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Dear Delegates,

Welcome to SRMUN Charlotte 2025 and the General Assembly (GA) Plenary. My name is Jessica Case, and I have
the utmost pleasure of serving as your Director for the GA Plenary. This will be my fourth time as a SRMUN staff
member, having previously served as the Director of the Historical Security Council and Assistant Director of the
General Assembly Plenary for both Atlanta and Charlotte conferences. I’ve also staffed as dais for my university’s
Model UN conferences and attended SRMUN Atlanta and Charlotte three times as a delegate. I graduated with my
bachelor’s degree in International Affairs with a concentration in Europe in late 2024 and I’m currently looking
forward to attending graduate school next fall. Our committee’s Assistant Directors will be Aubrie Chastain and
Samuel Brown. This will be Aubrie’s first time as a staff member. Aubrie has attended five SMRUN conferences as
a delegate and she’s excited to serve on staff during this conference. Aubrie graduated in May 2024 with her
bachelor’s degree in Political Science and Environmental Science with a minor in Pre-Law. This will be Sam’s
second time staffing with SRMUN, but first time in person. Sam has attended three SRMUN conferences as a
delegate. He is very excited to return as a staff member this spring. Sam is currently getting his bachelor’s degree in
Information Technology.

The United Nations General Assembly, or GA Plen, is composed of all 193 Member States of the UN, which
provides a unique forum for multilateral discussion of the full spectrum of international issues. The GA Plenary
occupies itself as the chief deliberative, policymaking, and representative organ of the United Nations. It also plays a
significant role in the process of standard-setting and the codification of international law. The overarching mission
of the GA Plenary is to recommend diplomatic and multilateral solutions to issues involving peace and security,
human rights, development, international law and justice, and social, economic, and political unrest.

Focusing on the mission of the GA Plenary, we have developed the following topics for the delegates to discuss
come conference:

L. Addressing the Rise of Foreign Election Interference within Member States
1L Combeating Illegal Mining and Trafficking of Precious Metals

This background guide will serve as the foundation for your research, yet it should not be the extent of the research.
Preparation is given to each topic to help guide delegates in their initial research, and to serve as a starting place for
more in-depth studies. It is expected that delegates go beyond this background guide in preparation for their position
paper and to better prepare themselves for contribution within the committee in March. Further, each delegation is
required to submit a position paper for consideration. Position papers should be no longer than two pages in length
(single spaced) and demonstrate your Member State’s position, policies, and recommendations on each of the two
topics. For more detailed information about formatting and how to write position papers, delegates can visit
srmun.org. All position papers MUST be submitted no later than Friday, February 28, 2025 by 11:59pm EST via

the SRMUN website to be eligible for Outstanding Position Paper Awards.

Aubrie, Sam, and I are excited for the opportunity to serve as your dais for GA Plenary. I wish you all the best of
luck in your conference preparation and look forward to meeting and working with each of you. Should questions
arise as you are preparing for this conference, please don’t hesitate to reach out to your committee staff at the emails

below.
Jessica Case Aubrie Chastain & Samuel Brown Beau Secate
Director Assistant Director Deputy Director-General
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History of the General Assembly Plenary

The United Nations (UN) is an international organization founded in 1945 to allow Member States to gather and
develop solutions to common problems such as international security, cooperation, and peace.! Through its
founding charter, the Charter of the United Nations, the UN can tackle not only global concerns, but also foster
discussions amongst Member States.” These discussions are conducted through the six principal organs: the
General Assembly, the Security Council, the Economic and Social Council, the Trusteeship Council, the
International Court of Justice, and the Secretariat.’* As the UN’s main deliberative, policymaking, and
representative organ, the United Nations General Assembly Plenary (GA Plen) plays a significant role in
addressing peace and security concerns, determining budgetary matters, and standard-setting for international law.*

The mandate of the GA Plen is outlined in Chapter IV (Articles 10-22) of the Charter of the United Nations.’
Article 10 explains that the GA Plen is tasked with discussing "any questions or any matters within the scope or
relating to the powers and functions of any organs provided for in the [Charter]."® Article 15 asserts that the GA
Plen "shall receive and consider annual and special reports from the Security Council; these reports shall include an
account of the measures that the Security Council has decided upon or taken to maintain international peace and
security.”’” Additionally, the GA Plen considers reports from other UN organs and makes recommendations to the
Security Council and all Member States.® The GA Plen also elects the UN Secretary-General based on
recommendations from the Security Council.’

The GA Plen is comprised of six main committees, organized around the body’s main fields of responsibility: The
Disarmament and International Security Committee (First Committee), the Economic and Financial Committee
(Second Committee), the Social, Humanitarian and Cultural Committee (Third Committee), the Special Political and
Decolonization Committee (Fourth Committee), the Administrative and Budgetary Committee (Fifth Committee),
and the Legal Committee (Sixth Committee).'® The GA Plen and these six committees can mandate a subsidiary
body to consider an issue and submit reports to the GA Plen." These committees and subsidiary bodies discuss the
agenda items assigned to them, present their recommendations in the form of draft resolutions and decisions, and
then submit a report to the GA Plen."

