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Nuclear disarmament: an overview1 

 

The global nuclear order is a fragile construct. William Walker describes it as the ongoing 

search for an acceptable compromise between two opposing approaches: Some see nuclear 

weapons as useful instruments of influence, others argue that the total abolition of nuclear 

weapons is the only viable answer to the nuclear threat. Arms control agreements – 

understood as instruments to reduce (the role of) nuclear weapons and prevent their spread – 

are important because they enable us to navigate between these two alternatives, of which the 

former is very dangerous, the latter currently unattainable.2 

Viewed from this perspective, the nuclear order, in the run-up to the 2015 review conference 

of the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), is in deep trouble because key states no longer 

support incremental arms control approaches. Nuclear weapons states have all but abandoned 

the pursuit of significant disarmament steps and some are reemphasizing nuclear weapons as 

instruments of power and influence. Many non-nuclear weapon states are also turning away 

from cooperative, step-by-step arms control as a way to pursue their interests of achieving a 

world free of nuclear weapons. For instance, some seek security in alliances with nuclear 

weapon states, others support radical disarmament approaches that aim to delegitimize 

nuclear weapons altogether. 

In addition, unresolved proliferation problems such as the ones in Iran and North Korea block 

the way toward a global consensus on strengthened non-proliferation rules. The multiple 

crises in the Middle East make it much more difficult to convene a conference on a zone free 

of nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction, as agreed by the 2010 NPT 

review conference. For many regional states, progress towards such a zone, which would also 

have to address Israel’s nuclear weapons, is an essential element of the NPT bargain.  

This article focuses on recent developments related to nuclear disarmament. It touches only 

briefly on the challenges related to the other two “pillars” of the NPT, non-proliferation and 

the peaceful use of nuclear energy.  

                                                           
1 A shortened version has been published in French as Oliver Meier “État des lieux du désarmement nucléaire”, 

in: Revue Internationales et Stratégique, 2014/4, (96), pp. 113-121. 

2 Walker, William. A perpetual menace: Nuclear weapons and international order. Routledge global security 

studies. London, New York: Routledge 2012. 
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The growing importance of nuclear weapons  

For some 30 years now, global stockpiles of nuclear weapons have been in decline. At the 

height of the nuclear arms race in the mid-1980s, some 70,000 nuclear weapons existed 

worldwide. At the start of 2014, less than a quarter, or about 16,300 nuclear weapons were in 

the inventories of the nine nuclear weapon possessor states.3 

Every year, China, France, India, Israel, North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, the United Kingdom 

and the United States collectively spend approximately $100 billion on their nuclear arsenals.4 

One may consider this amount money well spent or a waste of resources. There can, however, 

hardly be disagreement that such large investments in the maintenance and upgrade of nuclear 

weapons are a clear indication that nuclear weapon states have no intention to even consider 

nuclear disarmament in the near future.  

Hans Kristensen concludes that “new or improved nuclear weapons programs under way in 

[the nine countries possessing nuclear weapons] include at least 27 for ballistic missiles, nine 

for cruise missiles, eight for naval vessels, five for bombers, eight for warheads, and eight for 

weapons factories.”5  

The two biggest nuclear possessor states, Russia and the United States, lead the way. They 

possess more than 90% of all nuclear weapons and account for about 75% of global nuclear 

weapons spending.6 Yet, Moscow and Washington want to increase their nuclear weapons 

expenditure in the coming years. The United States intends to invest $1 trillion over the next 

thirty years to maintain its nuclear triad of land-, sea- and air-based nuclear weapons.7 Most 

major nuclear delivery systems will be replaced by more modern platforms. Russia, 

meanwhile, intends to complete programmes to replace all nuclear weapon systems by 2020.8 

It remains to be seen whether Moscow and Washington will be able to afford and implement 

                                                           
3 “Nuclear forces reduced while modernizations continue, says SIPRI”. Stockholm, Stockholm 

International Peace Research Institute, 16 June 2014, 

www.sipri.org/media/pressreleases/2014/nuclear_May_2014. 
4 Blair, Bruce G.; Brown, Matthew A.: World Spending on Nuclear Weapons Surpasses $1 Trillion per Decade. 

