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Executive Summary 

This report reflects different views offered in the working group discussion, but does not necessarily 

represent the views of all participants. Strong arguments were raised during the group discussion that 

can be harnessed by Pugwash for concrete proposals to bring about tangible progress towards nuclear 

disarmament. These include: 

 The environmental and humanitarian consequences of nuclear weapons can be used as a strategic 

framework to mobilize public opinion from being indifferent, unaware or passively against nuclear 

weapons into action. The humanitarian approach is a powerful avenue to convert the warped logic 

of prestige for having a tool of mass destruction into a symbol of shame; 

 The financial cost of nuclear weapons amidst a global recession and budget cuts for conventional 

forces in the military responding to post-Cold War threats can be used to de-institutionalise support 

for nuclear weapons and for enhancing the status of nuclear weapons-states who voluntarily opt for 

nuclear roll-back and lead in nuclear disarmament;  

 Non-nuclear weapon states’ frustration with the lack of progress on the nuclear disarmament 

agenda should be harnessed to encourage more activism among these states, including to have 

principled positions in forums such as the NSG and in this way further marginalize nuclear weapon 

states as countries breaching a growing international norm against having nuclear weapons; 

 States and civil society alike have the responsibility to think more innovatively about disarmament, 

e.g. through strategic foresight scenarios that highlight new drivers for a nuclear weapons free 

world, such as the use of media and communications, increased gender equality and participation by 

the youth. In addition, researchers and knowledge producers have an important role to play so as to 

impact policy decisions, by helping  Pugwash to establish  working groups on the margins of 

negotiation sessions where negotiators can be briefed and interact with scientists, industry and 

influential people in civil society;  

 Multilateral approaches to disarmament must be supported, especially a nuclear weapons ban 

treaty based on the humanitarian consequences of nuclear weapons use that prohibits the 
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deployment, use, transport, production and stockpiling of nuclear weapons. Benefits of such a 

treaty over a nuclear weapons convention are that it places pressure on nuclear armed states to 

eliminate their nuclear weapons, but is not dependent on their participation or political will to 

negotiating such a treaty; cannot be blocked by nuclear armed states or get bogged down by steps 

of disarmament; and, importantly, gives agency to states that will be affected by nuclear weapons 

use;  

 Move beyond the impasse in the CD by supporting other forums for negotiating disarmament 

measures, like the cut-off of production and reductions in fissile material, e.g. the UNGA open-

ended working group or ICRC meetings. And, to promote consultations with the P5, especially to 

promote language where dialogue among all states can be promoted that moves states beyond 

entrenched positions; 

 Given the cancelation/postponement of the Helsinki conference of 2012 a few proposals were made 

to encourage the ongoing political process. These include e.g. a mock-up conference that would 

simulate negotiations on a Middle East WMD free zone where students from the region are assigned 

country roles other than their own, a technical working group that thinks through elements of the 

treaty and its implementation, and civil society activities that create more acceptance for the idea of 

such a zone. In addition, lessons learned from existing free zones, including the way that these 

treaties have evolved to fit new circumstances, can be drawn on for the ME WMD free zone, for 

example including novel elements like limitations on missiles (delivery systems of WMD).  

NARRATIVE REPORT  

The working group discussed disarmament under four themes, namely general disarmament, challenges 

to the NPT, a Middle East WMD Free Zone, and other regional nuclear weapons free zones. The report 

seeks to capture the most salient points raised during the discussion.  

General Nuclear Disarmament  

The group discussion on the prospects and challenges to nuclear disarmament began by examining how 

the UK would fare if it unilaterally disarmed. The conversation broadened to other nuclear weapons 

states as well as important progress made by civil society on reframing the issues around nuclear 

disarmament.  

Points that were raised during the group discussion   

 There are myths that nuclear weapons states continue to cling to in order to justify and 

perpetuate their possession of nuclear weapons. The two main ones are: the “security 

imperative” argument (nuclear weapons enhance the freedom and sovereignty of countries 

because they protect the country from possible blackmailing) and the “prestige” argument (if 

you are a nuclear weapons state you are a global power). A few distinct positions emerged in 

the discussion on the role of prestige. Some argued that nuclear weapons continue to confer 

prestige on states that used to be “great powers”. In addition, the desire for prestige was also 

one of the motivations that instigated India to pursue the development of a nuclear arsenal.  

Other voices within the group, citing the example of South Africa, pointed out that rolling-back a 
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nuclear program and dismantling a nuclear arsenal brings much more moral prestige to a state 

today.  

 

 The group agreed that domestic politics play a critical role in influencing the nuclear policy of 

countries because politicians may perceive disarmament as politically too costly, e.g. there is a 

perception that the Labour Party in Britain lost the 1987 election because of their policy of 

unilateral nuclear disarmament. The presence of vested interests – such as the military 

industrial complex - also severely undermines the prospect of disarmament. The existence of 

lobby groups plays a pivotal role in the context of France, where the military continues to use 

the presence of nuclear weapons to justify high military expenditure. Finally, the situation is 

further aggravated by the elite-nature of the nuclear debate in many countries, where the public 

is excluded from decision-making. It was pointed out that “people” of nuclear weapons states 

were never consulted on whether they had a desire to live in a country with nuclear weapons. 

