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The Promise

When the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty was negoti-
ated, it was never meant to become a regulatory frame-
work for the permanent management of a nuclear-armed
world. It was designed to end nuclear weapons, and it
had a built-in 25-year timeline to achieve that goal. The
“Grand Bargain” was built on a radical, uncompromising
premise: that non-proliferation is unsustainable and ulti-

mately illegitimate without total disarmament.

It is worth dwelling on the word “radical.” The treaty’s
drafters were not optimists working in comfortable con-
ditions. They were diplomats operating during the hot-
test decade of the Cold War - under a nuclear cloud,
after a missile crisis that nearly ended the world, in the
aftermath of a Chinese nuclear test that suggested the
nuclear club was about to become very crowded. They
were not ‘waiting for the security environment to im-
prove’ before acting. They were acting because the se-

curity environment was on the cusp of catastrophe.

This distinction matters, because fifty-seven years of re-
view cycles, action plans, and stepping-stone initiatives
have progressively obscured it. The following chapters
examine how that obscuring happened. This chapter es-
tablishes what the treaty actually says, why it says it, and
what states — nuclear and non-nuclear — understood

themselves to be committing to when they signed it.

@ What the Treaty Says

The Preamble of the NPT codifies an urgency that re-
cent review-cycle language has largely smoothed away.
It opens by: “Considering the devastation that would be
visited upon all mankind by a nuclear war and the con-
sequent need to make every effort to avert the danger
of such a war .... (PP1)

And states its object as:

“Desiring to further the easing

of international tension and the
strengthening of trust between States

in order to facilitate the cessation of the
manufacture of nuclear weapons, the
liquidation of all their existing stockpiles,
and the elimination from national
arsenals of nuclear weapons” (PP11)

Nuclear Non Proliferation Treaty, 1968

“Cessation.” “Liquidation.” “Elimination.” These are not the
words of a treaty designed to manage nuclear weapons in
perpetuity. They are the words of a treaty designed to end
them, and whose authors understood that the manage-
ment of nuclear weapons in perpetuity would not provide

stability but rather a countdown towards catastrophe.

Article VI converts this framing into legal obligation.
Every party to the NPT, including the five nuclear weap-
ons states, undertakes to pursue negotiations in good
faith on effective measures relating to the cessation of
the nuclear arms race and to nuclear disarmament. This
obligation is not conditional on the security environment.
It is not suspended pending progress on other pillars. It
is binding, and it applies now.
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This language was fought for, line by line, by non-nucle-
ar-weapon states who understood precisely what they
were being asked to give up, and who made their adher-
ence conditional on the nuclear-weapon states under-

standing it too.

The International Court of Justice confirmed in 1996

what this obligation actually requires: Its operative para-
graph 105(2)F states: “There exists an obligation to pur-
sue in good faith and bring to a conclusion negotiations
leading to nuclear disarmament in all its aspects under
strict and effective international control.” Negotiations
pursued in good faith and brought to a conclusion, not
a stated intention, not a long-term aspiration. The Court

was unanimous on this point.

@ The Geopolitical Danger was the
a Reason, not the Obstacle

A popular argument in the lead-up to this year’s NPT
review conference runs as follows: the security environ-
ment today is too dangerous for disarmament progress;
we must first stabilize the situation, then address nucle-
ar weapons; the threats from Russia, China, US and oth-
ers must be managed before the NPT’s disarmament

pillar can be pursued.

This argument has the significant disadvantage of being
exactly the argument that was made in 1968, when the

NPT was negotiated.

The world in which the NPT was drafted was not a world
of low nuclear tension and cooperative great-power re-
lations. The Cuban Missile Crisis had, three years earlier,
brought the world within minutes of the end of humani-
ty. The United States held about 30,000 warheads and
the USSR about 8,000 and was rapidly expanding. Chi-
na had just conducted its first nuclear test in 1964 and
US intelligence projected 20-25 nations on the verge of
nuclear weapons capabilities within a decade. Wars on
multiple continents were underway. The nuclear arms

race was accelerating rapidly.

In this specific environment, not a hypothetical future
environment of reduced tension, the treaty was nego-
tiated, drafted, opened for signature, and achieved
near-universal adherence to a legally binding instrument
committing nuclear-weapon states to disarmament. The
drafters, signers and legislators ratifying the treaty un-
derstood that if they waited for safe conditions, the con-
ditions would never arrive. The geopolitical danger was

the reason, not the obstacle.

TPNW 3MSP - Thematic debate on limited nuclear war.
Photo: ICAN | Darren Ornitz, 2025.

@ Why States Joined: The Bargain
That Was Actually Made

Another argument that is made is that the Non-nucle-
ar-weapon states did not join the NPT fully aware of what
they were giving up. However, the negotiating record
shows the opposite: they were acutely aware, they said
so publicly, and they conditioned their adherence to the

disarmament commitment being real.

Germany is a frequently cited case. Defence Minister

Franz Josef Strauss, initially called the treaty a “Ver-

sailles of cosmic dimensions,” arguing that renouncing
nuclear weapons would leave Germany permanently
vulnerable. He was not wrong about the asymmetry.
What brought Germany to sign was eventually the real-
isation that a legal architecture constraining all states,
including nuclear ones, offered more durable protection

than a national nuclear option.