Global Zero. Washington, D.C. (Global Zero Technical Report), Washington, DC, 2011. 
5 Kristensen, Hans M.: Nuclear Weapons Modernization: A Threat to the NPT? In: Arms Control Today. 

ttp://www.armscontrol.org/act/2014_05/Nuclear-Weapons-Modernization-A-Threat-to-the-NPT. 
6 Blair, Brown, op.cit. 
7 Wolfsthal, Jon B.; Lewis, Jeffrey; Quint, Marc (2014): The Trillion Dollar Nuclear Triad. US Strategic Nuclear 

Modernization Over the Next Thirty Years. James Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies. Monterey, CA., 

January 2014, http://cns.miis.edu/opapers/pdfs/140107_trillion_dollar_nuclear_triad.pdf. 
8 “Russia Overhauls Nuclear Missile Forces as Tensions With West Flare”, The Moscow Times, September 22, 

2014, http://www.themoscowtimes.com/business/article/russia-overhauls-nuclear-missile-forces-as-tensions-

with-west-flare/507514.html. 
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such ambitious plans to overhaul their nuclear forces. Still, even today the two major nuclear 

powers are sending an unambiguous signal that consolidation of nuclear arsenals, not 

significant reductions in numbers, is the basis on which they approach the nuclear arms 

control and nonproliferation agenda. 

The seven smaller nuclear powers – none of which is constrained by any nuclear arms control 

agreement – are following in their wake.9  To cite some examples of their ongoing nuclear 

weapons programmes: China is the only NPT nuclear weapon state that increases its nuclear 

warhead numbers. China may have about 250 nuclear warheads but it is believed to be 

diversifying its nuclear forces, including the development of sea-launched ballistic missiles. 

France, which has declared to possess less than 300 nuclear warheads, is in the process of 

modernizing its air- and sea-based nuclear forces. This includes the development of new 

nuclear warheads for sea-launched nuclear weapons. The United Kingdom plans to spend at 

least £15-20 billion to procure four new submarines as platforms for its Trident sea-launched 

ballistic missiles. 

India and Pakistan engaged in an arms race which has a distinct nuclear dimension. Pakistan 

is currently estimated to have up to 120 nuclear weapons but its arsenal is probably the fastest 

growing of any nuclear weapon state. This includes the deployment short-range, tactical 

nuclear weapons in order to deter a conventionally superior India. India may have some 80 

deployable nuclear warheads. Like Pakistan, India is expanding its nuclear weapons 

infrastructure and wants to develop a nuclear triad of land-, sea- and air-based nuclear 

weapons. Little is known about Israeli nuclear weapons modernization plans but the political 

turmoil in the neighbourhood will make Jerusalem less willing to even consider steps towards 

reducing its stockpile of maybe 80 nuclear warheads. North Korea probably has enough fissile 

material for up to 10 nuclear weapons but is expanding its capacity to produce such material 

for nuclear weapons and may be preparing a fourth nuclear weapons test. 

 

Arms control failures 

When U.S. President Barack Obama gave his historic 5 April 2009 Prague speech on the 

abolition of nuclear weapons, he moved between the two contradictory paradigms – 

deterrence and disarmament – that underpin the global nuclear order.  

                                                           
9 Numbers are taken from the Federation of American Scientists website. The current status of global nuclear 

arsenals can be found here http://fas.org/issues/nuclear-weapons/status-world-nuclear-forces. 
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Obama confirmed that nuclear weapons in the eyes of some (including the United States) still 

have important security functions. He pledged that “as long as these weapons exist” the 

United States would “maintain a safe, secure and effective arsenal to deter any adversary, and 

guarantee that defense to our allies.”10 Yet, at the same time, the President made an 

unprecedented and axiomatic case for pursuing complete nuclear disarmament. Specifically, 

he reconfirmed the NPT’s basic bargain. He described as a deal in which “countries with 

nuclear weapons will move toward disarmament, countries without nuclear weapons will not 

acquire them; and all countries can access peaceful nuclear energy.” The President argued that 

it is also in the interest of the nuclear weapon states to do more on disarmament so that non-

nuclear weapon states are more willing to support efforts to bring proliferators back into 

compliance with their international obligations: “[W]e need a structure in place that ensures 

that when any nation does [break the rules], they will face consequences.” Obama also 

observed that nuclear weapons are not exempted from Murphy’s law. Eventually, anything 

that can go wrong will do so, either because a nuclear weapon is used in anger (by a 

government or a terrorist group) or a nuclear explosion occurs accidentally. Either way, 

Obama argued, the consequences of such an event or events would be too dire to be 

considered as acceptable.  

Based on these arguments, Obama stated “clearly and with conviction America's commitment 

to seek the peace and security of a world without nuclear weapons.” Among the concrete 

steps toward a world without nuclear weapons, which he mentioned, were a reduction of the 

role of nuclear weapons in the U.S. national security strategy; an agreement on further nuclear 

cuts with Russia; the pursuit of the U.S. ratification of the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban 

Treaty (CTBT); and the commencement of negotiations on a Fissile Material Cut-off Treaty 

(FMCT). 

