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Introduction to the Committee

The General Assembly (GA), created in 1954 in New York, is one of the six
main organs of the United Nations (UN). The GA has 193 members, with only
the Holy See and Palestine as observer states. 

According to the United Nations Charter (1945), the founding document of the
UN, the General Assembly’s main role is policy-making. This means it is in
charge of discussing issues and making suggestions and recommendations.
The GA also has other functions, such as admitting new members, managing
and supervising the activities of other United Nations members, adopting the
general rules that should govern the operation of the General Secretariat, and
approving its regulations. Normally, all the decisions taken go through the
process of voting; important matters, for example, require a two-thirds
majority. The General Assembly exercises its powers in accordance with the
provisions of the Charter and other inter-American treaties (Organización de
Estados Americanos [OEA], 2021). 

Introduction to the Topic

Illegal trade has been a problem for a long time, and while it is possible that
today this business is growing more than before, it has always been present.
Illegal or illicit trade is considered a growing risk in a globalized digital
economy, but before delving into the topic, it is important to understand the
following terms:



● Trade: “the activity of buying, selling, or exchanging, goods and/or
services between people or countries” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). 

● Illicit: “Not allowed by law, or disapproved of by society” (Cambridge
Dictionary, 2021).

● Illicit trade: Understood as the production or distribution of goods
and/or services that are not allowed by the law (Cambridge Dictionary,
2021).

● Valuable goods: Understood as things/goods that have a monetary
value.

● The Law of demand: In terms of economics, the Law of demand states
that “a higher price consumers will demand a lower quantity of a good”
(Hayers, 2021). Unfortunately, this is being threatened due to illicit trade.
Illicit trade gives lower prices and as a consequence the real demand for
products is not registered, meaning that the companies producing items
that are either stolen or counterfeit do not obtain an economic profit that
allows them to invest in more products. This causes the closure of
companies and subsequent unemployment. 

● Veblen goods: “A Veblen good is a good for which demand increases as
the price increases, because of its exclusive nature and appeal as a
status symbol” (Chen, 2020). This phenomenon is frequently exploited
during illicit trade. 

● Cross-border financing: Sponsorship deals that go beyond a country’s
borders.

● Counterfeit and pirated goods: Usually, the terms counterfeit and
pirated are considered a single term, but they are not exactly the same.
Counterfeits are fake goods, while pirated goods are copyrighted works
that are reproduced without the permission of the original copyright
owner (Stop Fakes, 2016).

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/activity
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/people


The problem at hand is harming the global economy, damaging public health
worldwide, and slowing down the process of achieving the UN Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Illicit commerce affects the previous three sectors
mentioned since it’s in charge of the robbing of tax revenues; exhibiting
consumers to common/unregulated products hourly manufactured in
unsanitary conditions; representing a risk to security by supplying a big source
of illegal income for multinational systematized lawless groups; encouraging
immorality that threatens the rule of law in countries where lawless trade is not
checked; and reducing the positive impact of public health procedures and
facilitating access to tobacco products for minors (Interpol, 2021). According
to the World Economic Forum (2019), “if illicit trade was considered a country,
its economy would be larger than Brazil, Italy and Canada, and as large as
Mexico and Indonesia combined”.

This issue is caused by multiple factors, but the most known are: social media,
illicit financial flows (meaning the illegal earned economic resources flowing
between countries), and the improvement of internet sites such as the dark
web, which is “the hidden collective of internet sites only accessible by a
specialized web browser in order to keep the activity on the web more
anonymous” (Kaspersky, 2021).

The following statistic shows the annual revenues for illicit trade in 2011.



Trend in volume of global trade (in billion USD)
(World Economic Forum, 2019)

Countries involved in illicit trade and in which sector/dimension of it. 
 (OECD, 2021).



(OECD, 2021)
Regarding how this phenomenon is identified, it is important to know that an
official or specific methodology to identify illicit trade does not exist. It is only
known that in order to address this problem effectively and correctly, “the
government needs to understand the main drivers (supply and demand) of
illicit cross-border trade activities” (La Red, 2015). 

The following map shows the top 10 countries that deal with illicit trade, along
with other countries that precede the top 10.



