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Official Welcome 
 
On behalf of the committee staff of the General Assembly First Committee, we welcome you to the 2012 
National Model United Nations Washington D.C. (NMUN-DC) Conference. This year, your Assistant Director 
will be Patrick Parsons and Director will be Théo Thieffry; both are experienced NMUN staff members 
dedicated to making NMUN-DC an unforgettable conference for you. For the past few months, the staff of the 
General Assembly First Committee has been committed to the creation of this background guide to help you 
research and to stimulate debate between you and your fellow delegates at the conference. 
 
This year, the topics for General Assembly Committee reflect some of the recent and most important challenges 
that the world faces regarding international security, and the changing aspect of these issues that Members 
States of the First Committee have to solve. The General Assembly First Committee is the key organ of the 
United Nations for security issues outside of the Security Council, and we hope that, as the representatives of 
your Member State, you will put all of your efforts into debating these fascinating issues and understanding the 
committee’s significance. 
 
We wish you good luck in your preparation for the conference, and we are looking forward to meeting you in 
Washington, D.C. in October. 
 

History of the General Assembly First Committee 
 
From April 26 to June 24, 1945, 50 allied states gathered for the United Nations (UN) Conference on 
International Organization, also known as the San Francisco Conference. It resulted in the signing of the Charter 
of the United Nations, under which the General Assembly (GA) and Security Council (SC) were established. 
The GA held its first meeting in London in January 1946, gathering the 51 original signatories of the Charter 
(Poland was a signatory although it did not attend the San Francisco Conference). The membership of the UN 
and the GA has significantly evolved since 1946, as the UN now counts 193 Member States. A session of the 
GA lasts for one year, and in September 2012, the GA will begin its 67th session. Once the session opens in 
September, the general debate takes place over the course of a few days, during which time leaders and 
representatives from all 193 Member States address the GA. The GA then moves on to consider the substantive 
items on the agenda, each of them being allocated to one of the six committees of the GA. 

 
The First Committee of the GA is the Disarmament and International Security Committee. All 193 Member 
States of the UN can attend the meetings of the First Committee, during which 50 to 70 resolutions are typically 
passed every year. While its main focus is disarmament, topics debated by the GA First Committee cover a 
range of issues such as nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction, missile proliferation, and even 
the disarmament of outer-space. The mandate to debate such issues is given to the GA by Article 11 of the 
Charter, under which the GA is empowered to make recommendations to the Security Council and Member 
States; through the passing of resolutions, the GA First Committee recommends actions and decisions to the SC. 
The First Committee is, however, criticized by some observers who consider it a mere forum in which delegates 
speak and express their positions but do not listen to one another. The concern is thus that the First Committee 
has become redundant, and does not serve the purpose of being a political forum on important issues.  
 
Criticism of the First Committee also echoes criticism of the GA and the UN in general in regards to the need 
for reform and modernization of these institutions. There is a will to increase the power of the GA and to make 
debate within the GA more productive and less repetitive. One example of reform that has been taken so far is 
the decision to reaffirm the substantial role of the GA’s president, a decision made through GA Resolution 
59/313, which was adopted in 2005. However, the Council on Foreign Relations also underlines that some of 
the UN General Assembly’s resolutions have had a significant impact on international politics. For example, the 
GA promulgated the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 and the Millennium Declaration, which 
established the Millennium Development Goals, was adopted in 2000. A more recent example of the GA First 
Committee’s work is the passing of two resolutions on nuclear non-proliferation in the Middle East sponsored 
by Egypt. These examples show how crucial the work of the First Committee is to the UN and its members, and 
that matters discussed by this body are of high priority to the whole of the international community. 
 



 
I. Debating the Inalienable Right to use Nuclear Materials for Peaceful Purposes 

 
• Under what circumstances does the right to nuclear development extend and how should the 

international community engage to protect that right? 
• What actions can be taken to better enforce the provisions of the Treaty on the Non-

Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons? 
• How can verification measures be strengthened to ensure peaceful uses of nuclear material? 
• How can safety and security concerns be balanced against the right to increased access to 

nuclear technology? 
 

