
Oliver Meier

New perspectives of the non-proliferation regime 
on the eve of the NPT review conference

Presentation at the hearing 
"The non proliferation regime and the future of the Non-Proliferation Treaty", 
Subcommittee on Security and Defence (SEDE) in the European Parliament, 

30th November 2009

The outlook for a successful review conference of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT) in May 2010 and for the EU’s role at that meeting have changed considerably since the 
last review conference in 2005. A number of developments have increased the likelihood that 
the EU will be able to contribute to a successful meeting.

- There is a new push for nuclear disarmament. U.S. President Barack Obama and the 
United Nations Security Council in resolution 1887 have now endorsed the goal of a 
nuclear weapons-free world.

- Following the change in U.S. administration, the EU and the United States are now in 
synch again on a number of key nuclear arms control issues, including entry into force 
of the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) and a verifiable Fissile 
Material Treaty (FMT). This re-establishment of transatlantic unity greatly enhances 
the likelihood that major EU policy goals will be endorsed by the review conference.

- Implementation of the Lisbon Treaty creates new opportunities to pursue more 
coherent and effective EU nonproliferation policies by consolidating arms control 
competencies across the EU bureaucracy.

On the other hand, European efforts to strengthen the nuclear nonproliferation regime face a 
range of challenges:

- Several nuclear weapon states have not or have only partially endorsed the goal of a 
world free of nuclear weapons.

- The two most important nonproliferation crises are still not resolved. In the case of 
Iran, peaceful settlement has become more complicated because Tehran continues to 
reject ways out of the political deadlock. The nuclear tests in North Korea in 2006 and 
2009 have made it more difficult to reach a negotiated agreement that would result in a 
process of verifiable denuclearization.

- There is an increased interest by a number of states, including in the Middle East, to 
use nuclear technology for energy production. The resulting spread of nuclear dual-use 
capabilities, particularly to regions of tension, will increase the likelihood that nuclear 
technology will be misused for military purposes.

Nevertheless, a nuclear weapons-free world is very much in the interest of the EU. The 
reasoning that President Obama outlined in his April 5, 2009 speech in Prague applies even 
more to Europe, which is closer to relevant regions of conflict than the United States. 
Obama’s initiative for a nuclear weapons-free world was based on the premise that as long as 
nuclear weapons exist, there is a danger that these weapons will be used. The President also 
argued that maintenance of nuclear deterrence by only a few states is unsustainable. He 
warned that proliferation will increase the likelihood of nuclear terror. For the EU, there is 
one specific additional reason to pursue nuclear disarmament: In the long-run, possession of 
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nuclear weapons by two EU member states is incompatible with an integrated EU Defence 
and Security Policy.

In the past, the EU has played four particularly useful roles in strengthening the nuclear 
nonproliferation regime. 

1. The EU has acted as an arms control and nonproliferation role model.
2. The EU has provided valuable practical support for arms control treaties and 

regimes.
3. The EU has acted as a mediator and attempted to resolve political differences 

between regime members.
4. The EU has been a driver of nonproliferation innovation.

This presentation will briefly describe how the changed political context since 2005 will 
affect these EU’s roles. It will also make a few observations on implications for the EU’s role 
at the review conference and how the Union can contribute to a successful review conference.

The EU as an arms control role model

Compared to many other regions and actors, the EU’s nonproliferation and arms control 
record is exceptional. EU member states are parties in good standing of all relevant nuclear 
treaties and regimes. In addition, the EU itself plays a strong supportive role. This exemplary 
role in nuclear arms control is the basis for the EU’s efforts to project its values outwards. 

At the same time, there are indications that EU nonproliferation policies are being sidelined 
by economic and defence interests. The most dramatic failure of Europe’s efforts to pursue a 
coherent and effective nonproliferation strategy was the EU’s inability to take a unified 
position on the US-India deal. The unconditional lifting of trade restrictions imposed on India 
runs counter to several European nonproliferation principles, yet EU members did not even 
seriously attempt to arrive at a common position, once they realized that there were 
substantial differences between them on the matter. Subsequently, important EU members, 
including France, Germany and the United Kingdom, helped the Bush administration to push 
the deal through the Nuclear Suppliers Group. Companies from these states were among the 
first competing for nuclear and defence contracts with India after the deal was concluded. 
Acquiescence to nuclear deal has also complicated EU efforts to streamline nonproliferation 
into its foreign relations more generally because India was successfully able to resist inclusion 
of a nonproliferation clause in its trade agreement with the Union.1

A second example of the dominance of economic over nonproliferation policies is the lack of 
restraint by European companies in selling nuclear technology. Areva in particular is offering 
nuclear technology to a number of states including Algeria, Jordan, Libya, Morocco, and the 
United Arab Emirates.2 It is to be feared that Siemens will also participate in similar deals 
with its new Russian partner Rosatom.

