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The Middle East is a crucial region for the global nonproliferation regime. In 2010, the state parties

to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons proposed a conference on a Middle

East Weapons of Mass Destruction-Free Zone. The nuclear weapon-free zone model, on which this

idea builds, has achieved important results in other regions, but faces especially stark challenges

in the Middle East. However, the attempt to apply the boldly imaginative zone approach to the

Middle East holds promise for building a more inclusive dialogue on nonproliferation and regional

security.
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‘‘The [Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, or NPT] will stand or fall

depending on how the issue of nuclear proliferation is managed in the Middle East in the

coming years,’’ Ambassador Thomas Graham, Jr., former Special Representative of the

President of the United States for Nonproliferation, Arms Control, and Disarmament, told

the participants at a June 2011 conference in Washington, DC.1 The 2010 NPT Review

Conference Final Document called for a conference on a Middle East Weapons of Mass

Destruction-Free Zone (WMDFZ), which, Graham asserted, ‘‘is part of a long process closely

associated with the decision of the NPT parties in 1995 to make the Treaty permanent,

thereby demonstrating the centrality of controlling nuclear weapons proliferation in the

Middle East to the long-term viability of the NPT.’’2 Similarly, the call for a Middle East

WMDFZ conference at the 2010 NPT Review was essential to the review conference’s

success. The prospects for a Middle East WMDFZ affect both the future of global nuclear

nonproliferation and political stability in the Middle East.

Beyond the prospective merit of a Middle East WMDFZ conference, this call is also a

means to both include Israeli perspectives and promote Israeli nuclear disarmament.

However, leveraging the NPT process to pursue both these goals creates a tension

between them. The special section in this issue responds to this tension by pursuing only

the first of these goals, and solicits perspectives on nonproliferation and the idea of a

Middle East WMDFZ that are sympathetic to Israel’s specific security concerns. This special

section reflects collaboration between The George Washington University’s Elliott School

of International Affairs and the Institute for National Security Studies (INSS) in Tel Aviv to

convene a conference on this topic in June 2011.3 Including Israeli perspectives on the
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nonproliferation regime*from which Israel has predominantly excluded itself*could lead

to important insights applicable to the region and, potentially, globally. These insights

may be obscured or distorted in forums that are focused on Israeli nuclear disarmament

absent a context of comprehensive regional peace.4 Although the establishment of a

Middle East WMDFZ is unlikely in the foreseeable future, the conversation about such a

zone is nevertheless important.
This article introduces the special section by describing the existing nuclear

weapon-free zones’ record of performance and their relationship to nuclear security,

exploring some of the constraints on the application of the zone approach in the Middle

East, and concluding with a discussion of promising approaches to moving the Middle

East WMDFZ agenda forward. Articles by the other participants offer insights into the

history of regional arms control in the Middle East, extended deterrence, the current and

potential uses and risks of nuclear power in the region, other non-nuclear, unconven-

tional weapons preparedness and nonproliferation, and outlooks for the proposed

conference itself.

The Record of the Zones Approach

Nuclear weapon-free zone agreements have achieved important successes. They are

remarkable in their number, extent, and novel obligations. They are effective arms control

measures that verifiably promote both regional security and the global objectives of the

nuclear nonproliferation regime.
Nuclear weapon-free zones are extensive and have the ability to spread. Five

nuclear weapon-free zones comprise a majority of the world’s states and cover, along

with the functionally equivalent Antarctic Treaty, the entire southern hemisphere.5

Existing nuclear weapon-free zone organizations, state parties, and other multilateral

bodies routinely promote the establishment of additional nuclear weapon-free zones and

states. The models provided by existing zone agreements and the lessons learned from

their implementation can support the efficient negotiation of new zones, possibly even

before full agreement can be reached through deliberation on less controversial

provisions. Nuclear weapon-free zone negotiations can be linked to other regional

confidence-building measures or organizations, as is the case in the Association of

Southeast Asian Nations. Negotiation toward a zone can be confidence-building in itself

(but only if it does not create other tensions). And as Ambassador Graham has stated,

progress toward a Middle East WMDFZ is crucial to the future of the global

nonproliferation regime.