(Brink, 2018)

Finally, it is necessary to know that the issue is related to many others, such as
the poor labor market, antiquities trade, tracking pirated products, gray
markets, violation of Human Rights, rough diamonds illicit trade, etcetera. 

Historical Background

As previously mentioned, illicit trade is the distribution of goods that are not
permitted by law or in an illegal manner. A notorious example of illicit trade is
the theft and trade of stolen art pieces, a practice that goes back centuries.
Some examples of art theft include a construction worker’s attempt to steal



and “return” the Mona Lisa to Italy in 1911, or a daytime raid conducted by
three art thieves at the National Museum in Stockholm in the year 2000.

Looting of Germany by the US and Soviet Union after World War II (1945).
As Allied troops reached Berlin in 1945, both American and Soviet troops
looted large amounts of personal possessions, mainly essential survival items
like clothing and food, in the country. American troops gained a reputation for
having a limitless desire for treasure, while the Soviets became even more
famous, having efficient “trophy brigades”. When the Allied forces (Great
Britain, United States, URSS) arrived to Germany during WWII, looting was
perceived as morally justifiable (Courtney, 1997). Even though soldiers were
allowed to confiscate objects from enemy combatants (under The Hague
Convention’s Laws and Customs of War on Land), stealing from civilians and
looting were strictly prohibited. This historical example demonstrates how the
harsh conditions of soldiers during an armed conflict can lead to resorting,
stealing, and looting to stay in good conditions.

The Turkish invasion of Cyprus (1974). On July 20, 1974, the Turkish military
launched “Operation Peace”, a response to a coup carried out in Cyprus,
which had the goal of annexing the country into Greece, occupying the north
of the island. The invasion was highly controversial, with Greek Cypriots
believing the invasion was an attempt to expand Turkey and to create the state
of “Northern Cyprus” and Turkish Cypriots believing the coup was an attempt
to annex Cyprus into Greece. As looting occurred on a massive scale, many
cultural Greek sites were destroyed on both sides of the island’s division,
primarily churches and mosques. Both nations accused each other of the
destruction. 

By 1989, the Cyprus government went to court against an American art dealer
for the possession of a set of mosaics dating back to the 6th Century,



eventually winning the case and returning the mosaics to this nation. In 1997,
the seller of the mosaics, Aydin Dikmen, was arrested and found to be in
possession of even more religious mosaics and other art pieces with an
estimated value exceeding $50 million US dollars. This conflict, in the context
of the committee, is an example of how armed conflicts can enable and
encourage looting or sacking.

First Congo War (1996). After gaining its independence from Belgium in 1960,
the newly formed Democratic Republic of the Congo was thrust into decades
of decay under the rule of Mobutu Sese Seko. In 1996, the Rwandan military
invaded the Congo (then named Zaire). The conflict then evolved into one of
conquest and sacking, as the Congo’s natural resources, especially diamond
and gold, were quickly drained by the Rwandan Military. Ever since diamond
mining has fueled brutal conflicts and the term “blood diamond” (a diamond
that was mined by forces who oppose a nation’s government and is sold to
fund operations against said government) was coined. These conflicts have
resulted in the displacement and death of millions of people.

United Kingdom Dealing in Cultural Object (Offenses), Act of 2003 (2003).
On October 30, 2003, the United Kingdom’s Parliament created the Dealing in
Cultural Object (Offenses) Act, which set laws in order to penalize the
acquisition, trade, transport, and disposal of tainted cultural objects. Within
that act, a person may be found guilty if they find, acquire or deal with a
cultural object “knowing or believing that the object is tainted”. Possessing
tainted objects may result in up to 7 years of imprisonment. The act defines a
cultural object as “an object of historical, architectural or archeological
interest” and tainting an object as removing it from a site of interest of which it
was originally a part of. This piece of legislation is one of the first major
attempts to regulate the handling and trade of illicitly sourced cultural objects



and sets an example to the committee of how the trade of illicit goods can be
stopped.