The GA Plen has universal membership, with each of the 193 Member States having one equal vote."* Non-Member
States, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) can participate in GA
Plen sessions with the status of Observer; however, these groups do not have voting rights.'* While Observers, like
the State of Palestine and Vatican City do not have voting power, Observers can propose topics to the Committee
and have free access to most meetings and relevant documentation.'> Most resolutions in the GA Plen are decided by
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a simple majority.' However, a two-thirds majority is required in the voting on important issues surrounding the
maintenance of international peace and security; the admission, suspension, and expulsion of Member States; and all
budgetary questions.'” Issues concerning international peace and security include recommendations for ceasefires or
use of armed forces.'®

All assessments on the regular UN budget are considered and approved by the GA Plen."” The Committee on
Contributions advises the GA Plen on how much each Member State is to pay to the UN based on their “capacity to
pay” which is based on a number of factors such as a Member State’s gross national income, debt level, and other
metrics.”® Draft resolutions with budget implications must be examined by the Administrative and Budgetary
Committee before they can be adopted in the GA Plen.?' The UN regular budget funds UN programs in almost all
areas mandated by the GA Plen and its subsidiary organs.?? These organs and other deliberating bodies are involved
in areas such as political affairs, international justice and law, regional cooperation for development, human rights
and humanitarian affairs, and public information.”® In December of 2024, the GA Plen adopted a USD 3.72 Billion
budget for the 2025 fiscal year.?*

The GA Plen meets in regular annual sessions and in special sessions, which consist of both formal and informal
meetings.”® All GA Plen sessions are numbered consecutively and open on Tuesday of the third week of
September.” Since the GA’s 44th session (1989-90), the GA Plen has been formally regarded as being "in session"
for the entire year.”” Additionally, the GA Plen may also hold special sessions, which can be convened either at the
request of the Security Council or a majority of Member States.”® There have been 32 GA Special Sessions as of
June 2024.% The last two special sessions addressed the coronavirus pandemic (31st session) and the challenges and
measures to prevent and combat corruption and strengthen international cooperation (32nd session).** The GA Plen
can also hold emergency special sessions, in which the GA Plen can make decisions on issues that are under the
exclusive mandate of the Security Council if the Security Council fails to decide on an issue due to a lack of
consensus among its permanent members.*' There have been 11 emergency special sessions as of June 2024.% The
11™ special session, held in 2022, was called due to the lack of unanimity among the Security Council when
deciding a course of action regarding the Russian Federation’s invasion of Ukraine.** The GA Plen adopted
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A/RES/ES-11/1 on March 2, 2022, in which they condemned the actions of the Russian Federation and urged
Member States to help with the humanitarian crisis that resulted from this invasion.*

The 78™ Session of the GA commenced on September 5, 2023, under the leadership of incoming President Dennis
Francis of Trinidad and Tobago.* During his opening remarks, Francis noted that the GA must come together and
rebuild trust, along with creating a “renewed atmosphere of conciliation, cooperation, and shared commitment in
addressing the many challenges and seizing every opportunity, however nascent, before the general assembly.””*
During the 78" session, the GA adopted 288 resolutions covering a range of issues, from the launch of iGov to make
UN meetings more accessible, to modifying the law of the sea concerning the sustainable use of marine biological
diversity, as well as actions taken to curb racism, xenophobia, and general intolerance worldwide.”’
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I. Addressing the Rise of Foreign Election Interference within Member States
Introduction

There is an alarming rise in foreign election interference in Member States which poses a threat to security and
sovereignty. However, this issue becomes increasingly more complicated due to its complex nature, along with the
varying definitions of foreign interference and foreign electoral interference.*® Currently, the United Nations lacks a
definition of both concepts. This leads Member States to develop their own definitions and increases gaps in
understanding.* The European Parliament, the legislative body of the European Union (EU), refers to foreign
interference as “activities going beyond routine diplomatic influence practised by governments, that may take place
in isolation or alongside espionage activities”.*’ It is typically understood that foreign election interference functions
with the same definition, but in the context of elections.* Another common misconception of the definition stems
from the issues of distinguishing the difference between interference and influence.*” Interference can be a direct
action of ‘hard power’ with military or political actions, whereas influence can be an action of ‘soft power’ where
states might be more favorable to each other to gain influence within another state.* The methods used in foreign
election interference are meant to be as covert as possible leading to the actors using many different methods to
obtain their goals such as the use of disinformation and misinformation, bots and trolls on social media, deep fakes,
illegal financing of preferred political parties, and even threatening law makers.** Member States have the
responsibility to formulate policies to combat this issue to protect themselves from bad actors and other Member
States who threaten the principle of sovereignty.* Member States actively participating in foreign election
interference are acting in direct violation of the United Nations (UN) stance on this issue, one that is clearly stated in
the General Assembly Plenary’s Declaration on the Inadmissibility of Intervention and Interference in the Internal
Affairs of States.*® With this issue developing rapidly in today’s global environment, Member States must act now in
order to prevent further damage to their institutions and safeguard the principles of the UN.

