the Convention on Certain               

Conventional Weapons (CCW) and the Middle East Arms Control Initiative (MEACI). The Convention on              

Certain Conventional Weapons was endorsed by the United Nations to restrict conventional arms usage              

to protect the safety and security of all regions. On the other hand, the Middle East Arms Control                  

Initiative aims to destabilize the accumulation of conventional arms and halt the spread of weapons of                

mass destruction in the Middle East. Even though both agreements aim to promote peace and stability in                 

all regions, they fail to recognize that all countries have varying stances towards the issue of                

conventional arms control; that is, they are unable to truly enforce the regulations on all countries,                

deeming the agreements ineffective. 

Working Groups 

In addition to peace agreements, working groups have also been established to pacify tensions              

and bolster negotiations between countries in conflict. One prominent example is the Arms Control and               

Regional Security Committee (ACRSC), which was assembled in 1991 to strengthen relationships            

between Israel and its neighboring countries. The advantage of this attempt is that it can tackle issues on                  

both conceptual and operational levels. It is a vital step to take to establish effective arms control                 

measures amongst nations.  

 

Possible Solutions 

Strictly monitoring the proliferation of conventional arms 

The export of conventional weapons will remain dependent on supply and demand rather than on               

arms-control agreements. Therefore, in order to enforce the restrictions upon the development and trade              

of conventional arms, there should be operational techniques to control the flow of arms to the Middle                 

East. In this situation, the world’s major suppliers of conventional weapons can step in to ensure that                 

arms transfers are transparent and that international relationships are supported. This can be done              

through the establishment of an organization that includes representatives from all parties in the Middle               

East who are willing to negotiate and build upon a comprehensive set of agreements regarding this                

issue.  
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Establishing security-building measures 

In addition to the strict control of conventional arms trade, it is of paramount importance that                

countries in the Middle East should still be equipped with the basic ability to protect themselves against                 

aggression from other countries. Instead of completely eradicating the conventional arms that each             

country owns, major arms suppliers should aim to supply countries in the Middle East with the                

appropriate amount of weapons for national defense. To do so, confidence-building measures can be              

established in multilateral agreements between arms supplier countries and the Middle East countries.  

Promoting social understanding and political negotiation 

Social understanding is the most vital aspect to address to resolve the issue of conventional arms                

control. It is undeniable that all conflicts and tensions in history have stemmed from countries’               

unwillingness to peacefully negotiate despite their differing ideals and perspectives. By developing a             

collective understanding of ideological divisions between different groups, countries will be able to             

confront and articulate their longstanding political conflicts in more positive terms, ultimately generating             

durable peace and mitigating conventional arms usage in the Middle East. 
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