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Executive Board’s Message 

Welcome to the sixth simulation of the United Nations General Assembly, the Disarmament 
and International Security Council(DISEC). We as the executive board for DISEC at 
WELMUN’20 are looking forward to an extraordinary level of expression of diplomacy and 
intellectual debate during the course of the committee proceedings. 

This year at WELMUN, we will be discussing the following agenda at DISEC:   

Asymmetric Warfare and its implications on National Sovereignty 

As the executive board, our aim in the committee would be to create an environment, which is 
conducive to debate. Therefore, we would limit our role to moderating the discussion rather 
than actively intervening, and will do the latter only when there is an urgent necessity. We 
would strongly advise the delegates to research in the best possible manner as that would help 
them in leading the debate and take the committee forward in the right direction. The Executive 
Board, at any point of time, may ask the delegates for the sources of information they are using 
in the committee. We will also be giving a fairly high weight-age to questioning and analysis as 
that tells us how attentive a delegate is. 

Although we expect everyone to be well versed with the Rules of Procedure, the first-timers 
must not get intimidated by the formality of the committee, because at the end of the day, it is 
the content and manner of the debate that matters. 

   

Feel free to contact the Executive Board regarding anything. 

(chair.disec@welhamboys.org) 

Looking forward to meeting you this July 

      Sanshray Ghorawat 

Devansh Mittal Aditya Mehra Aaditya Gupta 
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Nature of Reports and Evidences in Council 

Evidence or proofs from the following sources will be accepted as credible in the 
committee: 

1. News Sources 

a) REUTERS – Any Reuters’ article which clearly makes mention of the fact stated or 
is in contradiction of the fact being stated by another delegate in council can be used 
to substantiate arguments in the committee. 

However, Reuters reports claiming to quote any individual affiliated in any manner to 
any government may not necessarily reflect the views of that government in totality. 
For example, at times the office holding individuals venture out for lectures, talks, 
discussions and etc. wherein they tend to express things which that be a 
contravention/extension of the policy they hold. So we need to take into consideration 
the time and space dimension of such views and also the chronology of what they 
spoken or what their government policy was post and prior to this. 

Thus, Reuters report can be denied by any member state subject to their policy and it 
is only when the report is accepted by the government that it shall be admitted as 
persuasive proof. 

b) State operated News Agencies – These reports can be used in the support of or 
against the State that owns the News Agency. These reports, if credible or substantial 
enough, can be used in support of or against any country as such but in that situation, 
they can be denied by any other country in the council. 

2. Government Reports 

These reports can be used in a similar way as the State Operated News Agencies 
reports and can, in all circumstances, be denied by another country. However, a 
nuance is that a report that is being denied by a certain country can still be accepted 
by the Executive Board as credible information. 

3. UN Reports 

All UN Reports are considered as credible information or evidence for the Executive 
Board. 

Please note that under no circumstances will sources like Wikipedia (http:// 
www.wikipedia.org/) Amnesty International (http://www.amnesty.org/) or newspapers 
like The Guardian (http://www.guardian.co.uk/) Times of India (http:// 
timesofindia.indiatimes.com/) be accepted in the Council.

UNGA  :  Disarmament  and  International  Security 2



Agenda: Asymmetric Warfare and its Implications 
on National Sovereignty

INTRODUCTION 
Article 2 of the United Nations Charter states that one of the cornerstones of the organisation is, “the principle of 
the sovereign equality of all its members”. It also demands that no member nation violate the territorial integrity 
of another state. This very commitment by member nations has often been misused by Violent Non-State Actors 
(VNSAs), which include terrorists, militias and insurgents, to avoid capture across national borders and flee 
persecution. This has caused many internal conflicts to morph into regional conflicts, which has led to 
geopolitical destabilisation and hindered diplomatic relations between countries. The most prominent example of 
such an occurrence is the Lord’s Resistance Army in 2005 and 2006. The Lord’s Resistance Army is an Ugandan 
rebel group that moved from Uganda and committed atrocities in the territories of the Democratic Republic of 
Congo and the Central African Republic. Instances like these are not rare and continue to challenge the notions of 
territorial integrity and national sovereignty, and many nations have called for reforms.  