History

Foreign election interference became a prominent issue for the international community starting in 2016.*” Some
argue that the foreign electoral interference started in the early nineteenth century with the actions of the United
States (US) in Latin America.* The US government was accused of meddling in the elections of Latin American
Member States during this time, but these allegations also widened to include the Soviet Union and the US during
the Cold War.* However, due to a shift in the definition and understanding of the topic, these are now seen more as
foreign interventions rather than foreign interferences.” Intervention is seen as the harsher of the two concepts with
its main goal being to become severely involved in changing an outcome whereas interference aims to cause a
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disruption in the outcome.’! Interventions are also seen as a more hands-on approach in the public eye, whereas
interference is a more passive approach.” It wasn’t until 2016 that these variations in the concepts were explained,
and this was in part thanks to the allegations of Russian electoral interference within the 2016 United States
Presidential elections.*® These allegations stemmed from months of investigations and tracking interactions by the
US government; however, these allegations are something that Russia strongly opposes.* Another set of allegations
of electoral interference were seen in the Philippines as many public officials alleged that China interfered in the
2016 elections.> This is something that China and other Filipino officials have denied as they blame other political
parties being upset about the election outcome.*

However, it’s important to note that non-state actors can also participate in foreign election interference. These
non-state actors can range from individual hackers, hacktivist organizations, organized crime groups, and terrorist
organizations.”’ In some cases, these actors can pose a higher risk to security compared to traditional state actors
since they lack any obligation to international laws, as well as not having to go through bureaucratic channels.™®
These non-state actors also participate in what’s called a disinformation-for-hire campaign, where they are paid by
individuals or groups to spread disinformation to promote a political campaign across the internet.>® For example in
2020, Facebook and Instagram parent company Meta, announced that they took down numerous accounts across
both platforms that promoted disinformation campaigns contesting the elections in the Member States of Venezuela
and Bolivia.®® Being that these elections were already very contentious, spreading these campaigns would lead to a
higher rate of political polarization and pushback from the citizens who fell prey to these disinformation
campaigns.®!

Foreign electoral interference has been conducted on many different fronts as a way to keep Member States in the
dark.® This led to the development of newer technologies and techniques that are seen today.®® The most common
form of interference is the spreading of disinformation campaigns, where disinformation is understood as the
deliberate spread of non-factual information with the intent to seriously harm one party.** Campaigns take many
different forms, such as creation of misleading websites, deep-fakes and synthetic media, amplifying conspiracy
theories, and even exploiting information gaps.® With misleading websites, webpage domains will “mimic another
entity's domain name and trick visitors into believing they are visiting the legitimate website.”®® Deep fakes are
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photos and videos that are produced from artificial intelligence technologies that use the likeliness of people to
produce new artificial content.®” Exploitation of information gaps takes advantage of where there is a lack of
information and floods the underrepresented areas, whether this be local communities or online platforms, with false
information.®® This last method is particularly harmful to Developing Member States and Member States that lack
critical information infrastructure.*

Current Situation

Due to the advancements in modern technology, actors have now started to use digital driven operations to not only
impact more people across the globe, but also minimize the records of their clandestine actions.”” Modern-day
foreign interference within elections is conducted using a range of methods including, but not limited to bots, deep
fakes, disinformation, misinformation, fake news, ransomware, bribery of public officials, and social media.”' These
methods are combined and used to create interference operations which are understood as “coordinated efforts to
manipulate or breach public debate for a strategic goal.””” These interference operations can also be varied methods
such as micro-targeting, troll armies, impersonation, hack and leak, and manipulation of civic processes.”
Micro-targeting is done when user data is collected, and then specialized content is pushed towards their feeds
flooding their media with agenda-motivated media.™ Troll armies utilize live actors who create a form of media or
inline campaign but then use internet bots to push this information around the clock where a live actor would be
limited by the time in a day.”” Hack and leak is when personal information is stolen and leaked for
personal/corporate/state gains rather than public interest.”* New York University’s Center on International
Cooperation found that foreign inference, including electoral interference, takes root in “pre-existing divisions”
within a Member State to better connect and influence with the population in the state, but to also cause a greater
level of division.”” This greater level of division feeds on “unresolved grievances” and exploits the emotional and
ideological sides of populations.” In recent years, social media has proved to be a very useful tool of disseminating
foreign disinformation and propaganda during Member States’ elections.” Researchers at the University of Oxford
found that in 2020 alone, 81 Member States conducted some sort of propaganda activities within other states that
involved “tools, capacities, strategies, and resources used to manipulate public opinion around the globe”.®
However, these researchers also found that this issue is now surpassing just state-sponsored foreign interference and
has now moved to be an issue for all types of actors like private corporations, non-profits, and non-governmental
organizations.®