US-led invasion of Iraq (2003). After the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990
concluded with victory for a US-led coalition force, Saddam Hussein’s Ba’ath
Party retained power in the country by suppressing uprisings of Kurds and
Shi’i Arab minorities. To aid the exodus of the Kurds (Iranian ethnic group
native of Kurdistan), the coalition established a “safe haven” in the north of
Kurdistan with specific no-fly zones that Iraqi aircraft were not allowed to enter.
To further restrain Iraq, the United Nations set economic sanctions with the
main goal of slowing down progress on advanced military equipment
programs, especially in the areas of chemical, nuclear, and biological warfare.

In 2002, then-US President George W. Bush argued that disarming Iraq had to
be a top priority, referring to the US remaining vulnerable after the September
11 attacks in 2001 and Iraq’s alleged possession of armament, along with their
connections to multiple armed groups, al-Qaeda allegedly among them. On
March 20, 2003, the United States launched an attack on Iraq, starting the
invasion. They faced little resistance as Iraqi forces chose to retreat instead.

During the invasion, both American and British forces looted and stole
numerous items of heritage from museums in the country, especially in
Baghdad. Up to 15,000 items were stolen in the invasion. After Hussein’s rule
was toppled, even more items were looted from the museum. As of 2018,
about 7,000 items have been recovered and returned to the museum in
Baghdad. After the intrusion, numerous antiquities were even made available
for purchase in online retail platforms, where it was difficult to accurately
determine if the items on sale were sourced legally or stolen in the invasion
due to the lack of a requirement to present official documentation.
Unfortunately, not only individual items were stolen, but heritage sites that held



said items were also greatly damaged in the conflict, such as the Ishtar Gate,
which was used as the site for a military camp by the US.

Cultural Property Transfer Act (CPTA) (2005). On June 1, 2005, the Cultural
Property Transfer Act (CPTA) was signed into Swiss law, an act which also
implemented the 1970 UNESCO Convention into Switzerland, with the
objective of “enhancing the protection of Swiss cultural heritage”. Article 3.1 of
the law called for the Swiss Federal Office for Culture to create a nationwide
registry for items of cultural importance, while Article 3.2 stated that said
cultural items count with extra-legal protections. The previously mentioned
federal registry was created and implemented in 2014 and can be accessed for
free. This is an example for the committee on how legitimately obtained
cultural items can be protected from theft and illegal trade.

Current Relevance

Illicit trade is a widely developing problem. The impact it has all around the
world is immense. The number of resources lost due to illicit trade is
uncountable. Illegal fishing and wildlife trade, for example, is worth 1 or 2
trillion dollars according to the World Bank (2019). In 2020, US homeland
security calculated that pirated goods and counterfeiting represented 240
billion US dollars. Over 15% of tobacco consumption all around the world
comes from illicit trade. 

The UN Sustainable Development Goals consist of 17 goals defined in a list of
169 targets that were adopted by all UN Member States in 2015 as a universal
call to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace
and prosperity by 2030 (PNUD, n.d.). One of the main goals (SDG number 17)
is to encourage trade, given its historical importance (UN, n.d.). Illicit trade
could happen from basic things (food, natural goods), to stolen objects with



high values, like museum sculptures, paintings, and other material
possessions. In the worst-case scenario, human trafficking is also an example
of illicit trade. Besides this being illegal, it is also a violation of Human Rights.

(United Nations, 2016)

A recent and clear example of illicit trade was presented in the British Museum.
It was proven that the museum had Iraqi artifacts, which were over 5000 years
old and looted by the British. In consequence, all the antiquities were sent to
Iraq once again. There are many similar cases, such as the stolen relics from
Egypt. Antiquities from Egypt were stolen multiple times by over 20 countries,
with most of these treasures still representing a big part of Egyptian culture
and history. According to the INTERPOL (2021), since 2010 the Egyptian
government has been asking 25 countries to give the antiquities back,
regardless of whether they were purchased legally. Nevertheless, the process
of repatriating cultural heritage is complicated by inadequate local and



international laws, a process further hindered by many museums maintaining
they acquired their artifacts legally and transparently (NBC, 2010). 

