
Library Briefing
Library of the European Parliament 08/06/2012

Arms Trade Treaty (ATT): final negotiations
The first international treaty regulating sales of 
conventional  arms  is  to  be  finalised  in  July 
2012. NGOs blame the unregulated arms trade 
for  exacerbating  armed  conflict,  terrorist 
attacks  and  corruption,  as  well  as  for  grave 
violations  of  human  rights  and humanitarian 
law. The core of the ATT consists of a common 
set  of  humanitarian  and  security  criteria  for 
exporting countries to apply before every arms 
sale. Even if the ATT raises big expectations, the 
consensual  procedure  chosen  for  its  adoption, 
coupled  with  contentious  issues  dividing 
participants,  means  that  a  'lowest  common 
denominator' treaty with limited scope and weak 
implementation ay be the result.

Final phase of negotiations
After  a  series  of  preparatory  meetings  starting in 
2006, the final UN Conference on the ATT will take 
place  in  July  2012  in  New  York.  Thus  far, 
international  trade  in  conventional  weapons  is 
regulated  only  by  non-binding  transparency 
mechanisms  and  voluntary  codes  of  conduct, 
completed, case by case, by UN embargos.

Arms trade: facts and figures
In recent years the decreasing trend in arms trade, 
observed  since  the  end  of  the  Cold  War  has 
reversed.  In  2010 the  total  value  of  conventional 
arms export was estimated at €18.8 billion. The EU, 
the US,  and Russia are the three major exporters, 
accounting together for 80% of exports. Germany, 
France, and the United Kingdom are the main EU 
exporters.  The  five  largest  importers  of  major 
conventional weapons in the period 2007-11 were 
all in Asia: India, South Korea, Pakistan, China and 
Singapore accounted together for 30% of imports.

Contentious issues
The  main  contentious  issues  which  may  make 
reaching the necessary consensus on the ATT treaty 
difficult (see chair non-paper draft treaty) are:

The scope of the treaty 
Most  states  accepted the inclusion of  small  arms 
and  light  weapons  (SALW)  into  the  scope  of  the 
treaty.  However,  Canada and the USA propose to 
exclude  arms  for  private  use  and  hunting.  The 
inclusion  of  ammunition  in  the  ATT  is  generally 
accepted, with the notable exception of the USA. 

Denial of transfer issue  
Some importing countries, such as Pakistan, Egypt, 
and  Saudi  Arabia  seek  to  introduce  a  system  of 
international  appeals  against  any  denial  of  a 
requested arms transfer. The main argument used 
is the "sovereign right" of states to obtain arms for 
self-defence.  This  position is  strongly opposed by 
Western  countries  which  insist  that  denial  of 
transfer is a matter of national sovereignty for the 
state granting the initial licence. 

Criteria for denial of transfer 
There is general agreement that national decisions 
on  arms  transfer  must  take  into  account 
international norms such as UN embargos, as well 
as the risk of aggravating regional insecurity, or of 
facilitating genocide, organised crime or terrorism. 
However some parties like China and India oppose 
the  criterion  related  to  serious  human-rights 
violations. 

Positions of EU institutions
With a  legally binding instrument regulating arms 
trade  since  2008,  the  EU  is  among  the  main 
supporters of a strong ATT. The Council conclusions 
of 12 July 2010 stress that the ATT should require 
parties  to  assess  all  applications  for  arms  trades 
against  the  highest  possible  standards,  including 
respect for human rights and humanitarian norms. 
It  should also include provisions on transparency, 
monitoring and assistance. The EU is however not a 
party  to  negotiations  and  will  have  no  access  to 
them.

In 2007, MEPs argued in a specific resolution on the 
topic  that  until  the  negotiations  on  ATT  are 
successfully concluded, irresponsible arms transfers 
would  continue  to  cause  human  suffering  and 
exacerbate armed conflict,  instability and terrorist 
attacks as well as bad governance, corruption and 
human rights  violations.  The EP backed the wide 
scope of the future ATT, both in terms of type of 
arms and types of  transfer,  as well  as the criteria 
used  to  prohibit  the  trade.  The  AFET  committee 
adopted a further  resolution on the subject on 31 
May.

Further reading
From Preparations to Negotiations  for  an Arms 
Trade Treaty/ K. Prizman, March 2012.
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