                                               
1 See Gerrard Quille: “The EU's approach to tackling the proliferation of Materials and Weapons of Mass 
Destruction and prospects for cooperation on the eve of the new US Administration”, Working Paper, Brussels, 
European Parliament, Directorate-General for External Policies of the Union Directorate B - Policy Department -
5 November 2008.
2 See for example Khalid Hilal: “New French Nuclear Deals in the Middle East Generate Proliferation 
Concerns”, in: WMD Insights, April 2008, pp. 30-25.
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In concluding such deals, European nuclear utilities generally do not insist that customer 
states renounce development of proliferation-sensitive technologies such as uranium 
enrichment and plutonium reprocessing. This is not only undermining EU efforts to restrict 
the spread of such technologies but also undercutting U.S. efforts to make the inclusion of 
such clauses in nuclear cooperation agreements an international standard.3

There is also a danger that, in the context of implementing a Common Security and Defence 
Policy under the Lisbon treaty, arms control and disarmament may lose further ground vis-à-
vis defence issues. While the treaty could bring about more efficient and effective European 
nonproliferation policies by consolidating existing arms control and nonproliferation 
functions, it is tilted towards more effective defence cooperation. Thus, the treaty text 
mentions the term “defence” 54 times, yet it does not contain the terms “arms control” or 
“nonproliferation” at all, and mentions “disarmament” only once. Another imbalance 
concerns funding. The EU currently spends only about €150 million annually on arms control, 
nonproliferation and nuclear security. The challenge will be to increase that amount and to 
give the High Representative and her staff a clear mandate to ensure that arms control and 
nonproliferation will play an adequate role in the Common Security and Defence Policy.

To preserve and strengthen its role as a nonproliferation “role model” the EU should

- at the NPT review conference aim to limit the damage resulting from the U.S.-India 
nuclear deal, particularly by unequivocally ruling out that further exemptions to nuclear 
trade restrictions will be granted to other states outside the NPT;

- establish a Code of Conduct for nuclear cooperation agreements of EU member states 
with third parties to ensure that effective nonproliferation standards are maintained when 
nuclear technology is exported;

- ensure that arms control, nonproliferation and disarmament are adequately reflected in the 
portfolio of the new High Representative. The office of the Personal Representative for 
Nonproliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction needs to become the focal point of all 
EU efforts related to nonproliferation and arms control.

The EU as a provider of practical support for treaties and regimes

In the past, the EU’s practical support for arms control treaties and regimes has been inva-
luable in preserving and strengthening the arms control architecture, particularly during a time 
when the United States was withdrawing its support for arms control. The EU has adopted 
more than 20 Joint Actions in support of arms control since the European Security Strategy 
(ESS) was adopted in 2003. In many cases, these extra budgetary and voluntary measures pro-
                                               
3 The agreement on nuclear cooperation between the United States and the United Arab Emirates contains a 
commitment by the UAE to forgo uranium enrichment and reprocessing of spent fuel. The UAE also commits to 
bringing into force an additional protocol to its existing safeguards agreement. The agreement grants the United 
States the right “to remove special fissionable material subject to the Agreement from the UAE either to the 
United States or to a third country if exceptional circumstances of concern from a nonproliferation standpoint so 
require.” The United States sees this agreement as model for other accords with countries particularly in the 
Middle East. See for example U.S. Senate, Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Subcommittee on Near Eastern 
and South and Central Asian Affairs: Joint Testimony of Acting Assistant Secretary Vann H. Van Diepen and 
Deputy Assistant Secretary Janet Sanderson on the Agreement for Cooperation between the Government of the 
United Arab Emirates. Washington, D.C, 7 October 2009.
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vided much needed funding and practical support for the recipient organizations such as the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the Organization for the Prohibition of Che-
mical Weapons (OPCW) and the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty Organization (CTBTO).