Several countries have taken action regarding the problem. Spain established
a heritage law, named 16/1985, that prohibits the exportation of cultural
objects and items since it could be a threat to international heritage. Measures
established in the law were also made with the purpose to promote and
protect Spaniard national heritage and the enjoyment of cultural antiquities.
Similarly, the National Cultural Heritage Law is a Philippine regulation signed
on March 25, 2009, that created the Philippine Registry of Cultural Property
(PRECUP) and took other steps to preserve historic buildings that are over 50
years old. Its main purpose is to register and protect all cultural properties of
the country (UNESCO, n.d.).

The Central African Republic (CAR) has struggled with insecurity and instability
ever since it gained independence in 1960. An insurgency movement, carried
out mainly by the Seleka (Sango for “alliance”) armed group, has led to
increased insecurity and tensions in the CAR region. In late 2012, the Seleka
launched an offensive campaign against the CAR’s government, staging a
coup d’etat in March of the following year. After the coup, groups of Christian
soldiers started to attack the Seleka in response, adding a religious element to
the tensions and dividing the nation even further. 

These escalations and violence led to a distressing humanitarian crisis in the
region. Since 2013, the conflict has resulted in thousands of casualties and
displaced over 500,000 refugees. The conflict has also taken an enormous
economic toll on the nation, driving over ¾ of the population below the poverty
line. In 2014, a UN peacekeeping force was established in the region,
consisting primarily of French and African Union forces. 



The main cause of the conflict is illicit trade/exportation of Blood Diamonds.
The UN definition of blood diamonds was formulated during the 1990’s when
inhumane civil armed conflicts occurred in Western and Central Africa and as a
consequence, the production of conflict diamonds started. Rough diamonds
were sold in neighboring countries and the proceeds from diamond sales were
used to acquire arms and equipment for the rebel groups, some of which
conducted extremely violent campaigns that brought suffering to civilians
(Britannica, 2016). As said before, the mining of blood diamonds occurs mostly
in small African countries such as Angola, Ivory Coast, Sierra Leone, Liberia,
Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, etcetera (Pacific ecologist, n.d.).

In 2019, the total global production of rough diamonds amounted to 142
million carats, and about 60 percent of all diamond production occurs in
sub-Saharan Africa (Statista, 2021). The graph below represents the top
diamond producers in the world as of 2016.

(King, n.d.)

The Mano River Union was created in 1973, with Guinea, Sierra Leone, Liberia,
and Ivory Coast as members. The program consists of mutual aid among



nations to contribute to the social and cultural growth of the countries’
economies. These nations are among the largest diamond producers, so the
Union helps to export and import goods legally. The following graph
demonstrates the member countries of the Mano River Union

The Mano River Union members
(Walkenhorst, 2015)

International Actions

International organizations and their actions play an important role in
eradicating or, at least, gradually reducing illicit trade. Some examples of these
organizations are: Illicit trade Group (ITG), International Coalition Against Illicit
Economies (ICAIE), the Transnational Alliance to Combat Illicit Trade (TRACIT),
etcetera. 

Illicit trade Group (ITG) started in 2015, first operating as a Summer School on
Illicit Trade. Apparently, the school started having a lot of success and



demonstrated that the topic was something interesting for the students at the
intersection of security and international political economy. This Summer
School began gaining fame, as said, after three successful editions of the
summer courses, but it was until November 4, 2020, that this Summer School
officially became what is known today as the Illicit Trade Group; an
interdisciplinary studies’ environment fashioned through a collection of
students, researchers, professors, and specialists. Since 2017, this
organization has contributed to fighting the problem at hand with
university-wide debates. According to this international organization, their
intention/mission is to “Foster a discussion on the causes, consequences, and
solutions to the challenges posed by illicit trade. They aim to contribute to
government capacity-building to counter illicit trade practices and to increase
societal resilience to it” (University of Groningen, 2021). 

Likewise, the International Coalition Against Illicit Economies (ICAIE) is in the
process of developing a “plan” against illicit trade. This plan 

will bring together diverse important people, across sectors and
communities, including former members of the public sector,
companies, and prominent organizations from the private sector and
civil society to mobilize energies to combat cross-border illicit threats
and protect global security (ICAIE, 2021). 

