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FOREWORD

I
n 2012, the EastWest Institute (EWI) and the Permanent Mission of Kazakhstan hosted the second annual 
Nuclear Discussion Forum (NDF), a series of unofficial meetings that brought representatives of key United 
Nations Member States together to discuss key achievements and challenges on the path to zero. The ob-
jective of the NDF is to identify common ground, build mutual trust and produce actionable recommenda-

tions to push forward progress on the global nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament agenda.

The NDF initially grew out of a shared commitment by EWI and the Permanent Mission of Kazakhstan to build 
the political will and international support necessary to overcome the obstacles to a world free from nuclear 
weapons. The 2012 Forum builds on the successes of the NDF’s first iteration to provide an informal setting for 
UN representatives and experts from the arms control community to develop creative solutions to perennial 
challenges. In the 2012 session, forum members took stock of progress that had been made on the path to 
zero, revisited enduring issues, and developed new recommendations for practical, concrete non-proliferation 
and disarmament measures.

We are immensely grateful for the support of the government of Kazakhstan and EWI’s core funders, who con-
tinue to make this dialogue possible. In addition, we appreciate the support from Dr. Kathryn W. Davis whose 
passion for peace and a nuclear free world inspired many over many years. Sadly, Dr. Davis passed away this 
spring at the age of 106.

We are also grateful to the men and women of the 45 missions to the UN who participated in the deliberations. 
Their helpful input and guidance were instrumental to the forum’s efforts to reframe certain issues and revital-
ize the push for global zero. 

A special expression of gratitude is due to the UN High Representative for Disarmament Affairs Ms. Angela 
Kane and her office; Mr. Geoffrey Shaw, Director of New York Liaison Office of the International Atomic Energy 
Agency in New York; Dr. Randy Rydell, Senior Political Affairs Officer in the Office of the High Representative for 
Disarmament Affairs; and Tom Markram, Chief of the Weapons of Mass Destruction Branch (Nuclear Weap-
ons) of the Office for Disarmament Affairs, for the support given to this initiative. 

The purpose of this report is twofold. First of all, it is a timely document that incorporates the forum’s rich 
discussions with a substantive background on the issues that Member States found to be among the most 
pressing. Secondly, it provides forward-looking recommendations with the intention of informing the work of 
the United Nations First Committee and other disarmament bodies. 

It is our sincere desire that this report will enhance engagement with all the relevant stakeholders of the inter-
national community. Global zero is a universal goal. We all have a responsibility and the opportunity to contrib-
ute to the achievement of that end. For our part, we advocate and promote the conclusions contained within 
this report to key policymakers and the diplomatic community at large.

John Edwin Mroz					      		   H.E. Byrganym Aitimova
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Background

To achieve 
substantive 
progress, the 
disarmament 
and non-
proliferation 
agenda needs 
fresh ideas and 
thinking. W

ithout question, global opinion is 
decidedly in favor of a nuclear-
free world. While the overwhelm-
ing majority of states—three out 

of four—support the idea of a treaty to outlaw 
and eliminate nuclear weapons, geopolitical 
tensions, mistrust, new proliferation threats 
and the rise of non-state actors have com-
plicated efforts to pursue a world without 
nuclear weapons. During the 2012 Nuclear 
Discussion Forum, Ambassador Byrganym 
Aitimova, Permanent Representative of the 
Mission of Kazakhstan to the United Nations, 
laid out some of the larger challenges to a re-
vitalized global-zero agenda: How do we mini-
mize the daunting challenges facing nuclear 
abolition and what can non-nuclear-weapon 
states do to persuade nuclear-weapons 
states to take that path? How can govern-
ments be persuaded to honor their responsi-
bility to achieve the goals of non-proliferation 
and complete disarmament? How do we 
guarantee future generations that they can 
live in a secure world free of nuclear weap-
ons? How do we go about the adoption of a 
Universal Declaration on a Nuclear-Weapon-
Free World?  

After years of inertia, the end of the last de-
cade witnessed a renewed and reinvigorated 
effort to reduce the size and operational util-
ity of existing stockpiles, enhance nuclear 
security and prevent the further proliferation 
of nuclear weapons. The United States and 
the Russian Federation signed the bilateral 
New START treaty, lowering their deployed 
arsenals by 25 percent over seven years. 
The 2010 NPT Review Conference provided 

much-needed success for the non-prolifera-
tion and disarmament regime. A new process 
dedicated to strengthening nuclear material 
security was initiated in 2010, followed by a 
second Nuclear Security Summit in 2012. 

Nevertheless, significant challenges remain: 
treaty non-compliance and the presence of 
states outside of the NPT; a failure to bring 
other key disarmament and non-proliferation 
treaties into force; and the continued reliance 
on nuclear weapons in national security doc-
trines.

The “nuclear spring” of 2009-2011, which 
saw welcome progress in a once-stalled nu-
clear disarmament agenda, is on the wane. 
And in many respects, the goal of disarma-
ment has been displaced by other priorities. 
As UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld 
famously noted, in disarmament “… a stand-
still does not exist; if you do not go forward, 
you do go backward.” 

The Nuclear Discussion 
Forum

The obstacles to disarmament are as numer-
ous as they are formidable. At the same time, 
there are numerous opportunities to revitalize 
the disarmament movement and achieve real 
progress toward the complete elimination of 
nuclear weapons. The EastWest Institute is 
pleased to partner with Kazakhstan—one of 
the states that has led the way in calling for 
concrete steps to eliminate all nuclear weap-
ons—in order to explore ways to refresh the 
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disarmament and non-proliferation agenda.

The Nuclear Discussion Forum, jointly orga-
nized and run by the Permanent Mission of 
the Republic of Kazakhstan to the United Na-
tions and the EastWest Institute since 2011, 
is one such initiative that has, in the words of 
one participant, become “part of the UN ar-
chitecture on nuclear issues.” 

This unique forum for Permanent Represen-
tatives and First Committee experts in New 
York provides an unofficial “laboratory” for 
new thinking and approaches to overcome 
the political obstacles that hinder progress 
toward a world without nuclear weapons. Be-
cause the NDF operates outside of the United 
Nations, forum participants are encouraged 
to embrace a genuine exchange of ideas rath-
er than an exchange of statements. The fo-
rum also serves as an opportunity to engage 

with innovative experts in disarmament and 
non-proliferation who will inspire new move-
ment in the work for a world without nuclear 
weapons. These unofficial sessions directly 
feed into the official work of the UN diplomat-
ic community’s non-proliferation and disar-
mament efforts. 

To achieve substantive progress, the disar-
mament and non-proliferation agenda needs 
fresh ideas and thinking. This is exactly what 
Angela Kane, High Representative for Disar-
mament Affairs, observed in her 2012 speech 
to the UN Disarmament Commission (UNDC) 
and was the fundamental reason for the 
NDF’s establishment. As Ms. Kane noted, the 
work of the UNDC can inspire future General 
Assembly resolutions and lay the conceptual 
foundations for new multilateral treaties if 
the commission can move beyond being a 
platform for advocating national policies. 
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The Forum’s Objectives

In 2012, the EastWest Institute and the Mis-
sion of Kazakhstan held a series of meetings 
that brought together representatives from 
44 United Nations Member States and out-
side experts to assess the challenges and 
opportunities to achieve practical progress 
on the path to global zero. The forum’s stated 
objectives were as follows: 

1.	 Bring together disparate groups and 
viewpoints in a sustained dialogue 
to bridge divides and find common 
ground in the international agenda 
on nuclear non-proliferation, disar-
mament and security.

2.	 Find common language and op-
portunities for cooperative action 
on some of the most contentious 
issues stalling further progress on 
disarmament, non-proliferation and 
nuclear security.

3.	 Identify actionable recommenda-
tions to build upon the momentum 
of recent successes in the interna-
tional agenda. 

4.	 Inform the larger work of the First 
Committee and other disarmament 
bodies as they seek to make further 
progress on the road towards nucle-
ar disarmament.

In 2012, NDF sessions focused broadly on 
three separate, but interrelated topics:

•	 The role of nuclear weapons in secu-
rity doctrines, 

•	 Reducing the operational utility of 
nuclear weapons,

•	 The path to zero.

While discussing these topics and possible 
ways forward towards nuclear disarmament, 
the 2012 Forum also touched upon a number 
of issues including, but not limited to: nucle-
ar-weapon-free zones, de-alerting, multilater-
alizing arms control and the role and status of 
arms control treaties. 

Participants

The 44 Permanent Missions to the United 
Nations in New York that participated in some 
or all sessions of the NDF include:

Algeria, Argentina, Australia, 
Austria, Belarus, Brazil, Chile, 
China, Costa Rica, Cuba, Egypt, 
Finland, France, Georgia, Germany, 
Indonesia, Ireland, Japan, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Korea, 
Malaysia, Malta, Mexico, New 
Zealand, Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, 
Philippines, Poland, Portugal, 
Romania, Russia, Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, Tajikistan, Tanzania, 
Turkey, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, 
United Kingdom, United States 
and Uruguay.

In addition, we benefitted from the partici-
pation and close involvement of the United 
Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs 
(UNODA) and the International Atomic En-
ergy Agency (IAEA). Special thanks are due 
to Angela Kane, High Representative for Dis-
armament Affairs, Randy Rydell at the UNO-
DA, Geoffrey Shaw of the IAEA and Roman 
Hunger of the Office of the President of the 
67th session of the General Assembly—all 
of whom participated in the Nuclear Discus-
sion Forum. We would also like to express our 
profound appreciation to the distinguished 
speakers who helped guide the discussions. 

This report provides both a general overview 
of the topics the NDF addressed in its 2012  
sessions along with the highlights and find-
ings from each session. It represents the 
authors’ observations and assessments and 
does not necessarily reflect the views of the 
EastWest Institute or the Mission of Kazakh-
stan. Nothing in this report should be attrib-
uted to any UN Member State representative. 
It is not a consensus report, nor was it shared 
with participants prior to publication. Any er-
rors or omissions are the responsibility of the 
authors. This report is a reflection of the dia-
logue that occurred and may not comprehen-
sively cover all the issues, perspectives and 
regions involved in the field of disarmament, 
though an attempt has been made to present 
a balanced representation. 

This report 
provides both 
a general over-
view of the top-
ics the NDF ad-
dressed in its 
2012 sessions 
along with the 
highlights and 
findings from 
each session.
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Recent 
declarations 
and 
disarmament 
measures 
demonstrate 
that the goal 
of complete 
nuclear 
disarmament 
has returned 
as a topic of 
mainstream 
debate. 
Indeed, this 
is no small 
success.

O
n July 16, 1945, the detonation of 
the world’s first atomic device in the 
desert of New Mexico irreversibly 
ushered in the nuclear age. Prior to 

this infamous test, however, scientists at the 
Manhattan Project expressed their reserva-
tions about the destructive power of nuclear 
weapons and the impending nuclear arms 
race, appealing for effective international 
control. Presciently, a June 1945 report au-
thored by the Manhattan Project physicists 
argued against the use of nuclear weapons, 
stating that “unless an effective international 
control of nuclear explosives is instituted, a 
race of nuclear armaments is certain to en-
sue following the first revelation of our pos-
session of nuclear weapons to the world. 
Within ten years other countries may have 
nuclear bombs.”1 Even at the very onset of 
the nuclear age, it was understood that the 
road to nuclear disarmament would be ardu-
ous and the consequences disastrous if the 
international community failed to achieve it. 

The United Nations has long been the center 
of the international community’s global dis-
armament and non-proliferation movement, 
working with States Parties and civil society 
to address the risk of nuclear weapons and 
their proliferation. Indeed, the first resolu-
tion passed by the United Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA) in January 1946 was the 
“The Establishment of a Commission to Deal 
with the Problem Raised by the Discovery of 
Atomic Energy,” in which the UNGA called for 
specific proposals “for the elimination from 
national armaments of atomic weapons and 
of all other major weapons adaptable to mass 

destruction.”2 The resolution was, in effect, 
the opening move towards global zero. 

Unfortunately, nuclear weapons testing con-
tinued unabated, as more states acquired 
nuclear weapon capabilities and developed 
ever more destructive bombs. The political 
and military tensions of the Cold War would 
push nuclear arsenals to numbers that were 
unimaginable in 1945—and still unimagina-
ble today. As nuclear arsenals continued to 
expand and the number of nuclear-weapon 
states (declared and non-declared) contin-
ued to rise, the goal shifted from complete 
disarmament to limiting the growth and 
spread of nuclear weapons. However, recent 
declarations and disarmament measures 
demonstrate that the goal of complete nu-
clear disarmament has returned as a topic of 
mainstream debate. Indeed, this is no small 
success.

The Revitalized Global 
Zero Agenda

The vision of a world without nuclear weap-
ons reemerged in 2007 with new drive and 
support. The January 4, 2007 Wall Street 
Journal op-ed “A World Free of Nuclear Weap-
ons” by four elder U.S. statesmen—George 
Shultz, William Perry, Henry Kissinger and 
Sam Nunn—was an important step in revisit-
ing the arms control debate. 

The subsequent formation of Global Zero in 
2008 was another important step in bringing 
the concept of complete disarmament back 

Overview: The 
Push for Zero 
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to the forefront of disarmament discussions. 
The group consists of several hundred world 
leaders from government, non-governmental 
organizations, academia and business who 
advocate for the complete elimination of nu-
clear weapons and suggest practical steps to 
achieve that end. Having served as the cor-
nerstone of the nuclear non-proliferation and 
disarmament movement since its inception, 
the United Nations’ leadership was quick to 
welcome the return of serious discussion on 
the complete elimination of nuclear weap-
ons. In an address at an EWI-organized event 
at the United Nations on October 24, 2008, 
United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon called a nuclear free-world “a global 
public good of the highest order” and offered 
a five-point plan to seize the momentum re-
sulting from “the global outpouring of ideas 
to breathe new life into the cause of nuclear 
disarmament.”3 Included among the propos-
als were negotiations for a nuclear weapons 
convention, backed by a strong system of 
verification. 