However, against the background of changed U.S. policies, the EU can and should do more to 
support multilateral organizations. Thus, EU countries should aim to support increases of 
regular budgets of nonproliferation organizations, particularly the IAEA. The new U.S. 
administration has reacted to the stark warnings of IAEA Director General Mohamed 
ElBaradei that the Agency is underfunded by calling for a doubling of IAEA funding over the 
next four years. Unfortunately, a number of EU countries have resisted such an urgently 
needed increase in funding and continue to support a zero real growth budget for the IAEA.4

Strengthening nuclear safety and security is another area where the EU has been pivotal. The 
forthcoming nuclear security summit in Washington on April 12-13, 2009 will be an 
important opportunity to discuss additional measures to expand and better coordinate nuclear 
security efforts. Thus, the EU should vigorously support President Obama’s ambitious goal of 
securing “all vulnerable nuclear material around the world within four years.”5

However, making nuclear security a “fourth pillar” under the NPT, as the British government 
has proposed, could be counterproductive.6 Such a proposal to alter the NPT structure is likely 
to foster a renewed debate among NPT members about rights and obligations under the three 
existing pillars and is unlikely to accelerate nuclear security efforts significantly. A range of 
international instruments and programs through which such support can be channelled already 
exist. The G8 Global Partnership, which needs to be extended in 2012, has proven to be a 
particularly flexible instrument in this regard.

To improve practical support provided for arms control and disarmament regimes the EU 
should

- support increased funding for the IAEA and other multilateral nonproliferation 
organizations;

- continue to support and expand measures to increase the security of nuclear materials;

- resist efforts to make nuclear security a fourth pillar under the NPT.

The EU as a mediator 

Over the past eight years, the EU has excelled as a mediator in the nonproliferation regime. 
Within the NPT, EU Common Positions often represented the middle ground around which 
discussions on concrete measures to strengthen the treaty converged. In particular, the EU has 
played an important role in bridging differences between the Bush administration and many 
non-aligned countries. Often, the EU was de facto a “microcosm” of the global debate on 
disarmament and nonproliferation.
                                               
4 See Peter Crail “IAEA Budget Gets Modest Boost”, in: Arms Control Today, September 2009. 
5 The White House, Office of the Press Secretary: “Remarks by President Barack Obama”, Hradcany Square, 
Prague, April 5, 2009.
6 See “The road to 2010. Addressing the nuclear question in the twenty first century”, presented to Parliament by 
the Prime Minister, by command of Her Majesty, Norwich 2009, p. 12.
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However, the more progressive arms control and nonproliferation agenda of the Obama 
administration will affect the EU’s central role within the NPT. On several issues, there is 
now a danger that the EU might impede agreement, rather than foster progress. This concerns 
particularly the question of the desirability and feasibility of a nuclear weapons-free world. 
For example, President Obama has announced his intention to include all nuclear weapons 
states in nuclear arms control, once the current negotiations with Russia on a START-follow 
on agreement are concluded.7 While the United Kingdom has recently indicated that it is 
ready to join such arms control talks when it is considered useful, France has not yet done so.

With these problems in mind, many of the positions contained in the EU’s Common Position 
for the 2005 review conference need to be updated. Thus, it should be clarified that the EU 
acknowledges the binding nature of past final documents, and in particular the 13 practical 
steps on nuclear disarmament agreed at the 2000 NPT review conference.8 The commitment 
to a verifiable FMCT and a reduction of the role of nuclear weapons in national security are 
two other issues that need to be reflected in a new Common Position for the upcoming review 
conference.

Promotion of an international framework on nuclear fuel supply remains one of the issues 
high on the EU’s agenda. The goal is to discourage states to close the nuclear fuel cycle and 
operate proliferation sensitive facilities for uranium enrichment or plutonium separation. Most 
notably, the Council has decided on 8 December 2008 to contribute €25 million towards the 
creation of a nuclear fuel bank under IAEA auspices.9 Since then, however, it has become 
clear that serious differences continue to persist between major non-aligned and Western 
states on the necessity, usefulness and design of a multilateral supply mechanism.10 Against 
this background, it is unlikely that any real progress on this question will be possible at the 
NPT review conference. While not ignoring the issue, the EU should lower its expectations 
for a practical agreement on multilateral nuclear assurances at the review conference. 