It was mentioned that they are in the process of developing a “plan” because
this organization “will begin developing its strategic footprint and key initiatives
to fight illicit economies between 2021 and 2022” (ICAIE, 2021). 

As claimed by the Transnational Alliance to Combat Illicit Trade (TRACIT), a
private sector initiative, since 2018, their response/action against illicit trade is
“strengthening government enforcement mechanisms and integrating supply



chain controls across industry sectors most impacted by illicit trade” (TRACIT,
2021). They are making their global mission possible with the help of a global
network of Alliance Partners, like The Anti-Counterfeiting Group (ACG), Latin
American Alliance against Contraband (ALAC), and the United States Council
for International Business (USCIB), which represent approximately 800
companies all over the world. These alliances constitute: 

● Trade associations: “representing companies operating in sectors
vulnerable to illicit trade  ” (TRACIT, 2021).

● Broad-based business associations and chambers: “responsible
for promoting fair trade, economic growth, and pro-business
investment climates” (TRACIT, 2021).

● Respected organizations: “who collaborate with governments
and have expertise at organizing meetings and initiatives in
national capitals” (TRACIT, 2021).

To understand the Transnational Alliance’s mission better, it is important to
understand the next definition: 

● Supply Chain Control: “A preventive control for a hazard in a raw
material or other ingredients when the hazard in the raw material
or other ingredient is controlled before its receipt” (CIPS, 2020).

The next pictures show what a supply chain looks like:



(CIPS, 2020)

(CFI, 2021)

The next picture shows a possible plan (Supply chain control tower)



(TradeLink, 2019). 

As stated in the Illicit Trade Forum, hosted by the UNCTAD (United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development) in February 2020, the Siracusa
International Institute for Criminal Justice and Human Rights has been working
on a project and a mechanism in order to fight illicit trade, specifically in
South-Eastern Europe. In September 2017, this organization started
developing its project called “Strengthening the Fight Against Illicit Trade in
South-Eastern Europe”. The purpose of this project is to 

enhance the criminal justice response to illicit trade, including support to
the national justice sectors of twelve countries in the region (Albania,
Bosnia & Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Kosovo, the Former
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia,



Slovenia, and Turkey) (The Siracusa International Institute for Criminal
Justice and Human Rights, 2021).

This project mainly focuses on three factors:

● It comprehensively assesses the practical challenges and obstacles to
combat illicit trade from a multi-sectoral perspective (The Siracusa
International Institute for Criminal Justice and Human Rights, 2021).

● It identifies innovative inter-sectoral recommendations to strengthen the
criminal justice response to illicit trade in goods and services and
promotes a coordinated and harmonized regional approach (The
Siracusa International Institute for Criminal Justice and Human Rights,
2021).

● Continues to strengthen the capacity of criminal justice officials to
respond to illicit trade (The Siracusa International Institute for Criminal
Justice and Human Rights, 2021).

Later on, in November 2018, this organization developed the “Mechanism for
Combating Illicit Trade” which is aiming to “help shape international
benchmarks and track global action in the fight against illicit trade” (The
Siracusa International Institute for Criminal Justice and Human Rights, 2021).
This mechanism focuses on: formulating international recommendations,
proposing an innovative methodology, and supporting governance bodies.

UN Actions

The General Assembly’s actions. The Kimberley Process is a trade regime
established in 2003 between 56 countries with the purpose of preventing the
illegal trade of diamonds. The main sector is the Kimberley Process
Certification Scheme (KPCS), which allows a safe trade of diamonds without

http://www.siracusainstitute.org/app/
http://www.siracusainstitute.org/app/
http://www.siracusainstitute.org/app/


the involvement of any conflict. The Kimberley Process is also responsible for
the rejection of 99.8% of the production of conflict diamonds. There’s a
monthly teleconference in which there’s a monitoring of the situation, along
with two annual meetings regarding the analysis of the status of the diamond
situation. In 2019, $13,574,417,964.86 was the total value of diamonds traded
via KPCS. The Kimberley Process has 4 rules and requirements for the
countries that are part of the program. According to the Kimberley Process,
these are the commitment to transparent practices and sharing of critical
statistics; trading only with other members that also satisfy the basis for the
agreement; meeting “minimum requirements” and establishing national
legislation, institutions, and import/export controls; and certifying shipments as
conflict-free and providing supporting certifications (Kimberley Process, 2021). 