Yet, Obama’s attempts to reduce the number and roles of nuclear weapons quickly ran into 

opposition at home and abroad. In Washington, Congress and the U.S. nuclear lobby 

successfully linked support for arms control to substantial investments in nuclear weapons 

stockpile stewardship and modernization programs. Furthermore, Russia categorically stated 

that it would consider further nuclear cuts only if the United States were willing to discuss its 

technological lead in conventional weapons technologies. Particularly, Moscow is citing U.S. 

programs to deploy missile defence capabilities and advances in conventional long-range, 

precision weapons systems as threats to strategic stability.  

                                                           
10 “Remarks of President Barack Obama”,  Prague, April 5, 2009, http://prague.usembassy.gov/obama.html. 
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In April 2010, Russia and the United States have been able to conclude the New Strategic 

Arms Reduction Treaty. Under New START, both sides will have to limit their deployed 

strategic nuclear weapons to 1,550 deployed nuclear warheads and 700 operational nuclear 

delivery vehicles each by 2018.11 However, talks on a follow-on agreement have not even 

begun.  Moscow has not taken up Obama’s June 2013 proposal to cut by a third the deployed 

strategic nuclear weapons – roughly 1,000 weapons each – and to broaden the nuclear arms 

control agenda by including all nuclear weapons, tactical and strategic, active and inactive.12 

The lack of progress in multilateral nuclear arms control is another indication of the 

complacency of the nuclear weapon states. Since the CTBT negotiations were concluded in 

the Conference on Disarmament (CD) in 1996, nuclear weapon states have successfully 

blocked progress in the UN’s disarmament machinery. The CTBT, which makes it more 

difficult to improve the military capabilities of nuclear weapons, has not entered into force 

because six states with nuclear weapons (China, India, Israel, North Korea, Pakistan, United 

States) as well as Iran and Egypt, refuse to ratify it. A mandate for a FMCT was agreed in 

1995. There was an expectation that the CD would negotiate such an accord, which in the 

long-run would cap quantitative increases in nuclear arsenals. Yet talks on such an accord 

have never started because Pakistan (and probably also India and China) are not prepared to 

consider ending the production of fissile material for weapon purposes.  

 

A new nuclear arms race in Europe?  

During the Cold War, many feared that a global nuclear exchange between the superpowers 

would start in Europe, where thousands of nuclear weapons were deployed. Twenty-five years 

after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the numbers of nuclear weapons in Europe have declined but 

an agreement on tactical nuclear weapons, once designed for use in the European theatre, 

remains elusive. Under NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements, the United States continues to 

deploy an estimated 180-200 B61 gravity bombs in Belgium, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands 

and Turkey. Over the next 6-10 years, these weapons will be replaced by B61-12 with 

improved safety features and greater accuracy. Russia probably has about 2,000 operational 

tactical weapons, most of which are deployed in Europe. 

                                                           
11 The actual number of nuclear weapons is likely to be higher because under the treaty each nuclear bomber 

counts as only one warhead, even if it carries many more.  
12 “Remarks by President Obama at the Brandenburg Gate”, White House, Office of the Press Secretary, Berlin, 

19 June 2013, http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/06/19/remarks-president-obama-brandenburg-

gate-berlin-germany. 
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Obama’s 2009 Global Zero speech did encourage some NATO members, specifically 

Germany, to push for the reduction of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons deployed under the 

Alliance’s nuclear sharing arrangements. The then-German government in its 2009 

programme stated its intention to advocate a withdrawal of U.S. nuclear weapons from 

Europe. Berlin believed at the time that such a move would support the Obama’s disarmament 

agenda and help to strengthen the NPT, ahead of the 2010 review conference.  

Yet, NATO nuclear weapon states, particularly France, as well as some NATO members 

closer to Russia, were not convinced. In the event, then-U.S. Secretary of State Hillary 

Clinton ended the emerging debate during an April 2010 dinner at a NATO foreign ministers 

meeting in Tallinn by insisting that for “any future reductions” NATO’s aim “should be to 

seek Russian agreement to increase transparency on non-strategic nuclear weapons in Europe, 

relocate these weapons away from the territory of NATO members, and include non-strategic 

nuclear weapons in the next round of U.S.-Russian arms control discussions alongside 

strategic and non-deployed nuclear weapons.”13 Subsequently, NATO took this reciprocity 

requirement on board in its November 2010 Strategic Concept and Germany’s new 

government endorsed the idea in its 2013 programme.  

