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Today, war is still a plague which devastates the lives of millions of innocent civilians 
around the world. Although a peaceful world is a utopia, the impact of wars could be 
diminished by regulating the arms trade. This process has been launched by Argentina, 
Australia, Costa Rica, Finland, Japan, Kenya, and the United Kingdom, which in July 2006, 
presented a draft resolution to the United Nations General Assembly, entitled: "Towards an 
arms trade treaty: establishing common international standards for the import, export and 
transfer of conventional arms." Six years later, a conference to adopt an Arms Trade Treaty 
(ATT) failed due to a lack of consensus.  

In the past weeks of March, 193 representatives from UN member nations gathered 
again to adopt an Arms Trade Treaty. Once again, on Thursday the 28th of March, no 
consensus was reached and the negotiations were postponed to June. The UN’s failure to 
decisively take action on the global stage by ratifying the treaty, clearly demonstrated the 
inapplicability and abuse of the consensus rule in the General Assembly. Strong opposition 
by a small group of countries including Syria, Iran, the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea, Bolivia, Cuba, Indonesia and Venezuela destroyed all hopes of a possible agreement. 
In the past two decades, the abuse of the rule of consensus has blocked attempts to decrease 
the human toll caused by weapons. With the exception of the 1992 Chemical Weapons 
Convention, all other attempts to formulate treaties to limit the presence of weapons in the 
world have faced the stagnation caused by the rule of consensus. This rule undermines the 
sovereign equality of all states by allowing the few to impose their interests. 

In addition to paralyzing the ratification process, the rule of consensus weakens the 
possibility of reaching a strong and decisive Arms Trade Treaty. Countries who believed in a 
strong treaty  had to reach compromise with more skeptical countries, therefore leading to a 
lowest common denominator outcome. As a matter of fact, the third draft presented on 
Thursday contained evident loopholes, limitations as well as a very limited number of 
weapons taken in consideration. The most clear limitation in the treaty involved the lack of 
coverage of non-commercial trade activities such as gifts, loans or leases of weapons. In 
addition, states can decide to export weapons to another country; if they believe that weapons 
will not be used to slaughter civilians, but will instead be used to promote other state 
interests. States are also not required to be transparent by publishing reports of their imports 
and exports. These and other limitations of the treaty are clear examples of UN’s  inability to 
take decisive action. 
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 In the meantime, the recently founded “United Nations Association Youth 
Edinburgh” decided to raise awareness of the negotiations of this Arms Trade Treaty in 
Edinburgh. In a period of diplomatic stagnation, the role of protest and activism can play an 
important role to foment change. The UNA Committee urgently organized a campaign named 
“Link arms against arms”. While the negotiations were taking place in New York, the UNA 
members, walked around Edinburgh informing people of the Arms Trade Treaty and asking 
them to link their arms for a symbolic picture to spread on the social networks. The UNA 
members were clearly recognizable in the city as they decided to wear white clothing, the 
color of peace. The movement also had a high profile vein, as the UNA Youth Edinburgh 
President: Apurv Gupta was able to link arms with Jamie Hepburn, a member of the Scottish 
Parliament. The epicenter of this awareness campaign happened on Thursday the 28th of 
March, when a flash mob to link arms to arms was organized at Bristo Square. During this 
flash mob many people ranging from athletes to students gathered to link arms to arms in 
support of a decisive Arms Trade Treaty. A video of the flash mob can be found here.  

116 countries have demonstrated support for a strong Arms Trade Treaty, therefore a 
clear majority was defeated by a handful of countries. Although the rule of consensus 
identifies the importance of unanimous agreements, few countries should no longer be 
allowed to block the majority. The Arms Trade Treaty, as Nigeria’s delegate declared, is an 
opportunity for “enhancing the rule of law against the rule of the gun”. The majority should 
refrain from using the rule of consensus and adopt this treaty before many more lives are 
shattered. 
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