Nuclear weapon-free zones comprise substantial legal obligations beyond those

found in the NPT, including: legally-binding negative security assurances (commitments

by nuclear weapon states not to use nuclear weapons against states party to a treaty

creating such a zone); prohibiting deployment of nuclear weapons within the zone;

establishing (in the case of Latin America) or embracing (in the case of the Southeast Asian

zone) a regional organization to support implementation; physical security provisions

(in the African and Central Asian zones); environmental controls (except in Latin America);
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a longer withdrawal notification period than the NPT (except in Latin America); and

provisions for dispute resolution.6 Nuclear weapon-free zones promote a common interest

in the safe and secure management of nuclear power and broader energy development,

including renewable energy and energy efficient technologies.

Nuclear weapon-free zones do not transform political motivations for nuclear

proliferation, but they can verifiably reinforce these transformations when they occur. Two

parties each to the Latin American (Brazil, Argentina) and African (South Africa, Libya)

zones gave up clandestine nuclear weapon programs prior to the entry-into-force of these

zones. The United States, the Soviet Union, and France all previously tested their nuclear

weapons within the territorial limits of what would later become the African, Central Asian,

and South Pacific zones.7 Zone obligations can hold their own against competing security

interests; in 1984, New Zealand ruptured its alliance with the United States in deference to

its commitment to the obligations of the South Pacific zone.
Jayantha Dhanapala, former United Nations Under-Secretary-General for Disarma-

ment Affairs, notes that the concept of nuclear weapon-free zones precedes the NPT,

forges a common nuclear weapon-free identity across the global south and beyond, and

constitutes a national security posture alternative to nuclear proliferation or reliance on a

nuclear umbrella, one which models self-reliance and acknowledges the rule of law.8

Enrique Román-Morey, former Secretary-General of the Organization for the Prohibition of

Nuclear Weapons in Latin America and the Caribbean, observes how the nuclear weapon-

free zone concept allows states not seeking nuclear weapons to coordinate and propagate

their rejection of these weapons among their neighbors using the UN as a venue and

global security threats as an impetus.9 Zones form a basis for communication around

shared values and best practices, a laboratory for regional experimentation with nuclear

disarmament, and an object for scholarly critique and policy analysis. In short, zones

contribute to regional and global security.

Constraints on the Zone Approach in the Middle East

Historically, nuclear weapon-free zones have not been vehicles of political transformation,

but rather gradual, accretive mechanisms for reinforcing underlying regional agreement

about the utility of nuclear weapons. The regional prohibition of nuclear weapons as a

defense strategy is bold, but far from universally accepted, and has never been forced

onto a reluctant adopter.10

The Middle East is a least likely case for a successful zone for a variety of reasons,

including political tensions and regional instability, the absence of underlying agreement

around the prospective provisions of a Middle East WMDFZ agreement, a checkered past

of some states in the region with regard to compliance with international legal obligations

for nonproliferation and disarmament, and widely divergent perspectives on an

appropriate process of convening the negotiations. Three specific constraints are

highlighted by the work of the INSS participants in this project: national survival,

equivalence, and scope.
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As David Friedman, a senior research associate at INSS, observes frankly in his article

in this special section, ‘‘Israel’s political and strategic situation in the Middle East is not

stable.’’11 No state will forswear its right to a capability that it believes necessary for its

survival; the condition of necessity must first be removed to the satisfaction of the state in

question. From this perspective, Israel is unlikely to accept a prohibition on nuclear

weapons until its security situation is transformed*which is far too much to expect from a

zone process alone. This is a constraint for a Middle East WMDFZ dialogue, not a dead end.

For example, President Barack Obama, in his bold 2009 commitment to ‘‘seek the peace

and security of a world free of nuclear weapons,’’ allowed that ‘‘as long as these weapons

exist, the United States will maintain a safe, secure and effective arsenal to deter any

adversary, and guarantee that defense to our allies’’ and cautioned that ‘‘[t]his goal will not

be reached quickly*perhaps not in my lifetime.’’12 Thus, the United States is perhaps no

more likely than any other state possessing nuclear weapons to forswear them promptly.

Nonetheless, Obama’s ‘‘Prague Speech’’ embraces a variety of near-term steps in the

direction of the ultimate goal of global nuclear disarmament. A difficult path is still a path.