Ongoing events regarding the Islamic Republic of Iran highlight the debate over peaceful uses of nuclear 
materials—namely, ensuring that peaceful purposes do not lead to, or mask, development and proliferation of 
nuclear weapons. Article IV of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) explicitly 
addresses the inalienable right to peaceful purposes in stating, “Nothing in this Treaty shall be interpreted as 
affecting the inalienable right of all Parties to the Treaty to develop research, production, and use of nuclear 
energy for peaceful purposes…” Importantly, while international debate on nuclear technology often centers on 
energy production, the peaceful use of nuclear materials broadly extends from the fields of agriculture and food 
safety to medicine and scientific research. Just as the scope of peaceful uses expands beyond nuclear energy, the 
arguments for and against those uses have broadened beyond traditional security concerns. Understanding this 
debate therefore requires a close analysis of nuclear technology, the role of the international community in 
safety and verification, and the changing debate as new states express peaceful, nuclear ambitions.  
 
The inherent “problem” of nuclear development is the dual-use capability of nuclear materials—at low levels of 
enrichment, nuclear material is usable for energy production, but with further enrichment that material can then 
be used for weapons development. Although some nuclear energy reactors are designed to use uranium in its 
natural form—predominately Uranium-238—as fuel, the majority of reactors worldwide require uranium that is 
enriched to 3-5% Uranium-235. This enriched form is often referred to as reactor grade or low-enriched 
uranium. However, uranium can also be further enriched and, at 20%, Uranium-235 is referred to as highly 
enriched uranium. At 20% enrichment, fissile material can be used to create a crude nuclear weapon, although 
85% enrichment is needed for weapons-grade material.  
 
While passage of the NPT codified the right to peaceful nuclear development, it was the establishment of the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) that marked the first international commitment to peaceful nuclear 
development. Amongst its three main pillars of Safety and Security, Science and Technology, and Safeguards 
and Verification, the IAEA is perhaps most visible in its verification role. A central role of the IAEA is the 
inspection of nuclear facilities to sample and inventory nuclear materials to ensure that material is being used 
solely for peaceful purposes and not diverted to weapons development or proliferation. Additionally, the 
IAEA’s Department of Safeguards verifies declarations made by Member States regarding their nuclear material 
and activities. Specifically, the IAEA’s safeguards comprise a three-tiered system of traditional measures, 
strengthening measures (developed in 1992 to reinforce the traditional measures and referred to as the 
“Additional Protocol”), and integrated safeguards (created in 1998 to combine all safeguard measures and 
increase efficiency). Non-nuclear-weapons states that are party to the NPT agree to accept safeguard measures 
as set by the IAEA. There are those states, however, that follow specially developed rules. India, Israel, and 
Pakistan, though not party to the NPT, have special arrangements with the IAEA for site inspections. As a 
member of the NPT, Iran has agreed to safeguards and inspections but only at declared sites. Finally, the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, in contrast, withdrew completely from the NPT in 2003, severing its 
responsibilities to the IAEA safeguards system.  
 
Despite the way some countries have regarded the safeguards system, following the disclosure of Iraq’s 
clandestine nuclear weapons program in the early 1990’s, efforts were made to strengthen the IAEA’s safeguard 
system, culminating in the Additional Protocol document. This protocol increased the scope of safeguards to 
include research and development of nuclear technologies and greater access to inspection sites. At present, the 
Additional Protocol has been signed by 142 states and entered into force in 116 states. These case studies and 
varying situations demonstrate why the issue of safety and verification is paramount in debating the right to 
peaceful use of nuclear technology.  
 
Understanding the political debate in creating the NPT, and particularly Article IV, also lies at the heart of the 
current nuclear debate. The NPT essentially established a three-way bargain between nuclear weapon states 
(NWS) and non-nuclear weapon states (NNWS)—NWS agreed to work toward disarmament while NNWS 



agreed to not seek nuclear weapons. The third section of the bargain, contained in Article IV, sought to balance 
tensions between developed and developing countries by guaranteeing the global South’s right to nuclear 
development for peaceful purposes and charging the global North with facilitating that right through technology 
transfer. Current arguments, however, debate to what extent and how nuclear development should be facilitated 
by citing safety and security concerns of broader access to nuclear material.   
 
