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Start worrying and learn to ditch the bomb 
It won't be easy, but a world free of nuclear weapons is possible 
Douglas Hurd, Malcolm Rifkind, David Owen and George Robertson 

  

During the Cold War nuclear weapons had the perverse effect of making the world a 
relatively stable place. That is no longer the case. Instead, the world is at the brink of a new 
and dangerous phase - one that combines widespread proliferation with extremism and 
geopolitical tension. 

Some of the terrorist organisations of today would have little hesitation in using weapons of 
mass destruction to further their own nihilistic agendas. Al-Qaeda and groups linked to it may 
be trying to obtain nuclear material to cause carnage on an unimaginable scale. Rogue or 
unstable states may assist, either willingly or unwillingly; the more nuclear material in 
circulation, the greater the risk that it falls into the wrong hands. And while governments, no 
matter how distasteful, are usually capable of being deterred, groups such as al-Qaeda, are 
not. Cold War calculations have been replaced by asymmetrical warfare and suicide 
missions. 

There is a powerful case for a dramatic reduction in the stockpile of nuclear weapons. A new 
historic initiative is needed but it will only succeed by working collectively and through 
multilateral institutions. Over the past year an influential project has developed in the United 
States, led by Henry Kissinger, George Shultz, William Perry and Sam Nunn, all leading 
policymakers. They have published two articles in The Wall Street Journal describing a 
vision of a world free of nuclear weapons and articulating some of the steps that, 
cumulatively taken, could help to achieve that end. Senator John McCain has endorsed that 
analysis recently. Barack Obama is likely to be as sympathetic. 

A comparable debate is now needed in this country and across Europe. Britain and France, 
both nuclear powers, are well placed to join in renewed multilateral efforts to reduce the 
number of nuclear weapons in existence. The American initiative does not call for unilateral 
disarmament; neither do we. Instead, progress can be made only by working alongside other 
nations towards a shared goal, using commonly agreed procedures and strategies. 



The world's stockpiles of nuclear weapons are overwhelmingly controlled by two nations: the 
United States and Russia. While Washington is in possession of about 5,000 deployed 
warheads, Russia is reported to have well over 6,000, making its stockpile the largest in the 
world. It is difficult to understand why either the American or Russian governments feel that 
they need such enormous numbers of nuclear weapons. 

Hard-headed Americans, such as Dr Kissinger and Mr Shultz, have argued that dramatic 
reductions in the number of nuclear weapons in these arsenals could be made without risking 
America's security. It is indisputable that if serious progress is to be made it must begin with 
these two countries. 

The US and Russia should ensure that the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty of 1991 
continues to provide the basis for co-operation in reducing the number of nuclear weapons. 
The treaty's provisions need to be extended. Agreement should be reached on the issue of 
missile defence. The US proposal to make Poland and the Czech Republic part of their 
missile defence shield has upset the Kremlin. It has been a divisive issue, but it need not be. 
Any missile threat to Europe or the United States would also be a threat to Russia. 
Furthermore, Russia and the West share a strong common interest in preventing proliferation. 

Elsewhere, there are numerous stockpiles that lie unaccounted for. In the former Soviet 
Union alone, some claim that there is enough uranium and plutonium to make a further 
40,000 weapons. There have been reports of nuclear smuggling in the Caucasus and some 
parts of Eastern Europe. Security Council Resolution 1540, which obliges nations to improve 
the security of stockpiles, allows for the formation of teams of specialists to be deployed in 
those countries that do not possess the necessary infrastructure or experience in dealing with 
stockpiles. These specialists should be deployed to assist both in the monitoring and 
accounting for of nuclear material and in the setting up of domestic controls to prevent 
security breaches. Transparency in these matters is vital and Britain can, and should, play a 
role in providing experts who can fulfil this important role. 

The Non-Proliferation Treaty, for 40 years the foundation of counter- proliferation efforts, in 
in need of an overhaul. The provisions on monitoring compliance need to be strengthened. 
The monitoring provisions of the International Atomic Energy Agency's Additional Protocol, 
which require a state to provide access to any location where nuclear material may be 
present, should be accepted by all the nations that have signed up to the NPT. These 
requirements, if implemented, would have the effect of strengthening the ability of the IAEA 
to provide assurances about both declared nuclear material and undeclared activities. At a 
time when a number of countries, including Iran and Syria, may be developing a nuclear 
weapons programme under the guise of civilian purposes, the ability to be clear about all 
aspects of any programme is crucial. 