As former arms control negotiator Paul Warnke observed sympathetically, ‘‘arms control is

an unnatural act.’’13 But it only succeeds when it serves the security interests of all parties.

Emily B. Landau, also a senior research associate at INSS, finds vast differences

among states that have weapons of mass destruction. The view that nuclear weapons may

be more or less dangerous based on their ownership is in tension with the disarmament

perspective embodied in the NPT*the commitment to the ultimate elimination of nuclear

weapons*as well as with an NPT review conference discourse increasingly sensitive to the

failure of the nuclear weapon states to fulfill their obligations to this commitment, and to

the unequal obligations of nuclear weapon state and non-nuclear weapon state parties.

However, it also illuminates practical considerations affecting the prospective Middle East

WMDFZ conference.

A substantial portion of diplomacy related to a Middle East WMDFZ has occurred

within the NPT review process in which Israel does not participate, while Iran remains at the

table despite its persistent refusal to comply with its NPT obligations. Equivalence is a reason

both to exclude Iran from and include Iran in Middle East WMDFZ discussions. Iran could try

to use the Middle East WMDFZ conference as a means to distract international attention

from its failure to comply with its NPT obligations and the directives of the UN Security

Council by attempting to focus the conference on pressing Israel to join the NPT. Iran may

also seek to ‘‘forum shop’’ by raising some aspects of its nuclear program in the context of a

Middle East WMDFZ conference if it believes it may receive more sympathetic treatment

from regional states or less focused negative attention from the NPT’s depositary states (the

United States, United Kingdom, and Russia). An effectiveMiddle East WMDFZwould strive to

ensure greater compliance with nonproliferation rules, yet this will be a challenge if a state

remains committed to the cynical manipulation of legal rules and multilateral fora; indeed,

the creation of a new forum could be an invitation for states to forum shop, choosing to

present and defend their case in the venue most likely to support their position and

interpretation. Alternatively, excluding Iran would undermine both the geographic and

strategic logic of the zone. Equivalence considerations of other states may also affect the

conference; states abstaining from nuclear proliferation and adhering to and complying
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with substantial nonproliferation obligations may find a potential adversary’s rejection of

these obligations unacceptable for reasons of security, domestic politics, or both.

Dalia Dassa Kaye, senior political scientist at the RAND Corporation, observes that a

conference focused on concluding a Middle East WMDFZ treaty offers little to prospective

Israeli participants.14 However, if the agenda and work plan focus on broader questions of

security and specific steps toward greater confidence among the prospective state parties,

it may be possible for a Middle East WMDFZ conference to contribute to regional and

global security. A regional security dialogue in the Middle East, by any name, could benefit

both regional confidence-building and nonproliferation.

Conclusion

Nuclear weapon-free zones represent a triumph of imagination in redefining the security

implications of nuclear weapons. This is difficult in the Middle East, where security

challenges are severe, numerous, and deeply rooted. However, a zone process can begin

with an accretive web of confidence- and security-building measures. This recasting no

more violates the zone concept than its extension to all weapons of mass destruction

does, and it also opens up substantial possibilities for progress in the Middle East. The key

is to keep the enhancement of the security of all prospective stakeholders at the center of

the process; if agreement is sought at the expense of the security of any prospective

member, it will not be achieved.
Discussions on a prospective Middle East WMDFZ could begin on key provisions

before political conditions support conclusion of an agreement. Such discussions could

involve working groups on multiple issues in parallel, such as the boundaries of the zone,

mechanisms for communication and dispute resolution, transparency measures, and the

nature and scope of the verification regime. These administrative rules could be informed

by a careful comparative study of the terms of existing zones and could be provisionally

agreed upon so that when it becomes possible to reach political agreement, much of the

detailed diplomatic work will already have been accomplished.

One or more Middle East states could partner with one or more of the existing

nuclear weapon-free zone state parties as a means to learn more about zone

implementation. This partnership could take the form of the exchange of relevant

officials, providing analytic or logistical support to zone operations, or convening meetings

of the states parties to the zone. The administrative capacity of the Middle East WMDFZ

could develop prior to formal agreement, inverting the common challenge today that

nuclear weapon-free zones in force face administrative deficits.