With growing global energy demand and increased environmental pressure, many experts predict a coming 
“nuclear renaissance” in energy production—approximately 60 new reactors are currently being built with 150 
additional reactors planned to be active in the coming decade. Undeniably this proliferation of nuclear 
technology, even for peaceful purposes, poses serious safety and security concerns for the entire globe. Yet, 
while valid, those concerns must balance the nuclear development aspirations of Member States. The work of 
this committee should therefore focus on balancing both security concerns and development rights to meet the 
challenges of a coming nuclear renaissance to the current non-proliferation framework. 

 
II.  The Role of Media in the Context of International Security 

 
• How has the development of the Internet and the media revolution affected international 

security? Has this revolution increased or decreased the role of states? 
• Can new sources of information such as Wikileaks constitute a threat to international security? 
• Can actions be taken to prevent some forms of media from becoming the voice of terrorist 

groups? 
 
The world is now more connected than it was ten years ago, as technologies and means of communications have 
developed. The percentage of people in the world who use the Internet has risen from roughly 10% in 2005 to 
36% in 2011. These new technological developments are rapidly changing the media landscape and driving a 
media revolution. This revolution of media has occurred through the development of new communication tools 
such as the Internet and mobile devices, and also through greater access to more common media such as radio or 
television, especially in developing countries. This media revolution is also symbolized by the arrival of social 
media, which encourages users to interact and not just passively watch or listen to the news. To understand the 
issues, this guide covers the role countries have in shaping the way media behaves internationally, the use of 
media by civil society, and also the role of media when reporting to citizens on international issues and conflicts. 
 
A common way of conceptualizing the role of media in international affairs is to mention the “CNN Effect.” 
The CNN Effect was defined by Steven Livingstone as viewing media as “1) a policy agenda-setting agent, 2) 
an impediment to the achievement of desired policy goals, and 3) an accelerant to policy decision-making.” In 
other words, the term tries to capture the idea that media, because it reports directly to citizens, has an influence 
on governments’ policy-making. It originated in 1995, during the Bosnian War, when it was argued that 24-hour 
news coverage influenced the United States’ and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) decision to 
intervene in the region. On the other hand, one can also argue that international news channels play a role in 
favor of states as they contribute to the expansion of their cultural influence. For example, one recently created 
channel, France 24, is an initiative of the French government and its Web site states that, “its mission is to cover 
international current events from a French perspective and to convey French values throughout the world.”  
 
Another example of such channels is the Qatari channel Al-Jazeera. It demonstrates how much influence such a 
media tool can generate. The channel helped expand Qatar’s cultural influence—in the Arab world but also in 
western countries—and develop its role in regional diplomacy. The channel also played a key role during the 
uprising of the people of Tunisia and Egypt, demonstrating the new features of modern media and how they 
have an impact on international issues. It was one of the only media outlets capable of reporting directly from 
Tahrir Square in Cairo in 2011, and it thus played an important part in shaping the way the uprising was 
reported to people outside of Egypt. During the Tahrir Square uprising, the Egyptian government that was being 
challenged by its population even considered Al-Jazeera to be a threat and decided to close down the offices of 
the network in Cairo. In spite of this, the sources used, the use of social media, and the local population all 
actually magnified the impact of Al-Jazeera. Thus, the combination of social media and satellite television has 
created a new media space. As Marc Lynch believes, this combination of media also helped to facilitate the 
debate over the Arab Spring by providing facts and images along with the necessary framing.  
 