In the short-term, the ongoing political, economic and military conflict over the future of 

Ukraine has shattered any remaining hope for a progress towards reductions of tactical 

nuclear weapons in Europe. Against the background of the unfolding Ukraine crisis, Russia 

has attempted to leverage its nuclear weapons. Since it annexed Crimea in March 2014, 

Moscow has demonstrated its nuclear might through various exercises and tests that involved 

nuclear capable systems. More importantly, decision-makers in Moscow like to caution the 

West of further support for Ukraine by referring to Russia’s nuclear weapons. For example, 

Russian President Vladimir Putin at the end of August 2014 warned against “any aggression 

against Russia” by reminding his audience “that Russia is one of the world’s biggest nuclear 

powers.” He said: “These are not just words – this is the reality.”14 

The United States for its part has sent some nuclear signals as well, for example by 

temporarily deploying B-52 and B-2 nuclear-capable bombers in the United Kingdom in June 

2014. However, NATO so far has not responded to Russia’s attempts to introduce a nuclear 

dimension into the Ukraine conflict. At its 4-5 September 2014 Wales summit, the Alliance 

                                                           
13 “Excerpts from Remarks by U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton at NATO Working Dinner on 

Nuclear Issues and Missile Defense”, U.S. Department of State, Tallinn, 22. April 2010. 
14 Putin, Vladimir: “Seliger 2014 National Youth Forum”, Seliger, Tver Region, August 29, 2014, 

http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/22864. 
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repeated well-known language on nuclear deterrence but did not directly place its nuclear 

posture in the context of Russian policies.15 Yet, in the background, there is growing pressure 

by some allies closer to Russia, as well as from some in the nuclear establishment, to revise 

NATO’s nuclear principles in light of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine. This includes a 

possible revision of the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act which confirms that the Allies 

have “no intention, no plan and no reason to deploy nuclear weapons on the territory of new 

members, nor any need to change any aspect of NATO's nuclear posture or nuclear policy - 

and do not foresee any future need to do so.”16  

For the moment, the prospects for nuclear arms control in Europe are bleak. Proposals to 

pursue confidence- and security-building measures on tactical nuclear weapons with Russia 

have been put on ice. Even more worrying are allegations by the United States, that Russia is 

in violation of its obligations under the 1987 INF Treaty which prohibits the possession, 

production and testing of ground-based intermediate-range missiles and cruise missiles. In 

public, the United States has so far not provided details of the purported breach, while Russia 

has not been willing to respond in a detailed manner. It is possible that the dispute about 

Russian compliance will lead one of the parties to withdraw from the INF treaty. 

 

A new approach to nuclear arms control? 

In 1995, the non-nuclear states parties to the NPT were faced with a difficult choice. The 

treaty’s life time was about to expire, 25 years after the NPT had entered into force. Should 

they agree to extend the treaty’s duration? And if yes, for how long? In the end, member 

states agreed to an indefinite extension of the NPT. Many believed the nuclear weapon states’ 

nuclear disarmament pledges.  

Twenty years later, many of those non-nuclear weapon states have given up hope that even 

one nuclear weapon state – let alone all of them – may be seriously considering giving up its 

nuclear weapons in the foreseeable future.  

Given this dire picture, it is therefore not surprising that some non-nuclear weapon states and 

NGOs are looking for alternative ways to push the nuclear weapon states to reduce and 

                                                           
15 “Wales Summit Declaration. Issued by the Heads of State and Government participating in the meeting of the 

North Atlantic Council in Wales”, 5 September 2014. 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm. 
16 “Founding Act on Mutual Relations, Cooperation and Security between NATO and the Russian Federation”, 

Paris, 27 May 1997, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_25468.htm. 
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eliminate nuclear weapons. They are inspired by successful campaigns to ban anti-personnel 

landmines and cluster munitions. The 1997 Ottawa Convention and the 2008 Oslo 

Convention were agreed despite the fierce opposition by powerful states. Rather than trying to 

accommodate their security interests associated with landmines and cluster-munitions, the 

supporters of the bans argued successfully that such weapons are inhumane because they kill 

combatants and civilians alike and are unnecessarily cruel. The same can be said about 

nuclear weapons. Nuclear weapons kill indiscriminately and their effects cannot be contained 

in time and place. In fact, at the last review conference in 2010, NPT states parties in the final 

document recognized the “catastrophic humanitarian consequences of nuclear weapons.”17 

Subsequently, a growing number of NPT parties discussed the humanitarian impact of nuclear 

weapons in March 2013 in Oslo, Norway and in February 2014 in Nayarit, Mexico. A third 

meeting will take place on 8-9 December 2014 in Vienna, Austria. Parallel, but on a loosely 

connected track, non-governmental organizations are using the argument that nuclear 

weapons are inhumane to lobby for a nuclear weapons ban. They hope that talks on a Nuclear 

Weapons Convention could change the discourse on nuclear weapons so that they 

increasingly are viewed as unacceptable and thus become de-legitimized.  