Sweden’s position was even sharper. Alva Myrdal, Swe-
den’s chief disarmament negotiator, speaking at a mo-
ment when Sweden was actively considering its own
nuclear weapons programme, articulated the reciprocal
logic that made the treaty viable for the NNWS:
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“One point - the most important of all - on which many,
if not all, non-nuclear-weapon States have stressed
their need to be reassured concerns the degree of
enforceable linking of the non-proliferation treaty to an
urgent continuation of the process of disarmament...
One of our preoccupations concerns the desire to see
ascribed in the treaty more binding obligations on the
main Powers to regard this treaty as only a first step
on the road towards nuclear disarmament, soon to be
followed by others... The non-proliferation treaty has to
be seen as a part, and only a part, of an integrated
whole of partial disarmament measures in the field of
nuclear weapons.” — Alva Myrdal, statement at the

eighteen nation disarmament committee (ENDC), 1967

India that would later become a nuclear armed state out-
side the NPT, put the same logic more bluntly in October
1966: “The dangers of dissemination and independent
manufacture [of nuclear weapons] pale into the back-
ground when one views the calamitous dangers of the
arms race which is developing today as a result of the
proliferation of nuclear weapons by the nuclear weap-
on Powers themselves... They are continuing to test un-
derground, miniaturizing warheads, improving penetra-
tion capabilities and sophisticating their weapons and
missiles. When we talk of the dangers of the arms race,
therefore, we face the dangers of the most titanic pro-
portions. It is here that the proliferation of nuclear weap-
ons has its most catastrophic consequences.” — V.C.
Trivedi, Indian Representative, UNGA First Committee,
October 31, 1966 (US Arms Control and Disarmament
Agency, Documents on Disarmament 1966, US Gov-
ernment Printing Office, Washington DC, 1967, p. 679:
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/tr/pdf/AD0671591.pdf)

India ultimately declined to sign the NPT because it did
not believe the disarmament commitment was sufficient-
ly binding. Its reasoning illuminates what the states that

did sign believed they were receiving in exchange.

Egypt’s position, stated at the ENDC in March 1966, iden-
tified the structural problem that has defined the NPT’s

legitimacy crisis ever since:

“The nonnuclear countries will in law
renounce their right to nuclear weapons,
but nuclear stockpiles and the threat

of a nuclear confrontation will in fact
continue to exist indefinitely... This de
facto situation could always constitute
an incitement to manufacture or acquire
nuclear weapons. To diminish this

risk still further it will be necessary,
pending the complete elimination by
radical measures of nuclear stockpiles
and the nuclear threat, to include in the
treaty a formal and definite indication of
what the nuclear Powers propose to do
with the existing nuclear armament.”

— Egyptian Representative Khallaf, ENDC
March 3, 1966

Egypt signed. It did so on the understanding that the “for-
mal and definite indication” of what the nuclear powers
would do, Article VI, was legally binding and would be
pursued in good faith. The same understanding applied
to the vast majority of the 191 states that ultimately joined
the treaty. The NPT skeptics all eventually joined. They
made a calculated judgment that the bargain would be
honoured.

The P5 were not oblivious to this dynamic. The US

government’s own declassified negotiating documents,

published by the National Security Archivein 2018, record
that Article VI was included in the treaty text specifically
because non-nuclear-weapon states had a documented
“fear of being frozen indefinitely into second class
status.” The disarmament obligation was understood as
the price of NNWS adherence, and both sides knew it.
The negotiating record confirms that the US and Soviet
Union accepted Article VI not out of conviction but out
of necessity: it was the price of bringing the non-nuclear
world into the treaty. Adrian Fisher and Alexei Roshchin,
the US and Soviet co-chairs of the ENDC, worked to
make Mexican and Swedish disarmament amendments
“acceptable to both Moscow and Washington” precisely
in order to secure NNWS support. The disarmament

article was, in the words of the US State Department at

the time, essential to providing “more balance between

the nuclear and non-nuclear powers.”
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The Lesson the Current Moment
Keeps Ignoring

Today’s standard response from nuclear-weapon states
and their allies to disarmament pressure is to cite the se-

curity environment.

This response treats the security environment as an
external force, like weather, that arrives independently
of what states do. In reality, the security environment is
constructed by the same states that cite it as an obsta-
cle. The nuclear modernisation programmes underway

in all nuclear-armed states are the security environment.

SECURITY ENVIRONMENT

THE 1960S 2026

The growing nuclear enthusiasm, particularly in Europe-
an capitals, is the security environment. The expansion
of nuclear sharing arrangements, the raising of warhead
ceilings, the development of new delivery systems and
new warhead types; these are the security environment.
Such actions are also measured against Article VI, the
exact opposite of what NPT states parties are legally ob-
ligated to do.

SECURITY ENVIRONMENT

DIRECT NUCLEAR THREAT & CRISIS

The Cuban Missile Crisis brought
the world within minutes of
nuclear war.

Russia has, for 4 years, made repeated nuclear threats
over its invasion of Ukraine and the last remaining
bilateral arms control treaty, New START, was suspended

and subsequently expired. Two nuclear armed states, US
and Israel, have launched illegal attacks against Iran, a
non nuclear armed state and NPT state party, creating a
crisis in the Middle East region.

ARSENAL SIZE & MODERNISATION

The United States had around
30,000 nuclear warheads. The
Soviet Union had 8,000 and was
expanding rapidly.

PROLIFERATION & NON-PROLIFERATION REGIMES

China had just conducted its first
nuclear test in 1964. US intelli-
gence projected 20 to 25 nations
on the verge of weaponisation
within a decade.