These events also demonstrate that non-state actors can now easily use media, which is especially important to 
international security. These actors can be insurgents inside a country, but also non-governmental organizations, 
civil society, or even terrorists groups. The development of new technology and media over the past few years 
has made it easier for these actors to communicate with the rest of the world and pass on their message, helping 



them acquire legitimacy with the public and further their cause. For example, during the protests in Iran, when 
protesters used Twitter to coordinate their actions and receive help from foreign actors, new forms of media 
played a significant role. The Internet also constitutes a large tool for propaganda, often used by terrorist groups, 
which also sometimes benefit from the support of TV networks and channels. This is the case with Hezbollah, 
which controls the channel Al Manar in Lebanon and uses it to broadcast its messages and actions against Israel. 
The enhanced role of non-state actors through media poses the question of states’ intervention in the matter. To 
prevent negative impact, some states have turned to censorship, such as in China where Facebook is censored. 
The use of the Internet by non-state actors also poses the question of control over the Internet. Currently, the 
Internet is managed by the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), which some see as 
a tool for the United States (US) to extend its cultural hegemony. Thus, while non-state actors have benefited 
from the development of new media, states also seek to extend their powers through these developments, which 
in turn fuels tensions. 
 
Finally, the recent phenomenon of Wikileaks has demonstrated how much the role of media and information in 
international security has changed. Wikileaks is even more of an untraditional information source than those 
described before, because it works by relying on anonymous contributions from sources around the world for 
the purpose of promoting better transparency. One of its purposes, by broadcasting “secret” files and 
information including diplomatic cables, is to end diplomatic secrecy to allow better transparency for the 
citizens of the world. Some, however, see the activity of this organization as dangerous and believe that it could 
have deleterious consequences on diplomatic relationships and even national security. It is interesting to note 
that most states have reacted similarly to released information and are in agreement that Julian Assange, founder 
of Wikileaks, should be held accountable by all means. Nonetheless, while most see it as already being a threat 
to US national security, as the US was primarily targeted by the cables release, others believe that its actions 
will only lead to more secrecy and less transparency in international relations. As media and its technology 
evolve, they change the way we think about the media’s role and impact on international security and raise new 
issues as described above. Most importantly, the impact on international security exists because media now 
affects not only states, but also non-state actors, and therefore media and security becomes a much more 
complex issue than what it has been in the past. 
 

III. Spreading Nuclear Free Zones 
 

• What barriers exist to the creation of additional nuclear weapon free zones? 
• Can incentives be developed to encourage broader support for nuclear weapon free zones by 

Member States? 
• What gaps and limitations exist in current treaties and international frameworks regarding 

nuclear weapon free zones? 
 
In the first resolution of the United Nations (UN) General Assembly (GA), Establishment of a Commission to 
Deal with the Problems Raised by the Discovery of Atomic Energy, Member States affirmed the goal “for the 
elimination from national armaments of atomic weapons and of all other major weapons adaptable to mass 
destruction.” In the spirit of that goal, the concept of nuclear weapon free zones (NWFZs) was first enumerated 
in Poland’s Rapacki Plan to prevent the deployment of nuclear weapons in Poland, Czechoslovakia, West 
Germany, and East Germany. Numerous proposals for a NWFZ in Central and Eastern Europe followed, but 
growing Cold War tensions halted early efforts to create such zones. In 1974, the GA revived discussions on 
NWFZs with the creation of a comprehensive study on all aspects of NWFZs. The following year, GA 
Resolution 3472 defined the concept of a NWFZ as “any zone…which any group of States, in the free exercises 
of their sovereignty, has established by virtue of a treaty or convention whereby: (a) The statute of total absence 
of nuclear weapons to which the zone shall be subject…is defined.”  
 
At present there are five regional treaties establishing NWFZs in 33 Latin American and Caribbean states, 13 
south Pacific states, the ten members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), five central 
Asian states, and 50 African states. Beyond the five regional zones, four international agreements govern the 
prohibition of nuclear weapons in the Antarctic (1961), outer space (1967), the seabed (1972), and the moon 
(1982). Additionally, in 1992 Mongolia became the first state to seek single-state nuclear weapon free status. 
Garnering broad international support, GA Resolution 55/33S, Mongolia’s International Security and Nuclear-
Weapon-Free Status formally recognized Mongolia’s weapon’s free status in 2001. 
 