Can such a norm-building approach be applied to nuclear weapons? Many are doubtful 

because the role of nuclear weapons is deeply embedded in the international security 

discourse of the nuclear weapon states and their allies. While only nine states possess nuclear 

weapons, more than half of the world’s population is living either in nuclear weapon states or 

in countries that have received nuclear security assurances.18 The convention’s biggest 

fascination is also its greatest weakness: it appears to offer a simple solution to a complicated 

problem.  

 

The NPT review conference 

As a result of disarmament deadlock and the persistent proliferation crises, there is a clear and 

present danger that the NPT will be further weakened. Agreement on a final document at the 

2015 review conference, which will take place 27 April – 22 May 2015 in New York, would 

                                                           
17 “Final Document of the 2010 Review Conference of the Parties to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 

Nuclear Weapons”, NPT/CONF.2010/50 (Vol. I), New York, 2010, http://daccess-dds-

ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N10/390/21/PDF/N1039021.pdf?OpenElement, Conclusions and 

Recommendations for follow-on actions, A. Principles and objectives, v. 
18 As of October 2014, more than 3 billion people live in states that possess nuclear weapons and roughly 

another billion in states allies with nuclear weapon states. 
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include an update of the 64 steps that were agreed in a 2010 Action Plan. Many of these 

measures relate to promises to pursue nuclear disarmament.  

Failure to agree on a final document would not be unusual. Only half of the previous eight 

review conferences have been able to agree on such a consensus final declaration. Against the 

background of deep divisions about the role of nuclear weapons in international security, 

failure to reach agreement on what the NPT has achieved and what should be achievable until 

2020, would indicate that the treaty, as the main normative framework for reconciling the 

divergent interests of nuclear weapon states and non-nuclear weapon states, has lost cohesion 

and relevance.  

At a minimum, three things would need to happen to facilitate agreement by NPT states 

parties on a final document at the 2015 review conference. Nuclear weapon states have to 

recommit to nuclear disarmament, including though increased transparency. Indeed, the 2010 

review conference required the nuclear weapon states to report on their nuclear policies and 

the P5 have now agreed on a reporting format. More honesty in the debate about nuclear 

disarmament is good but is unlikely to be sufficient. At the very least, the NPT nuclear 

weapon states should also agree to begin negotiations on a FMCT before 2017, when the first 

meeting of NPT states parties after the review conference will take place. And they should 

commit - unilaterally if necessary - not to increase the size of their nuclear forces.19 Other 

such specific, short-term commitments are likely to be necessary to convince the non-nuclear 

weapon states of the good intentions of the nuclear weapon states to pursue nuclear 

disarmament. 

Moderate states aligned with nuclear weapon states will have to use their leverage to convince 

their allies undertake additional nuclear disarmament steps. NATO is key in this debate 

because the Alliance’s nuclear posture influences the nuclear order. Three of the five NPT 

nuclear weapon states and eight of the 14 states with nuclear weapons on their territory are 

NATO members. NATO remains the only alliance that practices nuclear sharing and the 

United States remains the only country that deploys nuclear weapons on the territory of non-

nuclear weapon states. At the very least, NATO states should promise to revise the Alliance’s 

nuclear doctrine, so that the use of nuclear weapons in response to a non-nuclear weapons 

attack is no longer an option. 

Another precondition for success at the review conference is a decision by key non-aligned 

states not to abandon the NPT as the basis for the pursuit of nuclear arms control. The debate 

                                                           
19 China is likely to object to inclusion of such language in a final document. 
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about the humanitarian impact of nuclear weapons has already been successful in reenergizing 

the nuclear disarmament debate and forcing reluctant states to be more articulate about their 

approach toward nuclear weapons. Yet, presenting a Nuclear Weapons Convention as a better 

“NPT 2.0” runs the risk of throwing out the baby with the bath water because it would 

devalue existing arms control instruments. Contrary to the claims of some, these are not 

useless. Weak and incomplete as existing norms, rules and regulations may be: without them, 

we would be much worse off.  

 

Dr. Oliver Meier is Associate at the International Security Division of the German Institute 

for International and Security Affairs (SWP) in Berlin. 


