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THIS year’s US Nuclear Posture Review, the new START agreement and the recently concluded nuclear security summit were the run up to the 25-day session of the eighth RevCon — review conference of the Non-Proliferation Treaty — this month. 

It is a meeting that will determine the future course of nuclear politics. The UN hosts leaders from almost 190 states once in five years to address existing and emerging nuclear challenges by strengthening global security instruments. 

Ostensibly, the NPT’s RevCon should not concern Pakistan as like India and Israel it is not a party to the treaty. Yet the three will closely observe the proceedings because the agenda directly affects their jealously guarded interests. The treaty provides an opportunity to the members to reach initiatives to enhance nuclear safeguards, prevent withdrawal from the treaty, accelerate disarmament and address regional nuclear proliferation challenges. 

Some like myself consider the treaty a success since it has been able to keep the number of nuclear weapon states to nine whereas it had been predicted by some that the figure would be in double digits. Critics, however, consider the NPT a unique document that bans the possession of nuclear weapons by 184 states and allows the retention of the same weapons indefinitely by only five. Thus the majority has placed a big wager on its security. These non-nuclear weapon states have unwittingly assumed the main burden of the obligation. 

The regime suffers from a crisis of confidence because North Korea withdrew from the treaty to conduct two nuclear tests; the West and Israel have deep concerns about Iran’s alleged nuclear weapons ambitions; Syria is constructing a nuclear reactor in violation of IAEA (International Atomic Energy Agency) obligations; the US violated the treaty by granting civil nuclear technology to India — a state not a party to the NPT; Al Qaeda wants to acquire and use nukes; and there are chances of nuclear black markets operating around the world. 



Realistically speaking, RevCon cannot achieve in a mere 25 days what it could not in the last 42 years — even with sprawling anti-proliferation forums around the NPT. Iran has successfully played a game with the P5 plus one in evading a meaningful resolution against it. Even a modest win, like reaching a consensus in creating new norms to deter states like North Korea from cheating and withdrawing from the NPT, would be a big success. 

RevCon works on universal consensus and even one vote against the final declaration will block the consensus reached by 187 states. Beset with such colossal challenges, RevCon can only hope to claim a big success by reaching a consensus on the final declaration — done only thrice in the past. 

Besides the nuclear weapon states, which include the veto-wielding P-5, other key non-nuclear weapon states are Brazil, South Africa, Egypt, Singapore and Indonesia. They may play a key role in identifying cross-cutting issues between nuclear weapon and non-nuclear weapon states. There will be some bones of contention between the nuclear haves and have-nots. 

First; the nuclear weapon states may face criticism for not fulfilling their disarmament obligations. Under Article VI the nuclear weapon states took to pursuing negotiations in good faith on measures relating to the cessation of the nuclear arms race and nuclear disarmament. They, however, interpret this and the International Court of Justice’s 1996 advisory opinion as a reduction in their arsenals instead of complete disarmament. During RevCon, the US and Russia will claim that they have bilaterally agreed to reduce the size of their arsenal to 1,550 weapons. The non-nuclear weapon states may, however, point at the differences in the size of the arsenals even within P-5 states. 

The second point contains the violation of peaceful uses of nuclear energy obligations towards the have-nots. The non-transfer and non-acquisition of nuclear weapons and related technology is one of the obligations enshrined in the treaty’s articles. The US, however, violated its domestic laws and the treaty by signing the 2006 civil nuclear energy deal with India. 

The third issue refers to the lack of progress on the 1995 Middle East resolution of creating weapons of mass destruction free-zone and enforcement of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty. Finally, the issue of the interpretation of Article X of the treaty — which is a withdrawal clause — whereby a state first cheats as a member of the treaty and later uses the option of withdrawing from it without consequences. 

The pessimists will view these issues through coloured spectacles and may consider the NPT under severe strain. Though the NPT is the mainstay of the anti-proliferation regime there are other forums too, with varying degrees of participation and decision-making powers, like the UN Security Council, the Geneva-based Conference on Disarmament, the Nuclear Suppliers Group, and the IAEA’s board of governors. Yet RevCon is considered the most important forum due to its sheer size and the opportunity for all states to have their say in the effort to control nuclear proliferation. 

Mr Obama said that the US can lead the effort but others will have to follow. What he didn’t realise was that the world has come a long way from the Cold War days and will not follow blindly. That is why India, Israel and Pakistan chose not to enter the treaty and became nuclear weapon states and North Korea committed the sin of withdrawing from it. That is why Iran has a ‘state policy’ of not pursuing a weapons programme. The nuclear world order cannot be achieved by a gentleman’s agreement. The Durants argued in Lessons from History that man is a competitive animal, the states take his character and only the fittest can survive.