With the entry into force of the African Nuclear Weapon Free Zone in 2009, NWFZs cover 56% of the globe’s 
landmass and 60% of UN Member States. Importantly, zones do not include international waters, where 
freedom of the seas bars prohibition, and although banned from deploying nuclear weapons into outer space, 



international law allows for the transit of nuclear missiles through space—as is the case of intercontinental 
ballistic missiles. Another inhibitor to the spread of NWFZs is the presence of nuclear-weapon state territories 
and interests within those zones. For example, ASEAN has spent the last 12 years negotiating with the five 
recognized nuclear-weapon states (China, Russia, France, the United Kingdom, and the Unites States of 
America) to agree not to violate the zone with the use or threat of nuclear weapons. Initially, all five states were 
set to sign the protocol on July 12, 2012, but recent reservations from four of the five states have postponed 
signing. Stated reservations include the right to self-defense and free passage of nuclear-powered ships and 
aircraft carrying nuclear weapons.  
 
Additional NWFZs have been proposed in the Arctic, South Asia, the Korean Peninsula, Central Europe, and 
the Middle East although progress has stalled on nearly all of the proposed zones. All proposed zones have 
come about because of perceived threat, but have been deterred because of political tensions. For example, after 
India’s nuclear test in 1974, Pakistan proposed the South Asian zone to the UN GA. Despite recent discussion at 
the 2000 Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons Treaty (NPT) Review Conference, India and Bhutan are 
opposed to such a zone, particularly one that excludes the People’s Republic of China. In the same year, Iran 
and Egypt proposed a Middle Eastern zone, beginning perhaps the longest historical discussion of a possible 
nuclear free zone. The UN Security Council, GA, expert analysis, NPT review conferences, and multiple Middle 
Eastern peace plan talks endorse such a Middle Eastern zone. The proposal, however, remains stalled over the 
issue of Israel’s nuclear status, with Arab states demanding Israel’s accession to the NPT and Israel requiring a 
comprehensive regional peace plan before disarmament. Similar discussions on a zone in the Korean Peninsula 
and Northeast Asia have failed following the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s testing of nuclear 
weapons. Belarus’s 1990 proposal for a nuclear weapon free zone stretching from the Black Sea to the Baltics 
has been obstructed by the eastward expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the 
European Union. For similar reasons, progress on an Arctic NWFZ remains mired in the issue of NATO’s 
“nuclear umbrella” treaty obligation to Member States as well as the Russian Federation’s and the United States’ 
nuclear policies. While passage of the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty signaled a shift in nuclear policy, 
both states continue nuclear-powered submarine patrols through the Arctic. Russia, in particular, views the 
Arctic as key to its nuclear deterrence policy, viewing its Northern Fleet (equipped with long-range nuclear 
weapons) as its most important naval asset. 
 
Despite the challenges of expanding NWFZs, progress in line with the GA’s expressed goals is attainable in a 
number of regions. Of the 40% of Member States not encompassed by NWFZs, 22 are not nuclear weapons 
states, members of a military alliance, or members of a security pact—12 states in the Middle East, 6 in South 
Asia, and 4 in Eastern Europe. It is therefore imperative to discuss the opportunities present to spread NWFZs, 
which include expansion of existing zones or the creation of new zones to include the above-mentioned 22 
states. However, these are not the only options. To truly work toward a nuclear-weapons-free world, serious 
debate on the issues of self-defense, deterrence, regional conflict, existing military agreements, and the transit of 
nuclear-powered vessels must also to occur. 
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nuclear weapon free zones. The resolution further cites over three decades of previous resolutions that 
have encouraged the creation of a Middle East NWFZ. Importantly, this series of resolutions and the 
surrounding debate will demonstrate to delegates the challenge of creating a new NWFZ. 
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The United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA) was established in 1998 to strengthen 
disarmament regimes relating to nuclear, chemical, biological, and conventional weapons. UNODA’s 
Web site provides a primer on information regarding nuclear weapons free zones. This Web site also 
provides links to treaty documents of all current NWFZs that will provide delegates with examples of 
the rules and establishment of NWFZs. 

 




