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As expected, the UN General Assembly’s First Committee on Disarmament was the scene last month for renewed debate on how to get talks going for a treaty banning the production of bomb making nuclear material.

Discussions in the 65-member Conference on Disarmament (CD) in Geneva on a Fissile Material Cut off Treaty (FMCT) have been deadlocked for the past two years mainly because Pakistan has insisted that the proposed treaty should reduce fissile material stockpiles and not just ban future production.

This year’s proceedings of the First Committee concluded in New York in October with a number of important developments. These will influence and shape the work of the CD when it convenes early next year and therefore merit attention.

Among the outcomes three are noteworthy. One, the threat by a group of nations to take negotiations outside the CD appears to have run out of steam. Two, the US and its allies have come around to accepting that until a consensus is forged, discussions rather than negotiations on an FMCT are the most that can be achieved in the CD. And three, this year’s vote in the General Assembly (GA) for a resolution calling for FMCT negotiations indicates an erosion of support from developing nations compared to previous years.

The first committee’s debate on the FMCT which started on October 3 took place against the backdrop of sporadic efforts by the US to test the idea of shifting talks outside the CD – the world’s sole multilateral negotiating body on disarmament – or use this as a diplomatic bluff if the stalemate persisted in that forum. Even before the First Committee convened, Washington backed away from this position as the threat to take talks to an alternate venue risked driving the process out of its control.

This set the stage for the twists and turns in the First Committee. Three different moves were made in the context of the FMCT. The first was a Canadian-sponsored resolution, which called for treaty negotiations to immediately commence in the CD, similar to ones approved by the GA in previous years but this time with three new features. Feature one was the idea to set up a group of governmental experts to meet in Geneva to deal with the legal and technical aspects of a proposed treaty. It was purposively left vague whether this would be in the CD or outside.

A second element was the proposal that if by the next General Assembly session in 2012 the CD was unable to initiate a programme of work, the GA would consider ‘other options’. These were left unspecified. The third element of the Canadian draft resolution proposed a ‘side event’ of scientific experts in Geneva to take the FMCT process forward.

No sooner did these new elements become known than a group of developing countries belonging to the Non Aligned Movement (NAM) and G21 (a grouping in the CD) objected, depicting these as an attempt to undermine the CD. These countries, including Pakistan, called for a balance in the CD’s work between disarmament and nonproliferation.

From debate on these issues it became clear that several of the five permanent members of the Security Council (P5) had doubts about how the work of any new bodies would be integrated into the CD’s proceedings. China insisted that the CD’s authority should be kept intact and not eroded by establishing any group of governmental experts.

Pakistan’s delegates in the First Committee pointed to what they described as the real source of the impasse in the CD: the disconnect between nonproliferation and disarmament objectives in a proposed treaty that did not deal with existing fissile stockpiles and thus failed to promote any disarmament objective.

The new elements proposed in the Canadian draft evoked a response from NAM and G-21 countries that reiterated their position that the three issues on the CD’s agenda other than the FMCT should be given equal treatment. They are: security assurances for non-nuclear states, nuclear disarmament and prevention of an arms race in outer space, on which progress has long been blocked by the established nuclear powers.

This reaction as well as the P5’s common position that the FMCT talks should stay within the CD urged the Canadians to withdraw the proposal to set up a group of governmental experts. But disagreement continued on the other two elements.

Meanwhile two other proposals were floated on the sidelines of the First Committee, which made P5 countries more anxious that the debate was taking an unpredictable direction. A group of countries including Norway, Austria and Mexico offered a draft resolution proposing to establish working groups in the GA on all four issues before the CD. This led the US, UK and France to intervene to prevent such a resolution from gathering momentum. When NAM countries also pressed the argument that such a move would undermine the legitimate disarmament structure, it compelled the sponsors to withdraw the resolution.

A third attempt to vitalise the CD’s work came in the form of a rather anodyne resolution tabled by South Africa, Switzerland and the Netherlands. This urged revitalising the disarmament machinery to take negotiations forward and simply called for consideration of unspecified “options, proposals and elements” to achieve this in the GA’s next session. This resolution was adopted once the words “in the appropriate forum” were added to meet the demand of NAM countries.

But it was the Canadian resolution that remained at the centre of diplomatic activity. After protracted discussions, three separate votes were called: on the overall text (after deletion of the group of governmental experts) and on the two clauses that called for ‘other options’ and a scientific experts’ side event. The votes were significant for what they indicate about the future FMCT process.

The overall resolution carried by 151 votes with 23 abstentions and 2 against. Compared to last year’s voting outcome, which had only 2 abstentions, the erosion of consensus this time was due to the position that Arab countries adopted in retaliation to the Canadian stance in the context of concerns about Israeli nuclear capabilities.

Israel abstained on all three votes, China and Iran abstained on two and Pakistan voted against all three. Even though all the separate votes elicited majority support, the number of abstentions and the political weight of those abstaining, indicates that the path ahead is not undergird by wide consensus.

What are the broader implications of these rather intricate multilateral diplomatic manoeuvres? The most important is that the ball is back with the CD, which has to work through these vexing issues by consensus. Diplomatic huffing and puffing to take FMCT negotiations outside the CD or create a new mechanism have not succeeded. This bluff has been called and failed. It is for the CD now to consider a Russian proposal that seeks “elaboration of elements” instead of “negotiations” for an FMCT when it reconvenes in January 2012.

The First Committee outcome in New York has also demonstrated that contrary to the charge made by its detractors, Pakistan is not isolated on the FMCT issue in the UN or in the CD. Not only has consensus whittled down on a longstanding Canadian resolution, but this has also happened for reasons that are in sync with Pakistan’s position.

In a separate development, support for Pakistan’s arguments in the CD came from an unexpected quarter in New York. An NGO statement to the First Committee had this to say: “Countries should rightly be concerned that an FMCT designed by the majority of nuclear-armed states will be ‘cost free’ for those that already possess very large stocks of fissile material”. “This makes it all the more important to negotiate the treaty in a multilateral forum where the interests of all states ...... are on the table”. Precisely what Pakistan has long asserted.


