
The failure of the disarmament 
discussions and the Council’s 
inability to apply sanctions 
when facing international 
crises completely discredited 
the League as a legitimate 
and effective international 
political organization.

This discredit culminated with 
the outbreak of World War II,  
as the ultimate evidence of 
the powerlessness of the 
League of Nations to fulfill its 
mission to preserve peace, 
security and disarmament.

However, in addition to the 1925 
Geneva Protocol prohibiting 
chemical and biological 
weapons, which is still in 
force in 2012 with over 130 
signatory nations, the technical 
commissions of the World 
Disarmament Conference had 
achieved several key results, 
which would endure after World 
War II, such as establishing 
transparency as a cornerstone 
of disarmament negotiations 
and publicizing statistics 
on armaments budgets, 
manufacture and trade.

Perhaps most significant, 
however, was the establishment 
of the principle that, no matter 
what political or technical 
obstacles existed, disarmament 
was an issue of the utmost 
international importance 
that could not be ignored.

Powerless perseverance 
but important precedents

New grounds for  
disarmament after the 
Second World War

After the Conference was 
temporarily suspended without 
reaching any substantial 
agreement, the President of the 
Conference was mandated to 
negotiate with various Powers to 
resolve the pending problems. 
These negotiations clearly showed 
how firmly each of the Powers 
concerned, and particularly 
France and Germany, clung 
to their positions, leaving 
little chance for a solution.

The withdrawal of Germany 
from the Conference and from 
the League at the end of 1933 
was a shock from which neither 
the Disarmament Conference 
nor the League of Nations would 
recover. This withdrawal was 
indeed not the cause of the 
Conference’s collapse, but rather 
the sign of a broader political 
failure, which had started 
before the Conference itself.

As the President of the Conference 
stated in his Preliminary Report 
on the Work of the Conference, 
published in July 1936: “On 
the debit side would appear the 
series of events which weakened 
the faith of the nations in the 
efficiency of the system of peace 
and security embodied in the 
Covenant. Some of these events, 
located in Europe, hampered 
the early progress of the League. 
Others, which took place in 
South America or the Far East, 
had more direct bearing on the 
destinies of the Conference, 
in that they happened just 
prior to its meeting. Nor were 
the internal political changes 
which occurred in certain States 
calculated to smooth the path 
of the Conference, as, whatever 
their intrinsic merits, they 
were felt by some countries 
to constitute a threat to the 
system of security which they 
were anxious to establish. [...]” 

“All these events, creating as 
they did, a general uneasiness, 
struck at the roots of mutual 
confidence between nations and 
troubled the atmosphere of the 
Conference from the very start.”

“I refuse to contemplate even the possibility 
of failure. For if we fail, no one can foretell the 
evil consequences that might ensue.”
Arthur Henderson, opening speech of the World Disarmament
Conference, 2 February 1932.

“ “Progress on disarmament cannot await a world 
free of war, nuclear proliferation or terrorism. 
Progress on non-proliferation cannot await 
the elimination of the last nuclear weapon. 
Advancing the peaceful uses of nuclear energy 
cannot be held hostage to either disarmament 
or non-proliferation. From the earliest days 
of the NPT, the international community 
understood that these goals must be pursued 
simultaneously. They are interdependent and 
mutually reinforcing.”

Ban Ki-Moon, United Nations Secretary-General

  ¬ November 1932 - The German 
Reichswehr decides to implement 
the secret Umbau rearmament 
plan starting 1 April 1933.

  ¬ December 1932 - Delegates from 
the United States, Great Britain, 
France, Germany and Italy agree 
that one of the principles of the 
Conference should be to grant 
Germany “equality of rights” under 
a system which would involve 
security for all nations and that this 
principle should find expression in the 
Convention itself. Germany resumes 
participation in the Conference.

  ¬ January 1933 - Adolf Hitler is elected 
German Chancellor.

  ¬  March 1933 - The General Commission 
adopts, as a basis for discussion, the 
MacDonald (Great Britain) Plan, 
proposing an international control, a 
Permanent Disarmament Commission, 
the standardization of European 
armies, including Germany.

  ¬ May 1933 - Hitler accepts the 
MacDonald Plan, intending to 
demonstrate goodwill and peaceful 
intentions.

  ¬ June 1933 - The General Commission 
of the Disarmament Conference 
accepts the MacDonald plan as the 
basis for a future convention. However, 
the French delegation requests 
amendments to the plan, such as 
the implementation of a system of 
control under the responsibility of the 
Permanent Armaments Committee. 
The work of the Disarmament 
Conference is suspended

  ¬ June-October 1933 - The USA, 
France, Great Britain and Italy agree 
to modify the MacDonald Plan 
to reinforce supervision: armies 
would be reduced and controlled 
the first four years, disarmament 
would then be implemented 
during the four following years.