In 2007, a revised draft for a Nuclear Weap-
ons Convention (NWC) was submitted by 
Costa Rica and Malaysia, updating a draft 
Costa Rica had introduced in 1997 as a dis-
cussion document. This draft, under discus-
sion in the Conference on Disarmament (CD), 
committed Nuclear Weapons States (NWS) 
to eliminate their nuclear arsenals in a series 
of phases and further prohibited all states 
from participating in the “development, test-
ing, production, stockpiling, transfer, use and 
threat of use of nuclear weapons.”4 Backing 
for a NWC has steadily grown, with 146 states 
now in support of such a convention.5 

Many world leaders were quick to embrace 
the goal of global zero, including newly-elect-
ed President Barack Obama. Building on the 
2007 Shultz et al. op-ed, global opinion lead-
ers and policymakers followed suit in pen-
ning pieces calling for the abolition of nuclear 
weapons.6 In April 2009, mere months after 
his inauguration, President Obama delivered 
his famous Prague speech, in which he spoke 
of the U.S. desire to “seek the peace and se-
curity of a world without nuclear weapons” 
and spelled out his vision for strengthening 
the global effort to curb the proliferation of 
nuclear weapons.7

Then, in September 2009, at a UN Security 
Council (UNSC) meeting chaired by Presi-
dent Obama with the participation of 13 other 
heads of state—only the fifth such meeting 
held at this level—the UNSC adopted reso-
lution 1887, which resolved “to seek a safer 
world for all and to create the conditions for 
a world without nuclear weapons.” The reso-
lution further called on States Parties to the 
NPT to comply fully with all their treaty com-
mitments and obligations.8 

During this time, calls for nuclear disarma-
ment were consistently put forth by a wide 
range of countries. Since 2007, the Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM) has sponsored 
a resolution at every session of the UN First 
Committee, calling for a working group to 
discuss the possibility of convening a Special 
Session of the General Assembly devoted to 
Disarmament (SSOD-IV). NAM states also 
submitted a working paper to the 2010 NPT 
Review Conference (RevCon) that outlined a 
three-phased plan for the complete elimina-

Fig. 1. U.S. Nuclear Weapons						      Fig. 2. Russian Nuclear Weapons
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tion of nuclear weapons. Similarly, at its inau-
gural summit in December 2011, the Commu-
nity of Latin American and Caribbean States 
(CELAC) issued a Special Communiqué on 
the Total Elimination of Nuclear Weapons. 

The signing of a new strategic arms reduc-
tion treaty (New START) between the Unit-
ed States and Russia, in April 2010, further 
boosted the momentum of the disarmament 
movement. Shortly thereafter, the 2010 NPT 
RevCon, after much hand-wringing, success-
fully produced a consensus document that 
recommitted the States Parties to the basic 
bargain of the NPT and introduced action 
plans on non-proliferation, disarmament and 
nuclear energy. The final document resolved 
“to seek a safer world for all and to achieve 
the peace and security of a world without nu-
clear weapons, in accordance with the objec-
tives of the Treaty.” The document further re-
affirmed the unequivocal undertaking of the 
nuclear-weapon states to accomplish “the to-
tal elimination of their nuclear arsenals lead-
ing to nuclear disarmament…”9

As Figures 1 and 2 indicate, the United States 
and Russia have steadily reduced their nu-
clear arsenals since the end of the Cold War. 
The U.S. still has some 4,688 nuclear weap-
ons and Russia’s arsenal is estimated to 
stand at 4,430.10 These figures, however, do 
not include warheads awaiting destruction, 
which add significantly to the total. The U.S. 
is estimated to have 3,000 retired warheads 
awaiting destruction and Russia 5,500.11 De-
spite the consistent downward trend in global 
nuclear stockpiles, Figure 3 shows how many 
nuclear weapons still remain.

By 2011, the momentum of the “nuclear 
spring” had begun to dissipate. One signifi-
cant challenge to sustaining this momentum 
is that the end goal is indeed distant and the 
path difficult and often obscured. Recently, 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon described 
his feelings on the disarmament landscape 
as “mixed,” noting that nuclear disarmament 
progress is off track. Though the recent surge 
behind global zero has waned, there is a very 
real sense that an indelible change has been 
wrought on the disarmament agenda. As one 
analyst put it: “The most recent wave in sup-
port of zero has crested, leaving behind an 
altered nuclear landscape…. Zero will always 
be in the picture now.… The difficult agenda 
that lies ahead is far less about zero as an end 
state than about the incremental, near-term 
steps required to get there.”12

Delivering progress on the incremental, near 
term steps has been an important focus of 
the EastWest Institute and Mission of Ka-
zakhstan’s Nuclear Discussion Forum. Below, 
we will lay out where we still need to go, some 
of the major challenges and how progress 
can be achieved in the short term to bolster 
the long-term goal of global zero. It will be a 
challenge to get numbers significantly lower 
until the missions for and reliance on nucle-
ar weapons are also eliminated. The United 
States and Russia share a primary responsi-
bility for the next concrete steps in disarma-
ment, but the burden is hardly theirs alone. 
As this paper will demonstrate, there are im-
portant steps that the other nuclear-weapon 
states and non-nuclear-weapon states can 
undertake. 

Source: 
Bulletin of 

the Atomic 
Scientists
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One question 
that emerged 
from discus-
sions at the 
NDF was if 
leaders fear 
that nuclear 
terrorism is a 
greater proxi-
mate threat 
than nuclear 
war, why then 
do we have 
missiles on 
high-alert sta-
tus?

Source: 
Reproduced 
from Hans M. 
Kristensen 
and Matthew 
McKinzie, 
“Reducing 
Alert Rates 
of Nuclear 
Weapons,” 
New York and 
Geneva: Unit-
ed Nations 
Institute 
for Disar-
mament 
Research, 
2012, 2.

I
n addition to reducing the risk of nuclear 
war by decreasing the overall number of 
nuclear weapons, arms control advocates 
have been pushing for measures that will 

diminish the operational utility of nuclear 
weapons—that is, reducing the number of 
scenarios in which they can be used and how 
quickly they can be used. Limiting the role of 
nuclear weapons is an essential first step in 
reducing their utility, which in turn is a prereq-
uisite for the complete elimination of nuclear 
weapons. One can hardly expect nuclear-
weapon states to eliminate their arsenals 
when nuclear weapons are considered stra-
tegically important. This section explores the 
reduction of operational readiness of nuclear 
arsenals and the establishment of nuclear-
weapon-free zones as steps to reduce the 
strategic importance of nuclear weapons. 

Nuclear weapon free zones (NWFZ) can be 
pursued as a kind of “back door” route to dis-
armament, limiting the geographic space in 
which nuclear weapons can be deployed and 
reducing the number of states that consti-
tute “legitimate” targets of nuclear weapons. 
De-alerting has been pursued as another 
route to physically limit how quickly nuclear 
weapons can be deployed, delaying launches 
for hours or even days. The responsibility 
for de-alerting rests solely in the hands of 
the nuclear-weapon states (NWS)—they set 
the level of readiness and decide whether 
to extend a nuclear umbrella. NWFZ are the 
responsibility of non-nuclear-weapon states 

(NNWS) who wish to relinquish arsenals, 
abolish nuclear weapons programs and de-
cline the defense commitments of a nuclear 
umbrella. They send a firm signal to NWS that 
nuclear weapons play no role in their security. 
Only when nuclear weapons have been dele-
gitimized and de-emphasized in the security 
doctrines of both NWS and NNWS can global 
zero make real headway. Disarmament that 
results in the numerical reduction of forces, 
while states expand the missions for and reli-
ance on nuclear weapons, is limited progress 
at best. 

Reducing Alert Status

Throughout the Cold War, the United States 
and the Soviet Union kept their massive 
strategic nuclear arsenals on high-alert sta-
tus, meaning that a nuclear attack could be 
launched within minutes of receiving an or-
der to launch. Although the Cold War has 
long since passed, this commitment to high-
alert status has not changed; almost 2,000 
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) 
and  submarine-launched ballistic missiles 
(SLBMs) can be launched within a few min-
utes of an order to do so. The states with the 
largest nuclear arsenals—the United States 
and Russia—have not adopted a “no first 
use” policy. The fear of an incapacitating first 
strike has led each side to adopt a “launch on 
warning” posture, in which a retaliatory strike 
could be launched within some 10-25 min-
utes of receiving the order.13 

Reducing 
Operational 
Utility
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Country Estimated Stockpile Warheads on Alert Notes

United States 5,000 920
450 ICBMs on alert; 540 SLBMs 
on alert. 

Russian Federation 4,500 890 Primary warheads on ICBMs

France 300 80
One nuclear-powered, ballistic 
missile submarine on patrol

United Kingdom 225 48
One nuclear-powered, ballistic 
missile submarine on patrol

China 240 0
Warheads not mated with 
delivery vehicle

Pakistan 100 0
Warheads not mated with 
delivery vehicle

India 90 0
Warheads not mated with 
delivery vehicle

Israel 80 0
Warheads not mated with 
delivery vehicle

Estimated Total 10,540 1,940

Table 1: Estimated Alert Nuclear Forces, 2012

One of the perceived advantages of main-
taining a high-alert status of nuclear weap-
ons was to increase the time horizon for U.S. 
and Soviet leaders to make a decision about 
whether or not to launch a nuclear attack. Giv-
en that the dynamic between the two nuclear 
superpowers has fundamentally changed 
since the end of the Cold War, there is very 
little expectation that the United States and 
Russia would launch an intentional nuclear 
exchange. 

Only the United States and Russia keep their 
forces on a status that would allow them to 
launch within minutes of an order to do so. 
The United Kingdom and France also main-
tain deployed strategic warheads, relying 
solely on ballistic missile submarines that are 
believed to need a longer time to prepare for 
launch than U.S. or Russian warheads. Ex-
perts believe that China, Pakistan, India and 
Israel do not mate warheads with delivery ve-
hicles. Among the nine nuclear-armed states, 
only China and India have declared no-first-
use policies.14 

In the absence of Cold War antagonisms, it is 
anachronistic for the United States and Rus-
sia to continue to rely on Cold War-influenced 
security doctrines and military postures. Of 
the many pressing security concerns facing 
the United Nations, armed conflict between 
Russia and the United States escalating to 
nuclear exchange is seen as highly unlikely—
a point repeatedly emphasized in NDF dis-
cussions. One question that emerged from 
discussions at the NDF was if leaders fear 
that nuclear terrorism is a greater proximate 
threat than nuclear war, why then do we have 
missiles on high-alert status?

The steadfast refusal by the United States 
and Russia to adjust the operational sta-
tus of their nuclear arsenals is a source of 
frustration for NNWS and other NWS alike. 
These countries do not maintain weapons at 
a higher state of operational readiness and 
find it increasingly difficult to accept the risks 
inherently associated with such operational 
readiness. Russia and the United States have 
a similar stake as the rest of the international 
community in ensuring that their massive ar-
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De-alerting 
would con-
stitute a 
much-needed 
confidence-
building and 
transparency 
measure not 
only between 
those nuclear-
weapon states 
that continue 
to maintain nu-
clear-alert lev-
els of the Cold 
War period but 
also between 
nuclear-weap-
on states and 
non-nuclear-
weapon states.

senals are made secure from an unintended 
launch caused by technical malfunction, ac-
cident or unauthorized launch. Though the 
possibility of an accidental or unauthorized 
launch may seem remote, in the past 30 years 
there have been at least four false alarms that 
nearly led to nuclear war.15

Participants agreed that lowering the opera-
tional status of nuclear weapons undoubt-
edly reduces the risk of such a disaster. Given 
widespread concern about the nuclear am-
bitions of some terrorist groups and other 
proliferation threats, the potential liability of 
high-alert status of warheads spreads well 
beyond the NWS that maintain strategical-
ly deployed arsenals. Commenting on this 
threat, some experts note: 

“In the future, the danger of mis-
taken or unauthorized use or of 
the exploitation of nuclear weap-
ons by terrorists is likely to grow 
rather than diminish. War-ready 
nuclear postures keep hundreds of 
nuclear weapons in constant mo-
tion, changing combat positions or 
moving to and from maintenance 
facilities. This affords terrorists op-
portunities to steal them as they are 
transported and stored temporar-
ily—the relatively exposed phase of 
their operation.”16 

De-alerting will minimize the probability of an 
accidental nuclear exchange. As one partici-
pant pointed out, detonation is a global issue; 
an accidental nuclear exchange would have 
catastrophic humanitarian consequences no 
less severe than an intentional exchange. As a 
result, all states have a vested interest in the 
alerting decisions of the NWS.

Furthermore, de-alerting would constitute a 
much needed confidence-building and trans-
parency measure, not only between those 
nuclear-weapon states that continue to 
maintain nuclear alert levels of the Cold War 
period, but also between nuclear-weapon 
states and non-nuclear-weapon states. NDF 
discussions roundly rejected the notion that 
de-alerting is solely the domain of the NWS. 
While most nuclear powers have taken steps 
to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in their 
strategic doctrines, as well as offering nega-
tive and positive security assurances, the 
danger of accidental or unauthorized use of 
nuclear weapons that remain on high alert 

status still looms. In the absence of dramatic 
cuts to nuclear arsenals and stockpiles, one 
step that can be taken is to remove nuclear 
weapons from high-alert status; this will im-
mediately decrease the risk of accidental or 
unauthorized use of these weapons. 

One forum participant suggested that reduc-
tions in alert status can, at first, be adopted 
unilaterally, as prior experience with negative 
security assurances shows that NWS are re-
luctant to make multilateral, legally binding 
commitments. These can include measures 
such as setting safeguards and procedures 
that require a longer period of time to pass 
before nuclear weapons can be launched (to 
better ensure that information transmitting 
a need for use of nuclear weapons is accu-
rate, and to avoid false alarms), de-targeting 
(reprogramming missiles to have no target 
or setting them to open ocean targets) and 
de-mating (removing warheads from delivery 
systems). All of these steps will strengthen 
barriers against accidental or inadvertent 
use, and can also constitute confidence-
building measures between NWS and NNWS. 