PROLIFERATION & NON-PROLIFERATION REGIMES

The United States and Soviet
Union were fighting proxy wars
on multiple continents.

Nine states hold approximately 12,100 nuclear warheads.
They are spending record sums of more than 100 billion
USD per year modernising or expanding their arsenals.

North Korea withdrew from the NPT and has an
operational nuclear arsenal, while 3 other non-NPT

states have nuclear weapons: Israel, India and Pakistan.
Multiple NPT states parties are publicly calling for nuclear
weapons.

Russia is conducting a land war in Europe. The US and
Israel are bombing Iran.
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Current conditions are serious. The situation in Europe is
dangerous as Russia’s behaviour is genuinely threaten-
ing. But instead of distinguishing the present from 1968,

these facts actually rhyme with it.

The question the NPT’s genesis poses to the current
moment is not: “Are conditions good enough to pursue
disarmament?” The question is: “At what level of danger
does the urgency of disarmament become undeniable?”
In 1968, the answer was: this level. Now. In 2026, the

danger and the urgency are similarly extreme.

NPT Review Conference, 2022. Photo: ICAN | Jeenah Moon

The following chapters examine how, in the decades
since 1968, the gap between the treaty’s text and its
practice has widened, through the accumulation of a
parallel world of initiatives, commitments, and diplomatic
language that has progressively substituted for the

original bargain without replacing it.
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Performing Compliance

This part examines the behaviour of a specific subset of
NPT states parties, the nuclear-weapon states and those
non-nuclear-weapon states that have chosen political
alignment with nuclear deterrence. They are, it should
be acknowledged, a small minority. Most states are at
the NPT in good faith, have upheld their non-prolifera-
tion commitments without hesitation, and have spent
decades pushing, through legitimate means, for the dis-
armament pillar to be taken as seriously as the other two.

This chapter addresses these states as potential allies.

The states that are genuinely committed to this trea-
ty’s full implementation have tried hard to find common
ground with states that have no intention of disarming,
with little prospect of finding it. The former need to be
more precise, more public, and more willing to name
what is actually happening: That the NPT is not a system
that has failed to produce results, but rather that a set of
deliberate choices, made by identifiable states, substi-

tutes the performance of compliance for its substance.

Consider the illustrative example from the introduction
of the United Kingdom’s Report to the 2026 Review

Conference:

We are fully committed to the goals of
the NPT, including the long-term goal
of a world without nuclear weapons.
However, changes in the security
environment have led to an increasing
number of strategic security challenges
for the UK and our Allies (p.3)

Our approach is pragmatic and
principled: Advancing disarmament
step-by-step (p.3)

The NPT is the cornerstone of the
international non-proliferation
architecture and underpins the global
civil nuclear industry (p.4)

Looking ahead to the 2026 Review
Conference we reaffirm these
commitments and aspire to achieve
consensus on how to strengthen
transparency and accountability in the
next review cycle. (p.5)

Over this review cycle, we have
continued to promote risk reduction
measures. (p6)

The Alliance continuously reaffirms

its resolve to seek a safer world for

all, and to take further practical steps
and effective measures to create the
security environment for further nuclear
disarmament. (p.9)

UK Report to NPT, 2026
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To eventually conclude: “It is important that all states re-

commit to continue their work in the years ahead. (p. 47)”

These statements have become a familiar theme at every
Preparatory Committee and every Review Conference,
where they get repeated in the same cadence, with the
same vocabulary, producing the same absence of results.
The vocabulary has been refined over five review cycles

and, unsurprisingly, disarmament has not occurred.

There are two distinct but complementary performanc-
es underway during NPT conferences. The first is the
“Universal Script”: a set of phrases that all states, nucle-
ar-armed and otherwise, recite to demonstrate member-
ship in good standing. The second is the “Substitution
Game”: a proliferating ecosystem of acronyms, initia-
tives, working groups or side events, that may generate
the appearance of progress while deferring the question
of actual disarmament indefinitely. Both are often the
product of deliberate choices by states that possess nu-

clear weapons and intend to retain them.

The review process has developed a layer of commit-
ments, initiatives, and language that operates inde-
pendently of the treaty text, and that more and more
states see as a substitute for the treaty whose core bar-
gain has not been implemented, including by performing
compliance and encouraging others to also act on the

stage they have set.

The Universal Script

The NPT review cycle has its own highly contextual litur-
gy. Certain phrases appear in virtually every statement,
regardless of the speaker’s actual nuclear posture, re-
gardless of what has happened since the last confer-
ence, and regardless of whether anything in the state-
ment bears any relationship to observable reality. They
are chosen words, deployed precisely because their

vagueness precludes accountability.

The Cornerstone

A sports pub on 51st Street. Also the word used by every
state, nuclear-armed or otherwise, to describe the NPT.

Mentioning the cornerstone is mandatory.

The metaphorimplies thatthe building it supportsis struc-
turally sound, that the cornerstone is doing load-bearing

work, and that the architects are satisfied with the results.

12

For reference: the building in question has not produced
a single binding disarmament step and has failed to reach
consensus on even a procedural outcome report for 16
years, and is currently hosting a conference in which offi-
cials from multiple states parties are publicly advocating
for nuclear weapons. Cornerstones are laid to complete
the foundation, signalling an intent to continue building,

not to present inaction as stewardship.