UN Resolution 57/302: The role of diamonds in Fuelling Conflicts. This
resolution was approved in 2003 by 58 countries in the General Assembly. In
this, the impact and the role diamonds play in fuelling conflicts were
recognized as an international concern. It recognizes the Kimberley Process,
considering it effective and simple as the main solution in order to diminish the
diamond conflict, considering the initiatives by the governments of Angola,
Congo, Sierra Leone, and Guinea (The Mano River Union) as pertinent and
encouraging the countries to continue the initiatives. It also recognizes the
actions made by the diamond industry such as the World Diamond Council to
assist international efforts.

On the other hand, focusing more on people’s health, the World Health
Organization (WHO) developed a treaty and protocol to eliminate the illicit trade
of tobacco products. This treaty was developed in 2012 and since then has
been used to address the situation. This protocol is composed of three
elements: Prevention, Law enforcement, and International Cooperation.



● Prevention: “aims to secure the supply chain of tobacco products
through a series of measures to be taken by governments” (Dutta,
2021).

● Law enforcement: “The Protocol also establishes the unlawful conduct
related to trade in tobacco products, including criminal offenses” (Dutta,
2021).

● International Cooperation: seeks the cooperation of international
organizations (governmental or intergovernmental ones) related to
crime, trade, etcetera. 

For its part, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) has made conventions that not only safeguard the
cultural properties of nations, but also worldwide cultural heritage. An example
of the previously mentioned is The Hague Convention for the Protection of
Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict. 

This convention was created in 1954 due to the massive destruction of cultural
heritage during the Second World War. It is the first International treaty
focusing only on the protection of cultural heritage in the event of an armed
conflict (UNESCO, 2017). It covers the immovable and movable cultural
heritage, including monuments of architecture, art or history, archaeological
sites, works of art, manuscripts, books, and other objects of artistic, historical,
or archaeological interest, as well as scientific collections of all kinds
regardless of their origin or ownership. Furthermore, it is established that
nations are committed to respecting cultural heritage within their own territory
and of other States Parties, promote the Convention within the public and
target groups such as cultural heritage professionals, designate competent
authorities responsible for the safeguarding of cultural property, among other
commitments. 



In addition, the 1970 UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and
Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural
Property is a strategy that urges States to take measures to prohibit and
prevent illicit trafficking of cultural property. It provides a common framework
for the States Parties on the measures to be taken to prohibit and prevent the
import, export, and transfer of cultural property (UNESCO, 2020). Its creation
remained until 1950 where most of the young nations created an international
treaty to combat illicit trafficking of cultural property. Their concern was mainly
related to the growth of the black market during this time and, according to
UNESCO (2020), to the dismemberment of monuments and ancient sites.
Consequently, on November 14th of 1970, the convention was adopted and
since then it has been ratified by 140 states.

Points to Discuss

1. Legal products bought in low-tax countries 
a. Products illegally shipped and resold 
b. Avoiding custom duties

2. Illicit financial resources re-invested in illicit purposes
a. Causes 

i. Presence of terrorism and rebel militias
1. Armed conflicts in diamondiferous countries

ii. Threats to national and international security
iii. Threats to the national and global economy 

3. Illegal exploitation of natural resources and valuable goods
a. Control of these goods by rebel groups in developing countries
b. Impact on the global economy
c. Diamond Mining

i. Violation of Human Rights
1. Worker exploitation



2. Violence
a. Sexual assaults 
b. Torture

3. Children exploitation
4. Intensification of civil wars 

ii. Environmental degradation
iii. Illicit trade of blood antiquities

4. The illicit trafficking of antiquities
a. Looting of cultural heritage 

i. Threat to countries cultural heritage
b. Cross-border trade in cultural property on conflict zones 
c. Presence of terrorist groups and armed groups
d. Impunity to individuals that commit this crime
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