In order to combat the existing situation, states have often invoked the “right of hot pursuit”, which entails that 
nations have a right to follow VNSAs into other territories after they have committed atrocities on the respective 
nation’s territory. The right has principally been invoked to validate the infringement of the other nations 
sovereignty and territorial integrity in the confrontation with non-state actors. However, a major issue pertaining 
to hot pursuit is that, currently, it is a right only deliberated upon by the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea (UNCLOS). This fundamentally means that currently, the “right to hot pursuit” is limited to the 
application of ships leaving national waters to move into international waters. Another issue that the international 
community faces is that such a principle should also apply to pursuance over land, which complicates the debate 
on territorial integrity and national sovereignty. 

Asymmetric warfare is thus a complicating factor when it comes to persecuting non-state actors. While VNSAs 
may continue to take advantage of working in small, covert groups and commit crimes and lethal violations of 
international view; they do not face the same reprisal by international law that a nation-state committing the same 
atrocities may receive. When combined with the limited means of confining the actions of these groups, the issue 
of asymmetric warfare poses a threat not only to the protection of human rights across borders but also to the 
principles that govern relations between nation-states.  

Welham Boys’ School Model United Nations 20 Background Guide
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DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 

National Sovereignty (Westphalian Sovereignty)

Derived from the “Peace of Westphalia” signed in 1648; this principle of international law states that 
each nation-state is the full repository of the power of the people residing within. Each state has equal 
governing power over its own territory without fear of interference by foreign powers, on the condition that the 
state itself does not intervene in domestic affairs of other nations. In addition, each state (regardless of size) has 
equal stature in the eyes of international law. 

Asymmetric Warfare

Defined as warfare between two belligerents which differ greatly in military power and involve 
unconventional weapons and tactics (those associated with guerrilla warfare and terrorist attacks).

Territorial Integrity

Defined as the principle that states that a nation’s borders are sacrosanct. Also includes the idea that a 
nation should not promote secessionist movements or border changes in other nations. However, for the sake of 
committee, we shall not be focussing on the secessionist aspect of the committee. Whenever referring to 
territorial integrity, the meaning is as literal as the border integrity of a nation-state. 

Violent Non-State Actors (VNSAs)

In international relations, VNSAs are defined as groups that are partly or wholly independent of a 
state government control and which use or threaten to use violence to achieve their means. VNSAs vary widely 
in their goals, methods and size. Examples of VNSAs are ISIL and Boko Haram.
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GENERAL OVERVIEW 
The general overview will provide an analysis of what asymmetric warfare is and a timeline of its 

development. Furthermore, the overview will then provide a case study of asymmetric warfare and 
subsequently its challenge to national sovereignty. It will analyse the geopolitical conflict that propounded the 
warfare and then analyse the challenges that the international community faced in solving this crisis. 
Furthermore, we will also dwell upon the principle of Fourth Generation warfare (4GW).

Asymmetric Warfare

As mentioned above, asymmetric warfare is defined as a war between belligerents whose military 
capacities are starkly different from each other. The problem arises when the considerably weaker military 
power uses unconventional methods or weapons to gain the upper hand in the conflict. These methods are 
limited not only to the use of weapons but also to psychological methods. These psychological methods or 
other unconventional methods are what form the basis of 4GW, but we’ll get to that later. Historically, speaking 
the notion of asymmetric warfare is not a rare phenomenon. Groups like the Taliban and Hamas have been 
operating for decades and, recently ISIS and other terrorist groups that have flourished in the Middle East have 
become formidable opponents to international security through their use of unconventional methods. The usage 
of unconventional or ‘asymmetric’ methods by non-state entities has been to find equal footing in a conflict 
situation wherein their military capabilities are significantly weaker than opposing nations. In simpler words, 
these unconventional methods are smart tactics used to the disproportionate advantage of non-state entities.

With the advent of the 21st century, the eminence of this notion has increased exponentially. Almost 
every conflict that the international community has faced hitherto, could be classified as an asymmetric 
warfare. Proponents of asymmetric warfare- usually the militarily weaker side in a conflict- seek to exploit the 
lack of a ‘centre of gravity’ in such a dispute. A ‘centre of gravity’ in war jargon means “a source of power that 
provides moral or physical strength or will to act”. For a national military, its centre of gravity would be the 
protection of its citizens at all costs, and to uphold the integrity of its nation. This will or drive towards the 
protection of its people is often misused by the clever combatant.  One crucial misunderstanding that requires 
clarification is the increasingly interchangeable nature of the use of the words ‘asymmetric warfare’ and 
‘terrorism’. Delegates must understand that, while terrorism may sound like the epitomisation or 
characterisation of asymmetric combat, it is, in reality, just one of the numerous ‘tactics’ used by non-state 
actors to further their purposes or to gain an advantage in the war. I would implore delegates to not 
conveniently restrict their debates to terrorism since that will eventually lead to a stagnation of debate. On the 
contrary, I would like if we also talked about other groups such as cartels and smaller militias that are also 
involved in asymmetric warfare.