Unequivocal Undertaking

Nuclear-weapon states expressed their unequivocal com-
mitment to the goal of a world without nuclear weapons.
The word unequivocal is doing considerable work here.
It is intended to avoid the question of whether the com-
mitment is genuine, conditional, or consistent with simul-
taneously modernising every element of the nuclear ar-
senal. The equivocations are performed in the sentences
that follow, beginning with the security environment. The
intention to reinforce the impression of showing good-
faith towards Article VI obligations thereby becomes less

credible, as words and deeds almost never match.

Realistic and Practical

Progress must be realistic and practical, always. This
phrase is used to distinguish the speaker’s preferred ap-
proach from any other approach of states who want to
see implementation of the treaty they joined, which is
characterised as unrealistic and impractical. The defini-
tion of ‘realistic’ is not provided. Its proponents have not

explained why its results constitute success.

Fully Committed

States are fully committed to the NPT’s goals. It sug-
gests that no part of the commitment is missing, with-
held, or contradicted by other policies, except for the
implementation of the treaty that they are committed to.
The nuclear-weapon states are “fully committed” while
maintaining and modernising nuclear arsenals. Their pro
nuclear-weapons allies are “fully committed” while pub-
licly advocating for nuclear weapons. Full commitment,
in NPT vocabulary, carries no implication that the com-

mitment is implemented or implementable.

As the French ambassador reassured the NPT third

preparatory committee just last year, “France is striving

to set an example and reaffirms its full commitment to
transparency, including with regard to the implementa-
tion of Article VI.”
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Likewise, Russia reassures us that it “fully fulfills its
obligations under the NPT and remains steadfastly
committed to the shared goals of disarmament, nuclear
non-proliferation, and the peaceful use of nuclear

energy” in its report submitted to this conference.

Conditional Disarmament: The Blame Game

A second recurring feature of NPT diplomacy is the at-
tribution of inaction. Each nuclear-weapon state has de-
veloped a standard account of why it is not the problem.
These accounts are mutually exclusive but simultane-
ously in circulation. They do not need to be reconciled,
because they serve the same function: to explain why
the speaker’s disarmament obligations are currently

someone else’s responsibility.

This blame-attribution system is elegant in its complete-
ness. Every nuclear-weapon state can simultaneously
claim to be committed to disarmament and explain why
it cannot currently move, because the preconditions set
by the other nuclear-weapon states have not been met.
Since the preconditions are set by states with no intention
of meeting them, the system achieves permanent equilib-

rium, resembling a self-inflicted prisoner’s dilemma.

For non-nuclear-weapon states watching this perfor-
mance, the instruction by the pro-nuclear weapons
states is to be patient, to support the multilateral pro-
cess, and to avoid doing anything that might upset the

wait for a conducive environment for negotiations.

The Security Environment

Disarmament is desirable, say the nuclear-weapon
states, but the current security environment makes pro-
gress difficult. This formulation is notable because it
makes the security environment, rather than the states
that control nuclear weapons, responsible for the ab-
sence of disarmament. The security environment is pre-
sented as an external condition that states inhabit rath-
er than something they actively construct. The circular
nature of this argument, that the conditions required for
disarmament can only exist after disarmament has oc-

curred, is not flagged as a problem.

The security environment has been cited as an obstacle
to disarmament at every NPT meeting since 1970. When
this is pointed out, the standard response is to cite the
post-Cold War reductions of the 1990s as evidence that

progress is possible when conditions allow.

The reductions are laudable, but they are the wrong
evidence for the proposition they are used to support.
They were drawdowns of old Cold War stockpiles, the
retirement of weapons that were redundant at existing
force levels, not a strategic shift away from nuclear de-
terrence or toward the elimination the NPT requires. No
nuclear-weapon state altered its deterrence doctrine.
The weapons that remained were retained, modernised,
and in several cases made more precise and more de-
ployable. Those reductions have since been partially
reversed, new warhead programmes, raised ceilings, ex-
panded arsenals, without any apparent re-examination
of NPT obligations and without any state returning to the
review process to explain the reversal. The security envi-
ronment, it turns out, is cited as an obstacle when arse-
nals might shrink and as a justification when they grow.
It does a great deal of work for a concept that is never

precisely defined.

The Substitution Game:
Anything but Disarmament

Apart from the Universal Script, the most sophisticated
element of performing compliance with the NPT is by
substituting process for outcome. Over the past three
decades, states have developed a rich ecology of ini-
tiatives, discussions, working groups, and frameworks
that generate activity without producing outcomes. The
activity itself is cited as evidence of commitment. The
absence of results is then often attributed to the security

environment. We map the main categories.
The Alphabet Soup

The NPT review cycle is served by a large number of
supporting initiatives, of which some have been useful to
provide a platform for addressing issues, but they have
not, it must be emphasised, helped actual disarmament
through dismantling a single warhead. The Stockholm
Initiative and its Stepping Stones, the Non-Proliferation
and Disarmament Initiative (NPDI), and the Creating an
Environment for Nuclear Disarmament (CEND) efforts
are all examples of this.

These initiatives share several structural features. They
produce working papers, not disarmament. They con-
vene side events at which these working papers are
discussed and at which they express commitment to the
NPT’s goals. They measure their contribution in terms of
engagement, recommendations, and momentum that
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could emerge from them. None of them has produced a

reduction in nuclear weapons.

