
A Nuclear Free Middle East – Finland´s time to make a change? 

 

At the end of 2011, Finland was tasked with facilitating a Conference on a Nuclear Free Middle East. In 

other words, it was up to Finland to create the conditions that would allow such a conference to be held. 

This project is a unique attempt to bring peace and stability to a region ravaged with conflict. It is also a 

historic project, its roots going back to 1974, when Egypt and Iran initially started a project aiming at the 

creation of a nuclear free Middle East. As a reminder of the project's immense difficulty, the only two 

concrete successes it can boast are the 1995 Middle East Resolution and the 2010 NPT Review Conference 

Resolution. In the latter, states finally reached common agreement on a Nuclear Free Middle East 

Conference, which was to be held in Helsinki in the year 2012. All the states in the Middle East supported 

the resolution calling for the conference, including Israel. 

 

Yet and still, the 2012 Conference was cancelled by a unilateral statement of the United States´ State 

Department, dated 23.11.2012. The United States is one of the Conference's four sponsors, along with 

Russia, Great-Britain and the Secretary-General of the United Nations. Finland immediately abided by the 

decision. The states of the region, on the other hand, were alarmed and angered at the decision and 

demanded the immediate re-convening of the Conference. 

 

A group of international and national non-governmental organizations campaigning for peace gathered in 

Helsinki from 14. - 16.12.2012 to discuss the aforementioned theme. The NGO representatives were 

unanimous in considering the decision to postpone the Conference negative in nature. The decision was 

seen as a clear message that in order to further one´s own interests, a strong actor is allowed to endanger 

the security of all regional countries, while increasing the risk of a spreading of weapons of mass 

destruction throughout the region and destroying the confidence vested by states in the NPT itself, which 

acts as the foundation for all disarmament! The re-convening of the conference was demanded as soon as 

possible. One might ask why the conference is not organized if those directly concerned are asking for it? 

 

The cancelled Middle East Conference is closely related to the international bickering over Iran's nuclear 

program. Negotiations concerning Iran´s nuclear program have been convened throughout 2012 in 

Istanbul, Baghdad and Moscow. No concrete results have been achieved because this is not a genuine 

negotiation. Iran is being targeted with strong sanctions, which are creating a serious humanitarian crisis in 

the country. The easing of sanctions has not, however, been on the table. At the same time Iran is being 

threatened with the use of armed force, if it does not abide by the demands made to it. Despite all this, 

Iran was the first state to officially announce its participation in the 2012 Helsinki Conference. 

 

It is obvious that a single conference does not yet guarantee anything. But the gathering of the region's 

states on behalf of their common interest would be a historic opportunity and a positive signal for progress 

in the future. After the Conference, the project can be advanced by a single state, a coalition of states, or 

by a regional organization, such as the Arab League. This is because states , as sovereign entities, can freely 

choose the means and forms through which they want to concretely implement their cooperation. 

Also, since this is a regional matter and a regional interest, it would seem only fair and just, and perhaps 

wise, too, if regional states would themselves claim the ownership of the process. Having too many outside 

stakeholders easily hampers the original project. The US cancellation of the 2012 Helsinki Conference is a 

case in point. 



At the moment, however, we are in a situation where there are no guarantees for the convening of the 

Conference. Similarly, uncertainty in the Middle East is growing, as is uncertainty of a peaceful resolution to 

the Iranian situation. And worse, the loud and clear message stemming from the unilateral cancelling of the 

Conference is that only the possession of nuclear weapons can guarantee that a state's internal affairs are 

not interfered with. Thus, when states are weighing their strategic options, the nuclear option might be 

gaining weight. 

 

Now Finland has a unique opportunity to make an impact as the facilitator of the Middle East Conference. 

But the question is whether this opportunity will be used or not. Furthermore it should be used soon, since 

the negative consequences of cancelling the Conference might be cumulative. But the prospects are not 

good. The cancelling of the Middle East Conference is already the third foreign policy disappointment for 

Finland in the fall of 2012. The first was the debacle concerning the ship Estelle, which sailed under the 

Finnish flag, in the Mediterranean. The second was the rejection of Finland's bid for a UN Security Council 

membership. All of this adds up to an environment where Finland might be too cautious in moving forward 

with its task of facilitating the Middle East Conference in Helsinki. 

 

As the year winds to an end, it would be useful to take a look in the mirror: what kind of values do we want 

to advance in Finland today? And how does the Finnish brand appear abroad? The President of Finland, 

Sauli Niinistö, recently emphasized in an interview the importance of concrete actionsin Finland's actions 

abroad. There is now at hand a concrete opportunity to work through diplomacy on behalf of a Nuclear 

Free Middle East. Advancing difficult projects calls for innovation and bravery. At times the support of 

others might be needed, in case one's own resources are not enough. For example, non-governmental 

organizations have so far been a source of strength underutilized by the state sector. Yet the issue is 

common to all, since decisions made now will impact future generations. What kind of a world do we wish 

on our children and grandchildren? 
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