So the decision was made by a few while the majority in many countries is opposed to nuclear 

weapons. The case of Scotland is enlightening in this sense. Roughly 80% of the population is 

against nuclear weapons. In England it is slightly lower but remains significant. It was also 

underscored that the new generation may be far more positively oriented towards “a world free 

of nuclear weapons”, so the idea that nuclear weapons confer prestige may be a vestige of the 

past and may not necessarily be shared by the young generation.  

 

 More broadly, at the international level, alliance politics further inhibit nuclear disarmament, 

e.g. describing NATO as a nuclear alliance, the stationing of US nuclear weapons in Turkey, 

Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy and Germany, as well as the US pursuit and NATO’s acceptance 

of missile defense. The latter poses real challenges not only for future disarmament negotiations 

with Russia, but also the implementation of the New Start treaty. The UK’s dependence on the 

US for its nuclear weapons may equally inhibit its ability to unilaterally disarm and the 

agreement between France and the UK to cooperate on research related to their nuclear 

weapons may equally become a way to keep the UK from unilaterally disarming and in that way 

delegitimising France’s nuclear weapons possession.   

 

 A paper was presented on how a world free of nuclear weapons would look like and most 

importantly, given that end-goal, what steps should we take in order to get there. In order to 

create political momentum towards nuclear disarmament, a “demonstration effect” may play a 

critical role. An opinion raised was that a major nuclear catastrophe – intentional or accidental – 

may induce humanity as a whole to reconsider the enormous danger posed by the continual 

existence of nuclear weapons.   

Challenges to the NPT  

In NPT meetings the patience of non-nuclear weapons states that do not enjoy the “nuclear umbrella” 

are running out. There is a sense that nuclear weapon states have no intention to disarm. 

Points that were raised during the group discussion   
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 The way in which NWSs continue to approach the “three pillars” of the NPT is disturbing. First, 

there is an obsession of possible “proliferation concerns’ that continue to skew the nuclear 

governance agenda towards nuclear non-proliferation obligations and away from 

responsibilities towards nuclear disarmament. Moreover, the adoption of a nuclear security 

agenda adds new responsibilities and demands on non-nuclear weapons states, by increasingly 

securitizing article IV rights (access to nuclear technology). Yet this approach does nothing to 

advance the cause of disarmament therefore aggravating the current imbalance between the 

have and the have-not states. States are divided according to “good and bad proliferators” and 

they are rewarded, like in the case of India, despite their standing at the NPT. This severely 

undermines the credibility of the NPT.  

 The role of civil society in disarmament is very important. In particular the responsibility to help 

states “reframe” issues and on many fronts there have been success. For instance, on nuclear 

testing, for several years just approaching the nuclear testing with the argument of 

disarmament did not work, especially for France, which was adamantly in favor of keeping 

nuclear weapons. Then we began linking it to environmental protection, a more salient public 

concern and thus France joined the moratorium.  

Middle East WMD Free Zone  

The negotiations for a ME WMD free zone are at an impasse and frustration is mounting among the 

many shareholders who, for years, were committed to the pursuit of such a desirable goal. 

Nevertheless, this period may also offer some important opportunities that have to be seized promptly.  

Points that were raised during the group discussion   

 The creation of a ME WMD-Free Zone is important for global peace and will significantly 

advance the development of regional nuclear cooperation frameworks.  In this regard, the ME 

WMD Free Zone Treaty could also provide an important evolution in the features and structure 

of “regional WMD free zones” through the inclusion of non-proliferation mechanisms targeting 

WMD delivery means explicitly;  

 In the design of the ME zone, important lessons learned and best practices can be drawn from 

other regional experiences. However, how much other regional experiences are really replicable 

in the context of the Middle East? For instance, a suggestion is to establish a verification system 

in the ME similar to the ABACC system adopted jointly by Brazil and Argentina in 1991. Although 

the system proved to be very successful, it was born in a context where cooperation between 

the two countries was more prevalent than competition.   

 It is important to acknowledge that many “technical problems” in establishing the zone are 

solvable within the region. The real challenge is the fact that after thirty years since the creation 

of a zone was proposed by Iran and Egypt in 1974, we are still in a pre-negotiation phase. The 

primary aim of the Arab States is to launch a conference through which negotiations can take 

place but no such forum has been established despite several commitments and declaration to 

this effect.  
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Other nuclear weapon free zones 

The philosophy behind nuclear weapon free zones was to create ever-larger zones without nuclear 

weapons, leaving only a few islands of territory highly contaminated with nuclear weapons. Eventually 

countries responsible for these contaminated territories will feel pressured to completely eliminate 

nuclear weapons from these areas too. 

Points that were raised during the group discussion   

 These regional agreements are important because whereas they are primarily a nuclear non-

proliferation tool, they nonetheless aspire to “constrain” the behavior of nuclear weapons-

states when operating in the zone.  The main common problem of these regional treaties is 

whether they allow transit through the territorial water of ships that carry nuclear weapons. In 

many cases – Tlatelolco and Bangkok in particular – this is left up the member states of the zone 

to decide, but New Zealand, for instance, sent a powerful message by denying US ships entry 

based on its membership of a nuclear weapons free zone. 

 The argument that non-nuclear weapon states’ NATO membership is an impediment to their 

ability to join free zones is dispelled by the Australian example. In addition Norway is keen to 

join an Arctic nuclear weapon free zone if such is negotiated. Nuclear cooperation through 

nuclear weapon free zones may increase regional economic integration generally – a powerful 

incentive for these zones. 

 

 


