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Finding new and creative ways how
to overcome the current deadlock in nu-
clear arms control and especially at the
Conference on Disarmament (CD) in Ge-
neva became the most important question
in the past two years.

For long time it was expected that
after the conclusion of the Comprehensive
Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) the next step
would be to ban the production of fissile
materials for weapons purposes. In fact, a
negotiating mandate for a verified agree-
ment on a cut-off of production of nuclear-
weapons-usable fissile material was agreed
at the CD early in 1995. However, the ne-
gotiations never actually started. The pros-
pects for getting into a successful negotia-
tion process have even dimmed in the past
2 years and especially by failing to reach a
consensus on the CTBT. No agreement has
been reached yet to put the cut-off on the
agenda of the CD.

It is important to address the particu-
lar conflict structure behind this deadlock.
The conflict between the recognised nu-
clear weapons states and threshold states
which hold out of the NPT is dominating
the situation at Geneva. A similar conflict
is appearing traditionally between the rec-
ognised nuclear weapons states and the
states of the Non Aligned Movement
(NAM) which joined the NPT as non nu-
clear weapons states. This second conflict
dominates the NPT review process.

In a statement issued in August 1996
the NAM insisted on a linkage between

nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament
as well as on a phased program for the
elimination of all nuclear weapons within
a fixed timetable.1 However, the nuclear
weapons states do not want other states to
dictate the agenda for their own nuclear
disarmament process. They feel that the
five nuclear weapons states - and especially
Russia and the USA - should agree among
themselves on further disarmament which
will be made dependent on the progress in
non-proliferation and especially in satisfac-
tory steps by nuclear threshold states to put
their nuclear ambiguity under strict inter-
national control.2

The conflict at the CD has its impli-
cations for the NPT review process. Fur-
ther significant progress beyond the current
deadlock appears only to be feasible, if the
conflict at the CD can be solved. The fu-
ture of the NPT will be endangered, unless
the promises given in the paper “Principles
and Objectives” of the 1995 Review and
Extension Conference are turned into ac-
tion. Therefore, progress at the CD appears
as precondition for a successful NPT re-
view process. This dependence can also be
reversed (see below).

In face of the current impasse
reagarding the cut-off at the CD in Geneva,
three strategies are of utmost importance:
1. One is to  make use of other multilateral
fora to reach agreements between a limited
number of states,
2. another is to agree on an international
register of weapons-usable nuclear mate-
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rial as an important and agreeable starting
step for progress towards a cut-off agree-
ment,
3. the third strategy is to identify steps
which have equivalent impact on recog-
nised and threshold nuclear weapons states.
These strategies establish a complimentary
approach to the proposed immediate start
of negotiations towards a Nuclear Weap-
ons Convention (NWC) which might serve
as a framework for progress in both nuclear
non-proliferation and disarmament in a
reciprocal way.3

First strategy: Other fora.

Since the prospects for negotiating a
cut-off agreement at the CD became un-
clear, other possible fora to reach relevant
agreements are of increased importance:
● Talks on Guidelines for Plutonium

Management at Vienna (to be contin
ued on HEU)

● NPT Review Conference and related
PrepComs

● Discussions among the five nuclear
weapons states

● Discussions between the nuclear
threshold and nuclear weapons states

● Bilateral talks between Russia and
USA (Gore-Chernomyrdin commit
tee)

● Bilateral talks between India and Pa
kistan

● Israeli-Arab peace talks

The goal of expanding the cut-off
mandate to civilian materials is sometimes
included in proposals for a Comprehensive
Cut-off Convention (CCC).4 For this the
recently concluded talks at Vienna regard-
ing the Guidelines for Plutonium Manage-
ment are of special significance, because
this agreement touches the civilian weap-
ons-usable materials in the five nuclear
weapons states as well as Belgium, Ger-
many, Japan, Switzerland and any other
country that wishes to sign the guidelines
as well. The aspect of agreement on com-
mon standards for the safe and secure han-
dling of plutonium set aside, these talks
were also seen as a chance to discuss pos-
sible commonly agreed restrictions on pro-
duction and use of plutonium in order to
decrease the proliferation dangers. For ex-
ample the USA proposed the „zero stock“
approach which would imply a moratorium
on plutonium reprocessing until all exist-
ing stocks of separated plutonium are im-

mobilised. This proposal was harshly re-
jected by France and the UK. Therefore, no
limitations on the production and usage of
plutonium in the civilian sector were
agreed.