Prominently, the Stockholm Initiative describes its step-
ping stones as measures that would ‘enable further steps
towards nuclear disarmament’ and would “keep disar-
mament high on the political agenda”. In other words:
stepping stones to other stepping stones. The initiative

has identified the path while ignoring the destination.

Transparency as Achievement

In the absence of disarmament, states have identified
transparency as a measurable deliverable. Some States
submit national reports. Working papers are produced
on reporting formats. Discussions are sought to be in-
stitutionalised. France, for example, has proposed ‘insti-
tutionalised discussions dedicated to the examination
of national reports’. The United States has submitted a
working paper on dialogue and offered to discuss it fur-
ther at a side event. However, in an act of anti-transpar-
ency, in March 2026, the French president announced
that the government would no longer communicate
about the number of warheads.

If transparency were achieved, it could be seen as a wel-
come hint towards engaging with the dangers of nuclear
weapons. The inherent risks of the existence of nuclear
weapons makes transparency about nuclear arsenals
and doctrines a fundamental security interest for all
states. Nevertheless, it is not disarmament. The distinc-
tion matters, because in the NPT, transparency is being
positioned as a substitute for it. States that are produc-
ing transparent reports on their nuclear arsenals are,
in many cases, producing them while expanding those
arsenals. The report and the expansion coexist without
apparent moral, legal or even cognitive discomfort.

Risk Reduction

At a time where geopolitical risk is high, risk reduction
measures are desperately needed and welcome. How-
ever, they should not be seen as a substitute for disar-
mament or as a way to demonstrate compliance with Ar-
ticle VI. The risk reduction track has emerged as a major
growth area in NPT diplomacy. States pursue strategic
risk reduction, discuss feasible risk reduction measures,
and build on previous risk reduction work. The United
Kingdom will no doubt continue its work on strategic
risk reduction. China supports risk reduction in a step-
by-step manner based on the level of strategic mutual
trust. The P5 have convened expert discussions on risk
reduction. Confidence Building Measures (CBMs), noti-
fications of military exercises, hotlines, information ex-
changes, constitute a related and longer-standing effort

to reduce the risk of nuclear use.

Risk reduction is a legitimate and important objective on
the path to disarmament. But it should be noted that the
primary risk being reduced is the risk of answering un-
comfortable questions about disarmament progress, not
the risk of intentional nuclear war, and certainly not the
risks associated with the continued existence of nuclear
weapons. Risk reduction and CBMs leave the weapons
in place. They address the risk of inadvertent use, but
not the existence of the weapons themselves, the doc-
trine of deliberate use under specified conditions, sec-
ondary-strike capability build-up, or the Article VI obli-

gation to pursue disarmament.

In the NPT context, risk reduction has been positioned
not as a complement to disarmament but as its realis-
tic alternative, something that pragmatic, responsible
states pursue as part of a step-by-step process that has
been in operation for five decades. The framing of risk
reduction as the serious approach and disarmament as
the aspirational one inverts the treaty’s own hierarchy
of obligation. After all, Article VI does not require states
to reduce the risk of nuclear use, but to eliminate the

weapons.

States that claim to be reducing the risk of nuclear weap-
ons use while modernising the weapons themselves
need to explain how this constitutes good-faith compli-
ance with Article VI. None of the states in question has

offered that explanation.
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e What This Adds Up To

Taken individually, each element described in this chap-
ter can be defended. Working papers are better than no
engagement. Expert discussions are better than silence.
Transparency is better than opacity. Risk reduction is
better than unchecked risk. Side events provide plat-
forms for a meritocratic exchange of ideas and opportu-
nities to cooperate in moving the treaty towards its full

implementation.

The problem is not any individual element. The prob-
lem is what these elements are being used to accom-
plish when assembled together over fifty-seven years by
states that continue to possess nuclear weapons and are
in the process of modernising their arsenals. The substi-
tution of working papers for disarmament, of transparen-
cy commitments for arsenal reductions, of risk reduction
for elimination didn’t happen by accident. It happened
because states chose these efforts over binding steps to
which they can be held accountable. They constructed a
myriad of non-binding proposals that would allow them
to escape pressure on the implementation of Article VI

over a fifty-seven year period.

Every conference produces the same statements, citing
the same commitments. Every commitment referenc-
es the same future conditions, which do not material-
ise. The weapons are not reduced. The statements are
made again. The participants are, in many cases, genu-
inely committed to the goals they articulate. None of this

changes the outcome.

Photo Credit: ICAN | Jeenah Moon

George Orwell described the use of language to obscure
rather than communicate meaning as a kind of verbal
false limb: a construction that gives the appearance of
solid footing while the leg doing the work doesn’t exist.
Much of the nuclear weapons states’ diplomatic vocab-
ulary is such a sophisticated false limb. It gives the ap-
pearance of a process moving toward disarmament. The
leg that would have to do the work - actual, verifiable,
irreversible, transparent reductions in nuclear arsenals -

has been absent from the meeting.

But the sharpest challenge to the Universal Script does
not come from the treaty text, or from this report, or from
any delegation in this room. It comes from the govern-

ments delivering it.

Their NPT statement expresses unequivocal commit-
ment to disarmament, while their Prime Minister’s press
conference, in the same week, expresses enthusiasm for
nuclear deterrence. These are contradictions between
two simultaneous, official, live policy positions held by
the same government, with no apparent expectation
that anyone will question them. The inaction document-
ed in this chapter is a fifty-seven-year track record of un-
dermining a legally binding obligation, performed in full
view, with elaborate procedural decoration. Inaction, at
least, is a coherent position.

