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There is no doubt that the United States and Russia, possessing 95 percent of the world’s 25,000 nuclear weapons, have the chief responsibility in leading the way to nuclear disarmament.  But far from doing this, they are standing in the way of genuine progress.  In fact, they themselves must be led by other states and an energized civil society to recognize that, in addition to their moral and legal responsibilities, it is in their interests to move towards a world free of nuclear weapons.  In short, the nuclear leaders must be led.  This paradox will require creativity, ingenuity and, not least, determination in order to resolve the nuclear weapons dilemma.  I believe the task can be achieved, particularly if India plays a leading role.

*    *    *


Both the U.S. and Russia would have us believe that they are in full compliance with their obligations under Article VI of the Non-Proliferation Treaty.  They claim to have made “unprecedented progress” since the end of the Cold War in the field of nuclear disarmament.  Certainly, eliminating some 40,000 nuclear weapons from the Cold War peak of 65,000 is no small feat.  Were they to continue to eliminate nuclear weapons at this rate, we could cheer.  But the reductions so far have been a smokescreen for their stated intentions to maintain nuclear arsenals far into the 21st century.  While taking credit for chucking superfluous nuclear weapons, both countries continue modernizing programs that will enable them to inflict immense and catastrophic destruction with fewer nuclear weapons.


The Nuclear Posture Review, conducted by the Bush administration in 2001, established expansive plans to “revitalize” U.S. nuclear forces and all the elements that support them within a new triad of capacities combining nuclear and conventional offensive strikes with missile defences and nuclear-weapons infrastructure.  Under the subsequent post-9/11 National Security Strategy, the administration said it would take “anticipatory action” (a euphemism for pre-emptive strikes) against enemies of the United States, and has not ruled out using nuclear weapons, which remain a cornerstone of U.S. national security policy.


Although Congress has blocked funding for the Reliable Replacement Warhead program, it left intact funding for other programs that functionally include ongoing nuclear weapons research and development and provide for the training of new nuclear weapons scientists and engineers.  In fact, Congress has authorized the administration “to develop and submit to the Congress a comprehensive nuclear weapons strategy for the 21st century.”  This action is in keeping with the call by the Commander of U.S. Strategic Command, General Kevin Chilton, for the U.S. to maintain nuclear weapons for the remainder of the 21st century.  Both the administration and Congress continue to anticipate the need to revitalize the present nuclear weapons complex.  This approach renders meaningless the disarmament objective implicit in reductions of current numbers of weapons.


U.S. determination to maintain nuclear weapons in the 21st century led former Russian President Vladimir Putin to announce in 2004 that Russia is carrying out research and missile tests of state-of-the art nuclear missile systems.  Russia, he said, would “continue to build up firmly and insistently our armed forces including the nuclear component.”  The Russians, far from lowering the political value of nuclear weapons, have elevated them in their posture because of their conventional arms weakness.  Nuclear dismantlements are offset by the continued deployment of newer, more capable road-mobile Topol-M missiles.  A new Borey-class of nuclear ballistic missile submarines is under way.


The dangers posed by continuing nuclear deployments are exacerbated by the U.S. and Russia’s maintenance of 2,654 warheads on high alert status.  This puts inhuman pressures on the leadership of both countries who would have only a few minutes to decide whether notification of an incoming attack was accurate or a computer malfunction.  The high alert status is both absurd and highly irresponsible; yet both governments opposed a resolution in the U.N. in 2007 to reduce the operational status of nuclear weapons systems.

Why are both states still locked in a Cold War posture?  A quarter of a century ago, U.N. Secretary-General Javier Perez de Cuellar criticized the arrogance of the two nuclear superpowers:  “By what right do they decide the fate of all humanity?”  That question is still valid.  Both countries continue to ignore the ruling of the International Court of Justice that negotiations for the elimination of nuclear weapons must be concluded.  Such negotiations have not even begun.  Nor is it likely that the other three declared nuclear weapons states, the United Kingdom, France and China, will promote or participate in comprehensive negotiations until the U.S. and Russia drastically reduce their overwhelming numbers.  There is not the slightest sign of this happening.


Worse, the U.S. insists on deploying a missile defence system, ostensibly to counter an emerging Iranian capability, in Poland (interceptors) and the Czech Republic (radar installation).  Russia has objected strenuously to the plan.  Whatever the long-range repercussions of a re-ignited nuclear arms race, the cooperation necessary to establish confidence in negotiating further reductions has been weakened.

For its part, NATO, which still clings to a nuclear weapons doctrine, appears to be little interested in helping the international community to find security without nuclear weapons.  Instead of influencing the U.S., their major partner, the non-nuclear states of NATO sublimate their own aspirations for a nuclear weapons-free world to U.S. dominance.  Many of them admit privately that the proliferation of nuclear weapons cannot be stopped as long as major states retain their nuclear arsenals, but they say nothing.  They are still resisting civil society efforts to get U.S. tactical nuclear weapons out of five NATO countries in Europe.


At the level of existing politics, the outlook is not good, but there are new glimmers of hope on the horizon.