As a result of the first NPT PrepCom
in April 1997, it was agreed that special
time should be reserved in the further re-
view process to discuss a ban on the pro-
duction of fissile material for nuclear ex-
plosive devices. Thus, the NPT review
process might become an important inter-
national forum to deal with the cut-off is-
sue. The next opportunities are the second
PrepCom which will take place from April
17 to May 8, 1998 in Geneva, and the third
PrepCom which is scheduled for April, 12
to May, 23 1999 in New York. Both will
play an important role in making progress
with regard to future non-proliferation
measures. Nuclear disarmament measures
need to be included in these considerations
(see below). Whereas nuclear disarmament
has been judged at the first PrepCom in the
usual fashion by observing the past
achievements, the demand for inclusion of
negotiations with the NPT member states
on future measures was strictly denied by
the nuclear powers.5

For further progress regarding restric-
tions on weapons-usable materials it is im-
portant to search for possibilities for unilat-
eral steps, regional approaches, or bilateral
agreements. For example India and Pakistan
might start a bilateral process to put the nu-
clear ambiguity under control by addressing
first tritium production because it appears to
be the least delicate issue.6

Second strategy: Begin with an
international register

In order to get things moving again,
the efforts should first concentrate on the
easiest and least demanding step to put all
weapons-usable materials under interna-
tional control. This is the establishment of
an international register of inventories and
production capabilities for all relevant
materials. Amazingly, this demand ad-
dresses the most urgent step to be taken,
though many analysts would at first glance
complain that it would be a significant
drawback to focus on material balances and
leave further production uncontrolled for
the time being. However, when analysing
nuclear disarmament from the perspective
of the final goal of a nuclear-weapon-free
world it becomes apparent that this meas-

ure is actually the most important to assure
at a later stage that there are no retentions
of secret stockpiles of weapons-usable
materials.

The incentive to withdraw nuclear
weapons or related materials increases with
progress in nuclear disarmament and is the
highest when nuclear weapons are com-
pletely eliminated. The incentive is very
low now. But successful, and undetected
withdrawal is absolutely easy as long as no
international registers are in place. There-
fore, registration of all stocks should begin
before the motivation for hiding material
increases in order to achieve the highest
possible7 trust and assurance for all future
times that no material has ever been put
aside. This measure is even more impor-
tant than effective production bans and re-
ductions of stocks. These steps not only
require the registration as a basis for veri-
fication but would also increase the incen-
tive for clandestine withdrawal as long as
detailed registers are not in place.

All nuclear weapons and materials
will have to be declared, detailed balances
to be published and any changes have to be
declared as well on a regular basis. Verifi-
cation is not necessary at the beginning.
When later physical inventory taking and
other inspections are accepted, it will be
possible to check the consistency with past
declarations and any discrepancies will
give reason to suspicions of hidden mate-
rials which will trigger special investiga-
tions. Therefore, it is of utmost importance
to demand very detailed material balances.
Figures should not be  rounded on a scale
larger than kilogram.