Part 3 documents what the highest levels of political
leadership in several NPT states parties have recently
decided to say out loud, in public, to their own popula-

tions. It is not disarmament.
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Problem & Permanence

Every nuclear-weapon state and more and more non-nu-
clear weapons states have a version of this story. France
provides a clear example of the gap between their com-
mitted language at NPT fora and the actual political real-
ity. In 2010, France told the Review Conference: “/ do not
want the nuclear weapon States to shirk their individual
responsibility, and especially not in the area of nuclear
disarmament. France assumes its responsibility through
concrete actions.”

In 2015, France’s delegate to the NPT Main Committee
on Nuclear Disarmament stated that “nuclear disarma-
ment has been a daily reality in France for the past two
decades” and cited the dismantlement of its test site and
fissile material production facilities as proof. France’s
2025 NPT report states: “France is not participating in
an arms race and is sparing no effort to prevent such a

race and improve strategic stability.”

UN Secretary General opens 2022 NPT Review Conference.
Photo: ICAN | Jeenah Moon

The same report reiterates France’s determination to
adhere to its commitment to the 2022 Joint Leaders’
Statement on Preventing Nuclear War and Avoiding

Arms Races.

However, on 2 March 2026, President Macron an-

nounced:

“I have decided to increase the number of
warheads in our arsenal. To put an end to
any speculation, we will no longer release
figures on our nuclear arsenal, as we have
done in the past. To be free, we must

be feared, and to be feared, we must be
powerful.”

— French President Emmanuel Macron

These are the words of a government that has decid-
ed nuclear expansion is a political priority, announced
it publicly, and simultaneously submitted a report to this
conference expressing commitment to preventing an
arms race and improving strategic stability. The report
and the speech describe different realities and yet bear

the same government’s name.

The trajectory of French nuclear spending makes the
same point in numbers: the military programming law
for 2014-2019 allocated €23.3 billion to nuclear de-
terrence; the 2019-2024 law allocated €37 billion; the
2024-2030 law allocated €53.7 billion. This is not the
budget trajectory of a state pursuing nuclear disarma-
ment. It is the budget trajectory of a state expanding and
modernising a nuclear arsenal, while its delegates ex-

press full commitment to Article VI.

THE INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGN TO ABOLISH NUCLEAR WEAPONS

European Nuclear Enthusiasm

France should be seen as an example. The same pattern,
unequivocal commitment at the conference table, ex-
pansion and modernisation in the capital, is documented
across the nuclear-weapon states and, it turns out, in a

growing number of non-nuclear weapons states.

Since 2022, when Russia started its full-scale invasion of
Ukraine, a number of non-nuclear-weapon states party
to the NPT have begun competing, enthusiastically, pub-
licly, and without apparent legal advice, to express their
support for nuclear weapons. Anecdotal evidence of this

trend is presented below:

“It is not enough for France to be the only nuclear
power in the EU.”
— Belgian Prime Minister de Wever

Belgium is a non-nuclear-weapon state party to the NPT.
It also hosts US nuclear weapons on its territory, which
has historically been the source of some diplomatic awk-
wardness and public protest. The Prime Minister now
wishes there were more nuclear powers in the EU. The
NPT, to which Belgium is apparently so committed, does

not share this aspiration.

“I have begun confidential talks with the French
president on European nuclear deterrence.”
— German Chancellor Friedrich Merz

This statement is particularly noteworthy because the
German Federal Ministry of Justice lists the use of nucle-
ar weapons as an example of a war crime under interna-

tional humanitarian law.

Support for these confidential talks, however, is already

being shown by other NPT Non-nuclear weapon states.

-

“I am pleased about the opening by
France concerning a possible extension
of its nuclear deterrence to Europe. We
have to discuss developing a European
nuclear deterrence.”

— Finnish Prime Minister Petteri Orpo

Sweden “should be happy and grateful
that there are two neighbouring
countries that have nuclear weapons”

— Swedish Prime Minister Ulf Kristersson

I
“We should pursue the most advanced
capabilities, including nuclear and
modern unconventional weapons.”
— Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk
—
] —
“Nuclear deterrence can give us new
opportunities. Why not?”
— Latvian Prime Minister Evika Silina
|
“A nuclear umbrella would serve as
really very serious deterrence.”
— Lithuanian Prime Minister Gitanas Nauseda
T
[

“It could be positive for non-
proliferation if Norway joins the French
nuclear umbrella.”

— Norwegian State Secretary Eivind Vad
Petersson

“The Netherlands has accepted
France’s offer for this strategic
dialogue. It offers the Netherlands the
opportunity to work with NATO allies
to strengthen the European dimension
of nuclear deterrence.”

— Defense Minister Dilan Yesilgoz-Zegerius

and Foreign Minister Tom Berendsen of the
Netherlands
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These statements are public advocacy for nuclear
weapons, made by heads of government of states that
are legally bound, as parties to the NPT, not to seek or
receive nuclear weapons. The deterrence logic these
leaders are deploying is indistinguishable from the logic
used by every nuclear-armed state to justify keeping its
weapons. When a non-nuclear-weapon state makes this
argument in public, it constitutes the most effective pos-
sible case for nuclear proliferation, delivered, with full
conviction, by states whose legal obligation runs in the

opposite direction.

