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United Nations Register of Conventional Arms


Established in 1992, the United Nations Register of Conventional Arms has made good progress, particularly in recent years.  So far, 164 Member States of the UN have participated in this transparency instrument one or more times. On average around 120 Member States have been submitting reports each year, up from 95 in the 1990s.  Almost all the major producers, exporters and importers of major conventional weapons participate regularly in the UN Register.  A major exception is China, which suspended its participation some years ago over the reporting of US arms sales to Taiwan.  Nevertheless, the Register is able to capture more than 95 percent of the global trade in major conventional weapons. Participating countries also provide more information on their arms transfers by making greater use of the “remarks” column in the reporting form.  


Despite the increase in participation in recent years, the Register faces two challenges, which are (1) to consolidate the relatively high level of participation achieved over the past four years, and (2) to further raise the level of participation in order to move closer to the goal of universal participation.  Consistency in participation would go a long way towards consolidating the gains of recent years and even towards raising further the level of participation each year.   For many countries, which normally do not import or export major conventional weapons, participating in the Register on a regular basis is a relatively easy task, since all they have to do is declare that they have nothing to report. More success is also needed towards attracting countries that have never participated before.  Greater progress towards providing national point of contact would also help to facilitate more consistent participation by enabling the UN Secretariat to interact directly with national capitals.


Participation by Member States belonging to the OAS has been good, particularly in recent years, reaching a high point of 27 submissions two years ago. Since all the OAS Member States have participated in the Register one or more times since 1992, the main issue is consistency in participation by OAS Member States.  Last year, the level of participation dropped from the previous year.  It is our hope therefore that OAS Member States will be able to achieve regularity in their participation.  Since most of them do not normally import or export major conventional weapons, participation would only require in most cases a simple “nil” report.


The nominal deadline for submitting reports to the UN Register is 31 May, as indicated in our annual note verbale.  We very much hope that member States would be able to abide by this deadline, but we realize that in practice this may not be easy for some of them. In such cases, we would welcome late submissions, which would be issued as addendums to the annual consolidated report of the Secretary-General to the General Assembly. As we have also indicated in our note verbale, we would very much encourage participating Governments to provide us with an electronic version of the hard-copy submission, as this would help to avoid errors as well as accelerate data-entry.


I should also like to point out that since last year, there have been several important changes to the UN Register.  The reporting threshold for the category that deals with heavy artillery has been lowered to 75mm, thus making the Register more relevant to some subregions where artillery systems of lower caliber have been of much greater security concern.  Similarly, the category that deals with missiles and missile-launchers, now includes Man-Portable Sir-Defence Systems. This was in response to addressing the threat posed by international terrorism.  Yet another interesting change is that Member States which are in a position to do so can report their international transfers of small arms and light weapons (SALW).


Finally, I would like to inform you that the next review of the Register by governmental experts appointed by the Secretary-General is expected to take place in 2006.   I would encourage the OAS Member States to contribute to the Register’s further development and improvement by impacting on this review process.  Among other issues, the question of raising the status of reporting on military holdings, procurement through national production, and SALW transfers will be discussed.  At the moment, the primary focus of the Register is on the reporting of international arms transfers. 

United Nations Standardized Instrument for Reporting Military Expenditures


After stagnating for almost two decades, the United Nations Standardized Instrument for Reporting Military Expenditures has made promising progress in recent years.  During the 1980s and 1990s, fewer than 30 Member States reported to this instrument each year on average. But over the past four years, the average level of participation has risen to around 75, while more than 115 Governments have participated at least once.  Currently, the UN instrument captures more than 80 percent of the global military expenditure.


However, the progress achieved falls far short of the goal of universal participation.  Despite the sharp increase in recent years, less than a majority of UN Member States participate in this instrument.  


As in the case of the UN Register of Conventional Arms, consistency in participation would help to raise the annual level of participation by significant margin.  While consistency would make a significant difference, there are still a large number of Member States that have never participated in this instrument.  Encouraging them to join this instrument would be an equally important task.  These two tasks would be easier to pursue if the transparency of military expenditures enjoyed greater political profile.  For example, this instrument is not as well known as the UN Register of Conventional Arms.  There were also some misconceptions about this instrument at the time of its establishment because it was originally linked to the reduction of military expenditures. 