Since 2016, allegations of foreign election interference have been on the rise most notably in developed Member
States such as the United States, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, and Canada.® However, developing
Member States are more likely to be at a disadvantage in protecting themselves against foreign electoral
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interference, both digital and other, and may be highly vulnerable due to the lack of safeguards.®® An alarming case
of instability caused by foreign interference within a developing Member State is the situation in Mali.* The UN
finds that they are the only state experiencing four differing types of instability: “terrorism; communal conflicts
manipulated by terrorists and their foreign State sponsors; cross-border organized crime; and violent actions by
isolated individuals”.*® Two of these categories are interference supported by foreign actors, and are more overtly
impacting Mali’s ability to function as a state.® This type of foreign interference has made it extremely difficult to
implement needed institutional changes within Mali’s government to improve the standard of electoral procedures,
as well as causing delays in scheduling elections due to both external and internal conflicts.’” Due to these issues, it
has been incredibly difficult to hold an election within Mali and has decreased the security of elections, thus
presenting a unique case of foreign electoral interference.®

Mali isn’t the only Member State in Africa seeing a high level of foreign electoral interference. Sudan, Zimbabwe,
and the Central African Republic are also among the most prominent victims.*” The recent trend of the declining
democracy across the continent may also be evidence of electoral interference as a threat to the stability of
democracies.” However, for non-democratic Member States, foreign political interference threatens the stability of
the government thus leading to potential instability.”! African Member States are increasingly aware of the impacts
of interference and prominent leaders, such as the President of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, have warned
that they will not tolerate any sort of foreign political interference.”” South African President Cyril Ramaphosa has
warned of potential foreign interference due to his court case against Israel over the Isracl-Hamas War.”* These
feelings of perceived threats of foreign election interference fall in line with some academics who believe that
African Member States feel a greater sense of threat with the issue.”

Asian Pacific Member States are also seeing an uptick in foreign election interference allegations and activities.”
Australia has publicly declared that if states commit acts of foreign election interference, they will name-and-shame
them on the international stage.”® This falls in line with the actions of New Zealand, who released an intelligence
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report which accuses China, Iran, and Russia of all partaking in foreign election interference.”’” While not directly
electoral interference, New Zealand also saw an uptick in monitoring and harassment of ethnic and dissident groups
from these Member States within New Zealand’s borders and online.”® It’s also been reported the 2019 Indonesian
national election experienced foreign interference operations by state actors.” Malaysia and the Philippines have
also accused non-state actors of interfering with their electoral processes.'® Around the world, many Member States
are seeing an increase in these types of threats due to the increased efforts of actors pursuing foreign election
interference.'”!

Even under the premise of help, Member States are often taken advantage of and are unaware of the consequences of
actions until it is too late.'” This can be seen within the Member State of Georgia where they recently passed a
foreign agents/organizations registry bill that was allegedly backed and pushed by Russia, and is modeled on a
similar bill in Russia that has been used to crack down on opposition groups.'® Georgia’s bill makes
“non-governmental groups, print, online, and broadcast media that receive 20 percent or more of their annual
revenue — either financial support or in-kind contributions — from a ‘foreign power’” register with the government as
having connections with a foreign entity.'™ While some would assume that this passed bill reflects the Foreign
Agents Registration Act of the US, organizations like Human Rights Watch found that the US law “does not equate
receiving foreign funding, in part or in whole, with being under the direction and control of a foreign principal.”'*
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Volker Tiirk, urged Georgia’s Parliament to “shelve the controversial
bill and engage in dialogue” while also conducting investigations into the crimes committed against protestors of the
bill.'% Other Member States have also followed suit to combat this issue within their own borders. For example,
Canada in 2023 established the Public Inquiry into Foreign Interference which was a formal investigation into the
phenomenon along with the creation of a specialized task force.'”” The inquiry was broken up into stages of
investigation of foreign actors, investigation on government pitfalls, analysis of response capabilities, and it ended in
the policy implementation stage.'® In early 2024, Canada put into effect Bill C-70 which is a bill that aims to
combat foreign interference, most importantly in their upcoming elections.'®”
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Actions taken by the United Nations

Due to the UN’s investment and interest in safeguarding to protect Member State elections, they have implemented
various resolutions and procedures to ensure that elections are fair and safe for all Member States."® The UN offers
electoral assistance to Member States that request it and provides it if it is mandated by the Security Council and
General Assembly.'"" In fact, since 1991, over 115 Member States, including South Africa, Cambodia, Nepal, and
Sierra Leone have used electoral assistance from the UN to ensure that their elections were safe and secure.'? In
2024 alone, the UN facilitated technical assistance to 20 Member States.'"* Due to the rise in foreign election
interference, is it possible that Member States could start requesting these services more often to ensure their
election security.'"* These services include but are not limited to technical assistance, organization of electoral
processes, electoral observation, election supervision, certification of electoral results, and coordination of electoral
experts.'’

