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The idea to hold a conference on a Weapons of Massruction Free Zone (WMDFZ)
for the Middle East — mandated by the 2010 NPT &ewonference final document and
originally slated to take place by the end of 261Bas not yet been translated into a
concrete proposal, but neither has it receded ftheninternational nonproliferation
agenda. Those who adamantly and in unwavering daslsupport the traditional
WMDFZ goal, reluctant to entertain any new appro&ehregional arms control and
security dialogue, will not be sidetracked in thaiscussion, including by new realities
on the ground in the Middle East. Thus, for exampéyantha Dhanapala, a former Sri
Lankan diplomat and once Under Secretary Generathef UN for Disarmament,
addressed the issue in a recent articléauicine, Conflict and Survival that seemed
locked in the past, repeating the familiar messabes have produced few positive
results for over two decades. On the single mastvative arms control talks that have
taken place in the region to date, Dhanapala ddvotdy two sentences: “From 1991—
1995, the Middle East Arms Control and RegionabMty talks of the Madrid peace
process was the first multilateral talks to addresgional security encompassing the
guestion of WMD. With their failure no progress waade.”

In fact, however, the international and regionalgtioners who have been engaged in
actual discussions of regional security have chigdnteir efforts since last autumn in a
potentially more fruitful direction. At several ntegys held primarily in Switzerland,
Israeli and Arab officials have tried to hammer autommon understanding of what
could realistically be on the agenda in a renewsdudsion of arms control and regional
security, in the context of a WMDFZ conference.f&othey have little to show by way
of results, due to a deep conceptual divide reggrthe meaning of WMD arms control
in the Middle East that continues to plague théfets. But at least the parties sat down
to address the issues.

At the same time, in the current Middle East, tiec@hnect between a discussion of a
WMDFZ and the realities on the ground could notnbare stark. With the challenges
posed by radical terrorist elements to states actios region, instability in Libya and
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Lebanon, the pending disintegration of Irag andh@ps Syria as well, and indiscriminate
Hamas rocket fire at Israeli civilian populatiomters for 50 days, including an attempt
to create an environmental disaster by striking @im is a WMDFZ even remotely
viable? Is this where international efforts shobkl directed at a time when there are
forces set to rip the region apart with brutal figh techniques?

Even the chemical weapons chapter in Syria — ndtd@WMD nonproliferation success
story, although the file has yet to be closed di@fely — is offset by the continued killing

there, including the horrific barrel bombs that &kbed on the civilian population. In

such circumstances, who would attend the WMDFZ exarfce? Who would represent
Syria, Lebanon, and Irag in this context? What &doan? As nuclear negotiations
between the P5+1 and Iran move toward what lookeasingly like a bad nuclear deal,
Khamenei announced that the solution to fightinGara is the annihilation of Israel.

More and more, forces in the Middle East seem ditidlong an axis that separates
“pragmatic” and/or status quo regional forces frtira extremist radical elements. The
so-called pragmatic camp includes Israel, Egyptalo, Saudi Arabia, the PA, and UAE
— states and entities trying to preserve a viabtgonal status quo. The radical camp,
with forces led by Iran and Hizbollah on the onedand Hamas and ISIS terrorists on
the other, seeks to change the face of the regimerny dangerous ways. This emerging
division is far from written in stone, as the sttaa in the Middle East remains in flux.

Yet especially given this dynamism, it is importémtexplore a possible new alignment
of regional forces that might set the stage for @arpositive message regarding the
ongoing WMDFZ conundrum.

Looking back at the history of efforts to launcM@MDFZ process in the Middle East,

Egypt has traditionally been at the helm. Egyptspeel for the WMDFZ idea to be

included in the final documents of the NPT Revieanferences in 1995 and 2010. A
critical assessment of Egypt’s interests and mbtitma however, reveals that although it
consistently targets Israel in the nuclear realgypE is not threatened by the arsenal it
attributes to Israel. Its interests seem to lieewlwere, in international and regional
dynamics and politics. At the international lewble WMDFZ agenda is a platform for

Egypt to assert its role in the arms control arsudhament circuit at UN institutions. At

the regional level, Egypt has sought to use itssaoontrol agenda as a means of
underscoring its regional leadership among the Atates, while also hoping to diminish

Israel’s strategic prominence in the Middle East.

If a new regional alignment of forces is indeed egimg in the Middle East, Egypt’s role

in the pragmatic/status quo camp will be pivotateOthe past few months, and after a

period in which Turkey and Qatar vied for rolesntediate between Hamas and lIsrael,

Egypt emerged as the unchallenged mediator, willsefee talks held in Cairo. Egypt
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certainly recognizes that Israel strongly suppirits this role and overall, regards Egypt
as an anchor of stability in the emerging landscape

The question is whether in this new regional atrhesp, Egypt can be persuaded to
temper its harsh approach to Israel in the nucksm, in favor of continued cooperation
with Israel in confronting the emerging challeng@segional stability. At the September
2014 IAEA General Conference, Egypt was argualillycst the familiar confrontational
path regarding Israel, as found expression in alstipromoting the resolution that the
Arab states tried to pass on “Israeli nuclear cdipieb.” Had the resolution passed it
would have put a damper on hopes for a possiblagehawhat remains to be seen is
whether there might now be a reassessment of Eggpproach in line with the foreign
policy interests of the new government, which facew and severe security challenges
in the region.

Following the 2014 Gaza war, and on the basis oatexer arrangement is reached
between Israel, Egypt, and the PA, Israel must sdassess its policy and adopt a more
proactive approach. Israel should strive to widsnsecurity dialogue with Egypt, and
seek to transform it into a broader regional séguwonversation. Furthermore, since
arms control and disarmament proceed within aipalitontext, Egypt would do well to
consider the new approach in the context of a redepolitical process between Israel
and the Palestinians.

For the notion of the WMDFZ to materialize at somp@nt in the future, the “old
thinking” in this regard — which still prevails amg most experts in the arms control
community and found expression in a second IAEAolg®n on application of
safeguards that was adopted at the latest conferemdll have to give way to new and
updated thinking about regional security dynamicsthe Middle East. The current
regional turbulence should be the reference pommt renewed attempts to initiate
discussion of a regional security architecturetfer Middle East, encompassing states
and entities that have an interest in enhancinigiléya In the context of such regional
dialogue, the idea of a WMDFZ can and should beugised.
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