Speakers noted some of the arguments 
raised against de-alerting nuclear forces. One 
expert indicated that the proposal reveals a 
paradox: de-alerting must be verifiable, but if 
it is verifiable, it could lead to a “re-alerting” 
arms race in a crisis. In a hypothetical scenar-
io, rising tensions would lead two adversaries 
to race to re-alert their arsenals, increasing 
instability, uncertainty and the likelihood for 
one side to decide to strike first. However, 
arms control experts have argued that these 
claims are largely specious.17 

Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zones 
(NWFZ)

Nuclear-weapon-free zones are an innovative 
regional response to the dangers of nuclear 
weapons. A NWFZ is “any zone, recognized as 
such by the United Nations General Assem-
bly, which any groups of states, in the free ex-
ercise of their sovereignty, have established 
by virtue of a treaty or convention whereby: 
a) The statute of a total absence of nuclear 
weapons to which the zone shall be subject, 
including the procedure for the delimitation 
of the zone is defined; b) An international sys-
tem of verification and control is established 
to guarantee compliance with obligations de-
rived from that statute.”18 
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NWFZs were widely seen in the NDF as a 
source of fresh thinking and cooperation. 
They are also recognized as an effective way 
for NNWS to take the lead in sustaining dis-
armament, developing their own models of 
cooperation that can be extended cross-re-
gionally or even globally. 

One of the principal security benefits NWFZs 
aim to provide to their signatories is a legally-
binding negative security assurance (NSA) 
from the declared NWS. By signing and ratify-
ing the treaties’ protocols, they are obligated 
to refrain from using or threatening to use 
nuclear weapons against NWFZ signatories. 
The first legally-binding NSAs were provided 
in Additional Protocol II of the Treaty of Tla-
telolco. Though the assurances were not uni-
versal, this set an important precedent: NSA 
protocols constitute a key element of NWFZ 
treaties. Nuclear-weapon-free zones are 
also seen as important confidence-building 
mechanisms and instruments for regional 
denuclearization.

During discussions, participants highlighted 
the importance of NWFZs for the non-prolifer-
ation and disarmament regime. The creation 
of these zones is a big step forward, signifi-
cantly contributing to regional security, espe-
cially in areas that enjoy consensus opinions 
on disarmament. However, one participant 
observed that while NWFZ play an important 
role in sustaining disarmament efforts, they 
are not effective as tools to force countries to 
disarm. 

At the same time, participants noted with dis-
appointment the failure to establish a Middle 
East Weapons of Mass Destruction Free Zone 
(WMDFZ). However, it was argued in the dis-
cussions that it is still possible for the nego-
tiations on a Middle East WMDFZ to provide 
a positive step in worldwide disarmament 
efforts. The degree of frustration with the 
lack of progress on the Middle East WMDFZ 
demonstrates the value of the concept of 
nuclear-weapon-free zones for disarmament 
and non-proliferation. It is often suggested as 
a “back-door route” towards disarmament, 
whereby more and more of the world restricts 
the presence of nuclear weapons. 

One of the presenters focused on the neces-
sity and continued relevance of NWFZ, and 
the ways to push a Middle East WMDFZ for-
ward. One suggestion was the creation of a 
new forum to host a dialogue on the security 

elements of a NWFZ. This would accomplish 
two things. It would provide a more conducive 
context to discuss how NWFZ fit in the disar-
mament framework and identify potential 
areas of collaboration between NWFZ states. 
In addition, states would have the opportu-
nity to develop a stronger understanding of 
the terms and conditions for peaceful use of 
nuclear energy, its environmental impact and 
the development of the nuclear fuel cycle.

Noting the continued lack of progress on the 
Middle East WMDFZ, despite explicit calls for 
such action during every NPT Review Confer-
ence since 1995, some NDF participants of-
fered useful suggestions on how to move ne-
gotiations forward. One speaker advocated 
convening experts’ consultations on limited 
topics without resolving strategic concerns 
or historical grievances. This would avoid the 
hurdle that all too often plagues disarma-
ment negotiations where nothing is agreed 
upon until everything is agreed upon. 

For example, consultations could focus on 
ballistic missiles. These discussions would 
be facilitated by the fact that there is an ob-
vious need for additional limitations of these 
weapons in both regional and global contexts, 
such restrictions are easily verified and there 
is a broad body of experience for the consul-
tations to draw upon. Alternatively, expert 
consultations could address non-strategic 
nuclear weapons. These weapons are smaller 
and therefore less secure, are more difficult 
to control and are more likely to be used in a 
conventionally armed conflict. 

In addition to moving forward in a piecemeal 
fashion on the topics under discussion in con-
sultations, forum members also proposed a 
gradual inclusion, first of states willing to par-
ticipate in the discussion, and slowly drawing 
in holdouts over time. Although the even-
tual goal is universal adherence, one speaker 
pointed out that qualitative discussions are 
more important than quantitative ones.

As a next step, it was recommended that a 
regional security dialogue be established 
that features a more inclusive discussion and 
enhances mutual understanding. Although 
this may not immediately lead to a traditional 
NWFZ, the end result could be a new, but nev-
ertheless, effective model.

Participants 
noted with 
disappoint-
ment the fail-
ure to estab-
lish a Middle 
East Weapons 
of Mass 
Destruction 
Free Zone.
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The creation 
of these zones 
is a big step 
forward, sig-
nificantly con-
tributing to 
regional secu-
rity, especially 
in areas that 
enjoy consen-
sus opinions 
on disarma-
ment.
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Table 2: Nuclear Weapon Free Zones

NWFZs were widely 
seen in the NDF as a 
source of fresh thinking 
and cooperation. They 
are also recognized 
as an effective way for 
NNWS to take the lead 
in sustaining disarma-
ment, developing their 
own models of cooper-
ation that can be ex-
tended cross-regionally 
or even globally.
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A growing 
chorus of 
voices, from 
nuclear weap-
ons states 
and non-nu-
clear-weapon 
states alike, 
has called not 
only for further 
reductions of 
nuclear weap-
ons by the 
two nuclear 
superpowers, 
but also for 
the inclusion 
of all states 
possessing 
nuclear weap-
ons into the 
disarmament 
process.

O
verwhelming numbers of nuclear 
weapons, once the mainstay of na-
tional security strategies, have re-
ceded from the forefront of the de-

fense policies of the United States and Russia. 
This is borne out by the massive reductions 
of the nuclear arsenals of these two coun-
tries over the past 25 years—from a com-
bined stockpile of 68,317 in 1986 to less than 
15,000 in 2013.19 A growing chorus of voices, 
from nuclear weapons states and non-nucle-
ar-weapon states alike, has called not only for 
further reductions of nuclear weapons by the 
two nuclear superpowers, but also for the in-
clusion of all states possessing nuclear weap-
ons into the disarmament process. Although 
the limited progress achieved in the field of 
multilateral disarmament should be recog-
nized, significant obstacles and challenges 
remain that continue to hamstring further 
movement down the path to a world without 
nuclear weapons.

New Strategic Arms 
Reduction Treaty 
(New START) 

As possessors of over 90 percent of the 
world’s total inventory of nuclear weapons, 
a broad international consensus places the 
onus of nuclear disarmament squarely on 
the shoulders of the United States and Rus-
sia.20 The New START treaty between the U.S. 
and Russia demonstrated the two countries’ 
commitment to taking concrete steps toward 
disarmament, a move that received near 

universal endorsement and commendation 
at the 2010 NPT Review Conference. Under 
New START, the United States and Russia 
agreed to a limit of 1,550 deployed strategic 
warheads on 700 deployed strategic delivery 
vehicles (intercontinental ballistic missiles, 
submarine launched ballistic missiles and 
heavy bombers) by 2018. Significantly, New 
START restored inspection and verification 
measures between the U.S. and Russia that 
had lapsed since the expiration of START I in 
2009. Though many have criticized the scope 
and depth of the reductions under the much 
heralded New START treaty, the agreement 
nevertheless represents an important step in 
the disarmament process.

On the face of it, additional cuts would seem 
likely given that both the U.S. and Russia have 
expressed interest in seeking further reduc-
tions beyond New START limits.21 At the trea-
ty signing ceremony in April 2010, President 
Obama indicated that the U.S. would pursue 
negotiations with Russia for deeper cuts, 
including non-strategic and non-deployed 
weapons, which were not included in New 
START limits.22 A policy review by the Obama 
administration, with the support of the De-
partment of Defense and Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
concluded in 2012 that U.S. national security 
objectives and obligations could be met with 
an arsenal of 1,000-1,100 warheads, rather 
than the 1,550 allowed under New START.23 
Encouragingly, Russia also seems to support 
deeper reductions, and in fact is already be-
low New START limits on warheads and deliv-
ery vehicles.24 

Multilateral 
Disarmament
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Despite these positive indicators, for a vari-
ety of reasons, it is unlikely that the U.S. and 
Russia will negotiate a follow-on arms con-
trol treaty in the near future. Many analysts 
in the arms control community concluded, 
not unreasonably, that the reductions under 
New START were modest at best, requiring 
minimal sacrifice from either of the treaty’s 
signatories. Nevertheless, the acrimonious 
debate surrounding New START’s ratification 
in the U.S. Congress very nearly scuttled the 
treaty. Russia, for its part, has threatened to 
withdraw from the New START treaty if the 
U.S. proceeds with missile defense deploy-
ments in Europe.25 A combination of political 
partisanship, an increasingly fractious U.S.-
Russian relationship and the need to address 
non-deployed and nonstrategic nuclear war-
heads, missile defense and conventional ar-
maments all but precludes another treaty 
with any meaningful impact. 

Mindful of these obstacles, the Obama ad-
ministration is now considering an informal 
agreement within the New START framework 
that would circumvent the need for Congres-
sional approval.26 There is a precedent for bi-
lateral nuclear reductions outside of formal 
treaties in the 1991-92 Presidential Nuclear 
Initiatives, which resulted in the reduction 
of thousands of tactical nuclear weapons by 
both countries. Although such a proposal 
would undoubtedly encounter considerable 
political backlash and draw accusations of 
executive overreach, Obama may take solace 
in the fact that a majority of Americans sup-
port U.S.-Russian nuclear arms reductions.27 

Regardless of what form they come in, fur-
ther reciprocal reductions would reduce the 
risk that a nuclear weapon is used, enhance 
the non-proliferation norm and impel other 
nuclear-armed states to engage in a multilat-
eral disarmament process.

Disarmament by 
Nuclear-Weapon States

Indeed, the five permanent members of the 
UN Security Council (P5), and the only states 
recognized by the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) as nuclear-weapon states, have 
created a regularized dialogue series to ad-
dress issues related to multilateral disarma-
ment. The group met in Geneva in April 2013, 
which led to discussions on NPT reporting 
requirements, as well as transparency and 
verification experiences.28 P5 Conferences 
were held previously in London in 2009, Paris 
in 2011 and Washington in 2012, with a fifth 
conference planned for 2014. Since then, the 
conferences have generated a series of ex-
pert exchanges, including a working group led 
by China to standardize nuclear definitions 
and terminology. Although it remains to be 
seen whether the nuclear weapons states will 
achieve meaningful results before the 2015 
NPT Review Conference, the P5 meetings are 
touted as significant by virtue of the fact that 
a regular dialogue on multilateral disarma-
ment is now in place where previously one 
did not exist. 

A combina-
tion of political 
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tionship and the 
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As the Russian and U.S. nuclear arsenals drop 
to levels not seen since the late 1950’s, the 
focus of the disarmament debate has shifted 
to include the participation of all states with 
nuclear weapons. Of the P5 members, the 
United Kingdom has moved the closest to-
wards nuclear disarmament. The UK is con-
sistently vocal in its support for global zero, 
and in 2010, announced that it would limit 
its nuclear arsenal to 225 warheads, with a 
ceiling of 160 operationally deployed war-
heads.29 France has also made commitments 
to reduce its nuclear arsenal, highlighted by 
its unilateral reduction in 2008 to a stockpile 
of less than 300 nuclear weapons.30 However, 
further reductions beyond this number are 
unlikely, given France’s recent modernization 
efforts and the centrality of nuclear weapons 
to French national security policy.31

Despite the positive rhetoric about commit-
ments to a world without nuclear weapons, 
a significant obstacle inhibiting the achieve-
ment of this goal is that every state with 
nuclear weapons is planning or engaged in 
the modernization of their nuclear weapons, 
delivery vehicles or related infrastructure.32 
Many of these countries are developing or 
deploying new types of nuclear-capable bal-
listic and cruise missiles, and at least two 
states are actively increasing the size of their 
nuclear arsenals.33 Such actions are not only 
destabilizing, but also complicate the mul-
tilateral disarmament process given that 
nuclear-armed states have expressed their 
unwillingness to engage in disarmament 
until the U.S. and Russian nuclear arsenals 
reach parity with their own. Modernization 
programs by the U.S. and Russia belie a sin-
cere commitment to disarm and as a result, 
are grist to the mill for states seeking to avoid 
disarmament. Likewise, the U.S. and Russia 
point to a wide number of countries that are 
updating or upgrading their nuclear weapon 
capabilities as justification for their contin-

ued maintenance of thousands of nuclear 
weapons. Thus, a glaring contradiction has 
emerged where nuclear weapons possessors 
claim to pursue disarmament negotiations in 
good faith while at the same time undertake 
substantial investments in the maintenance 
of their nuclear arsenals.

One participant at the NDF noted a number 
of initiatives underway through the UN that 
would restore the international community’s 
focus on multilateral disarmament. The Con-
ference on Disarmament, the sole multilater-
al disarmament forum of the United Nations, 
has been mired in procedural deadlock for 
over 16 years. In order to bypass this stag-
nant negotiation body, in January 2013, the 
UN General Assembly passed a resolution 
to establish an open-ended working group 
to “develop proposals to take forward mul-
tilateral nuclear disarmament negotiations 
for the achievement and maintenance of a 
world without nuclear weapons.”34 The group 
will meet for three sessions in 2013 and sub-
mit a report to the UN General Assembly, the 
Conference on Disarmament and the Disar-
mament Commission. Predictably, a number 
of nuclear-armed states opposed the model 
of an open-ended working group that does 
not operate on the basis of consensus, which 
would remove the power of any one country 
to veto a proposal deemed unacceptable. 
Furthermore, the UN General Assembly will 
hold a high-level meeting specifically on nu-
clear disarmament in September 2013. 

