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INTRODUCTION  

The United States of America (USA) is a country of 50 states located in North America, with                 

Alaska in the northwest and Hawaii extending the nation into the Pacific Ocean. The USA is                

bordered by Canada and Mexico. Since President Donald Trump’s administration came to            

power in 2016, gun control in the USA has become of higher controversy due to its gun-friendly                 

politics. Firearms are easily available in the nation due to their looser gun laws in comparison to                 

nations such as the United Kingdom, Canada, and Japan. Reports show that the US owns more                

guns per resident than any other country in the world and that on average assaults are three                 

times more likely to involve guns than other nations. This ties into the controversy of 3D                

printed guns because of concerns that firearms will be made too accessible and require no               

background check and there will be no serial number to trace the gun if it’s used in a crime.                   

This issue was first addressed in 2013 when the first gun printed out of plastic by a 3D-printer                  

was successfully fired in the US. This created a major media hype about the numerous dangers                

of being able to print firearms. This development concerned law enforcement agencies            

worldwide because of the potentially huge security implications of these functional plastic            

guns. There was a call for a ban of these weapons and control of 3D-printing technology by                 

multiple organizations and politicians.  

DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS  

3D Printing 

The 3D printing process builds a three-dimensional object from a computer-aided design            

model.  

 

Arms Control 

The term for international restrictions upon the development, production, stockpiling,          

proliferation and usage of small arms, conventional weapons, and weapons of mass destruction 



 

Defense Distributed 

An online open-source hardware organization that develops digital schematics of firearms in            

CAD files to be downloaded from the Internet and used in 3D printing. 

 

The Justice Department 

a federal executive department of the U.S. government, responsible for the enforcement of the              

law and administration of justice in the United States. 

the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives 

a federal law enforcement organization within the United States Department of Justice 

The Second Amendment of the USA 

"A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people                  

to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed." 

International Tracing Instrument (ITI) 

The ITI is a UN document agreed by all countries in the framework of the UN Programme of                  

Action on small arms. 

NRA 

The National Rifle Association of America is a gun rights advocacy group based in the United                

States with around 5.5 million self-reported members 

BACKGROUND ON THE ISSUE  

3D printing is a new form of technology that has been on the rise for the past couple of years,                    

starting off as highly expensive and unavailable and improving its quality, technology, and             

decreasing in price as time goes by. In 2013 the first blueprints of handguns for 3D printing                 

appeared online for public consumption provided by Cody Wilson who ran Defense Distributed.             

It was in response to the Parkland, Florida, mass shooting, with the belief that more guns will                 

make people safer as “guns level the playing field and allow citizens to better protect               



themselves”. The files for the ‘Liberator’ (the firearm) had been downloaded about 100,000             

times in the first 2 days prior to the removal lead by the previous administration of former                 

President Barack Obama. Defense Distributed later informed that the files were predominantly            

downloaded in the US, Spain, Brazil, Germany, and the UK. The removal resulted in Wilson               

suing the administration in hopes of a republishing. After the change in presidency, with the               

election of President Trump, the Justice Department agreed to a settlement and allowed the              

publishing of the blueprints. The records were also stored on Mega.com, administered by Kim              

Dotcom in New Zealand, which he later removed because he considered them to be a ‘threat to                 

the security of the community.’ The United States underwent an investigation to test out the               

firearm having the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) print several             

versions of the gun to test its performance. The effectivity of the gun heavily depended on the                 

plastic used in its creation. Nowadays, small arms are increasingly made of polymers (plastics).              

This can make them undetectable, specifically in the case of 3D printed plastic guns. The               

printing can be done in complete secrecy as well as easily destroyed, leaving no trace of its                 

existence. Making it impossible for the police to trace weapons based on bullet identification.              

There will be no background check requirement as well as no serial number to trace the gun. As                  

3D printing technology improves, the biggest concern is that these weapons will become cheap,              

accessible, and, crucially for would-be criminals specifically for its being untraceable. The            

Undetectable Firearms Act bans guns that can’t be spotted by walk-through metal detectors,             

meaning that all-plastic 3D-printed guns would technically be considered illegal, however, most            

require a small iron pin as the firing mechanism which can easily be concealed. What is slowing                 

the process down is the inability of passing bullets through metal detectors as well as the poor                 

quality of the 3D plastic printed bullets. Metal 3D printed guns, on the other hand, have one                 

difference to regular guns which is that the owner can produce it on their own instead of having                  

to purchase it from someone. All other aspects, e.g. bullet identification and bypassing security              

controls, are exactly the same. The right to manufacture arms is protected by the Second               

Amendment within the US (within limits), the case is more difficult once it reaches the               

international stage. Nations such as Spain, Germany and the UK have national laws that comply               

with the 2008 EU Common Position on arms exports, which is why Defense Distributed was               

asked to take down the blueprints of the Liberator and other items they had designed because                

they did not have an arms export license. International agreements such as the ATT that have                

an impact on the distribution of printed weapons and their blueprints.  

With both plastic and metal guns, there’s the reason for concern that technology will              

undermine any and all attempts to regulate and control the illicit arms trade, specifically with               

regard to small arms. The biggest argument is that higher availability of guns leads to a higher                 

risk of violence, however, it does not necessarily follow that 3D printed guns will increase the                



availability due to the inability to print lethal bullets as well as the limited effectiveness of the                 

Liberator.  

In terms of addressing this issue of new technologies creating arms, all UN Member States have                

been discussing it since 2011.  