In 1981, the UN General Assembly passed A/RES/36/103 which is titled “Declaration on the Inadmissibility of
Intervention and Interference in the Internal Affairs of States”.!'® The passage was linked to a rise in global conflicts
and political interference that occurred as a result of the increasing tensions of the Cold War.'"” This resolution stated
that “no State has the right to intervene directly or indirectly for any reason whatsoever in the internal and external
affairs of any other State.”"'® This resolution is incredibly important in understanding the motivation for combatting
and addressing these issues as it calls into question the national and international security concerns of foreign
interference on Member States.'"® Through the violation of these non-interference and non-intervention principles of
this resolution, a violation of Member State sovereignty will also take place.'?

In 1994, the UN General Assembly passed A/RES/48/124 which was concerned with non-interference measures
within Member State election processes.'?! In clause three of the resolution, it states that “any activities that attempt,
directly or indirectly, to interfere in the free development of national electoral processes, in particular in the
developing countries, or that are intended to sway the results of such processes, violate the spirit and letter of the
principles established in the Charter and in the Declaration on Principles of International Law.”'?* Therefore, the
actions pursued by Member States to influence another’s state’s elections, are a direct violation of the foundations
that the United Nations was founded upon.'*
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Conclusion

Foreign election interference is one of the biggest threats to the sovereignty and security of Member States today.
While foreign interference has been happening for decades, it was only around 2016 that it started to be investigated
and studied extensively in a modern electoral context.'** This was largely in response to allegations made by the
United States and the rise of the issue within other Member States.'** This is an issue that all Member States are
threatened by; not just democratic states as it has been connected with all types of actors in both democratic and
nondemocratic states.'?® This is why it’s important for all Member States to come together and tackle this issue
before it leads to greater consequences. Foreign election interference takes many forms which makes it one of the
more complex international issues to combat, especially with the recent developments with technology.'?’ The
forms that are most commonly seen are disinformation campaigns, bribery of public officials, and manipulation of
media within Member States.'?® These actions set up the landscape for a successful foreign interference campaign to
be completed.'” While efforts have been made by Member States to combat this issue domestically according to
their own laws, there is still much work to be done internationally.'

Committee Directive

Delegates should keep in mind that while this issue may seem to only impact domestic functions of Member States,
it still has very many international implications. Foreign interference within Member State elections has the ability
to alter who serves in public office, circumventing the voices of citizens and undermining the legitimacy of
governments. Delegates should also consider previous actions by the United Nations General Assembly through its
various resolutions on foreign interference, while also noting the lack of current resolutions and actions and work to
fill the gap that currently exists. When addressing this issue, various questions should be entertained, such as: Who
benefits from foreign interference within elections? What are the current repercussions for states, actors, or
organizations that commit these activities? What initiatives can the UN implement to help combat this issue in
developing Member States?
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I1. Combating Illegal Mining and Trafficking of Precious Metals
Introduction

The mining sector is crucial to the world’s economy by supplying minerals such as coal, iron, gold, and rare-earth
elements.'*! In 2022, the top 40 mining companies generated USD 943 billion in revenue.'*> While the mining
industry is crucial for Member States’ economies, the illegal practices and illicit trafficking of precious metals have
hindered socio-economic development and put local communities at risk all across the globe.'** Illegal mining and
trafficking of precious metals hinders many of the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDG)."**
Specifically, these practices harm SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong
Institutions), SDG 15 (Life on Land), and SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals).'** The illicit trade of such metals
undermines trust in the institutions of Member States, while reinforcing the link between the illicit trade and
organized crime.'*® With its connection to organized crime and drug cartels, this trade further threatens national and
global security, which directly undermines SDG 17.'*" Furthermore, all types of illicit trade hinder inclusive
economic growth and achievement of SDG 8.'** Illicit trade across all sectors has created an annual drain on the
global economy of USD 2.2 trillion."** The UN has defined illicit trafficking of precious metals as the “fleecing of
national assets and resources.”'*” According to the International Council on Mining and Minerals, mining can
contribute up to 25 percent of total government revenue for Member States, but widespread theft of precious metals
has harmed governments of their ability to strengthen their domestic resources as revenue.'*' The overarching link
between illegal mining and trafficking of precious metals and the hindrance it poses to the UN SDGs showcases
many challenges for Member States.'** Addressing these challenges will require international cooperation and
leadership along with fostering partnerships and public-private dialogue.'**

History

An early example of exploitative mining practices can be seen in Spanish colonial rule from 1532 to 1800.** As