Given the modesty of the reductions under 
New START, one of the speakers called for the 
U.S. and Russia to accelerate implementation 
of the treaty measures. Moving forward, the 
presenter recommended that the next step 
in bilateral reductions would be to limit the 
entire inventory (strategic, non-strategic, 
deployed and non-deployed) to about 2,000-
2,500 warheads, with a cap of 1,000 de-
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ployed warheads. The speaker conceded that 
the negotiation process would need several 
years to resolve many of the major stumbling 
blocks, including more intrusive verification 
measures. For example, devising a monitor-
ing system to verify the elimination of non-
deployed weapons would require creativity 
and flexibility. 

A broad consensus that emerged during the 
NDF was the expectation that there is still 
room for one more round of bilateral reduc-
tions between the U.S. and Russia before it 
becomes necessary to include other nuclear 
countries. Participants noted that only when 
the two nuclear superpowers achieve mean-
ingful reductions would the rest of the nu-
clear possessor states be able to follow suit. 
Nevertheless, members of the forum also 
recognized the domestic political difficulties 
involved in ratifying a treaty with more dra-
matic reductions. It remains unclear whether 
Russia is prepared for another agreement, 
and one participant questioned whether the 
difficulty in passing an arms control treaty 
through an obdurate U.S. Congress might di-
minish Russia’s interest in pursuing a follow-
on agreement at all. However, it was suggest-
ed that Obama might appeal to security and 
budgetary incentives to encourage Russia to 
implement deeper reductions. On the other 
side of the table, attaining a two-thirds major-
ity in the U.S. Senate would expend a consid-
erable amount of Obama’s political capital, 
and even then would be far from guaranteed. 
Should Obama fail to secure support from 
the Senate, one speaker advocated that the 
executive branch take unilateral measures in 
the form of “parallel national policy,” in order 
to bypass Congress.

Forum participants agreed that despite the 
grossly disproportionate sizes of the U.S. 
and Russian nuclear arsenals, it was still criti-
cal that disarmament expand from bilateral 

agreements to a multilateral setting. In light 
of this, several participants offered creative 
proposals to involve all states with nuclear 
weapons into the disarmament process. One 
suggestion to alleviate some of the concerns 
that the U.S. and Russia may hold about 
deeper reductions was for countries like Chi-
na, France and the UK to undertake binding 
commitments to not increase the size of their 
nuclear arsenals. Another recommenda-
tion that received support during the forum 
was the development of a formula where all 
nuclear possessors reduce their arsenals by 
an agreed upon proportion. Finally, one addi-
tional option would be for the U.S. and Russia 
to agree, in advance, to reduce to certain lev-
els, with the right to halt the process if other 
countries fail to fulfill their disarmament ob-
ligations. Any combination of these schemes 
would ameliorate concerns about a sudden 
sprint to parity by an emerging or existing 
nuclear-armed state, while reducing overall 
numbers of nuclear weapons.

One key point brought up during the forum 
was how nuclear security had displaced dis-
armament as an issue of central importance. 
Noting the high level of support lent by the 
presence of 53 heads of state at the 2012 
Nuclear Security Summit, one participant 
questioned why an equal amount of em-
phasis is not placed on disarmament. One 
observer warned that this troubling shift in 
focus, combined with little tangible progress 
in multilateral disarmament, could stress the 
non-proliferation and disarmament regime 
beyond its breaking point. Indeed, some of 
those present at the forum felt that multilat-
eral disarmament discussions had taken on 
a ritualistic status without actually accom-
plishing anything. Participants reiterated that 
nuclear-armed states must be made to un-
derstand that the status quo is simply unac-
ceptable. 

Participants 
reiterated that 
nuclear-armed 
states must 
be made to 
understand 
that the status 
quo is simply 
unacceptable.
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Treaty on the 
Non-Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons (NPT)

At the core of the nuclear non-proliferation 
and disarmament regime is the Treaty on the 
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), 
which codified the international laws and 
norms against the possession and spread of 
nuclear weapons. The NPT divides the world 
into two camps with concomitant legal obli-
gations: non-nuclear-weapon States (NNWS) 
are called upon to refrain from manufacturing 
or receiving nuclear weapons, and submit to 
IAEA safeguards to ensure compliance with 
these commitments; nuclear-weapon States 
(NWS) are obliged to refrain from transfer-
ring or otherwise assisting NNWS in obtain-
ing nuclear weapons, and must also work 
towards complete nuclear disarmament, all 
the while guaranteeing the right of all states 
access to the peaceful use of nuclear energy. 
These obligations broadly outline the three 
pillars of the NPT—non-proliferation, disar-
mament and the promotion of peaceful uses 
of nuclear energy. The NPT enjoys near uni-
versal adherence, with 190 state parties, in-
cluding the five recognized nuclear weapons 
states: the U.S., Russia, France, China and 
the UK. Only four states—India, Israel, North 
Korea and Pakistan—remain outside of the 
treaty. 

The basis of the NPT centers on a grand bar-
gain between NNWS to forgo nuclear weap-
ons while, in return, NWS will strive towards 
nuclear disarmament and also share nuclear 
technology and material. This compromise 
was absolutely essential in convincing the 
vast majority of states not to acquire nuclear 
weapons, and institutionalized the interna-

tional norm against nuclear proliferation and 
the possession of nuclear weapons. 

However, discussions during the NDF sug-
gested that the three pillars of the NPT were 
not treated equally. Members of the forum in-
dicated that NNWS exercised far too lenient 
with NWS for their unwillingness to move 
forward on disarmament commitments and 
obligations. One presenter urged the NNWS 
to raise nuclear issues at regular bilateral 
meetings that did not necessarily focus on 
non-proliferation and disarmament. NNWS 
could enhance pressure on NWS to disarm 
by pressing them to move beyond an intermi-
nable series of agreements and promises and 
achieve tangible results. Speakers also called 
on the international community to impress 
upon nuclear-armed states that the persis-
tence of unfulfilled promises on disarmament 
is untenable.

Following the NPT’s entry into force in 1970, 
State Parties have hosted review conferenc-
es every five years to “assess the implemen-
tation of the treaty’s provisions and make 
recommendations on measures to further 
strengthen it.” At the pivotal 1995 Review 
Conference, States Parties agreed to the in-
definite extension of the NPT and endorsed 
negotiations on the Comprehensive Nuclear-
Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT), Fissile Materials Cut-
off Treaty (FMCT) and a Middle East NWFZ. 
At the next Review Conference, the NWS af-
firmed their commitment to complete nucle-
ar disarmament through the agreement on 
“13 Practical Steps” on nuclear disarmament 
included in the final document. The last con-
ference, held in 2010, reiterated States Par-
ties’ support for the early entry into force of 
the CTBT, negotiations on a FMCT and an 
implementation plan for a Middle East NWFZ.

Status and Role 
of Treaties
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Discussants 
emphasized the 
urgent need for 
the U.S. to ratify 
the CTBT as it is 
only one of two 
remaining NWS 
not to do so.

The NPT Preparatory Committee (PrepCom), 
designed to prepare for NPT Review Confer-
ences by assessing treaty implementation 
and developing recommendations for the Re-
view Conference, was touted as having signif-
icant potential to revitalize the disarmament 
process. According to Action 5 of the 2010 
NPT Review Conference Final Document, 
NWS are required to report to the 2014 Pre-
pCom session on their progress on disarma-
ment against a number of benchmarks. One 
speaker suggested that future PrepCom ses-
sions not only assess the implementation of 
the NPT, but also review the treaty itself and 
discuss possible ways to strengthen it. 

Comprehensive Nuclear-
Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT)

As the international community’s single mul-
tilateral disarmament negotiating forum, the 
Conference on Disarmament (CD) negoti-
ated many of the foundational disarmament 
treaties, including the NPT, the Biological and 
Toxic Weapons Convention, the Chemical 
Weapons Convention and the Comprehen-
sive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT). This fo-
rum, which evolved from an earlier iteration as 
the Ten-Nation Committee on Disarmament, 
currently consists of 65 member states. Work 
conducted in the CD is governed by consen-
sus, which in the UN context is generally re-
garded as the adoption of a decision without 
objection. While the rule of consensus was 
originally meant to protect the fundamental 
national security interests of member states, 
opposition to procedural matters, such as a 
program of work, has prevented the CD from 
even beginning negotiations on disarma-
ment. Since concluding negotiations on the 
CTBT, the CD has been unable to commence 
disarmament negotiations. Frustrated by the 

continued deadlock, CD Secretary-General 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev of Kazakhstan not-
ed in 2012 that the political impasse in the 
CD “delays, one long and potentially produc-
tive year at a time, the start of negotiations to 
strengthen our common security.” 

The CTBT, which opened for signature in Sep-
tember 1996, prohibits all types of nuclear 
explosions in all environments. Proponents of 
the CTBT argue that the treaty, once in force, 
would prevent nuclear-armed states from 
testing newer and more advanced warhead 
designs, hamper the efforts of aspiring nu-
clear states to develop a reliable arsenal and 
deter testing through inspections and detec-
tion techniques. Despite widespread inter-
national support for the CTBT, the treaty will 
not come into force until a number of holdout 
states ratify. Nevertheless, the CTBT has un-
doubtedly reinforced the global norm against 
nuclear weapons tests. Only three states 
have contravened the de facto moratorium 
on nuclear testing since 1996: India, Pakistan 
and North Korea. 

Discussants emphasized the urgent need for 
the U.S. to ratify the CTBT as it is only one of 
two remaining NWS not to do so. NDF par-
ticipants highlighted a growing consensus 
within the U.S., even from former skeptics, 
that the U.S. can maintain a safe and reliable 
nuclear arsenal without additional testing. A 
2012 report by the National Academy of Sci-
ences concluded that the U.S. is in a better 
position to detect clandestine nuclear test-
ing than ever before, dispelling one of the 
few remaining arguments raised against the 
treaty when the U.S. Senate rejected it in 
1999. CTBT ratification would not only under-
score the U.S. commitment to fulfill its disar-
mament obligations and the outcome of the 
2010 NPT Review Conference, but would also 
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likely nudge China to ratify the treaty, as well. 
Some experts suggest that ratification by the 
five NWS could trigger a provisional entry into 
force that would gradually expand to include 
other states, despite the continued presence 
of nuclear-armed states outside of the treaty.
 
Although no timeline has been proposed to 
bring the treaty before the Senate, the forum 
noted, with approval, that CTBT ratification 
remains a priority for the Obama administra-
tion. At the same time, participants declared 
that it was essential for the Obama adminis-
tration to launch a serious and concerted ef-
fort to promote the CTBT, as a second rejec-
tion by the U.S. Senate would be disastrous 
for the future of the treaty and by extension, 
the disarmament regime at large. Advocates 
have proposed a range of options that Obama 
could pursue, including widespread dissemi-
nation of information to the public and media 
outlets, the appointment of an executive task 
force to promote the treaty, consultations 
with senators and their staff, and inter-agen-
cy coordination. 

Fissile Materials Cut-off 
Treaty (FMCT) 

While the CTBT would create a qualitative 
cap on nuclear weapon programs, a Fissile 
Materials Cut-off Treaty (FMCT) would play 
a complementary role as a quantitative cap 
on global nuclear arsenals. Discussions on 
the proposed FMCT, which would prohibit 
production of fissionable materials for weap-
ons purposes, are currently held by the UN 
Conference on Disarmament (CD). However, 
a lack of consensus has prevented the CD 
from adopting a program of work before ne-
gotiations on the treaty can begin. One of the 
primary points of contention centers on the 
scope of the treaty: whether to include exist-
ing fissile material stockpiles in addition to 
prohibiting future production. At present, all 
five NPT-recognized NWS have declared or 
are believed to be observing a moratorium on 
the production of highly-enriched uranium 
and plutonium for nuclear weapons. Unfor-
tunately, a number of countries continue to 
produce fissile material for nuclear weapons 
purposes. 

Many of those present at the forum noted 
with disappointment that FMCT negotiations 
remain trapped by a stagnant CD. Indeed, the 
continued absence of even modest progress 

on an FMCT prompted the UN General As-
sembly First Committee to pass three resolu-
tions to break the current impasse in nego-
tiations within the CD. The First Committee 
called for the creation of a group of experts to 
recommend steps to advance FMCT negotia-
tions; the creation of an open-ended working 
group to seek progress on disarmament ne-
gotiations; and to convene a high-level meet-
ing during the 2013 UN General Assembly 
session on disarmament.

In order to realize substantive progress on an 
FMCT, a number of countries have proposed 
circumventing the CD altogether and initiat-
ing FMCT negotiations in other forums, such 
as the UN General Assembly. However this 
position is broadly opposed by the P5 states, 
which are disinclined to pursue negotiations 
outside of the consensus-driven CD. NDF par-
ticipants stressed the need to find additional, 
more creative solutions to move negotiations 
forward, such as unilateral declarations by 
nuclear-armed states to observe a mora-
torium on fissile material production. Once 
these unilateral measures are implemented, 
responsibility could then shift back to the CD 
to discuss a way forward on reducing existing 
stockpiles. 

Universal Declaration on the 
Achievement of a Nuclear 
Weapon-Free-World 

Although a world without nuclear weapons 
is a long stated goal of countless UN resolu-
tions and disarmament treaties, the contin-
ued presence and potential proliferation of 
these weapons poses an eminent threat to 
international peace and security. As part of 
the renewed push towards complete nuclear 
disarmament, many within the disarmament 
community have expanded their ambitions to 
establish not just nuclear weapon free zones, 
but a world free of nuclear weapons. At the 
2010 Nuclear Security Summit, President 
Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan pro-
posed the development of a “Universal Decla-
ration of a Nuclear-Weapon-Free World.” This 
idea crystallized with the submission of a for-
mal Declaration at the Astana International 
Forum for a Nuclear-Weapon-Free World in 
Kazakhstan. The Mission of Kazakhstan is 
currently holding consultations with relevant 
UN member states to arrive at commonly ac-
ceptable text. As it stands, the comprehen-
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A 2012 report 
by the Inter-
national Cam-
paign to Abolish 
Nuclear Weap-
ons found that 
146 countries 
support the 
NWC, while only 
26 now oppose 
the convention.

sive Declaration calls for, inter alia:

•	 All nuclear-armed states to take 
concrete, practical steps towards to-
tal elimination of nuclear weapons at 
the earliest possible time;

•	 Deep reductions in nuclear weapons 
of all categories, with an emphasis 
on irreversibility, verifiability and 
transparency; 

•	 Ratification and adherence to the 
CTBT, FMCT, NPT obligations, exist-
ing NWFZ and the establishment of 
a Middle East WMDFZ.