MAJOR COUNTRIES AND ORGANIZATIONS INVOLVED  

 

The United States of America  

Gun ownership in the United States is constitutionally protected by the United States Bill of               

Rights. Firearms are widely used in the United States of America for self-defence, hunting, and               

recreational uses. The Second Amendment of the Constitution declares “A well regulated            

Militia, being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of the people to keep and bear                   

Arms, shall not be infringed”. A person in the United States needs to be 21 to buy a handgun,                   

18 to buy a long gun, 14 or 16 to buy a rifle.  

 

The United Kingdom  

In the UK, the production of firearms without a license is prohibited by the 1968 Firearms Act.                 

But even though 3D guns are therefore already covered, the UK government ‘updated its rules               

to prohibit the manufacture, sale, purchase and possession of them’.  

Recently the United Kingdom has had its first individual to be convicted after using a 3D printer                 

to manufacture a gun. 

 

Brazil 

In 2013 Brazil was the No. 1 emerging market in search for blueprints for the Liberator. The                 

blueprints were downloaded by more than 100,000 people. In Brazil, ‘the production of             

armaments (material bélico) and the arms trade are regulated by the federal government. The              

Penal Code criminalizes conduct involving, inter alia, the handling of materials for the             

production of arms devices 

 

China 

China has also taken extreme measures to monitor and prevent 3D printed guns and other               

weapons from surfacing. Police in Chongqing are requiring all companies with 3D printers to              



register themselves as “special industries”, asking for the equipment in use, the security             

measures they have in place, and even information on all employees. 

 

Australia 

In November 2016, Gold Coast police discovered a highly sophisticated weapons production            

facility that used 3D printers to produce machine guns. A month later, a collection of 3D printed                 

firearms were seized in Tasmania. New South Wales passed a law equating possession of 3D               

gun files to actual possession of a 3D printed gun. Some of Australia’s Senate members have                

their doubts about 3D printed guns being an imminent threat, and that further restrictions              

would hinder 3D printing innovation overall 

 

Germany  

Germany was also one of the leading nations in downloading the files. In Germany, production               

of arms is regulated by law and one needs a Waffenherstellungserlaubnis (‘permit for the              

production of arms’) to do so. 

 

TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS 

May 2013 3rd of May the first blueprints necessary to 3D print out a firearm             
were made available online for free by Defense Distributed. The files           
were taken down the 8th per request of The US Department of            
States, Bureau of Political-Military Affairs, Office of Defense Trade         
Control Compliance because it had to be established if they violated           
the Export Control Act.  
 

September 2013 Anonymous user posted the files for the printing of a .22 LR            
semi-automatic gun on FOSSCAD, a data sharing website for         
3D-printing designs.  
 

November 2013 US Company Solid Concepts released a video that showed the first 3D            
metal-printed gun—a M1911, with claims that the gun successfully         
fired more than 600 rounds without any malfunctions. 

  



June 2015 

 

Second Meeting of Governmental Experts (MGE2) 

 

June 2019 A 26-year-old student in the United Kingdom has become the first           
individual in the nation to be convicted after using a 3D printer to             
manufacture a gun.  

  

RELEVANT UN RESOLUTIONS, TREATIES, AND EVENTS  

Second Meeting of Governmental Experts (MGE2) 1-5 June 2015 

At the 2012 Second Review Conference of the Programme of Action and ITI, Member States               

requested the Secretary-General for a report on implications of recent developments in Small             

Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) technology. The report provides a comprehensive,           

easy-to-understand review of technological developments considering weapons tracing        

requirements under the ITI, including implications for ITI implementation. It addresses           

materials, design and production techniques as well as new technology applications 

Third Review Conference on the Programme of Action 

RevCon3 reviews progress made in the implementation of the Programme of Action to prevent,              

combat and eradicate the illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in all its aspects and its                  

International Tracing Instrument (ITI). 

PREVIOUS ATTEMPTS TO SOLVE THE ISSUE 

Higher Gun Control 

In most European countries, the possession of an unregistered weapon, even if it is 

manufactured at home, is illegal and punishable by law. The manufacture of weapons using 3-D 

printers is already banned by a European Union directive to member nations 

Former President Barack Obama putting a stop to the blueprints 

Defense Distributed were asked to take down the blueprints of the Liberator and other items 

they had designed because they did not have an arms export license  

 

Update on Regulations 

 The United Kingdom government ‘updated its rules to prohibit the manufacture, sale, purchase 

and possession of 3D Printed firearms’ 



 

MGE2 

The 2012 Review Conference provided a six-year roadmap for meetings under the Programme 

of Action on small arms and the International Tracing Instrument, including the Second Meeting 

of Governmental Experts. Member States requested the Secretary-General for a report on 

implications of recent developments in SALW technology which includes 3D printed guns. 

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 

 

Change the Internal Coding of the 3D printer 

Working with the technology industry to find solutions to deter promulgation of such 

blueprints. As Adobe Photoshop did in its aim to prevent people from creating counterfeit 

currency. Engaging with 3D printer manufacturers to have blocking software installed in all 3D 

printers sold in the US to prevent this technology from being used to produce guns 

 

Control and Restriction of the blueprints and Permits 

 

Having technology block people trying to upload more blueprints or files and checking that all 

must have appropriate permits. 

 

Greater discussion between Nation-States 

 

The creation of a UN-based summit where nation-states with a higher firearm violence 

percentage can go and discuss how to effectively target the new rising technology of 3D 

printing and the ability to make one's own gun. 
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www.vox.com/2018/7/31/17634558/3d-printed-guns-trump-cody-wilson-defcad 
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