The construction of a Middle East WMDFZ framework could be undertaken

piecemeal as a web of constituent agreements. Biological preparedness, nuclear safety,

and the nuclear fuel cycle are all areas in which topical agreements or voluntary

cooperation could precede a Middle East WMDFZ on regional or sub-regional bases. Each

could stand alone, or reinforce the others and the Middle East WMDFZ framework itself,

supporting the potential future development of a comprehensive international legal

architecture for prohibiting weapons of mass destruction in the region.
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Alternatively, or in parallel, a subset of the prospective parties to the Middle East

WMDFZ could waive some or all of its provisions into force for their national territories.

This practice was common prior to the entry!into!force of the Treaty for the Prohibition

of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America and the Caribbean (commonly known as the Treaty

of Tlatelolco) as most of the signatories did not view the non-membership of Argentina

and Brazil as a reason not to secure the benefit of nuclear weapon-free status in

partnership with their other neighbors. The Gulf Cooperation Council states might adhere

to some substantial subset of zone obligations as a means to open a conversation with the

United States about more formal security assurances. Or Jordan, for example, could

undertake the obligations of a nuclear weapon-free state to support activities with other

states in peaceful nuclear cooperation or the development of renewable energy. Actions

of this type should benefit the participants inherently, but there is no reason they could

not also be supported by incentives from other states in the region or beyond.

Former Senator Sam Nunn has referred to the ultimate goal of nuclear disarmament

as a mountaintop too high from today’s vantage point to be visible, but the intermediate

goal of an effectively verified, legal prohibition on weapons of mass destruction in the

Middle East is equally invisible today.15 It is perhaps more complicated because it is

unclear that every step directed toward a Middle East WMDFZ will also promote

international security as well as progress toward a nuclear weapon-free world. Research,

dialogue, international cooperation, and even agreement can all be undertaken in ways

that focus on regional security while potentially creating the context for a future in which

a Middle East WMDFZ can become a reality.

NOTES

1. Ambassador Thomas Graham, Jr., ‘‘Moving Towards a Region Free of Weapons of Mass Destruction in
the Middle East: Challenges for 2012,’’ remarks delivered at the Elliott School of International Affairs,
Washington, DC, June 14, 2011.

2. Ibid.
3. The analysis leading to this special section builds on three sets of insights and corresponding

meetings. First, in 1995, former Secretary-General of the Organization for the Prohibition of Nuclear
Weapons in Latin America and the Caribbean Enrique Román-Morey suggested convening parties to
the various nuclear weapon-free zones to strengthen their common effort to contribute to nuclear
nonproliferation and disarmament. Second, in 2009, the Congressional Commission on the Strategic
Posture of the United States recommended that the United States should ‘‘renew multifaceted
diplomatic activity and engagement’’ to reenergize nuclear nonproliferation and provided the
impetus for the US Institute of Peace to support the convening of a conference on ‘‘The Contribution
of Nuclear Weapon-Free Zones to the Global Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament Regime’’ in
partnership with The George Washington University’s Elliott School of International Affairs in March
2010. Two months later, the 2010 NPT Review Conference adopted a final document including a
commitment to convene a conference in 2012 of all the states in the Middle East on the establishment
of a Middle East WMDFZ. Third, in the context of the high profile of this prospective 2012 conference
relative to other nuclear weapon-free zone activities, Rockefeller Brothers Fund President Stephen
Heintz emphasized the importance for a nuclear weapon-free zone research program to include a
strong Israeli partner visibly in a discussion in Washington on the topic of the 2012 conference. On this
basis, the George Washington University’s Elliott School of International Affairs partnered with the
INSS to convene a conference in June 2011 on ‘‘Moving Toward a Region Free of Weapons of Mass
Destruction in the Middle East: Challenges for 2012.’’ Each of the authors in this special session chaired
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a panel discussion at that conference on the topic of her or his article. I am especially indebted to my
co-organizer, Emily B. Landau, for embracing the work of finding a mutually agreeable conceptual
framework and a list of invitees for this conference, and for traveling thousands of miles to participate.
I am also grateful to her participating colleagues from the INSS: Ephraim Asculai; Yair Evron; David
Friedman; and Shimon Stein. The conference included seven panels focused on promoting a
successful outcome of the prospective 2012 Conference on a Zone Free of Weapons of Mass
Destruction in the Middle East. In all, twenty-four experts made prepared presentations and more
than two dozen other experts from several countries attended. Grant Schneider and Christina Walrond
deserve recognition for their substantial effort to make these conferences and resulting articles
successful. I am also particularly indebted to Dean Michael E. Brown of the Elliott School for his
considerable support of this work and the broader Nuclear Policy Talks event series.