One participant at the forum pointed out that, 
at present, nuclear arms control treaties have 
only sought to restrict delivery systems, not 
the warheads or bombs themselves. The dis-
mantlement and destruction of nuclear war-
heads remain solely within the purview of the 
states that possess them. Furthermore, the 
speaker noted that international law does 
not explicitly prohibit the use or threat of use 
of nuclear weapons. In light of these glaring 
gaps, several NDF discussants advocated the 
Declaration of a Nuclear-Weapon-Free World 
as a critical means of moving the world to-
wards the abolition of nuclear weapons. 

First and foremost, the Universal Declaration 
would clarify and revitalize the long-held and 
widely supported ideal that a nuclear-free 
world is a safer and more secure one. NDF 
participants commented that support for the 
Universal Declaration would demonstrate 
that the international community stands 
united in their commitment to achieve this 
goal. Additionally, the Universal Declaration 
outlines concrete steps necessary to realize 
nuclear disarmament and the obstacles that 
stand in the way. Though the proposed ac-
tions contained in the Universal Declaration 
are not groundbreaking, they serve as a pow-
erful reminder of the paths to progress while 
UN disarmament bodies remain mired in re-
crimination and deadlock. Most importantly, 
while many parties disagree about how to 
get to nuclear zero, the Universal Declara-
tion unequivocally reaffirms the intention of 
the international community to arrive at that 
destination as soon as possible. 

Nuclear Weapons Convention
	
The Universal Declaration proposed by Ka-
zakhstan could  pave the way for a Nuclear 

Weapons Convention (NWC), which stemmed 
from a 1996 declaration from the Internation-
al Court of Justice (ICJ). In its advisory opin-
ion, the ICJ determined that the threat or use 
of nuclear weapons is illegal and affirmed the 
existence of an obligation “to pursue in good 
faith and bring to a conclusion negotiations 
leading to nuclear disarmament in all its as-
pects under strict and effective international 
control.” Under an updated draft submitted 
to the UNGA by Costa Rica and Malaysia in 
2007, the NWC bans nuclear weapons and 
weapons-usable, fissile material. Nuclear-
armed states would be required, over a series 
of five phases, to destroy their nuclear war-
heads and destroy or convert their delivery 
vehicles to a non-nuclear capability. The NWC 
would also establish an organization charged 
with verification, compliance and coopera-
tion efforts related to the convention. 

One common argument raised by opponents 
of the NWC is that disarmament is a gradual 
process and that calls for a NWC are prema-
ture. Participants at the NDF noted that the 
support of NWS will be vital to the adoption 
of a NWC. Moving down the path towards a 
NWC without the endorsement of nuclear-
armed states could alienate them and disrupt 
other pre-existing disarmament agreements. 
At the same time, speakers at the NDF coun-
tered that a number of arms control agree-
ments, including the NPT and the Treaty of 
Tlatelolco, initially did not enjoy universal 
adherence. The NWC would codify the cus-
tomary norm against nuclear weapons, much 
as the Convention on Certain Conventional 
Weapons and the Ottawa Treaty did for weap-
ons deemed excessively injurious and land 
mines, respectively.

There are some encouraging signs that indi-
cate growing support for the NWC. Although 
a number of nuclear-armed states oppose 
the convention, during the December 2006 
UNGA session, 125 States Parties, includ-
ing China, India and Pakistan, called for the 
early conclusion of negotiations on a Nuclear 
Weapons Convention. A 2012 report by the 
International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
Weapons found that 146 countries support 
the NWC, while only 26 now oppose the con-
vention. As with the Kazakh Universal Dec-
laration, it is abundantly clear that the inter-
national community is in favor of a Nuclear 
Weapons Convention. All that remains is to 
amass sufficient political will to initiate nego-
tiations on an agreement.
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A 
number of consistent themes 
emerged from the fruitful discus-
sions held during the NDF, including: 

•	 A deep concern that all relevant ac-
tors are not engaged to a necessary 
extent; 

•	 The risk of nuclear weapons use has 
not declined even though there are 
far fewer weapons than at the height 
of the Cold War; 

•	 There exists a fundamental discon-
nect between the missions for and 
reliance on nuclear weapons on the 
one hand, and the current geopoliti-
cal realities on other; 

•	 Multilateral platforms need to be 
supplemented with bilateral talks 
and unilateral initiatives should be 
implemented where necessary;

•	 There is a limited window for all rel-
evant forums (multilateral, regional, 
bilateral and unilateral) to deliver 
concrete results without setting 
back the progress of the nuclear 
spring and global zero movement. 

As noted previously, the highlights and find-
ings that are conveyed in this paper are those 
EWI has chosen to focus on. There were 
far more fruitful and engaging discussions 
among the presenters and UN experts than 
we can do justice to in this paper. The points 
we highlight below are strictly EWI’s interpre-
tation of discussions, and in some instances, 
provide further exploration of some of the 
highlights and recommendations.

A Closing Window of 
Opportunity

The multilateral disarmament and non-
proliferation movement needs to see some 
concrete progress in the next 12-18 months. 
There are initiatives underway that could 
help restore our focus, including the Kazakh-
led Universal Declaration for a Nuclear-Free 
World, the UNGA’s October 2012 mandate 
to convene an open-ended working group 
(OEWG) to develop proposals to take forward 
multilateral nuclear disarmament negotia-
tions, the high-level meeting in the UNGA in 
September 2013, the NPT PrepCom in April 
2013 and the March 2013 Oslo conference to 
address the humanitarian effects of nuclear 
weapons.35 On the basis of suggestions put 
forth during the NDF, the authors recom-
mends eight specific measures to secure the 
disarmament and non-proliferation agenda: 

•	 Pursue an additional round of 
U.S.-Russian negotiations: Even 
after the New START treaty, the U.S. 
and Russia still possess over 90 per-
cent of all nuclear weapons. As such, 
it is critical that these two countries 
pursue and conclude an additional 
round of reductions. The next steps 
could include a cut in nuclear ar-
senals from 5,000 to 2,000-2,500 
weapons, or impose a single aggre-
gate limit on all categories of nuclear 
weapons, thus forcing more dramat-
ic reductions.

•	 Avoid waiting for the U.S. and 
Russia: Though further reductions 

The multilat-
eral disarma-
ment and non-
proliferation 
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the next 12-18 
months.

Highlights and 
Recommendations
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by the U.S. and Russia are critical 
to continued disarmament efforts, 
the entire process should not stall 
while the world waits for them. Other 
nuclear-possessor states can work 
unilaterally, with each other and with 
NNWS, to further the nuclear disar-
mament agenda.

•	 Secure Commitments from all 
NWS: All NWS should clarify the 
requirements and milestones that 
would allow them to reduce, and ulti-
mately eliminate, their nuclear arse-
nals. At a minimum, all NWS should 
commit to a moratorium on the pro-
duction of new nuclear weapons, 
and freeze any current or planned 
nuclear weapon modernization pro-
grams.

•	 Reduce operational readiness of 
deployed nuclear weapons: A reso-
lution that requires NWS to maintain 
a de-alerted arsenal would be a sig-
nificant step in reducing the possi-
bility that a nuclear weapon is used, 
intentionally or otherwise. As one 
participant put it, a nuclear weapon 
free world is unattainable without 
de-alerting.

•	 Eliminate stockpiles of fissile 
material: Steps must be taken to 
address current stockpiles of fis-
sile materials and prevent the fu-
ture production of such materials 
for weapons purposes. An FMCT is 
the preferred method to accomplish 
this goal, but creative proposals are 
necessary to prevent the treaty from 
languishing further in a stagnant CD. 
One solution proposed during the 
NDF would be for states to initially 
implement unilateral moratoriums 
on fissile material production and 
then return to the CD to negotiate 
reductions in existing stockpiles.

•	 Multilateralize disarmament: Two 
recommendations on multilateral 
arms control were proposed during 
the NDF. First, the United States and 
Russia could institute a disarma-
ment process whereby they agree 
to decreases in stages that, at a later 
level, would be dependent on the 
other NWS undertaking reductions. 
A second recommendation suggest-
ed that disarmament be undertaken 
proportionally; that is, a formula 
could be derived where the United 

States and Russia would agree to re-
duce their arsenals by a much larger 
coefficient than the other NWS with 
much smaller arsenals.

•	 Increase NNWS pressure on NWS: 
NNWS can ratchet up pressure on 
NWS through the development of 
their own initiatives. This could take 
the form of resolutions submitted to 
the United Nations General Assem-
bly, deepening their commitment to 
disarmament and pursuing negotia-
tions in bilateral and multilateral set-
tings. Focused pressure combined 
with proposals for specific measures 
has significant potential to force se-
rious dialogue with NWS and move 
the disarmament process forward. 

•	 Enhance the role of civil society: 
Global civil society has proven effec-
tive in limiting and eliminating entire 
categories of weapons, as evidenced 
by the Anti-Personnel Mine Ban 
Convention, the Biological and Tox-
in Weapons Convention, and more 
recently, the Arms Trade Treaty. As 
such, campaigns led by civil soci-
ety on specific disarmament initia-
tives have the potential to influence 
national governments and build the 
momentum necessary to achieve 
global zero.

Addressing the 
“Demand Deficit”

It was consistently noted throughout NDF 
sessions that there is simply a lack of popular 
attention to and demand for more significant 
cuts to nuclear arsenals. An increased role 
of the public and civil society, then, should 
be encouraged. As one official noted, people 
have forgotten what nuclear weapons actu-
ally do. There is still overwhelming public sup-
port for disarmament—but this support has 
not translated into public demand for govern-
ments to act.

During the Cold War, mass demonstrations 
were commonplace and attracted broad 
support, thereby placing heavy pressure on 
Western governments. As public pressure 
was successfully brought to bear on govern-
ments in the past to alter deployments and 
doctrines, the same public focus would be an 
invaluable tool to bring further reductions, 
changes in postures and alert status and 
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bring relevant treaties like CTBT and FMCT 
into play. Indeed, the humanitarian impact of 
the use of nuclear weapons is one facet that 
has recently gained serious attention, as evi-
denced by the Oslo 2013 Nuclear Conference. 
Public pressure could be especially useful to 
compel states to consider unilateral action 
in the face of political impasse in negotiating 
bodies or domestic legislatures. For example, 
in the foreseeable future, the U.S. is unlikely 
to find sufficient congressional support to ac-
cept binding constraints on missile defense, 
reduce operational readiness and ratify the 
CTBT. In this case, NDF participants pro-
posed that the executive branch of the U.S. 
unilaterally reduce its arsenal and change the 
requirement for prompt response, thus de-
alerting its nuclear forces.

A Shared Responsibility

Traditionally, the United States and Russia 
have shouldered the responsibility for the 
lion’s share of global non-proliferation and 
disarmament efforts. It is only sensible that 
they should continue to do so, given that the 
two states possess 95 percent of the world’s 
nuclear weapons. However, non-nuclear-
weapon states and nuclear-weapon states 
alike should work in concert to enhance their 
participation in the disarmament process 
and implement specific measures to accom-
plish that end. All states have the opportunity 
to drive disarmament and lay the foundation 
that will oblige the nuclear weapons states to 
draw down to nuclear zero. For example:

•	 NNWS should hold the NWS ac-
countable to their legal obligations. 
More than 180 countries have giv-
en up the possibility of developing 
nuclear weapons in exchange for 
disarmament pledges by the NWS 
that are simply not being met. The 
NNWS must be more forceful in 
conveying that this is not an accept-
able situation. Disarmament is, in a 
very real sense, recompense to the 
states who agreed to forgo the de-
velopment of nuclear weapons. Fo-
rum participants indicated that the 
NNWS have been too complacent 
about the unfulfilled promises of the 
NWS to move forward on their com-
mitments. There is a gap between 
the international commitments 
made by NWS to pursue the elimi-

nation of their arsenals and their 
routine affirmation of the utility of 
nuclear weapons for deterrence and 
national security.

•	 NNWS can actively promote non-
proliferation and disarmament 
through political pressure and frank 
discussion between allies (both in-
dividually and as groups) that break 
the taboo of topics not raised be-
tween allies. Nuclear issues can 
also be raised in normal bilateral 
meetings; there are no compelling 
reasons for discussions not to take 
place in bilateral settings to supple-
ment the multilateral forums that 
currently exist.

•	 NNWS must make clear that disar-
mament is not a rhetorical goal but 
that the majority of states insist 
upon tangible progress. 

•	 NNWS can help frame the discus-
sion, it need not always be the NWS. 

•	 There are a fairly large number of 
states under the aegis of a nuclear 
umbrella, which prevents them from 
speaking up. Several participants 
noted the need for the NNWS to set 
an example by demonstrating that 
nuclear weapons play no role in their 
security; to do so, they could refuse 
defense commitments that include 
nuclear weapons. 

•	 NNWS have the most significant 
responsibility in terms of nuclear-
weapon-free zones. NWFZ parties 
can develop their own thinking on 
cooperation that can be extended 
globally or cross-regionally. NWFZ 
constitute a regional response, led 
by NNWS, against the dangers of 
nuclear weapons. 

•	 NWS should, given the current lack 
of multilateral arms control talks, 
commit not to increase their arse-
nals.

While there are a number of steps that NWS 
and NNWS can take together, the NNWS do 
not need to wait for the acquiescence of the 
NWS. Although the majority of states are in 
support of a Nuclear Weapons Convention, 
the P5 (and many of their allies) have not 
signaled their support for such an effort. In 
the absence of support from the NWS, it is 
still possible for the NNWS to move toward a 
Universal Declaration on a Nuclear Weapon-
Free-World, followed by a Nuclear Weapons 
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As long as the 
missions for 
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on nuclear 
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main at current 
levels, there is 
a threshold of 
weapons that 
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in reducing the 
utility of nuclear 
weapons and 
finally arriving 
at their elimina-
tion.

Convention. Of course, complete elimination 
necessarily requires the support of the NWS. 
But the process towards a convention should 
begin without delay. Indeed, most arms con-
trol agreements did not begin with universal 
adherence—including the NPT and the Treaty 
of Tlateloco, both of which are now founda-
tions of non-proliferation and disarmament. 