An important way of raising its political profile would be to review this instrument by governmental experts, as has been done periodically with the Register of Conventional Arms. The UN instrument on military expenditure was only reviewed once and that, too, immediately after its establishment, and it that review it was acknowledged that further review may be necessary after a substantial number of countries had participated in it.  Apart from raising its political profile, a review would enable experts to see if the reporting format requires further refinement and what more could be done to streamline its operation and procedures. For example, currently, there is no provision for information on national point of contact, without which the task of promoting this instrument and facilitating the submission of reports becomes more difficult.   


As far as the OAS is concerned, the level of participation in the military expenditure instrument has improved in recent years, although there was an expected drop last year.  As in the case of the UN Register, this instrument would also show a higher level of participation if OAS Member States were to achieve greater consistency.  For example, while 22 OAS Member States have participated at least once, the annual level has been much lower.  This also means that, in addition to encouraging consistency, efforts would have to be exerted towards persuading countries that have never participated, to join this instrument.  In the case of OAS, I should like to point out that there are a number of countries that do not possess armed forces and therefore they would only be requited to submit a simple “nil” return, as some of them already do.  


In order to make it easier to participate in this instrument, there are two reporting forms.  One is a matrix that seeks detailed information according to various categories and subcategories of expenditures, which some countries may find difficult to provide.  And the other is a simplified reporting form that only seeks aggregate data. 


Finally, as indicated in our latest note verbale, the nominal deadline for the submission of report on military expenditure is 30 April.  In practice however we continue to receive reports well beyond the deadline.  We realize of course that some countries may require more time to finalize their report, especially if they are interested in providing as much information as possible, and also depending on their fiscal year cycle.  In our note verbale, we encourage Member States to send us an electronic version of the hard-copy report.  Since the report on military expenditure contains statistics under various categories, an electronic version helps us to avoid mistakes or to prevent procedural delays caused by requests for clarification mainly because of the quality of fax transmission.

 Confidence-building Measures in the Field of Conventional Arms


In December last year, the General Assembly adopted a resolution entitled “Information on Confidence building measures in the field of conventional weapons”.  This resolution was sponsored by Argentina and it was adopted without a vote.  


As you will see from the text of the resolution, one of its operative paragraphs requests the Secretary-General to establish, with the financial support of States in a position to do so, an electronic database containing information provided by Member States.  It also requests the UN Secretariat to assist Member States at their request, in the organization of seminars, courses and workshops aimed at enhancing the knowledge of new developments in this field.


In support of this resolution, we have sent a note verbale to all Member States inviting them to provide information on CBMs in the field of conventional arms, which we would make available to them and the general public by posting those documents on a webpage devoted exclusively to this issue. 


In order to high profile this resolution and to encourage Member States to provide the information, we jointly organized a meeting at UN Headquarters in January this year in cooperation with the Government of Argentina.  We also plan to hold a meeting on the margins of the First Committee of the General Assembly to give further momentum to the implementation of this resolution and also to informally review the progress achieved in its implementation in the first year.


We look forward to receiving information on CBMs in the field of conventional arms from the OAS Member States.  In our note verbale we have indicated 30 April as the nominal deadline. However, we would be glad to receive submissions after this deadline. I should stress that the information being sought by the note verbale is related to conventional arms.  It is not about CBMs per se. It is specific to conventional arms but it would be up to Member States to decide what that means.

Finally, on a historical note, I should point out that CBMs in the field of conventional arms are not new to deliberations in the UN.  It was one of two subjects in the agenda of the UN Disarmament Commission during its previous three-year cycle, which ended in 2003.  Unfortunately, due to lack of agreement on some other issues, the significant progress the Disarmament Commission was able to make on CBMs could not be reflected in the final outcome.  Nevertheless, it would be of interest to the OAS Member States to refer back to the Chairman’s working paper in the annex to the Report of the UN Disarmament Commission A/58/42.  You might also find the illustrative list of practical CBMs in the field of conventional weapons contained in the Chairman’s working paper of particular interest, as you ponder over the information requested by the General Assembly resolution on this subject. 
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