Bringing the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty into effect would, similarly, represent strong 
progress in the battle to reduce the nuclear threat. The treaty would ban the testing of nuclear 
weapons, ensuring that the development of new generations of weapons ceases. However, it 
will only come into force once the remaining nine states who have not yet ratified it do so. 
Britain, working through Nato and the EU, must continue to encourage those remaining states 
that have not yet agreed to the Treaty - India, Pakistan, Egypt, China, Indonesia, North 
Korea, Israel, Iran and the United States - to ratify it. 



A modern non-proliferation regime will require mechanisms to provide those nations wishing 
to develop a civilian nuclear capability with the assistance and co-operation of those states 
that possess advanced expertise and that are able to provide nuclear fuel, spent-fuel 
management assistance, enriched uranium and technical assistance. But, in return, proper 
verification procedures must be in place and access for the IAEA must not be impeded. 

Achieving real progress in reducing the nuclear weapons threat will impose obligations on all 
nuclear powers not just the US and Russia. The UK has reduced its nuclear weapons 
capability significantly over the past 20 years. It disposed of its freefall and tactical nuclear 
weapons and has achieved a big reduction of the number of warheads used by the Trident 
system to the minimum believed to be compatible with the retention of a nuclear deterrent. If 
we are able to enter into a period of significant multilateral disarmament Britain, along with 
France and other existing nuclear powers, will need to consider what further contribution it 
might be able to make to help to achieve the common objective. 

Substantial progress towards a dramatic reduction in the world's nuclear weapons is possible. 
The ultimate aspiration should be to have a world free of nuclear weapons. It will take time, 
but with political will and improvements in monitoring, the goal is achievable. We must act 
before it is too late, and we can begin by supporting the campaign in America for a non-
nuclear weapons world. 

Sir Malcolm Rifkind, Lord Hurd of Westwell and Lord Owen are all former foreign 
secretaries; Lord Robertson of Port Ellen is a former Nato secretary-general 
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January 16, 2009 
UK does not need a nuclear deterrent 
Nuclear weapons must not be seen to be vital to the secure defence of self-respecting 
nations 

Sir, Recent speeches made by the Prime Minister, Foreign Secretary and the previous 
Defence Secretary, and the letter from Douglas Hurd, Malcolm Rifkind, David Owen and 
George Robertson in The Times on June 30, 2008, have placed the issue of a world free of 



nuclear weapons firmly on the public agenda. But it is difficult to see how the United 
Kingdom can exert any leadership and influence on this issue if we insist on a costly 
successor to Trident that would not only preserve our own nuclear-power status well into the 
second half of this century but might actively encourage others to believe that nuclear 
weapons were still, somehow, vital to the secure defence of self-respecting nations. 

This is a fallacy which can best be illustrated by analysis of the British so-called independent 
deterrent. This force cannot be seen as independent of the United States in any meaningful 
sense. It relies on the United States for the provision and regular servicing of the D5 missiles. 
While this country has, in theory, freedom of action over giving the order to fire, it is 
unthinkable that, because of the catastrophic consequences for guilty and innocent alike, 
these weapons would ever be launched, or seriously threatened, without the backing and 
support of the United States. 

Should this country ever become subject to some sort of nuclear blackmail — from a terrorist 
group for example — it must be asked in what way, and against whom, our nuclear weapons 
could be used, or even threatened, to deter or punish. Nuclear weapons have shown 
themselves to be completely useless as a deterrent to the threats and scale of violence we 
currently, or are likely to, face — particularly international terrorism; and the more you 
analyse them the more unusable they appear. 

The much cited “seat at the top table” no longer has the resonance it once did. Political clout 
derives much more from economic strength. Even major-player status in the international 
military scene is more likely to find expression through effective, strategically mobile 
conventional forces, capable of taking out pinpoint targets, than through the possession of 
unusable nuclear weapons. Our independent deterrent has become virtually irrelevant except 
in the context of domestic politics. Rather than perpetuating Trident, the case is much 
stronger for funding our Armed Forces with what they need to meet the commitments 
actually laid upon them. In the present economic climate it may well prove impossible to 
afford both. 
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