4. This effort responds to only part of the challenges inherent in Middle East WMDFZ discussions. It does
not address the reasons for Israel’s self-exclusion from the NPT. It also does not arbitrate or resolve
competing perspectives on viable terms and conditions of a Middle East WMDFZ. It does not assign
responsibility to any entity for the prospective success or failure of a Middle East WMDFZ or a
conference directed toward this purpose. It does not assess the probability of creating a Middle East
WMDFZ or the wisdom of calling for one.

5. In addition to treaties prohibiting nuclear weapons in Antarctica and outer space, the five primary
existing NWFZ treaties include: the Treaty for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America and
the Caribbean, entered into force October 23, 2002; the South Pacific Nuclear-Free Zone Treaty,
entered into force December 11, 1986; the Southeast Asia Nuclear-Weapon-Free-Zone Treaty, entered
into force March 27, 1997; the African Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone Treaty, entered into force July 15,
2009; and the Central Asian Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone Treaty, entered into force March 21, 2009.

6. Sergio Duarte, UN High Representative for Disarmament Affairs, ‘‘Luncheon Address,’’ in Douglas B.
Shaw, ed., ‘‘The Contribution of Nuclear Weapon-Free Zones to the Global Nuclear Non-Proliferation
and Disarmament Regime,’’ (Washington, DC: The George Washington University Elliott School of
International Affairs and the US Institute of Peace, October 2011) pp. 20-22, Bhttp://elliott.gwu.edu/
assets/docs/events/nwfz-report-1019-final.pdf!.

7. Jim McClay, former Deputy Prime Minister of New Zealand, remarks in Shaw ed., ‘‘The Contribution of
Nuclear Weapon-Free Zones to the Global Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament Regime’’ p. 25.

8. Jayantha Dhanapala, ‘‘Nuclear Weapon-Free Zones: Affirmative Action by Non-Nuclear Weapon States
in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty,’’ in Shaw, ed., ‘‘The Contribution of Nuclear Weapon-Free
Zones to the Global Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament Regime,’’ pp. 6-11.

9. Shaw ed., ‘‘The Contribution of Nuclear Weapon-Free Zones to the Global Nuclear Non-Proliferation
and Disarmament Regime’’ p. 23.

10. However, many Latin American and Caribbean states waived the obligations of the Tlatelolco zone
while Argentina and Brazil remained outside the Treaty, blocking its entry-into-force.

11. See David Friedman, ‘‘Biological and Chemical Weapons Arms Control in the Middle East: Challenges
and Opportunities for a WMD-Free Zone,’’ Nonproliferation Review 19 (November 2012), pp. 401!11.

12. Barack Obama, ‘‘Remarks by President Barack Obama,’’ Prague, April 5, 2009, Bwww.whitehouse.gov/
the_press_office/Remarks-By-President-Barack-Obama-In-Prague-As-Delivered!.

13. Paul C. Warnke, ‘‘Arms Control is an Unnatural Act,’’ transcript of interview with John M. Whiteley,
‘‘Quest for Peace Interview Series: Arms Control, Peace, and Reducing the Risks of Nuclear War,’’ 1984,
Bwww.lib.uci.edu/quest/index.php?page"warnke!.

14. ‘‘The key factors likely to affect Israeli participation include whether the host country (Finland)
establishes a broad agenda extending beyond the nuclear issue and includes assurances that this will
not be a negotiation on creating a WMDFZ.’’ Dalia Dassa Kaye, ‘‘The Middle East WMDFZ Conference:
A Reset for Regional Arms Control?,’’ Nonproliferation Review 19 (November 2012), pp. 413!28.

15. Sam Nunn, ‘‘The Mountaintop: A World Free of Nuclear Weapons,’’ speech before the Council on
Foreign Relations, Washington, DC, June 14, 2007, Bwww.nti.org/analysis/speeches/nunn-mountain-
top-free-weapons/!.
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