The international registration of
weapons-usable materials is the step which
is the easiest to achieve and, in fact, first
actions have already been undertaken in
this regard. The nine countries which
participate in the International Plutonium
Regime talks in Vienna have agreed  in late
1997 to release annual plutonium balances.
Though, this can be called a long desired
progress which will bring at least a start-
ing point for transparency on the amounts
of plutonium. In the past, information of
this kind have always been subject to con-
fidential classification in most countries.
However, the agreed common standard for
these balances is much too week. The data
are aggregated on a very general level.
Each country releases not more then a cou-
ple of figures which are rounded to 100 kg
of plutonium.
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At the NPT PrepCom meeting in
April and May 1997, Norway has proposed
a specific approach to take voluntary meas-
ures to increase transparency on holdings
of weapons-grade fissile material. Such a
confident building measure would facilitate
negotiations on a cut-off treaty as well as
any further talks on nuclear disarmament.
To increase the international confidence in
the correctness and accuracy of the re-
ported data Norway suggested four specific
measures:8

„1. All nuclear capable states would sub-
mit information on their stocks, if any, of
weapon-grade fissile material.
2. Cooperative international measures
would be put into place in order to clarify
and confirm these declarations.
3. The nuclear weapons states, or any state
that submits information on holdings of
weapons-grade fissile material, could per-
mit inspection of such holdings. The aim
would be to ensure that the inventory in
storage can only be withdrawn for non-
weapons purposes.
4. Agreed monitored net reductions from
stockpiles could be envisaged.“

Third strategy: Identify equivalent
steps

A clearly accepted demand is that a
cut-off agreement should be non-discrimi-
natory. Currently, the view is predominant
that this would imply identical obligations
for all states. For example, all states should
stop the production of fissile material for
weapons purposes or outside of safeguards.
On the other hand it has to be taken into
account that identical provisions may have
different impact on the perceived national
security interests of different groups of
countries. A mandate at the CD which is in
this sense discriminatory and any agree-
ment based on such a mandate will not be
acceptable to those states which see them-
selves in a  disadvantage. Therefore, it is
imperative to search for reciprocal meas-
ures which have equivalent impact espe-
cially on the five recognised nuclear weap-
ons states and on the nuclear threshold
states.

When looking from the perspective
of going from very deep cuts down to a
nuclear-weapon-free world one can get a
more clear understanding of equivalent
steps. The nuclear threshold states have a
policy of nuclear ambiguity which means
that they neither deny nor confirm whether

they actually have nuclear weapons. They
are known to possess sufficient amounts of
nuclear-weapons-usable material to pro-
duce a number of nuclear weapons. It is
suggested here that never in the process
towards a nuclear-weapon-free world shall
these states be recognised as nuclear weap-
ons states. When these states join the nu-
clear disarmament progress they should
reduce the upper limit of their stocks of
nuclear-weapons-usable materials while
the recognised nuclear weapons states re-
duce further the limits of their nuclear arse-
nals. In the last step towards eliminating
nuclear weapons the threshold states should
surrender the remaining stocks of material
while the nuclear weapons states surrender
the remaining nuclear weapons. The com-
plete surplus of nuclear material of the latter
may be put under control at an earlier stage.

From this logic it becomes apparent
that the reductions of stocks of weapons-
usable materials in the two different groups
of countries are not equivalent. Materials
in threshold states should be regarded
equivalent to nuclear weapon arsenals in
recognised nuclear weapons states. There-
fore, the mandate at the CD for cut-off ne-
gotiations cannot be made non-discrimina-
tory by only including reductions of stocks
from past production into the agreement.
This is because the nuclear weapons states
do not need further production of fissile
materials and in general have already a
production moratorium in place. On the
other hand, the threshold states have the
feeling that their nuclear options are signifi-
cantly restricted especially if stocks from
past production are included in the ban.

The only way of taking reciprocity
serious is to aim at a cut-off agreement that
includes both non-proliferation and disar-
mament provisions. Any measure that puts
the unsafeguarded weapons-usable mate-
rial and production facilities in nuclear
threshold states under some sort of control
serves per definition the goal of non-pro-
liferation. Therefore, it is necessary to look
for provisions which are clearly serving
nuclear disarmament.