Procedurally, the EU’s role at the review conference will change significantly because, for the 
first time, the Union’s President and/or High Representative will presumably represent the 
Union. In the past, the EU often had difficulties to be flexible enough to assure a successful 
outcome of multilateral meetings because it proved difficult to get all EU members’ consent 
for a deviation from agreed common positions, particularly in the endgame of multilateral
negotiations. To alleviate this problem, the Council and EU delegations in New York should 
equip the heads of the EU representation with a broad mandate that enables it to join the “give 
and take” at review conferences. Thus, the Common Position could be viewed as bottom line 
from which the EU could aim to reach endorsement of more ambitious disarmament measures 
and more stringent rules for the control of nuclear technology.

The most prominent mediating role for the EU was its involvement since 2002 in efforts to 
resolve the Iranian nuclear crisis. This issue will be dealt with by other speakers. Generally, 
the EU’s involvement should be seen as a qualified success. In this case, the EU did not shy 
                                               
7 The White House, Office of the Press Secretary: “Remarks by President Barack Obama”, Hradcany Square, 
Prague, April 5, 2009.
8 France has repeatedly questioned the binding nature of these commitments. See for example Oliver Meier/, 
Gerrard Quille: “Testing Time for Europe’s Nonproliferation Strategy”, in: Arms Control Today, May 2005, pp. 
4–12.
9 Council of the European Union: “Council Conclusions on EU contribution for the establishment of an IAEA 
nuclear fuel bank”, 2914th General Affairs Council meeting, Brussels, 8 December 2008.
10 See Daniel Horner/Oliver Meier: “Talks on Fuel Bank Stalled at IAEA”, in: Arms Control Today, October 
2009, pp. 24-26. 
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away from addressing a major nonproliferation crisis, helped to prevent a military escalation 
and ensured that relevant compliance mechanisms were used. Building on these 
achievements, the EU should continue to engage Iran with view towards peaceful settlement 
of the crisis.

In order to preserve and strengthen its role as a mediator in the nonproliferation regime, the 
EU

- needs to update its 2005 NPT review conference Common Position, with a view toward 
advancing the arms control agenda;

- should give the head of the EU delegation in New York a flexible mandate that enables 
him/her to pursue stronger disarmament and nonproliferation measures;

- needs to remain engaged in efforts to resolve the Iranian nuclear crisis with the goal of 
preventing a further escalation.

EU as an initiator of improvements and innovations

The EU’s importance as a driver of innovation in the nonproliferation regime has fluctuated. 
Before the Bush administration took office, the EU initiated and supported a number of 
innovations in arms control. Many EU member states provided ideas and concepts that are 
now reflected in existing treaties and regimes such as the CTBT and the strengthened nuclear 
safeguards system. During the eight years of the Bush administration, the EU has become 
more reactive. Given Washington’s enmity to treaty-based, cooperative arms control then, the 
EU understandably focused on preventing additional damage to multilateral instruments. 

With the Obama administration taking office, the global context for the EU’s arms control 
agenda has improved radically. However, The EU has not yet adapted to this new 
environment. The review of the ESS and the WMD strategy under the French Presidency in 
the second half of 2008 was still conducted under conditions of limited EU-U.S. agreement on 
a range of key arms control issues. The review focused mainly on better implementation of 
existing regimes and improved coherence among EU members.11 The EU is therefore still 
lacking an adequate outward- and forward-looking response to President Obama’s call for a 
world free of nuclear weapons. 