Spanish colonialism spread throughout South America, Member States like Peru saw the economic impacts of silver
mining.'* With help from silver deposits in Peru and Bolivia, Spain was able to fund its expansion and decorated its
many Catholic churches.'* Because the mines were successful, the Spanish peso became the first global currency by
the end of the 18" century (1700s-1800s)."*” Indigenous laborers, known as mitayos were forced to work in Peruvian
colonial mines under the mita system.'*® Under this system, 200 communities in the region were required to provide
one-seventh of their workers to work for these mines.'* From 1573 to 1812, three percent of Indigenous males were
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recruited to these mines.'>® Other illegal activities began in these mines such as silver smuggling and clandestine
refining, a term used for the production of illicit compounds such as in an illegal drug laboratory.'>!

Colonization also fueled exploitative mining practices in Asia during the 19" century (1800s-1900s).'*> Because of
Asia’s many natural resources including oil, wood, and minerals, many European states colonized India, Palestine,
and Thailand taking minerals and other natural resources by force.'* Because colonized Member States had
insufficient infrastructure and minimal legal protections, the extraction of these minerals allowed for human rights
violations and environmental concerns to grow.'** Colonialism throughout Africa was also used to exploit mineral
resources in Member States like Ghana.'> The introduction of new mining techniques allowed European mining
companies to gain control of Ghana’s mining industry in the last decade of the 19" century.'*® Farmland was taken
from communities and given to mining companies such as Ashanti Goldfields Corporation Ltd."” Not only were
land, minerals, and profits taken from communities, but the British government recruited many young men from the
north to work in mines, which led to physical, emotional, and mental abuses.'*® As technology continued to advance
in the 20" century (1900s-2000s), greater government control was exerted over Member States mineral resources.'*’
This often came in the form of state-controlled mining firms, which established a monopoly over mineral resources
within those states.'®® Because of the concentrated power in the mining industry, illegal practices became more
common within several Member States such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Colombia, and Venezuela
allowing the illicit trade of precious metals to ensue.'®'

The illicit trade of diamonds became an especially prominent issue in the early 1990s.'> Blood diamonds, which are
diamonds mined in war zones to finance armed conflict against governments, began to garner increased international
attention.'®® In Sierra Leone, blood diamonds were often mined using forced labor and then used to fund armed
conflicts and human rights abuses.'®* Following the corrupt measures used to mine diamonds and the controversy
that plagued blood diamonds, investigations into the diamond trade sparked a demand for international regulations
on their trade.'®® A trade regime in 2003 called the Kimberley Process (KP) began with the intention of preventing
the trade of blood diamonds.'* The KP unites 85 Member States that have agreed to implement guardrails on
shipped rough diamonds and ensure they are “conflict-free.”'®” Under the KP, its members are responsible for
preventing 99.8 percent of the illegal trade of blood diamonds.'® However, many have called for reforms to the KP
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because of its many limitations.'® When Member States use the KP, the certification accounts for the last country of

export, which allows a diamond to be certified as ethical even if it was first smuggled from another Member State.'”

Additionally, the KP does not investigate individual diamonds, and the definition of blood diamonds is considered
171

narrow.

Along with blood diamonds, the illicit trade of gold was prominent throughout the 20™ century in South Africa.'”
Originally, mining towns in South Africa welcomed families and skilled technicians, but the need for more workers
led to worsening labor practices.'” With a history of racial segregation, Black workers were underpaid and exploited
to work in these mines.'™ Because of this, mining companies operated a central recruiting agency for Black workers
across South Africa.'” Between 1910 and 1960, five million Black mining workers traveled between South Africa
and Mozambique, while getting paid significantly less compared to their White counterparts. 20 years later, gold
prices dramatically decreased, resulting in the closure of many South African mines in 1989.'7® Following the
closures, thousands of men began exploring the abandoned tunnels for leftover ore.'”” These men were later referred
to as zama-zamas, who were mostly immigrants from neighboring Member States such as Mozambique and
Zimbabwe.'”®

Current Situation

In recent years, the international community has highlighted illegal mining and trafficking of precious metals as a
growing concern.'” To combat this concern, the International Criminal Police Organization INTERPOL) created
the Illicit Markets Environmental Security Programme (ENS) in 2010."%° According to INTERPOL, illegal mining
has evolved into a dangerous environmental crime.'®' Because illegal mining has also been linked to environmental
degradation, fraud, corruption, and human trafficking, ENS launched “Project MYNA” in 2020."®> Through Project
MYNA, ENS observed Latin America and was able to produce a detailed picture of how to combat illegal mining in
the region.'® From Project MYNA, researchers found that Member States such as Bolivia, Colombia, and Ecuador
were source states and their borders contained trafficking routes for the illegal trade of mercury and gold.'** While
Project MYNA details how illegal mining operates in these Member States, the secluded areas and technical
difficulties make illegal mining difficult to combat.'®

Currently, there has been a shift in international focus towards artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM).'* ASM is a
type of mining where individuals use basic tools and manual labor and can typically be found in remote and rural
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areas.'™ In 2017, 40 million people worked in ASM and 150 million depended on ASM across 80 countries
throughout the Global South.'®® While many rely on ASM, most practices operate informally and illegally without
the needed permits.'® This informality in ASM creates more opportunities for corruption and negative
socioeconomic and health impacts.'”Because of this, there has been a push to formalize, where those who work in
ASM can work in the formal mining sector.'”' In Uganda, an estimated 40,000 people are involved in informal ASM
practices for gold mining and Uganda has become an increasingly desirable market for illicit gold because of its
mobility and competitive prices.'*?