  ¬  14 October 1933 - France makes a 
proposal that would give Germany 
equality of treatment within eight years, 
but it is not accepted by Nazi Germany, 
which subsequently withdraws from 
the Conference and shortly thereafter 
from the League of Nations.

The Conference in 
deadlock

  ¬ 24 October 1945 
The UN Charter contains two 
references to disarmament  
(Articles 11 and 47) and urges the 
“least diversion for armaments” 
of the world’s human and 
economic resources (Article 26).

  ¬ 24 January 1946 
The first resolution adopted by the 
United Nations General Assembly 
creates a United Nations Atomic 
Energy Commission and sets forth 
the goal of eliminating all weapons 
“adaptable to mass destruction”.

  ¬  14 December 1946 
The General Assembly adopts 
a resolution urging the Security 
Council to formulate practical 
measures “for the general 
regulation and reduction of 
armaments and armed forces”.

  ¬  11 January 1952 
General Assembly establishes the 
Disarmament Commission to draft 
treaties for: (a) the “regulation, 
limitation, and balanced reduction 
of all armed forces and all 
armaments”; (b) the elimination 
of all weapons adaptable to 
mass destruction; and (c) the 
peaceful uses of nuclear energy.

  ¬  20 November 1959 
The UN General Assembly first 
identifies the goal of “general and 
complete disarmament under 
effective international control”.

Weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD) are seen as a major 
threat against humanity. 
The objective of WMD non-
proliferation and disarmament 
has become one of the 
priorities on the UN agenda.

In order to address these 
problems, the UN established 
several negotiating and 
implementing bodies such as: 
the Atomic Energy Commission 
(1946), the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (1956), 
the Ten-Nation Committee 
on Disarmament (1960), the 
Eighteen-Nation Committee on 
Disarmament (1962-68), and 
the Conference of the Committee 
on Disarmament (1969-78).

The Conference on Disarmament 
(CD), established as the single 
multilateral disarmament 
negotiating forum of the 
international community, was 
a result of the first Special 
Session on Disarmament of 
the United Nations General 
Assembly held in 1978.

The terms of reference of 
the CD include practically 
all multilateral arms control 
and disarmament problems. 
Currently the agenda of the 
CD comprises the following 
issues: cessation of the 
nuclear arms race and nuclear 
disarmament; prevention 
of nuclear war; prevention 
of an arms race in outer 
space; effective international 
arrangements to assure non-
nuclear-weapon States against 
the use or threat of use of 
nuclear weapons; new types of 
WMD and new systems of such 
weapons including radiological 
weapons; comprehensive 
programme of disarmament and 
transparency in armaments.

United Nations 
Secretary-General’s 
Five Point Proposal
  I.  All parties to the Nuclear 

Non-Proliferation Treaty, 
especially the nuclear-
weapon States, should 
fulfill its requirement to 
enter into negotiations 
on nuclear disarmament, 
which could focus on 
either a convention or 
framework of agreements 
banning nuclear weapons.

 II.  The nuclear-weapon 
States could assure non-
nuclear-weapon States 
that they will not be the 
subject of the use or threat 
of use of nuclear weapons.

III.  Existing nuclear 
arrangements and 
agreements (e.g. a ban 
on testing, nuclear-
weapon-free zones, 
and strengthened 
safeguards) need to be 
accepted by States and 
brought into force.

IV.  The nuclear Powers could 
also expand the amount 
of information they 
publish about the size 
of their arsenals, stocks 
of fissile material, and 
specific disarmament 
achievements.

 V.  Complementary measures 
are needed such as the 
elimination of other types 
of WMD; new efforts 
against WMD terrorism; 
limits on conventional 
arms; and new weapons 
bans, including of missiles 
and space weapons.

BAN KI-MOON, 
United Nations 

Secretary-General

Like the League of Nations, 
the United Nations has also 
taken into consideration 
political, socio-economic and 
military factors in its activities 
aimed at strengthening peace 
and security. In an effort to 
encourage transparency in 
military expenditures and 
reduce military spending, 
in 1980, the United Nations 
General Assembly introduced 
the UN Standardized Instrument 
for Reporting Military 
Expenditures. It encouraged 
Member States to provide 
yearly objective information on 
their military expenditures1.