Asymmetric warfare can further be classified into three sub-parts: strategic asymmetry, tactical 
asymmetry and war by proxy. In the case of “strategic asymmetrical warfare”, warfare is pretty conventional. 
Belligerents will deploy troops of a similar kind, and the outcome will be determined by the qualitative or 
quantitative advantage that one side’s troops have. 

In the case of “tactical asymmetric warfare”, one side enjoys a technological advantage over the other. 
The technological advantage, in addition to a quantitative advantage, may work in the advantage of the 
superior side. However, when the weaker side has a technological advantage, it may use the technology as a 
supplement to training and tactics to harass the stronger side and strategically weaken the opposition. 
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“War by proxy”, is an already well-explained principle in warfare. In such a scenario, operations 
(generally covert) are carried out by a non-state actor that is sympathetic to the goals/beliefs of a state. In 
simpler words, the non-state actor acts as a proxy for the state actor. 

Lastly, there is the classification of threats that come under asymmetric warfare. In his typology of 
asymmetry, Kenneth Mckenzie classifies the potential asymmetric threats as nuclear, biological, chemical, 
information operations, operational concepts and acts of terrorism. Once again, by definition, it becomes 
evident that terrorism is only an aspect of asymmetric warfare; not the sole point of discussion. 

Fourth Generation Warfare (4GW)

The term fourth-generation warfare (4GW) is not internationally defined; however, it usually refers to 
conflicts where the major participants are not only states but also violent non-state actors. Its origin can be 
found during the Cold War when the conflict states were unable to use direct force and instead tried to use 
smaller entities, civilians or local groups to hurt the enemy state by manipulating the civilians. Such conflicts 
are often decentralised and have smaller physical and geographical impacts but much higher cultural and 
moral impacts. These non-state actors can be organised groups or individuals fighting for the same cause. The 
4GW includes elements such as terrorism, guerrilla warfare, psychological warfare, manipulation and low-
intensity conflicts. 

CASE STUDY 
  - Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 

The Salafi jihadi extremist group and self-proclaimed caliphate, ISIL is led by Sunni Arabs from Iraq 
and Syria. The VNSA has control over territory that contains a population of over ten million people. 
According to the UN, ISIL is responsible for human rights abuses and war crimes, while Amnesty 
International has reported large scale ethnic cleansing committed by the organisation. The UN, amongst its 
many other nations such as the United States of America and the United Kingdom, have declared ISIL as a 
terrorist organisation, which means that it may be considered a VNSA. As aforementioned, the fact that many 
nations and international organisations have not recognised ISIL as a state means that under the scope of 
international law, they are not held to the same standards and reprisals when they commit mass atrocity and 
war crimes.

The conflict with ISIL can be classified as an example of asymmetric warfare, as there is a conflict 
between a military force, the United States of America and the Counter-ISIL Coalition, superior to a smaller 
force, ISIL. Despite the great difference in military capabilities, the international community, and in particular 
the Western nations have found it difficult to effectively contain the rise of ISIL, and combat its forces. Also in 
this particular conflict, the issue of national sovereignty plays a key role as an obstacle to solve the issue. 
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To provide some context, the Counter-ISIL Coalition was originally only organised in Iraq, as the 
Iraqi government had asked the international community to intervene, as it had proven to be unable to 
sufficiently resist the rise of ISIL in the territories held by the Iraqi state. We must remember that here the 
national sovereignty of Iraq is not under question as a state has requested for such action to be taken. In 
response to this call for an intervention, the Obama administration took the lead in forming a large coalition 
with support from countries in both Europe and the Middle East, and carried out a series of air strikes in order 
to provide support for the local troops fighting the combatants on the ground. It was only later that the air 
strikes were expanded into territory that belongs to Syria. Since this happened without the consent of Bashar 
al-Assad, President of Syria, national sovereignty of Syria is deemed to have been violated. However, the 
President has not raised concerns about this, as the ISIL is also a threat to his rule in the country, and he is 
content with the Western world fighting the ISIL instead of laying its focus on the his dictatorship, and the 
many mass atrocity crimes that the UN, amongst other organisations and nations, have claimed that he has 
committed.