The illicit trade of precious metals is also closely related to organized crime groups and drug cartels.'”* Drug cartels
in South America have used illegal drug profits to invest in gold mining, and some estimates have found that the
illicit gold trade has become more profitable than cocaine.'”* Criminal organizations such as the Primeiro Comando
da Capital and the National Liberation Army facilitate illegal mining operations within the borders of Venezuela and
Brazil." Because these groups have control over parts of Venezuela, it has been harder for the government to
enforce laws against these practices.'”® Because of pre-existing drug smuggling networks, these groups can
continuously carry out operations at a much more efficient and effective rate.'” In a 2023 report from the Organized
Crime and Corruption Reporting Project, it was found that 75 tons of gold were illegally extracted in Venezuela
annually and totaled approximately USD 4.8 billion.'”® However, there have been pushes to force these groups out.'*
For example, the Bolivarian National Armed Forces successfully forced 14,000 illegal miners from southern
Venezuela.?”

Because illegal mining practices utilize unregulated methods such as ASM without government supervision, human
rights violations remain at the forefront of international concerns.®! According to the UN Special Rapporteur on
Contemporary Forms of Slavery, the illegal mining industry is riddled with child labor and forced labor of
undocumented immigrants, while willfully disregarding health and safety requirements for miners.””> The
International Labor Organization (ILO) estimates that one million children aged 5 to 17 years old are working in
these mines.”” In South Africa, there are an estimated 8,000 to 30,000 illegal miners, with many being
undocumented immigrants from neighboring Member States such as Lesotho, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe.***
Additionally, the rise in electric vehicles has led to an increased need for lithium, cobalt, and nickel for batteries.?*
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The growth in demand has raised various environmental concerns such as deforestation and biodiversity loss.?*
Along with environmental concerns, the United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute has been
at the forefront of addressing concerns about the growth in demand and how it may lead to an increase in illegal
mining and international crime.*"’

The use of mercury in the illegal mining of gold also presents many health threats.””® For example, in 2016, Peru
declared a temporary state of emergency over widespread mercury poisoning following an illegal mining operation
in a jungle near Madre De Dios.*® Additionally, in February of 2019, the Peruvian government started an extended
operation to combat illegal gold mining within La Pampa in the Madre de Dios region known as “Operation
Mercury” (OM) which lasted for two years until the Covid-19 pandemic halted the project.?'® During this two-year
operation, 1,500 armed military personnel and members of the national police force were deployed to the region to
evict miners and destroy any equipment within the 1000 km? region. They also establish military and police bases at
mining access points to prevent the resuscitation of illegal mining operations.?!! Within the years preceding OM,
there was considerable mining expansion within the La Pampa region growing at a rate of 33 percent to 92 percent
of new mining pits per year depending on the region of La Pampa.?'? Following the start of OM, there was an
immediate impact with these regions of La Pampa experiencing a decline of mining pits from 2019-2020 of up to 5
percent. Analysis of the disturbed sediment within the region’s ponds showed a sharp decrease in mining
activity.”"*Any positive environmental impact that preventing illegal mining within La Pampa had was immensely
offset by the increased deforestation and opening of new mining pits within nearby legal mining zones, contributing
four times as much deforestation as before.”'* Additionally, the sites targeted by the Peruvian government within the
illegal mining zones were intentionally non or minimally mechanized mining sites, while heavily mechanized
mining sites within La Pampa were left alone, making it unclear if the same effects could be had when dealing with
groups that work with heavy machinery. 2'°

Actions taken by the United Nations

The UN has recognized the problem of illegal mining and the trafficking of precious metals in many different ways.
In 2019, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) passed resolution E/RES/2019/23 with support of the
Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice.?!® This resolution drew attention to the growing levels of
involvement among criminal organizations within the illegal mining and trafficking of precious metals, specifically
noting the increased levels of activity in these areas and the increased range of these offenses occurring
internationally.?'” To combat this, ECOSOC called on Member States to increase cooperation in the monitoring of
illegal mining and for Member States to work with the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and
other similar organizations to strengthen their investigations and prosecutorial abilities in these cases.'® ECOSOC
also recommended Member States use existing treaties such as the UN Convention against Transnational Organized
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Crime and the UN Convention Against Corruption, which are meant to provide assistance to Member States in
providing training to better combat these threats.?’* The UNODC further supplemented these resources by supplying
a document called the “Response Framework on Illegal Mining and the Illicit Trafficking in Precious Metals.”**
This document outlines scope of these crimes, the impact they have societally, economically, and environmentally,
and how the UNODC can assist Member States to combat these issues in every area.