The Central Importance 
of Disarmament

The NDF highlighted the fact that nuclear dis-
armament has become displaced by other 
concerns. One prominent example includes 
recent initiatives to enhance nuclear material 
security. While the Nuclear Security Summit 
process has the support of over 50 heads of 
state and governments, participants asked 
why there is not a similarly high level of sup-
port for disarmament. Simply put, the goal of 
disarmament must be revived. All the direct 
and ancillary costs of maintaining a nuclear 
arsenal—such as maintenance, environmen-
tal damage and humanitarian costs—need to 
be recognized. This discussion has been dis-
placed by other priorities: nuclear security, 
nuclear alliances and nuclear force modern-
ization. While many of these initiatives con-
tribute to a safer and more secure world, it 
is critical that we not lose sight of the goal of 
disarmament. 

Moreover, there is fear that nuclear disarma-
ment is becoming less relevant in the face of 
increasingly powerful, precise and long-range 
conventional weapons, as well as new cyber 
weapons. One speaker observed that the 
idea of nuclear weapons is so diminished in 
our minds that we primarily focus on other 
weapons or types of attacks. The damage of 
nuclear weapons appears remote and dis-
tant and thus does not exist for many as a 
real threat. As one speaker noted, the major 
threat to our world is a nuclear exchange and 
we have to find a way to ensure that this does 
not happen. 

If we do not fully appreciate that a nuclear 
exchange is a real possibility, or that circum-
stances may arise that make nuclear weap-
ons a viable option for a leader, then we will 
not be prepared for the fallout—both literal 
and figurative. Disarmament efforts, then, 
must take steps to devalue the use of nuclear 
weapons for military planners. In light of this, 
one suggestion that surfaced was to reintro-

duce training and education to survive or pro-
tect populations from nuclear blasts. 

Beyond Numbers: 
Reducing Reliance

Although the importance of reducing nuclear 
arsenals is self-evident, this is only one as-
pect of the disarmament agenda. As Figures 
1-3 demonstrate, there has been a steady de-
cline in the number of nuclear weapons over 
the past quarter century. This is an encour-
aging trend, and one that must continue. The 
graphs do not show, however, that while the 
nuclear “mountain” may be lower, it is broad-
er at its base—more states have or are pur-
suing nuclear weapons. Additionally, all of the 
NWS countries are expanding, modernizing 
or diversifying their arsenals. Reducing the 
number of nuclear weapons and the number 
of states in possession of them is the funda-
mental goal for all disarmament efforts. 

The use of nuclear weapons is also some-
thing that must be addressed. At a certain 
point, the numbers will not shrink any further 
as states still find military or political value in 
nuclear weapons. Disarmament efforts, then, 
must also work to devalue nuclear weapons. 
As long as the missions for and reliance on 
nuclear weapons remain at current levels, 
there is a threshold of weapons that NWS will 
not drop below. Both NWS and NNWS can 
play an essential role in reducing the utility of 
nuclear weapons and finally arriving at their 
elimination.

In many cases, nuclear doctrine is dependent 
on national policies. Even though NWS large-
ly cling to deterrence, deterrence is a fragile 
concept. Nuclear weapons that are used for 
deterrence or as a means of terror are pri-
marily used politically; we should think more 
about those used for military purposes. It was 
suggested that proposals for the reduction of 
nuclear weapons should be contemplated 
with a focus on realistic scenarios. It is unlike-
ly for states to accept policies inconsistent 
with their own perceived security needs, and 
all nuclear weapon policies entail opportunity 
costs. Thus, regional security issues should 
be considered as part of disarmament ef-
forts. Building security within a region and 
establishing arms control talks between ad-
versaries could further undermine strategic 
doctrines that rely on nuclear weapons.



32

E
W

I •
 T

H
E

 P
A

T
H

 T
O

 Z
E

R
O

2012 NUCLEAR DISCUSSION FORUM SPEAKERS

November 19, 2012
The Role of Nuclear Weapons in Security Doctrines
 
Brigadier General Kevin Ryan 	 Director, Defense & Intelligence Project, 
					     Belfer Center for Science & International Affairs, 	
					     Harvard University

December 14, 2012
De-Alerting & Reducing the Role of Nuclear Weapons in Strategic Doctrines
 
Mr. Hans M. Kristensen	 	 Director, Nuclear Information Project, Federation of 	
					     American Scientists 
 	
Dr. Douglas B. Shaw	  		  Associate Dean for Planning, Research, and External 	
					     Relations, Elliot School of International Affairs, 		
					     Georgetown University 
 	
Mr. William H. Tobey 			   Senior Fellow, Belfer Center for Science & 
					     International Affairs, Harvard University
 

January 24, 2013
Moving Forward: The Path to Zero
 
Ambassador Steven Pifer 		  Director, Arms Control Initiative, 
					     Brookings Institution 

Dr. Barry M. Blechman 		  Co-founder & Distinguished Fellow, Stimson Center 

For all three above sessions, key discussants included:

Geoffrey Shaw			   Director of New York Liaison Office of the 
					     International Atomic Energy Agency in New York

Dr. Randy Rydell			   Senior Political Affairs Officer in the Office of the 	
					     High Representative for Disarmament Affairs 
 
Roman Hunger	 		  Senior Advisor, Office of the President of the 67th 
					     session of the General Assembly 
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Questions to Consider

•	 What are the major obstacles to re-
ducing the role of nuclear weapons 
in security doctrines, and what are 
the political realities that would need 
to adjust to support such a doctrinal 
change?

•	 In light of recent changes in the nu-
clear doctrines of the P5, what are 
the practical steps that need to be 
taken for nuclear weapon countries 
to reduce their role of nuclear weap-
ons in their security doctrines?

•	 Could the increased plethora and 
complexity of non-nuclear security 
threats, i.e. cyber threats and so-
phisticated conventional weapon 
systems, have an impact on limiting 
the focus on maintaining nuclear 
weapons in security doctrines?

•	 Could progress on peace in areas 
like the Middle East and South Asia 
increase the likelihood of a reduction 
in the role of nuclear weapons in se-
curity doctrines?

•	 How do advances in conventional 
weapons technology and the ability 
of conventional weapons to perform 
some of the missions currently as-
signed to nuclear weapons affect 
the role of nuclear weapons in secu-
rity doctrines?

For most states possessing nuclear weapons 
or enjoying positive security guarantees, the 

principal role of those weapons is to deter a 
nuclear attack by another state. This, how-
ever, is not the sole role of nuclear weapons. 
Given that many policymakers and military 
planners around the world view nuclear war 
as a remote possibility, if deterrence were 
the sole role for nuclear weapons, reducing 
their role in strategic doctrine and thus cre-
ating the doctrinal foundation for reducing 
the size of nuclear arsenals would be rela-
tively straightforward. But nuclear weapons 
continue to play a prominent role in strategic 
doctrines for reasons beyond nuclear de-
terrence, including prestige; deterring from 
conventional, biological or chemical attack; 
protection from nuclear coercion; and oth-
ers. This briefing paper quickly reviews the 
nuclear doctrines of the declared and non-
declared nuclear weapons states in order to 
provide the foundation for a discussion on 
how to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in 
strategic doctrines—a necessary step to pro-
mote further nuclear disarmament.

Current Postures

China

Since exploding its first nuclear weapon in 
1964, China has maintained a fairly consis-
tent nuclear doctrine aimed at deterring nu-
clear attacks. The most recent defense white 
paper (2011) noted that China “consistently 
upholds the policy of no first use of nuclear 
weapons, adheres to a self-defensive nuclear 
strategy, and will never enter into a nuclear 

APPENDIX II
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arms race with any other country.”36 The size 
of China’s current force is unknown and this 
ambiguity plays well into Chinese doctrine. 
Recent estimates place the Chinese nuclear 
arsenal at 240 warheads.37 Whereas the Unit-
ed States and the Soviet Union developed so-
phisticated strategic doctrines that were tied 
on assessments of each other’s capabilities 
(strategic and non-strategic) and that viewed 
nuclear weapons as tools of war fighting, Chi-
nese force posture and doctrine did not and 
still does not view nuclear weapons in terms 
of war fighting. China’s political and military 
leaders view the role of nuclear weapons as 
a deterrent against nuclear attack and a tool 
for countering nuclear coercion.38 For deter-
rence purposes, then, China has not sought 
nuclear equivalency but a retaliatory capabil-
ity and it has been argued that by 2010, China 
had deployed a “credible second-strike capa-
bility against all of its nuclear adversaries—its 
very goal from 1964 onward.”39

France

With an estimated 300 nuclear weapons, 
France possesses the third largest nuclear ar-
senal among the declared and presumed nu-
clear powers. French long-term nuclear strat-
egy is one of minimal deterrence. In 2006, 
then-President Jacques Chirac said nuclear 
deterrence was the very foundation of French 
defense policy.40 In March 2008, then-Presi-
dent Nicholas Sarkozy announced a planned 
reduction of the French nuclear arsenal and 
several disarmament measures including the 
disbandment of one of France’s land-based 
squadrons of nuclear-armed aircraft. How-
ever, he also stated that the French nuclear 
deterrent remained a “life insurance” in the 
face of new threats and that French nuclear 
forces “by their very existence are a key ele-
ment in its security.”41

The 2008 White Paper on Defence and Na-
tional Security, confirmed nuclear deterrence 
as the “essential foundation” of French strate-
gic security. The white paper also announced 
plans for nuclear modernization, explaining 

that a credible deterrent depends upon the 
president’s ability to choose between a vari-
ety of effective nuclear options, thus neces-
sitating the modernization of France’s strate-
gic nuclear forces. 

India

India conducted its first nuclear test in May 
1974. It remains a non-signatory to the Nu-
clear Non-Proliferation Treaty but the 2008 
safeguards agreement with the IAEA allows 
import nuclear technology from countries 
that are party to the NPT. Its stockpile is es-
timated by the Federation of American Scien-
tists at 80-100 assembled warheads.42 India 
has consistently maintained a minimal deter-
rence policy, most recently confirmed in its 
2003 nuclear doctrine review. Indian nuclear 
doctrine also maintains a no first-use policy 
and that nuclear retaliation to a first strike 
will be “massive and designed to inflict unac-
ceptable damage.”43 Indian National Security 
Advisor Shri Shiv Shankar Menon may have 
signaled a significant shift from “no first use” 
to “no first use against non-nuclear-weapon 
states” in an October 2010 speech, a doc-
trine Menon said reflected India’s “strategic 
culture, with its emphasis on minimal deter-
rence.”44

All Indian nuclear delivery systems are capa-
ble of carrying either nuclear or conventional 
warheads. Further, the “the operational sta-
tus of these systems is ambiguous. This not 
only makes the size, composition, and readi-
ness of India’s nuclear arsenal difficult to de-
termine, but it also has troubling implications 
for stability on the subcontinent.”45 

Israel

Israel policy of deliberate ambiguity regard-
ing its nuclear capabilities means that there 
is no official nuclear policy. The Federation of 
American Scientists has estimated Israel’s 
stockpile at 80 warheads.46 Israel’s nuclear 
use policy has been thought to include a 
“Samson option” of last resort. 
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Pakistan

Today, Pakistan’s strategic deterrence strat-
egy consists of five major elements: (1) an 
effective conventional fighting force and the 
demonstrated resolve to employ it against a 
wide range of conventional and sub-conven-
tional threats; (2) a minimum nuclear de-
terrence doctrine and force posture; (3) an 
adequate stockpile of nuclear weapons and 
delivery systems to provide for an assured 
second strike; (4) a survivable strategic force 
capable of withstanding sabotage, conven-
tional military attacks, and at least one en-
emy nuclear strike; and (5) a robust strategic 
command and control apparatus designed 
to ensure tight negative use control during 
peacetime and prompt operational readiness 
(positive control) at times of crisis and war.47 
Pakistan has not formally declared a nuclear 
employment doctrine but has developed op-
erational plans and requirements for nuclear 
use integrated within its military war-fighting 
plans.48 Like India, Pakistan has adopted a 
policy of minimum deterrence. Unlike India, 
however, Pakistan has not adopted a no-first-
use policy. The fundamental role of Pakistan’s 
arsenal, estimated at 90-110 non-deployed 
warheads,49 is to deter an Indian convention-
al attack. In 2002, a Pakistan military leader 
articulated four nuclear use triggers: space 
threshold (India occupies a large part of Paki-
stan’s territory), military threshold (India de-
stroys a large part of land or air forces), eco-
nomic strangling or domestic destabilization 
by India.50 

Russia

Russia is thought to have the largest nucle-
ar inventory, with 1,800 operational stra-
tegic warheads as part of a total inventory 
of around 10,000 nuclear weapons.51 The 
release of Russia’s new military doctrine in 
2010 was closely watch, and preceded the 
release of the United States Nuclear Policy 
Review by just a few short months. Russia’s 
2010 doctrine, which replaced the 2000 
doctrine, maintained the importance of Rus-

sia’s nuclear deterrence, describing the main 
mission assigned to nuclear weapons as the 
“prevention of nuclear military conflict or any 
other military conflict.” The 2010 doctrine 
appears to have narrowed the situations in 
which nuclear weapons could be used, mov-
ing from the possible use of nuclear weapons 
“in situations critical for [the]national secu-
rity” of Russia to the use of nuclear weapons 
when “the very existence of [Russia] is under 
threat.”52 

In describing the possible military conflicts 
into which Russia could be drawn (small-
scale armed conflict, local war, regional war 
and large-scale war), Russia “assigns” nucle-
ar weapons to regional and large-scale wars, 
as it did in 2000. Russia’s nuclear arsenal is 
seen as a deterrent not just for nuclear ex-
changes but also in large-scale and regional 
conflicts that could escalate from conven-
tional to nuclear conflicts.53

United Kingdom

British nuclear policy has long been to main-
tain a minimum deterrent. In 2010, the For-
eign Secretary disclosed the UK’s arsenal as 
consisting of 160 operationally available war-
heads as part of a stockpile of not more than 
225 warheads.54 

The Royal Navy possesses four Vanguard-
class nuclear-powered ballistic missile sub-
marines (SSBNs), each of which can carry 
up to 16 U.S.-supplied Trident II long-range 
ballistic missiles. Each missile is thought to 
carry up to three UK-produced warheads 
closely resembling the U.S. 100-kt W76 war-
head. Current UK posture as outlined in the 
Strategic Defence Review of 1998 is as it has 
been for many years. Only the weapon deliv-
ery methods have changed. Trident SLBMs 
still provide the long-range strategic element 
as they have done for some years.
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The United States

In May 2010, the United States declassified 
the size of its nuclear stockpile, announcing 
that the U.S. stockpile of nuclear weapons 
consisted of 5,113 warheads, which includes 
active and inactive strategic and non-stra-
tegic warheads.55 According to New START, 
both Russia and the United States are limited 
to 1,550 deployed warheads (and 800 deliv-
ery vehicles). 