Much has been made of the Schultz-Kissinger-Nunn-Perry op-ed articles framing nuclear disarmament steps within the goal of abolition.  Given its proponents, the Hoover initiative puts to rest the assertion that being for the abolition of nuclear weapons is unrealistic.   Since the presumptive Republican and Democratic nominees for President, John McCain and Barack Obama, have articulated progressive policies on nuclear disarmament, everyone is waiting for the next U.S. administration to signal at least a willingness to work cooperatively in the multilateral arena.  It appears possible that an amenable U.S. administration will work for a successful Review Conference of the Non-Proliferation Treaty in 2010 – that is, at least not a failed conference.  Because the standard for non-failure has already been set so low, it is not likely that any significant advance to a nuclear weapon-free world will be made at the Review Conference.  However, two events – the inauguration of a U.S. administration willing to respect international law and a Review Conference that keeps the NPT alive if still weak – will set the stage for some serious nuclear disarmament work to begin.


What should that work be and who should participate?

*    *    *


A traditional or orthodox approach would be to call for the U.S. and Russia to negotiate a new strategic reduction treaty applying the principles of verification, transparency, and irreversibility to both delivery systems and warheads.  That would be an important step.  So would the entry-into-force of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and successful negotiations to produce a verified Fissile Material Cut-off Treaty.


Maybe that is all we can get.  Given the track record of both states, accomplishing this would be regarded by many as a great feat.  But it will not produce the nuclear weapons-free world that is not only the subject of this conference but the ardent desire of countless people around the world.


Experience has shown that a step-by-step basis does not produce nuclear disarmament.  A holistic or comprehensive approach is necessary.  The steps must be fitted into the vision and intention to achieve a nuclear weapons-free world.  As I have said, the U.S. and Russia do not have the vision or the intention.


Left alone, both countries will do the minimum to make it appear that they are engaged in nuclear disarmament – while retaining modernized arsenals.  The world will still be divided between nuclear haves and have-nots.  The unstable two-class world will go on.


In the second decade of the 21st century, renewed efforts must be made to establish a framework or convention prohibiting and eliminating all nuclear weapons.  Already, a Model Nuclear Weapons Convention exists as a U.N. Document (A/62/650).  Such an instrument can unify the non-nuclear weapons states – if they take it seriously.  Like-minded governments and the advanced wing of civil society have much work to do to proclaim the Model Convention and advance its credibility.


The major role of those who believe in the necessity of a nuclear weapons-free world – the number is growing – is to convince the U.S. and Russia that the only way to stop the proliferation of nuclear weapons is to ban them entirely.  The U.S. and Russia do not believe this at the present time, but neither country is impervious to the considered views of its friends and allies.  So the first thing to do to have the U.S. and Russia exercise their responsibilities to lead the way to nuclear disarmament is for states and civil society to make this case coherently, ardently and with perseverance.

The U.S. and Russia want everyone else to shut up while they go about trying to keep Iran and other potential nuclear weapons states from acquiring the ultimate weapon.  This intimidation must be resisted.  Coalitions of governments – the New Agenda Coalition is a good example – must raise their voices and connect with a strong anti-nuclear weapon public opinion that already exists within the U.S. and Russia.  Civil society movements – the Middle Powers Initiative is but one example – must work increasingly closely with like-minded governments to mount a world campaign.  That campaign must culminate in a global summit for the elimination of nuclear weapons – the kind of summit called for by Kofi Annan and the Weapons of Mass Destruction Commission.  The power of a sustained world movement will have a deep effect on the policies of the U.S. and Russia.

*    *    *


India should be a proponent, if not the instigator, of this new world movement.  I have been to India many times and I know of the longstanding Indian desire for a nuclear weapons-free world.  Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was the first leader to sign on to the Six-Nation Initiative in 1983.  Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi brought his Action Plan for a Nuclear Weapon-Free World to the United Nations in 1988.  The premise of the Action Plan is as valid today as it was 20 years ago:  non-nuclear weapons states would not acquire nuclear weapons in return for a global process to eliminate all nuclear weapons.

The Western states dismissed Gandhi’s plan.  And, truth to tell, the changing governments of India lost heart that a country could be powerful and non-nuclear at the same time and turned India into a nuclear weapons state.  Nonetheless, the vision of a nuclear weapons-free world is not dead in India.  Far from it.  India votes regularly at the U.N. for active plans to reduce nuclear dangers and for a convention to prohibit not only the use of nuclear weapons under any circumstances, but also the development and stockpiling of nuclear weapons.  The President of India stated on February 25, 2008:

India remains committed to universal, non-discriminatory and comprehensive nuclear disarmament as reflected in the action plan presented by the late Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi and has called for renewed efforts for general and complete disarmament, particularly nuclear disarmament.

This very conference, “Towards a World Free of Nuclear Weapons,” will end with a recapitulation of “Rajiv Gandhi’s Vision of a Nuclear Weapons Free World.”  Clearly there is renewed desire in India to once more strike a stance to rid the world of nuclear Armageddon.  It is not too much to say that India today is at a crossroads and holds the global future of nuclear weapons in its hands.  By a powerful outreach to other nations in every part of the world, India can be a catalyst to influence the U.S. and Russia to come down from the nuclear mountain.  India must become active in new efforts for global nuclear disarmament.  The world will welcome India actively working with like-minded states for the advancement of human civilization by the abolition of nuclear weapons.