Security concerns following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
are real. They deserve serious responses. The question
the NPT poses is whether advocacy for nuclear weapons
by legally bound non-nuclear-weapon states constitutes
a serious response, or whether it constitutes the kind of
incitement to proliferation the treaty was designed to pre-
vent. The NPT’s Preamble and the ICJ’s unanimous 1996

ruling on Article VI both answer the question directly.

Photo: ICAN | Aude Catimel

The statements documented in this chapter are the
logical consequence of the NPT’s documented tra-
jectory. Fifty-seven years of performing disarmament
while retaining weapons produced a political culture in
which heads of government of legally bound non-nu-
clear-weapon states can publicly advocate for nuclear
weapons without apparent consequence, legal or dip-

lomatic.

What remains is the question of what comes next. There
is an answer to that question, and it did not wait for the
NPT to produce one. While nuclear-weapon states were
constructing stepping stones to other stepping stones,
and while their allies were discovering enthusiasm for
deterrence, the majority of other states negotiated,
adopted, and brought into force a binding legal instru-
ment. The final chapter deals with the UN Treaty on the

Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons.

THE INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGN TO ABOLISH NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Something Else Happened

So far we have documented the following:

The NPT was built on a legally binding disarmament
obligation that has not been implemented in fifty-seven
years. The review cycle has developed a sophisticated
vocabulary for performing compliance with that obliga-
tion without fulfilling it. And the governments of sever-
al NPT states parties have, in recent years, abandoned
even the diplomatic performance, making nuclear weap-
ons a political priority at the highest levels while their
disarmament delegates continue reciting the universal
script. This is the situation as it stands. It is, by any rea-

sonable assessment, not good.

There is, however, something else that happened. In
2017, a global majority of states did something concrete.
They negotiated and adopted the UN Treaty on the Pro-
hibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW). This final chapter
examines what that means, what the objections to it re-
veal, and what the states in today’s NPT conference room

actually have available to them if they choose to use it.

m The TPNW as a Stress Test

The TPNW is useful to this report not only as a policy in-
strument but as a diagnostic tool. The reaction to it - from
nuclear-weapon states and some non nuclear weapons
states alike - is among the most revealing data in the
entire NPT record. It tells you, with unusual clarity, what
the states opposing disarmament are actually afraid of.
They are not afraid the TPNW will fail. They are afraid it
will succeed.

When the UN General Assembly voted in 2016 to con-
vene the TPNW negotiations, the United States actively
pressured NATO allies not to participate, arguing that
doing so would undermine nuclear deterrence. This
pressure is documented and was successful: No NATO
member attended the negotiations as a participating
state, with the sole exception of the Netherlands, which
attended and voted against the final text. The pressure

itself is informative. States that are indifferent to an out-

come do not apply diplomatic pressure to prevent others

from participating in the process that produces it.

The TPNW does something specific that the NPT has
never managed: it forces a choice. Before its adoption,
states could maintain that nuclear weapons were terri-
ble, that they should be eliminated, and that the NPT was
the appropriate vehicle, while doing nothing to move the
NPT toward full implementation. The TPNW, originat-
ing from a UNGA mandate open to all states, changed
the architecture of that comfortable position. It took the
question of nuclear disarmament out of the hands of the
states that possess the weapons and placed it before the
full membership of the international community, which
voted 122-1-1 to adopt the treaty. It asks every state to
declare publicly, in a binding legal instrument, whether it
supports the elimination of nuclear weapons or not. The
ambiguity that made comfortable inaction possible is no

longer available.

This is why the reaction by the US and some of its al-
lies at the start of negotiations was a press conference
dismissing the legitimacy of the TPNW rather than a
counter-proposal. A counter-proposal would require en-
gaging with the question the TPNW poses. The press
conference is much more convenient in allowing the ob-

jecting states to control the narrative.

@ Where to go from Here

The TPNW now has 99 states parties and signatories, a
majority of the NPT’s membership. Its first Review Con-
ference is scheduled for November 2026 in New York,

with South Africa as president.

At its first Meeting of States Parties in Vienna in 2022,
the TPNW adopted a 50-point Action Plan and estab-
lished a Scientific Advisory Group, and condemned as
the first multilateral body to do so, any threats to use
nuclear weapons as a violation of international law, in-
cluding the UN Charter. At its second Meeting in 2023,

it adopted a declaration committing states parties not to

19



THE CORNERSTONE REPORT

stand by as spectators to increasing nuclear risks, es-
tablished a consultative process specifically designed to
address the security concerns of states, the argument
often cited against joining, and advanced work on efforts
to collectively provide for victim assistance and environ-
mental remediation. At its third Meeting in March 2025,
it made a strong political declaration rejecting nuclear
deterrence as a security threat to all countries, advanced
implementation efforts, and elected South Africa to pre-
side over next year’s Review Conference.

The TPNW'’s Scientific Advisory Group brings independ-
ent technical expertise into the treaty’s governance on
an ongoing basis. The communities harmed by the test-
ing carried out by the nuclear armed states play a signif-
icant role in the treaty’s implementation process. These
are not incidental features of the TPNW. They are the

reason it was built the way it was.

Part 3 of this report documented the gap between what
states say at NPT conferences and what their govern-
ments announce outside them, the contradiction be-
tween the expressions of unequivocal commitment to
disarmament and simultaneous expansion of arsenals,
the advocacy for nuclear weapons by states legally
bound to oppose it. The TPNW closes this gap structur-
ally by legally binding its members to a world without
nuclear weapons, with specific prohibitions, verification

requirements, and accountability mechanisms.