The official EU position on the incoming U.S. administration’s nuclear disarmament approach 
was transmitted by French President Sarkozy as acting EU President in a letter to UN 
Secretary General Ban Ki Moon on 5 December 2008.12 Yet, the positions and the specific 
proposals outlined in that letter were hardly new.13 Since then, a number of EU member states 
have taken unilateral steps to support the vision of a world free of nuclear weapons. For 
example, the new German government has recently stated that it will advocate withdrawal of 

                                               
11 See particularly The Council of the European Union: “New lines for action by the European Union in 
combating the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and their delivery systems”, 16089/08 2008, 
Brussels, 23 November 2008.
12 Nicolas Sarkozy: Letter from M. Nicolas Sarkozy, President of the Republic to Mr Ban Ki-moon, United 
Nations Secretary-General, 5 December 2008.
13 The exception is the call for the “start of consultations on a treaty banning short and intermediate-range 
ground-to-ground missiles.”
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U.S. nuclear weapons still deployed in Germany and Europe. The initiative will lead to a 
renewed discussion in NATO about the need for continued reliance on nuclear weapons. The 
British government has announced that it might reduce the number of its nuclear weapon 
submarines from four to three. Former officials and state representatives from a range of EU 
member states, such as Germany, France, Italy and the United Kingdom have called on their 
respective governments to endorse global nuclear abolition and to undertake specific 
measures towards that end.14 The official French reaction, by contrast, has been cautious. 
Paris endorses the general goal of nuclear disarmament, but it makes further arms control 
progress dependent on an improved international security context.15

The EU will develop its specific agenda for the NPT review conference in the context of 
discussions on a new Common Position. This will be an important opportunity to update the 
EU’s arms control agenda. In the past, Common Positions have not directly addressed the 
EU’s overall position on nuclear disarmament. Given the changed discourse on nuclear 
disarmament, this is now likely to be perceived as insufficient. If Europe still wants to be seen 
as a driver on disarmament and arms control, it needs to address questions such as whether the 
EU views nuclear abolition as feasible and desirable; when the two EU nuclear weapon states 
would be ready to join the nuclear arms control process and what role nuclear deterrence 
should play in European security.

Since the EU has no history of directly dealing with these difficult issues and given the long-
term perspective of the “Global Zero” project, discussions on the European contribution to the 
goal of a world free of nuclear weapons should be distinct from consultations on a new 
Common Position. Thus, there could be an open-ended consultation process on nuclear 
disarmament attached to relevant Council working groups CODUN and CONOP, with input 
from the European Parliament, national parliaments and civil society. Such a mechanism 
could discuss specific European contributions to a nuclear weapons-free world. Examples 
would include an agreement among EU members that no foreign nuclear weapons may be 
deployed in peacetime on EU territory or an Action Plan on European contributions to nuclear 
disarmament verification.

Critics of such an approach point out that 
- there is a de facto division of labour with NATO, in which the Alliance deals with 

nuclear weapons whereas the EU addresses nuclear arms control; 
- nuclear disarmament might be a divisive issue within the EU; and 
- EU institutions do not have a mandate to address nuclear disarmament.

These arguments are not convincing. NATO as a military alliance is not well-suited to define 
a European role in nuclear disarmament, which also aims at reducing the salience of nuclear 
weapons. Shying away from difficult issues has already hampered the effectiveness of the EU 
on issues such as missile defence and conventional arms control.16 Implementation of the 
Lisbon treaty will provide a unique opportunity to reshape and widen the EU’s arms control 
remit to include additional issues such as nuclear disarmament and the role of nuclear 
weapons in European security. 

                                               
14 See for example Götz Neuneck: “Globalizing Nuclear Zero: Is a World without Nuclear Weapons Really 
Attainable?” in: Internationale Politik und Gesellschaft, No. 4, 2009, pp. 46-64.
15 See Französische Botschaft in Deutschland: „Nukleare Abrüstung: Frankreich teilt das Ziel von US-Präsident 
Obama für eine Welt mit mehr Sicherheit“, Berlin, 7 April 2009.
16 See Oliver Meier: “The EU’s Nonproliferation Efforts: Limited Success”, in: Arms Control Today, May 2008, 
pp. 20-26.
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In order to formulate a coherent and forward-looking European agenda on “Global Zero”, the 
EU should

- review its Common Position for the 2010 NPT review conference with a view towards 
agreeing on stronger arms control and nonproliferation agenda. 

- initiate open-ended consultations among member states on nuclear disarmament;

- develop a specific list of measures to support the goal of a world free of nuclear weapons.

Conclusion

The debate about “Global Zero” provides the EU with a unique opportunity to strengthen 
multilateral regimes to control nuclear weapons. At the same time, implementation of the 
Lisbon treaty can result in more coherent European arms control policies. The challenge will 
be to make use of both developments in time for the NPT review conference. 
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