The 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review states 
that the United States will “maintain a safe, 
secure, and effective nuclear arsenal to deter 
attack on the United States, and on our allies 
and partners.” 56 The 2010 Ballistic Missile De-
fense Review report also underscores the im-
portance of the U.S. missile defense system 
in “[strengthening] U.S. goals of deterrence, 
extended deterrence, and assurance.”57

The latest U.S. Nuclear Posture Review, which 
was released in April of 2010, was seen as a 
significant shift in U.S. nuclear policy, limiting 
the conditions under which the United States 
would use nuclear weapons and renounces 
the development of new nuclear weapons.58 
The NPR declared the “fundamental role” of 
nuclear weapons to be deterrence of nucle-
ar attack, but not the sole role, with officials 
arguing that the conditions did not yet exist 
to move to a sole-purpose policy. The 2010 
NPR disavowed the use of nuclear weapons 
in response to a chemical or biological at-
tack, but with some important caveats—this 
assurance only applies to countries that have 
signed and are in compliance with the NPT. 
The new NPR also states that the United 
States can maintain a nuclear deterrent with 
fewer nuclear weapons and should reduce 
its reliance on its nuclear arsenal. Instead of 
focusing on deterring potential threats from 
states with large arsenals of nuclear weap-
ons, the latest NPR concentrates on nuclear 

threats to the United States from terrorists 
and states suspected of developing nuclear 
weapons.59

Other:

NATO’s 2010 Strategic Concept committed 
the alliance, for the first time, to the goal of 
“creating the conditions for a world without 
nuclear weapons.” The Concept also recon-
firmed that in a world where there are nuclear 
weapons, NATO “will remain a nuclear alli-
ance.” While acknowledging that the use of 
nuclear weapons is “remote,” the alliance de-
scribed deterrence based on an “appropriate 
mix of nuclear and conventional capabilities” 
as a core element of NATO’s overall strategy.60

NATO’s declaratory policy remains ambigu-
ous. The strategic nuclear forces of NATO—
and particularly the United States—are the 
supreme security guarantee of the allies, with 
the French and British nuclear forces having 
a deterrent role on their own that contribute 
to deterrence and security.61 The strategic re-
view concludes that NATO has reduced “reli-
ance on nuclear weapons in NATO strategy,” 
but confirms that the alliance will continue 
to have at its disposal “the full range of capa-
bilities necessary to deter and defend against 
any threat to the safety and security of our 
populations.” It states that NATO will maintain 
“an appropriate mix of nuclear and conven-
tional forces.” The strategic nuclear forces of 
the alliance, “particularly those of the United 
States,” are described as the “supreme guar-
antee” of the security of the alliance.

NATO’s 2012 Chicago Summit reiterated key 
components of the nuclear posture as put 
forth in the 2010 strategic concept. 
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Questions to Consider

•	 What developments in the interna-
tional security environment, as well 
as bilateral and multilateral political 
relationships, have changed the con-
textual debate surrounding negative 
security assurances?

•	 In light of recent changes in the 
nuclear doctrines of the P5, what is 
the ongoing significance of the 1995 
unilateral declarations encapsulated 
in UN Security Council Resolution 
984? What are the possibilities for 
incorporating negative security as-
surances into national security doc-
trines that continue to largely rely on 
deterrence?

•	 How can unilateral, bilateral, multi-
lateral measures facilitate greater 
political will towards binding nega-
tive security assurances? What role 
does Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone 
treaties play in this process?

•	 What are the next steps for the MEN-
WFZ process given the postpone-
ment of the 2012 conference?

•	 Will de-alerting necessarily lead to a 
“race to re-alert,” or can competitive 
mobilization can be headed off?

•	 How much de-alerting is “too much” 
before policymakers and strategic 
planners in NWS fear that their de-
terrent capability is in jeopardy? 

•	 Are concerns about de-alerting pre-
dominantly technical or political in 
nature? 

De-alerting/Decreasing 
Operational Readiness

Large numbers of nuclear weapon systems, 
especially land-based ICBMs, remain on high 
levels of alert in both Russia and the United 
States. These are legacy postures from the 
Cold War. Today’s strategic and political envi-
ronment does not justify high-levels of alert. 
Non-nuclear-weapon states find it increas-
ingly difficult to accept the risks inherently 
associated with such operational readiness. 
The lowering of the operational status of nu-
clear weapons undoubtedly reduces the risk 
of unintended launches caused by technical 
malfunction, accident, or acts of terrorism. 
De-alerting will minimize the probability of an 
accidental nuclear war caused. Furthermore, 
de-alerting would be a much-needed confi-
dence-building measure not only between 
those nuclear weapon-states that continue 
to maintain nuclear alert levels of the Cold 
War period but also between nuclear-weapon 
states and non-nuclear-weapon states.

While most nuclear powers have taken steps 
to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in their 
strategic weapons, as well as offering nega-
tive and positive security assurances, the 

APPENDIX III

Policy Reference Points
Reducing the operational utility of nuclear weapons: 
de-alerting, negative security assurances, and 
nuclear-weapon-free zones 
Prepared by the EastWest Institute, December 2012



38

E
W

I •
 T

H
E

 P
A

T
H

 T
O

 Z
E

R
O

danger of accidental or unauthorized use of 
nuclear weapons that remain on high alert 
status still looms. In the absence of dramatic 
cuts to nuclear arsenals and stockpiles, one 
step that can be taken is to remove nuclear 
weapons from high-alert status; this will im-
mediately decrease the risk of accidental or 
unauthorized use of these weapons.62

Reductions in alert status can at first be pur-
sued/adopted unilaterally, as prior experi-
ence with NSAs has shown that NWS are 
reluctant to make multilateral, legally bind-
ing commitments. These can include mea-
sures such as setting safeguards/procedures 
which require a longer period of time to pass 
before nuclear weapons can be launched (to 
better ensure that information transmitting 
a need for use of nuclear weapons is accu-
rate, and to avoid false alarms) de-targeting 
(reprogramming missiles to have no target 
or setting them to open ocean targets), and 
de-mating (removing warheads from delivery 
systems). All of these steps will strengthen 
barriers against accidental/inadvertent use, 
and can also constitute confidence-building 
measures between NWS and NNWS.63

UN resolutions have also been putting pres-
sure on NWS to engage in de-alerting and de-
mating their nuclear arsenals, both for safety 
and a confidence-building measure.64 Most 
recently, UN resolution A/RES/67/L.13 called 
on NWS to “[reduce] the operational status 
of nuclear-weapons systems in ways that 
promote international stability and security… 
[so as] to reduce the risk of accidental use of 
nuclear weapons [and] to further enhance 
transparency and mutual confidence.”65 

There are at least three kinds of obstacles 
to further lowering of levels of operational 
readiness. First, key military and political 
relationships suffer from a trust and confi-
dence deficit. Second, there are crucial differ-
ences in nuclear policies and postures. The 
third set of obstacles is technical. ICBMs are 
inherently designed for high alert, and so de-
alerting them, depending on the measures 
chosen, could be costly and fraught with 
consequences that need to be explored and 
understood. De-alerting measures must also 
allow for a possibility of re-alerting within ac-
ceptable time limits, which could set up a “re-
alert race.”

Negative Security Assurances 

No legally-binding document currently exists 
that guarantees negative security assurances 
for non-nuclear-weapon states. China is the 
only P5 state to give an unqualified and un-
conditional negative security assurance that 
“undertakes not to use or threaten to use nu-
clear weapons against non-nuclear-weapon 
States or nuclear-weapon-free zones at any 
time or under any circumstances.”66 The re-
maining four P5 states have offered negative 
security assurances, but these are viewed 
as non-binding, limited in scope or qualified 
in some way.67 These declarations, however, 
are not subject to the same strict rules of 
observance as a legally-binding document. 
Non-nuclear-weapon states have sought a 
separate treaty of NPT protocol on negative 
security assurances. Nuclear-weapon states 
argue that a legally binding document, guar-
anteeing negative security assurances to 
NNWS, would weaken the deterrence capa-
bilities and security umbrellas of NWS and 
potentially affect their ability to react to un-
foreseen security situations.

Recent developments68

During the first session of the CD in 2012, dis-
cussion of NSAs was limited as the body was 
unable to reach agreement on a program of 
work. However, the official statements of sev-
eral countries called for substantive discus-
sions on NSAs, including Mongolia, Ukraine, 
Bangladesh, the Russian Federation and New 
Zealand. 

During the May 2012 NPT Review Conference, 
significant debate was focused on NSAs, of-
ten in the context of conversations centered 
around nuclear-weapon-free zones.

On June 12, the CD held a thematic discus-
sion on NSAs. Despite the CD’s deadlock on 
a program of work, no state actively opposed 
the establishment of a working group on 
NSAs. While several states noted the inclu-
sion of legally-binding NSAs in the protocols 
to NWFZs as a significant measure, others 
cautioned that neither NWFZs nor unilateral 
statements by NWS could substitute for a 
universally binding agreement. Algeria also 
noted that unilateral statements could be 
withdrawn at any point.
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Overview of relevant NWS 
(declared and non-declared) 
declarations and doctrine 

CHINA69

China’s official statement to the United Na-
tions on NSAs states that China will not be 
the first to use nuclear weapons under any 
circumstances, as well as refraining from 
using or threatening to use NW against any 
NW-free zone or non-NW-state. The letter to 
the GA also calls for negotiations for an inter-
national convention on no-first-use. Finally, 
China will support appropriate UN Security 
Council action to defend any non-NW-state 
that comes under attack by NW.

FRANCE

In a 1995 letter to the UN General Assembly70, 
France reiterated its former assurances that 
it would not use nuclear weapons against 
non-nuclear-weapon States Parties to the 
NPT, except in the case of attack on France 
or its allies. This was also the first time France 
made positive security assurances, stating 
that in the event of nuclear attack on a NNWS, 
France would support appropriate nuclear re-
taliation.

More recently, the French White Paper on Self 
Defense stated that “the use of nuclear weap-
ons would be conceivable only in extreme cir-
cumstances of self-defense.

RUSSIA

Russia’s statement on 5 April 1995 contained 
an assurance from Russia that it would not 
use nuclear weapons against a non-nuclear-
weapon State Party to the NPT, unless it was 
involved in an attack on Russia or its allies. 
Russia also supports a draft resolution for 
the Security Council which would provide 
positive security assurances to non-nuclear-
weapon State Parties to the NPT.71

The 2010 Russian Military Doctrine contin-
ues to emphasize the role or NW in regional 
and large-scale wars, but specifies that they 
will only be used in situations where “the very 
existence of [Russia] is under threat” by ei-
ther conventional weapons or WMD.72

UNITED KINGDOM

The United Kingdom continues to reiterate 
its assurance that it will not use or threaten 
to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear-
weapon State Parties to the NPT, unless one 
of these is in breach of its NPT obligations 
and/or involved in an attack on the United 
Kingdom or its allies.73 In the event of a nucle-
ar attack on NNWS, the UK pledges to take 
actions as appropriate through the UN Secu-
rity Council.

In its most recent Strategic Defense Review 
(2010), the UK describes its nuclear weapons 
as its “ultimate insurance policy.” It also reit-
erates its 1995 commitment to no-first-use. 
While noting that there is currently no direct 
threat to the UK or its vital interests from 
states developing capabilities in other weap-
ons of mass destruction, for example chemi-
cal and biological, like the United States, the 
UK reserves the right to review their pledged 
negative security assurance “if the future 
threat, development and proliferation of 
these weapons make it necessary.”74

UNITED STATES

The 2010 US Nuclear Posture Review 
strengthened the United States’ previous 
statements on negative security assurances 
by declares that the United States will not use 
or threaten to use nuclear weapons against 
non-nuclear-weapon State Parties to the NPT 
that are complying with their non-prolifera-
tion obligations. The NPR also narrowed the 
circumstances in which the United States 
would resort to nuclear weapons, removing, 
with some qualifications, chemical or biologi-
cal attacks from a nuclear response. How-
ever, in the face of a devastating biological 
or chemical attack by a state eligible for the 
U.S. negative security assurance, “given the 
catastrophic potential of biological weapons 
and the rapid pace of bio-technology devel-
opment, the United States reserves the right 
to make any adjustment in the assurance 
that may be warranted by the evolution and 
proliferation of the biological weapons threat 
and U.S. capacities to counter that threat.” In 
the case of countries not covered by this as-
surance (NW states, non-compliant states), 
the United States reserves the right to use 
nuclear weapons if the “vital interests” of the 
United States or its allies come under attack 
(“extreme circumstances”).75
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DPRK

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
has acknowledged the existence of its nucle-
ar arsenal, and has stated that it will contin-
ue to improve this in light of hostile western 
nuclear strategies against it.76 However, they 
have not given any nuclear or positive securi-
ty assurances, insisting instead that the USA 
include the DPRK in its own NSAs.

ISRAEL

Israel has not officially acknowledged that it 
possesses NW. Its officials have said that Is-
rael will not be the first country in the Middle 
East to introduce NW to the region.77

INDIA

India ascribes to a policy of no first use against 
non-NW-states, as stated by National Securi-
ty Advisor Shri Shivshankar Menon in 2010.78 
This is in line with the conclusion of the 2003 
review by India’s Cabinet Committee on Se-
curity, which stated that nuclear weapons will 
only be used in retaliation to nuclear attack 
on India or its forces. It also promises non-use 
of nuclear weapons against non-NW-states.79

PAKISTAN

Pakistan has not formally declared a nuclear 
doctrine nor or offered negative security as-
surances to any state.

Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zones 
Overview

The UN General Assembly defined nuclear-
weapon-free zones as “any zone, recognized 
as such by the United Nations General As-
sembly, which any groups of states, in the free 
exercise of their sovereignty, have established 
by virtue of a treaty or convention whereby: 

A.	 The statute of a total absence of 
nuclear weapons to which the zone 
shall be subject, including the proce-
dure for the delimitation of the zone 
is defined;

B.	 An international system of verifica-
tion and control is established to 
guarantee compliance with obliga-
tions derived from that statute.”80

One of the principal security benefits that 
NWFZs aim to provide to their signatories 
is a legally-binding negative security assur-
ance from the declared NWS—their signing 
and ratifying the treaties’ protocols obligates 
them to refrain from using or threatening to 
use nuclear weapons against NWFZ signato-
ries. The first legally-binding NSAs were pro-
vided in Additional Protocol II of the Treaty of 
Tlatelolco. Though the assurances were not 
universal, this set an important precedent 
that NSA protocols constitute a key element 
of NWFZ treaties. Nuclear-weapon-free zones 
are also seen as important confidence build-
ing mechanisms and instruments for regional 
denuclearization. 

First proposed in 1974, consistent progress 
has been difficult on a Middle East Nuclear-
Weapon-Free zone. At the 2010 NPT Review 
Conference, states called the process to be-
gin in earnest. A regional conference with all 
relevant parties was called for to discuss the 
issue in 2012—with Finnish Undersecretary 
of State Jaakko Laajava designated as confer-
ence facilitator and December 2012 eventu-
ally being agreed to as the timeframe for the 
conference. The recent announcement by the 
conveners (Russia, the United Kingdom, the 
United States and the UN secretary-general) 
that the conference was being postponed is 
perhaps not a surprise, but certainly a dis-
appointment. No time frame has been given 
for the conference to be rescheduled, nor is 
their agreement on the reason for the post-
ponement—timing has been cited, as has dis-
agreements over underlying core issues and 
conference modalities, as well as the present 
conditions in the Middle East. Conference or-
ganizers Russia and the United Kingdom have 
called for the conference to be held in 2013, 
as has Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon.81 
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APPENDIX IV

Policy Reference Points
The Path to Zero 
Prepared by the EastWest Institute, January 2013

The global non-proliferation movement’s goal 
of the complete elimination of nuclear weap-
ons received a boost in 2008 with the for-
mation of Global Zero, U.S. President Barack 
Obama’s 2009 Prague Speech, in which he 
spoke of the U.S.’s desire to “seek the peace 
and security of a world without nuclear weap-
ons” and spelled out his vision for strengthen-
ing the global effort to curb the proliferation 
of nuclear weapons, and the 2010 signature 
of New START between Russia and the United 
States, who together hold 95 percent of the 
world’s nuclear weapons. 

Global Zero is an international movement ad-
vocating the elimination of all nuclear weap-
ons by 2030. Since its inception in 2008, 
Global Zero has used public outreach, policy 
development, and direct diplomacy to raise 
awareness of the scope of the nuclear threat. 
Over 300 world leaders (and 400,000 citi-
zens) have signed its declaration, which states 
“We, the undersigned, believe that to protect 
our children, our grandchildren and our civili-
zation from the threat of nuclear catastrophe, 
we must eliminate all nuclear weapons glob-
ally. We therefore commit to working for a le-
gally binding verifiable agreement, including 
all nations, to eliminate nuclear weapons by 
a date certain.” 82 Asserting that any stability 
formerly offered by the existence of nuclear 
weapons is now overshadowed by the dan-
gers of proliferation and the risk of nuclear 
terrorism, Global Zero offers security policy 
recommendations for steps states can take 
to decrease their arsenals and commit to 
multilateral negotiations on stockpile reduc-
tions by 2014. The ultimate goal of the Global 
Zero Action Plan is to achieve a world free of 
nuclear weapons by 2030 and to develop a 

robust enforcement system which will there-
after prohibit the development and posses-
sion of nuclear weapons worldwide.83

While the worldwide anti-nuclear movement 
gains ground, it is ultimately up to politicians 
to determine the course of action their gov-
ernment will take. Major nuclear powers all 
have different motivations for retaining their 
arsenals. Below is a summary of policies and 
declarations by declared and non-declared 
nuclear states:

CHINA84

	

•	 Consistent no-first-use policy; re-
tains small force exclusively to coun-
ter nuclear attack and to deter nu-
clear attack by others on China;

•	 Interests lie in building international 
cooperation and a world nuclear or-
der conducive to peace; will contin-
ue modest level of modernization to 
that end;

•	 Commitment to reductions will 
hinge on U.S. and Russian disar-
mament efforts as well as Chinese 
perceptions of regional and global 
security.

DPRK85

•	 Declares that it retains nuclear forc-
es to combat the political, military, 
and economic “hostile policies” of 
the United States and its allies; 

•	 Claims concern about nuclear pro-
liferation in Japan and South Korea;

•	 States improvement in political rela-
tions (U.S., Japan and South Korea) 
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is essential to begin denucleariza-
tion of Korean peninsula.

FRANCE86

•	 Maintains nuclear weapons because 
of security concerns and to support 
regional and global political ambi-
tions;

•	 Follows a policy of “sufficiency” in 
nuclear deterrence;

•	 Protecting against the possibility of 
future threats;

•	 Deterrent intended to cover “vital in-
terests;”

•	 Repel blackmail or pressure from 
foreign WMD;

•	 Discourages nuclear proliferation 
worldwide—esp. Middle East/North 
Africa;

•	 Submarines, land-based aircraft, na-
val aircraft, less than 300 weapons 
in stockpile;

•	 Refuses any further significant re-
ductions or multilateral negotiations 
on nuclear arms control until the far 
greater US and Russian stockpiles 
are decreased (proportionality).

INDIA87

•	 Declared nuclear status in 1998;
•	 Fueled by security concerns, the 

need for autonomy from interna-
tional pressure, military threat from 
Pakistan, and proliferation;

•	 Maintain a “recessed” posture: 
nuclear forces are not on constant 
alert. Maintain counterattack strat-
egy;

•	 Consistent commitment to universal 
disarmament,88 with emphasis on 
participation by China and Pakistan, 
and non-discriminatory character of 
emerging regime.

IRAN89

•	 Epicenter of western proliferation 
concerns/suspicions;90 undertakes 
both public and clandestine nuclear 
activities; allegations of nuclear mili-
tary programs;

•	 Terminated self-imposed moratori-
um on nuclear enrichment in 2005;

•	 Potential nuclear motivations: 
strong sense of regional and inter-
national vulnerability (political/eco-

nomic/military); desire to project 
power & further regional/global am-
bitions;

•	 Ending the Iranian nuclear dispute 
requires prolonged and complicated 
negotiations, trust-building, and of-
fering of incentives.

ISRAEL91

•	 Has never admitted to nuclear sta-
tus or declared capabilities

•	 Nuclear capability developed to 
combat insecurity relating to Arab-
Israeli conflict (military asymmetry) 
and perceived existential threat;

•	 Deterrence from nuclear/chemical/
biological/conventional attack; use 
is a “last resort;”

•	 Have not joined NPT or negotiations 
for a Middle East Nuclear Weapon-
Free Zone;

•	 Position on arms control is based on 
pre-existing durable peace process 
and regional stability.92

PAKISTAN93

•	 Acquisition and support of nuclear 
weapons is a result of regional secu-
rity environment: offsetting conven-
tional military superiority of India, 
ensuring the permanence of Paki-
stani state;

•	 Small arsenal to be delivered by bal-
listic missiles and aircraft;

•	 Has proposed numerous initiatives 
and phases of negotiation with a 
view to regional disarmament;

•	 Lacks trust in Western disarmament 
efforts; would consider disarma-
ment after major initiatives by U.S. 
and Russia (phase I), France and 
Britain (Phase II) and China, India, 
Pakistan and Israel (Phase III).

RUSSIA94

•	 Nuclear weapons are mainstay of 
security posture and political status; 
strong nuclear force offsets medio-
cre conventional military forces (rel-
ative to China and U.S.);

•	 Post-cold-war security concerns in-
clude terrorism, ethnic and religious 
conflict, transnational crime, ac-
cess to vital economic and strategic 
zones, NATO expansion, North Kore-
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an and Pakistani nuclear programs;
•	 Does not rule out potential first use 

if its interests are threatened;
•	 Has signed new START treaty with 

United States agreeing to large re-
ductions in arsenals by 2021;

•	 Path to disarmament and abolition 
would be facilitated by improved re-
lations with the United States, NATO 
and EU.95

UK96

•	 Nuclear force consists solely of sub-
marines (SSBNs);

•	 Sustaining minimum deterrent nu-
clear forces in the face of unknown 
forces—third world proliferation, 
chemical/biological weapons, nu-
clear terrorism;

•	 Could abandon nuclear program 
more easily than any other P5; pre-
pared to do so in the event of in-
ternational nuclear disarmament 
agreement;

•	 Minimum nuclear deterrent;
•	 Has made sweeping unilateral re-

ductions; in case of international 
disarmament, the UK wouldn’t come 
into play until late in the process.

United States97

•	 In the 21st century, the United States 
has reduced its stockpile and down-
played the role of nuclear weapons 
in security doctrine (although the 
U.S. has not been willing to declare 
that the sole purpose of nuclear 
weapons is deterrence);

•	 Arsenal has deterrent and political 
role in US policy; has used nuclear 
security assurances to convince 
other countries not to start nuclear 
programs;

•	 Has signed on to new START and 
seeking to start talks with Russia on 
additional nuclear reductions;

•	 Concerned with nuclear prolifera-
tion, especially in Iran and North Ko-
rea;

•	 Current administration supports 
ratification of CTBT and pursuit of 
FMCT;

•	 Administration has expressed a de-
sire to eliminate nuclear weapons 
but acknowledge this will be slow.98

The challenges and obstacles to eliminat-
ing nuclear weapons are significant and the 
timeframe is long. Among the challenges that 
the NDF has discussed this year is the role of 
nuclear weapons in strategic doctrines, the 
continued alert status of nuclear arsenals, 
and the lack of a legally-binding agreement 
on negative security assurances. But there 
are also opportunities to make progress in 
the medium and long term. These include:

OPPORTUNITIES

•	 A universal declaration against 
nuclear weapons: In opening the 
66th General Assembly in Septem-
ber 2011, Secretary General Ban 
Ki-moon called for states to begin 
drafting a universal declaration 
on a “nuclear-weapon-free world.” 
The next month, the government 
of Kazakhstan offered text for such 
a declaration,99 recognizing a uni-
versal declaration as an important 
step in the efforts to adopt a nuclear 
weapons convention. The text of the 
declaration as suggested by Ka-
zakhstan recognizes that “there now 
exist improved conditions for prog-
ress toward a world free of nuclear 
weapons, and stressing the need to 
continue to take concrete practical 
steps towards achieving this goal.” 

•	 Further U.S.-Russia reductions: New 
START covers only deployed strate-
gic warheads, which represents less 
than one-third of the total U.S. nu-
clear arsenal. Despite obvious and 
ongoing tensions in the U.S.-Russia 
relationship, there is common stra-
tegic interest in pursuing further re-
ductions. Steve Pifer has suggested 
a new treaty that covers all nuclear 
weapons. He writes that the United 
States “should seek to engage Mos-
cow in negotiation of a new treaty to 
cover all nuclear warheads—stra-
tegic and non-strategic, deployed 
and non-deployed—with the excep-
tion of those in the dismantlement 
queue (to be dealt with separately). 
An aggregate limit of 2,000-2,500 
warheads would require a 50 per-
cent reduction in the current U.S. 
and Russian nuclear arsenals. It 
would be a transformational arms 
control achievement.”100 
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The wider benefits of a U.S.-Russia 
arms control agreement were dis-
cussed by Madeleine Albright and 
Igor Ivanov, who wrote “Russia and 
the United States control 90 to 
95 percent of the world’s nuclear 
weapons. We can readily continue 
negotiations of further reductions 
and still safely ensure our security. 
If we do, we will be more persuasive 
when asking other nuclear-weapons 
states to join in the nuclear-arms 
reduction process and will enhance 
the credibility of our diplomacy in 
mobilizing international pressure on 
Iran to refrain from trying to build a 
nuclear weapon.”101

And finally, Pifer and Michael 
O’Hanlon of Brookings wrote “[A]s 
the U.S. continues to reduce its nu-
clear arsenal, the ability of American 
diplomacy to raise the bar against 
nuclear proliferation will be bol-
stered. We will have set an example 
to the world that giving up nuclear 
weapons doesn’t mean sacrificing 
security. That probably won’t affect 
decision-making in countries such 
as North Korea or Iran, but it will 
make it easier to enlist other coun-
tries to apply pressure and sanctions 
against those countries or against 
any other state that was to consid-
er acquiring nuclear weapons. The 
general sense that Washington and 
Moscow are reducing their arsenals 
is crucial diplomatically for achiev-
ing this goal.

“Advancing these three goals should 
start with seeking a new negotia-
tion with Russia aimed at reducing 
each side’s nuclear arsenal to be-
tween 2,000 to 2,500 total nuclear 
warheads — strategic and nonstra-
tegic. That would result in a signifi-
cant reduction, but would still leave 
the United States and Russia each 
with nuclear forces an order of mag-
nitude larger than any other coun-
try.”102 

•	 Multilateralization of arms control: 
As the countries with still by far the 
largest nuclear arsenals, the United 
States and Russia have the larg-
est responsibility and should pur-
sue further bilateral reductions, as 
noted above. But the P5 collectively 
also has a “responsibility to advance 
the global nuclear arms control and 
disarmament agenda. The United 
States and Russia are likely to re-
quire assurance that China, France 
and Britain will act with similar re-
straint before they will agree to fur-
ther reductions in their own nuclear 
forces.”103 Russia has declared its 
readiness to further reduce its nu-
clear forces and “eventually move 
to ‘complete and universal disarma-
ment,’ as required by Article VI of 
the NPT, but only in a gradual man-
ner and under strict conditions that 
would “guarantee equal and indivis-
ible security for all.”104 Prominent 
among these conditions was the 
participation in the disarmament 
process of all countries possessing 
nuclear capabilities.
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