The Treaty the NPT Was
Pointing Toward

In 1967, Alva Myrdal argued before the Eighteen Nation
Committee on Disarmament that the NPT had to be

seen as “a part, and only a part, of an integrated whole
of partial disarmament measures in the field of nucle-
ar weapons.” She described what the NPT required in
order to be credible, the subsequent instruments that
would convert its disarmament obligation from a direc-

tion into a destination.

Those instruments are now being built. The TPNW is not
a competitor to the NPT but a completion mechanism
for the obligations in Article VI. The TPNW enables the
nuclear-weapon states to pursue in good faith and bring
to a conclusion negotiations leading to nuclear disarma-
mentin all its aspects, as the ICJ unanimously confirmed
to be mandated by the NPT in 1996, and it provides a
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legally structured, democratically mandated process for
fulfilling it. Joining the TPNW does not mean leaving the
NPT, but rather taking the NPT’s own central obligation
seriously enough to implement it through the most con-

crete means currently available in international law.

The NPT was negotiated in a security environment its
drafters considered dangerous enough to act on imme-
diately. The geopolitical danger was the argument for
the treaty. The same logic now applies to the TPNW. The
security environment currently facing this NPT review
conference is serious. Russia, Israel and the US’s con-
duct, China’s expansion, the fracturing of arms control
architecture, the erosion of the boundary between nu-
clear and conventional doctrine, these are real. They are
also, to a significant degree, the product of fifty-seven
years during which the performance of disarmament by
some was accepted as a substitute for its practice by the

many.

The states that built the TPNW understood this. They
acted because the security environment had not im-
proved, and because waiting had been the strategy for
half a century. They negotiated under pressure, adopted
the treaty under boycott, brought it into force during a
pandemic, and have since built a substantive interses-
sional process. At their third Meeting of States Parties,
in a week when the Doomsday Clock stood at its most
dangerous reading in history, they debated trust funds
for nuclear testing survivors, strongly condemned nucle-
ar deterrence, reviewed the mandate of their Scientific
Advisory Group, and prepared for a Review Conference
that will assess concrete implementation of concrete

commitments.

The states in this NPT conference room, the majority of
which have upheld their obligations and waited for the
other side of the bargain to be honoured, have a choice
available to them that is not the status quo and not the
void. It exists, it is functioning, and it is already where
most of them belong. The NPT’s credibility as a func-
tioning instrument of international law does not rest on
sustaining the ‘performance compliance’ documented in
this report. It rests on whether the obligation at its centre
is being implemented. The TPNW is what implementa-

tion looks like.

THE INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGN TO ABOLISH NUCLEAR WEAPONS

The NPT was negotiated during one of the most dangerous periods in nuclear weapons history. Negotiators
recognised the urgent need to prevent the devastation that would be wrought upon humanity by nuclear war. In the
decades since, global understanding of the complex, cascading consequences of any use of nuclear weapons have
grown. Now, as nuclear risks are again peaking, states must choose either to condone a new nuclear arms race,
or to fulfil the ambitions set out in this agreement: the cessation of a nuclear arms race, the liquidation of existing
stockpiles and the elimination from national arsenals of nuclear weapons. A global majority have made their choice,

codified in the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, and it is now up to the rest to do the same.

'"We believe we need to look into the
possibility of adjusting Article 137 of the
Constitution of the Republic of Lithuania

if our allies propose realistic plans for the
deployment of nuclear weapons or their
components in Lithuania, and also to review
other commitments."

“Desiring to further the easing

of international tension and the
strengthening of trust between States

in order to facilitate the cessation of the
manufacture of nuclear weapons, the
liquidation of all their existing stockpiles,
and the elimination from national

arsenals of nuclear weapons.” (PP11)
— Lithuanian Defense Minister Dovile Sakaliene

— Preamble of the NPT

“I have begun confidential talks with the
French president on European nuclear
deterrence.”

“The nonnuclear countries will in law
renounce their right to nuclear weapons,
but nuclear stockpiles and the threat

of a nuclear confrontation will in fact
continue to exist indefinitely... This de
facto situation could always constitute
an incitement to manufacture or acquire
nuclear weapons. To diminish this risk
still further it will be necessary, pending
the complete elimination by radical
measures of nuclear stockpiles and the

— German Chancellor Friedrich Merz

“It is not enough for France to be the only
nuclear power in the EU.”

— Belgian Prime Minister de Wever

nuclear threat, to include in the treaty a
formal and definite indication of what the
nuclear Powers propose to do with the
existing nuclear armament.”

— Egyptian Representative Khallaf, ENDC

""The non-proliferation treaty has to

be seen as a part, and only a part, of an
integrated whole of partial disarmament
measures in the field of nuclear
weapons.”

— Alva Myrdal, statement at the eighteen nation
disarmament committee (ENDC), 1967

“I have decided to increase the number of
warheads in our arsenal. To put an end to
any speculation, we will no longer release
figures on our nuclear arsenal, as we have
done in the past. To be free, we must

be feared, and to be feared, we must be
powerful.”

— French President Emmanuel Macron

“I am pleased about the opening by France
concerning a possible extension of its nuclear
deterrence to Europe. We have to discuss
developing a European nuclear deterrence.”

— Finnish Prime Minister Petteri Orpo
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