The General Assembly has also briefly touched on this topic twice in recent years, in the 76th and 77th sessions
during 2022 through A/RES/76/185, or “Preventing and Combating Crimes that Affect the Environment” and part
of the preliminary list A/77/132 in which a report by the Secretary General goes over recommendations on what
crimes affect the environment and how to combat them, one of which is illegal mining.?*! This resolution aims to
encourage and request Member States to increase the severity of transnational crimes that affect the environment
and to make them predicate acts to other crimes.””? In addition it also encourages Member States to act in
accordance with existing United Nations treaties to more effectively combat crimes that affect the environment as
well as increase the ability of Member States to work together to combat these crimes. Specifically, the resolution
references the document the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, the United Nations
Convention against Corruption, and the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime.?”* Additionally a large part of the resolution and work that has to be done on this
issue is gathering data, as a centralized source of this global data is incredibly hard to come by, so this resolution
also hopes to get Member States to report these crimes to the UNODC to better analyze global trends on crimes that
affect the environment.

Other UN based conventions such as the Minamata Convention on Mercury, aims to limit the permitted mining and
use of mercury worldwide due to its significant health risks.?** This is of importance because a common method of
small scale gold mining uses mercury to extract the gold by making a compound of mercury and gold, where the
mercury is then heated into its gaseous form polluting the air and leaving the gold behind.”** Marcos Orellana, the
Special Rapporteur on toxins and human rights, even called for the total ban on the mercury trade and its use in
small-scale mining in 2022 due to human rights issues and environmental concerns.??® These concerns stem from
the emissions and contamination released by mercury during its use in small scale gold mining, the fact that
mercury remains for centuries, and that it can travel through the placenta leading to birth defects, in large parts due
to a lack of formalized training.?”” In 2023, the UNODC in Brazil and the Brazilian Ministry of Environment and
Climate Change held an international conference on the trafficking of mercury, a growing concern for the
conference's 60 participants.”?® Central to all of the talks at the conference was the use of mercury in mining
operations, the health impacts of mercury on local populations, and how to prevent the trade of mercury.”” These
two illicit trades feed each other, as more channels open for the illicit gold trade and it becomes more profitable, the
illicit mercury trade grows to meet the demands of it. And as the trade in mercury grows, it becomes more available
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for small-scale gold mining operations in more areas.”** The Minamata Convention notes that non-mercury based
methods for mining gold in small-scale operations exist and often produce more gold than mercury based
methods.”' Additionally, the use of mercury due to its easy accessibility leads to increased levels of mercury
pollution in these areas which poses significant health risks.>*

Conclusion

The issue of illegal mining is nothing new to the international stage with the most prominent early case being Sierra
Leone’s blood diamonds of the 1990s.%** Fortunately, the international community has made attempts to regulate the
fruits of those mining practices with the Kimberley Process and laws passed by Member States.”** While the
situation for illegal mining and the trafficking of precious metals still appears to be dire, it’s important to note that
the United Nations, its organs, and its Member States continue to make progress combating these activities. This
can already be seen to a certain extent as ECOSOC’s E/RES/2019/23 resolution makes note of the increased range
and volume of these offenses occurring, this also means that these cases are being caught more often.* This does
not mean the international community should treat this situation with levity though, as presently more criminal
organizations are entering into the illicit mining industry and bringing their expertise, connections, and resources
with them.?® The ability of Member States and the international community to stop illicit mining and the illicit
mining enterprises themselves appear to be growing and only through a vigorous and continued effort can the
international community put a halt to the industry’s expansion.

Committee Directive

In addressing the issue, delegates should remain mindful of the rights and limits of Member States sovereignty in
addressing national, political, and economic issues of illegal mining and trafficking of precious metals. Delegates
should also take into account the complex nature of this issue and, therefore, the complex solutions that will be
needed to combat this illegal trade. For example, developing Member States without robust legal systems cannot
effectively prosecute those accused of these crimes without a comprehensive legal framework. Economic programs
can be put in place to help Member State’s mining practices develop sustainably. Delegates should also research to
further understand how illegal mining practices harms and undermines the UN’s SDGs. Consider the following
questions: How has the illegal mining industry affected human rights and human trafficking? How can Member
States promote public-private dialogue within the mining sector? How can the UN formulate a political framework
to address organized crime within the industry? How can Member States provide effective strategies and roadmaps
that address the serious threats posed by illegal mining and trafficking of precious metals?
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