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Compliance with NPT Article VI

The way ahead for the EU to pursue nuclear disarmament

A Nuclear Weapon Free Zone in Europa
First of all, I would like to ask those of you who knew Janet Bloomfield, one of the founding mothers of Abolition 2000, to hold a picture of her in your minds and remember her for a moment. Today it is her funeral in Saffron Walden, and she will be sorely missed by us all.

On the train on the way here, I heard two men discussing the gunman who ran amok at Virginia Tech. One man was from the United States and the other from Europe. The man from the US was of the opinion that one needed to be armed against all eventualities and was worried about terrorism. The European said that our understanding of security in Europe was different and that we didn’t feel so threatened. That relates to what Doug Roche was saying, when he reminded us that Europe has lived through two World Wars as a battlefield. Europe’s security is based on confidence building and learning to trust, build trade and friendships.The lesson that was learnt was: weapons do not provide security because they will inevitably be used. Our US affiliate discovered that the majority of people visiting emergency rooms because of gunshot wounds had been injured by their own gun, not somone else’s. 

I came to live in Berlin in 1985 and was fascinated by the Berlin Wall, which stood as a symbol of the Cold War and the East-West Conflict. In May 1989, the editor of an English language magazine I was working for suggested that we write a feature on what would happen “when the Wall comes down”. All of us laughed and said it was a non-starter. It simply wasn’t going to happen. And yet just six months later it did. 

What led up to the Fall of the Wall were the “Monday demonstrations”. At the beginning, just a handful of people demonstrated every Monday. But their numbers grew and grew and more and more people kept coming until their numbers were so many, they could no longer be ignored. What I mean to say is that history works like that. It is not a slow continuum, but full of very sudden changes that need a certain kind of continuous pressure to make them come about. In the area of nuclear disarmament we are applying the pressure, but our numbers need to grow, and we need to know where the pressure needs to be applied in order to bring about a sudden change. It is like acupressure.

Back in 1995 during the Review Conference of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, the Global Network for the elimination of nuclear weapons “Abolition 2000” began to form. Our goal at that time was to make the abolition of nuclear weapons – the Article VI obligation – tenable. For many years leading up to that time, the word “abolition” was hardly used, and the concept of “disarmament” was interpreted as meaning “reductions” and not “total elimination”. We managed to reverse this tendency amongst the negotiators and this was cemented by the decision of the ICJ in their historic opinion of July 1996.

In the following five years leading up to the Review Conference of 2000, a movement grew – with the help of the Middle Powers Initiative and the New Agenda Coalition - that pinnacled in the 13 steps and the “unequivocal undertaking”. Despite the intransigence of the nuclear weapons states, in particular the US that has set the trend, in the following 5 to 7 years that preceded the all-time-low we are presently witnessing, this general consensus – that disarmament is synonymous with abolition in the long-term, and that proliferation is related to the absence of real disarmament – is still valid. This reflects a broad societal consensus that nuclear weapons need to be abolished.

The European Union adheres to this consensus, at least on paper. The problem arises when it comes to real action and not just words. It is simply not enough to keep repeating mantras and hoping that the political will in the nuclear weapons states will change. Looking to elections as an answer to this problem is a sign of helplessness and shows a lack of creative solutions.

On the other hand, it is not realistic to expect that Europe will rise up against the US or Russia and demand immediate and total disarmament. And yet there is something small, but important, that can be done. And here I refer to recommendation 22 of the Blix report “Weapons of Terror”: “Every state that possesses nuclear weapons should make a commitment not to deploy any nuclear weapon, of any type, on foreign soil”. I would add, “and those who host such foreign deployments should desist in doing so.”

Five European states are still host to US nuclear weapons that are virtually militarily useless – Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy, Turkey and the United Kingdom. There are an estimated 480 free fall gravity bombs based in these countries that are assigned to NATO. The practice of “nuclear sharing” means that these countries not only provide the bases where the nuclear weapons are stored, but also aeroplanes and trained pilots to deliver them to their targets.