Many argue that the intervention of the Counter-ISIL Coalition is illegal under international law, as it 
jeopardises the national sovereignty in Syria. A particularly heated point of discussion is the fact that certain 
parties believe that the United States and its allies do not have a mandate to carry out these airstrikes in Syria. 
For example, numerous attempts in the United Nations Security Council to authorise an intervention in the 
region have failed. The Russian Federation in particular is angered by the fact that the United States has 
ignored the decisions of the UN Security Council, and intervened regardless of the decisions made. The United 
States of America however claims that it has such authority under the “responsibility to protect,” which is a 
framework set up by Secretaries General Kofi Annan and Ban Ki-Moon of the UN. The responsibility to 
protect (R2P), states that nations have a primary responsibility, and that if a state is unable to live up to its 
primary responsibilities, the international community has its own responsibility to intervene in order to protect 
the citizens of the respective nation. It can thus be argued that Bashar al- Assad is unable to ensure his primary 
responsibilities to the citizens in his country, and that therefore the international community has the authority to 
intervene. Frameworks like the R2P, are loopholes used by the US to prevent itself from any accused 
infringement.

BLOC POSITIONS 

The United States and its Allies

The United States has been involved in multiple asymmetric wars over the years, the most recent one 
being the long lasting civil war in Syria. The US’s status as one of the leading military powerhouses is 
naturally followed by a philosophy to provide its army with the best technology to win wars, at any cost. 
However, with the increasing attention being given to national sovereignty, it has become more difficult for the 
United States to involve itself in foreign affairs without facing clear admonishment from the international 
community, in particular, allies such as France and the EU. Involvement in asymmetric warfare also puts 
policy makers and the army under equal unwanted pressure.  
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Russian Federation and its Allies

The Russian Federation and its precursor state, the USSR were also involved in their fair share of 
asymmetric wars, and use of unconventional tactics. This was most prominent during World War II when 
the Soviet Union had a relatively inferior army as compared to Nazi Germany. However, it has also heavily 
involved itself in subsequent asymmetric battlegrounds which included the United States (naturally). 
However, Russia and its allies have maintained a somewhat ‘healthy’ balance between conventional and 
unconventional methods. 

The United Kingdom

The United Kingdom frequently found itself in situations of asymmetric warfare, especially during 
periods of vast colonisation. When looking for economic resources in Asia and Africa, British forces often 
encountered local forces that were very simply cast aside due to the military superiority of the British Army 
of their technology and tactics. This allowed them to quickly conquer large amounts of foreign land, and 
expand their territory. The United Kingdom is further frequently involved in coalitions led by the USA, and 
their participation in conflicts in for example Iraq or Afghanistan, adds to the level of asymmetry of the 
conflict. 

Countries in favour of Asymmetric Warfare

This group includes small nations that do not have any means other than asymmetric warfare to 
fight larger nations. While completely getting rid of an asymmetric structure could allow these smaller 
countries to block insurgency groups, the long-term effects are much greater. This is because these countries 
would also be getting rid of their only viable way to fight wars; not to mention that an asymmetric structure 
is extremely cost effective.  examples of possible coalitions. It is up to States to expand and enhance these 
blocs, respecting their policies but by remaining flexible, as diplomatic rules demand. Sharing a similar 
position, all blocs stand against terrorism with the same goal of ending terrorism or at least minimising 
terror attacks, since almost every country has faced a terror attack. The only major difference that can be 
witnessed is that of tackling the issue of deterring the funding of terrorist organisations.
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

1. Can non-state entities such as large terrorist groups be held up to the same moral 
and warfare standards that already recognised states are held to? If so, how?  

2. Are initiatives such as conflict prevention effective for dealing with asymmetric 
wars and tensions?  

3. Can refining the concept and policy of the R2P help prevent unwanted 
intervention?  

4. Should smaller states be disallowed from using asymmetric methods to combat 
militant groups?  

5. What should the plan of action be when another situation requiring the use of 
asymmetric methods arises?  

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

1. http://www.munish.nl/pages/downloader?code=ga101&comcode=ga1&year=2015 

2. http://www.munish.nl/pages/downloader?code=ga104&comcode=ga1&year=2013 

3. http://natoassociation.ca/a-historical-case-study-on-asymmetric-warfare-were-french-counter-
insurgency-tactics-successful-in-the-algerian-war-of-independence/ 

4. https://www.counterpunch.org/2003/12/12/how-to-fight-a-4th-generation-war/ 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