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The world’s diplomats staggered out of the United Nations almost on their knees, after a month of greasy politicking, bluster and bluff as they debated arms control. And Canada’s team greeted the outcome tepidly, as “the best that can be offered.” 

But in the end, the dream survives.

Thanks in part to the leadership of U.S. President Barack Obama, 189 countries have agreed for the first time in 10 years to strengthen — however modestly — the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), the 1968 pact that is the cornerstone of arms control.

That outcome “moved things forward” when many had expected the five-year review conference to collapse in disarray, says George Perkovich at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.

Don’t expect the United States, Russia and others to give up their 20,000 nuclear weapons any time soon. A push for full disarmament by 2025 went nowhere. Nor are hopes high that NPT holdouts such as India, Pakistan and Israel will disarm. And North Korea and Iran remain everybody’s headaches.

But the U.S., Russia, China, Britain and France did agree to “promptly engage” to further cut their arsenals, to downgrade their military role and to report on their progress before the next review.

Delegates also agreed on a set of small practical steps — benchmarks — to speed arms cuts, halt the spread of technology and weapons, and bolster the safe use of civilian nuclear technology.

They also agreed to hold a conference in 2012 to discuss making the volatile Middle East a nuclear-weapons-free zone.

And they agreed that nuclear war would cause “catastrophic humanitarian consequences,” confirming the ruling by the International Court of Justice in 1996 that a nuclear strike would be unlawful except in extreme circumstances.

For disarmament activists, including Canada’s own tireless Pugwash organization, the May 28 closing declaration was thin gruel. But it reaffirmed the NPT’s basic bargain: the big powers will disarm eventually if others forgo such weapons. That matters. The 2005 review didn’t reach even that consensus, amid concern that the treaty was doomed, along with any prospect of a nuke-free world.

There could, and should, have been so much more. Specific timetables for deeper cuts by the U.S., Russia and others. Tougher monitoring (such as Canada accepts) for all countries. No more India-style exemptions from the rules that ban the sale of nuclear fuel to countries that aren’t NPT members. All these battles lie ahead.

Still, there was consensus that the world will be better off when nuclear weapons are abolished. That’s something to build on.

 