There are a number of arguments why this practice should be ended:

1. It is a clear violation of the NPT that stipulates that nuclear weapon states are not permitted to transfer nuclear weapons to non-nuclear weapons states, nor are the latter allowed to receive or seek to acquire them. The argument that is often used – that these weapons would only be transferred in time of war, when the NPT would no longer apply, does not counter the fact that this transfer is constantly planned for and trained to function. In law, planning to murder is tantamount to murder itself.

2. Continuing to rely on nuclear weapons for security (an oxymoron in itself), as NATO countries do, puts those countries in a position that makes negotiation with “wannabe” states not credible. Actually, there is no longer any reason to believe that a.) nuclear weapons can provide any security against today’s threats for Europe and b.) that giving them up would cause any damage to the unity of NATO.

3. The cost of keeping nuclear sharing is not known and should – in my view – be made transparent for parliamentarians and citizens. Every attempt so far to receive any information through democratic processes on these bombs has failed, due to secrecy. But there is some evidence that these costs are excessively high for both the host countries and the US. This money needs to be freed up for protection against today’s real threats to our security – such as global warming.

4. The benefits to disarmament and non-proliferation are clear:
a.) it would send a message to potential proliferators that Europe sees no future for its security with nuclear weapons, therefore reducing the threat level. As a confidence building measure it would improve the EU position as mediator in the conflict with Iran. At present the EU is not perceived as neutral in this question, because – among other things - of the NATO nuclear alliance;
b.) it puts the ball in the Russian court to begin talks on tactical weapons – a massive problem that still urgently needs to be solved;
c.) getting rid of US nuclear weapons in Europe could lead the way to a “core Europe” nuclear weapon free zone, that could in turn put pressure on the UK and France to relinquish their nuclear weapons.

There is simply no convincing argument for the retention of these weapons. Greece got rid of theirs in a quiet way. Other NATO member states do not have them and are in no way lesser members. The myth that these weapons bestow any special status on the host countries is belied by the fact that NATO operates on a basis of consensus. In any case, European countries would be better served using their economic strength to influence the nuclear weapons states, rather than by buying into the nuclear doctrine.

The European Union should actively pursue the idea of a nuclear weapon free zone within Europe and encourage its members to join it by renouncing the deployment of nuclear weapons and ending the practice of nuclear sharing. It is already perfectly feasible to continue to seek common positions in the EU while also retaining differing statuses as regards the possession of nuclear weapons and neutrality. It must also be possible to have a majority policy on nuclear weapons, reflecting a Union made up of mostly non-nuclear weapon states, that underlines Article VI (disarmament) and Article II (the renunciation of nuclear weapons), while continuing to hold the door open to dialogue with the two nuclear weapon states in the Union. The first step of withdrawal of US nuclear weapons would not require these two European nuclear weapon states to disarm, but would nevertheless set an example, putting pressure on them to follow suit.

While the EU will no doubt present a common position at the NPT, EU members could – and have in the past – presented their own ideas to the conference. It is our hope in Germany that we will – through a 3 year long pressure campaign entitled “our future – nuclear weapon free” – move our government to announce the withdrawal of US nuclear weapons and the ending of nuclear sharing, as the German contribution to Article VI, at the NPT RevCon in 2010. 87% of Germans would support this, as do all political parties except the Christian Democrats. We would welcome similar campaigns in the other four nuclear sharing countries and widespread support from the non-nuclear weapons states in the EU.

To finish up, I would like to say a few more words about the “paradigm change” that I mentioned in an earlier intervention today. The United Kingdom and the other nuclear weapon states are arrested in a “control” paradigm due to fear of attack and the desire to maintain the status of a “world power”. But the fear of attack is bound up with their foreign policy and involvement in defending expansionist interests as a world power. Countries that do not attack or threaten to attack other countries or are not proponents of regime change are less likely to need to fear attack. It is a vicious circle.

What we need to understand is what the sustainable security paradigm actually means. We need to develop an alternative strategy that can answer the fear driving Trident replacement and the retention of nuclear weapons. Is this not the same fear that drives the gun-owner in the US? That someone could run amok in his world and shoot his children? Instead of fear of the future, we need to shape a future that inspires confidence in our security through trust and cooperation.