The only measure within an agree-
ment on nuclear-weapons-usable materials
that may have some impact on disarma-
ment by the nuclear weapons states would
be a control of further tritium production
because fresh supplies of this material may
be necessary some time early in the next
century in the case that nuclear disarma-
ment stops to keep pace with the natural

decay of this radioactive superheavy hy-
drogen isotope at 5.5% per year.9 There-
fore, it is suggested here to take a ban on
tritium production in recognised nuclear
weapons states as a measure that is equiva-
lent to an appropriate control of fissile
materials in threshold states.

In the year 1988 a similar suggestion
with the intention of using the decay of tri-
tium as a forcing function for nuclear dis-
armament was discussed in the USA.10 This
proposal was rejected on good purpose
mainly with the argument that it would re-
semble the dog wagging its tail. If one tries
to push nuclear disarmament by using the
tritium decay as a forcing factor, then one
is diverting the delicate negotiations about
stockpile reductions. The proposal made
here is significantly different from the one
put forward earlier. If tritium is taken out
of a nuclear weapon, it is made dysfunc-
tional but it is still a nuclear weapon and
this process is reversible.11 Tritium can be
introduced again into the same weapon.
Therefore, this process can be viewed as
taking nuclear weapons off alert for a longer
time. It will take some time to get them on
alert again. In the worst case it may take
about a year to produce the required amount
of tritium, depending on how long tritium
was allowed to decay below the demand.

The advantage of such an approach
is that a weak linkage is established be-
tween non-proliferation efforts directed
against threshold states and disarmament
measures addressing the recognised nu-
clear weapons states. This weak linkage
avoids the seemingly unbridgeable gap
between nuclear disarmament and non-pro-
liferation. The linkage is weak because a
ban on tritium production may never have
a restricting effect on nuclear arsenals pro-
vided that independently conducted disar-
mament keeps pace with the decay of tri-
tium. If START II is realised no tritium
production is necessary for at least the next
two decades. Thus, the decay of tritium
provides a soft and - if perceived to be
necessary, a  reversible - time bound frame-
work for nuclear disarmament and thus
enables to achieve a compromise between
the NAM states and the nuclear weapons
states regarding such a demand.

Conclusion

Since nuclear arms control and espe-
cially negotiations at the Conference on
Disarmament in Geneva appear to be
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widely deadlocked, other international fora
and unilateral measures in the direction of
restricting the accessibility of nuclear ma-
terials for weapons purposes gain impor-
tance.

When analysing proposals on nuclear
disarmament form the perspective of going
towards a nuclear-weapon-free world one
can clearly learn two lessons.

1. The most important step to be taken soon
is the establishment of a detailed and com-
plete international public register of nuclear
weapons and nuclear-weapons-usable ma-
terials.  Fortunately, this is the most easi-
est step to be taken to overcome the cur-
rent deadlock in nuclear disarmament.
2. Any approaches to internationally fur-
ther restrict the accessibility of nuclear
materials for nuclear weapons purposes can
only be achieved, if they are non-discrimi-
natory in their effects on nuclear ambitions
of both recognised and threshold nuclear
weapons states. One possibility in this re-
spect is to ban the production of tritium in
nuclear weapons states. This bears the po-
tential of solving the international conflict
which is responsible for the deadlock at the
CD. Besides of introducing a real disarma-
ment provision into a cut-off agreement and
overcoming the conflict between nuclear
weapons and threshold states, this measure
would at the same time be able to address
the demand of the NAM states to agree on
a time-frame for a phased elimination of all
nuclear weapons. Thus, it may avoid the
conflict between NAM and nuclear weap-
ons states at the NPT review process.

As long as the nuclear weapons states
are not prepared to include decisive disar-
mament measures into a cut-off agreement,
the nuclear threshold states will never be
prepared to negotiate such a treaty.

As long as the nuclear weapons states
are not prepared to discuss such future dis-
armament measures within the NPT review
process, a discriminatory situation in this
important international forum can hardly be
avoided.
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