For example, the UN data based 
on the reports submitted by 
member states show that their 
military expenditures constituted 
US $1,199 billion in fiscal year 
2009. In comparison, this figure 
is even higher according to the 
estimate made by the Stockholm 
International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI) and reached US 
$1,531 billion2. The World Bank 
assesses the amounts needed 
for achieving MDG as only a tiny 
fraction, three to four percent, 
of global military spending3.

1  A/Res/44/116 E, Objective information on military matters, 
5 December 1989.

2  SIPRI Yearbook 2010, Armaments Disarmament and International 
Security, p.177.

3  The World Bank. The Costs of Attaining the Millennium Development 
Goals. 

MDG COST
PERCENTAGE  

of Global Military 
Spending

Halve Extreme Poverty and Hunger
Halve the proportion of people who live on 
less than $1 per day and who suffer from 
hunger.

US $ 39 – 54 billion 2.6 – 3.7 percent

Promote Universal Education and 
Gender Equality
Achieve universal education and eliminate 
gender disparity in education.

US $ 10 – 30 billion 0.7 – 2.0 percent

Promote Health
Reduce by 2/3 the under-five mortality 
rate, reduce by ¾ the maternal mortality 
rate, reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS.

US $ 20 – 25 billion 1.4 – 1.7 percent

Environmental Sustainability 
Halve the proportion of people without 
access to potable water; improve the lives 
of 100 million slum dwellers.

US $ 5 – 21 billion 0.3 – 1.4 percent

“ The world is over-armed and 
peace is underfunded.”

Ban Ki-Moon, United Nations Secretary-GeneralMilitary spending and 
Millennium Development Goals

“ The armed force of a country are considered as 
the most obvious expression of its sovereignty 
and independence, and never before in the 
history of the world had an attempt been  
made to place an agreed and accepted limit 
upon the exercise by nations of their sovereign 
rights in this particular sphere. [...] 
But it is one thing for a State to accept in 
principle a general obligation and quite another 
thing to implement such obligations [...]”

Arthur Henderson, Preliminary Report on the Work of the Conference, 1936.

  ¬ Late 1933 – Early 1934  
The British and Italian appeasement 
policy leads to greater demands 
from Germany. Great Britain 
proposes the rearmament of 
Germany and the disarmament of 
France, in order to establish equality, 
with new guarantees, but the French 
government refuses to consider 
any rearmament of Germany.

  ¬ May 1934 - The Conference 
resumes. No delegation wants 
to appear as the cause of the 
Conference’s failure, yet many 
nations have already started to 
rearm. Some delegations insist on 
the primacy of security,  
while others wish to solve the 
political problems first and want to 
see Germany back in Geneva.

  ¬  8-11 June 1934 - The General 
Commission of the Conference 
adopts resolutions asking the 
Bureau of the Conference to 
solve the remaining problems with 
dedicated committees. 
It is the last meeting of the General 
Commission. The Conference 
will never meet again.

  ¬  June 1934 - April 1935 - Final 
phase of work of the appointed 
committees and of the Bureau.

  ¬ 7 March 1936 - The remilitarization 
of the Rhineland by the German 
Army takes place in violation of 
the terms of the Locarno Pacts.

  ¬ July 1936 - Preliminary Report on the 
Work of the Conference, prepared 
by its President, Arthur Henderson.

Main achievements of the 
United Nations

  ¬ 1963 - Treaty Banning Nuclear 
Weapon Tests in the Atmosphere, in 
Outer Space and under Water, or the 
Partial Test Ban Treaty (PTBT)  
Entered into force on 10 October 
1963. The Treaty was negotiated 
by the UK, the USA, and the former 
USSR, which are its depositaries. 
It was then open for accession by 
other countries.

  ¬  1968 - Treaty on the Non-Proliferation 
of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) 
Entered into force in 1970. The NPT 
was negotiated within the 
Eighteen-Nation Committee on 
Disarmament in Geneva.

  ¬  1972 - Biological Weapons 
Convention (BWC) 
Entered into force in 1975. The BWC 
was negotiated within the Committee 
on Disarmament in Geneva.

  ¬  1980 - Convention on Certain 
Conventional Weapons (CCW) 
It was negotiated together with its 
5 Protocols within the Conference on 
Disarmament. The CCW was 
amended in 2001.

  ¬  1993 - Chemical Weapons 
Convention (CWC) 
Entered into force in 1997. The CWC 
was negotiated within the Conference 
on Disarmament in Geneva.

  ¬  1996 - Comprehensive Nuclear Test-
Ban Treaty (CTBT) 
Adopted by the General Assembly 
resolution 50/245 on 
10 September 1996. The CTBT was 
negotiated within the Conference 
on Disarmament in Geneva.


