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Introduction  

t is a truth universally acknowledged that nuclear proliferation constitutes 
a threat to international peace and security. However little known its 

causes may be, this truth is so well fixed in international public 
consciousness that it is considered an utmost requirement to address the 
problem expeditiously. 

Is the international community indeed properly geared to respond 
quickly, strongly, and unanimously to proliferation? If so, how? 

Writing for Foreign Affairs in 1961, the late Fred Iklé asked, “After 
Detection—What?”1

Four decades later, in a 2001 article for the Nonproliferation Review, 
Brad Roberts assessed how the problem had changed.

. He expressed concerns that the international 
community focused too exclusively on how to detect violations to arms-
control agreements. He explained that determining the consequences of 
violations after detection was also essential and described “a program to 
deter evasion,” but remained pessimistic about its prospects for success. 

2

Over ten years have passed since Roberts’s review article. It is now 
a good time to stand back and take stock of how the problem has evolved. 
To this end, this paper begins with an assessment of the nonproliferation 
landscape between 2001 and 2011 by looking at the changes that affected 
the proliferation problem itself, the tools to address that problem, and the 
actors involved in the process to solve it. Although progress was made to 
better tackle it, the paper suggests that pessimism is in order today. On that 
basis, it moves on to explore what the “winning agenda” might be, what it 
entails, and what the prospects are. Its core finding is that much of the 
success against proliferation will be determined by the role played by the 
permanent members of the Security Council, the so-called Permanent Five 

 He showed that 
many policy tools had been developed, but that they did not guarantee 
success. Anticipating many of the debates of the 2000s, he reflected on the 
dilemma of resorting to multilateral action (sanctioned by the UN Security 
Council) or US unilateral action, and concluded that there was a crisis of 
confidence about the nonproliferation regime and the role of the major 
powers. 

                                            
1 Fred Iklé, “After Detection—What?” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 39, No. 2, January 1961, 
pp. 208-220. 
2 Brad Roberts, “Revisiting Fred Iklé’s 1961 Question, ‘After Detection—What?’” 
Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 8, No. 1, Spring 2001, pp. 10-24. 
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or P-5 (China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States). 
It is unclear, however, whether the Five will be able and willing to play this 
role adequately. 

 



 
 

 

The 2001-2011  
Nonproliferation Landscape 

Rise and Mutation of Proliferation Challenges 
In 2001, Roberts stressed that proliferation challenges were on the rise, but 
that the problem had not changed. Between 2001 and 2011, proliferation 
challenges continued to multiply but also grew more complex. 

Growing Diversity of Proliferation Problems 

A decade ago, such challenges were caused by states that were 
deliberately, overtly, and repeatedly abusing international norms and rules: 
North Korea and Iraq. This type of defiant behavior persisted in the 2000s. 
The standoff over North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs continued 
and Pyongyang’s defiance increased.3

Another case of defiance is Iran.

 In December 2002, shortly after 
admitting to possessing a secret enrichment program, Pyongyang expelled 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspectors from its Yongbyon 
nuclear site and decided to reprocess spent fuel. It then withdrew from the 
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) and later conducted missile tests, as 
well as two nuclear tests on October 9, 2006 and May 25, 2009. The past 
decade witnessed negotiations with the North go through as many 
breakdowns as (vain) breakthroughs. Pyongyang refused to comply with 
IAEA and UN resolutions. It sold nuclear and missile technology to third 
parties and demanded to be recognized as a nuclear-weapon state (NWS). 
In addition, its behavior became aggressive, notably with the sinking of the 
South Korean Cheonan corvette and the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island in 
the Yellow Sea, respectively in March and November 2010. The recent 
death of Kim Jong-il has now made it difficult to predict the evolution of the 
situation. As this paper goes to press, fears are rising that North Korea may 
be gearing up for a third nuclear test. 

4

                                            
3 North Korean Security Challenges, London, IISS, 2011. 

 In August 2002, a crisis 
developed over Iran’s nuclear program after revelations of a uranium-
enrichment plant at Natanz and a heavy-water plant at Arak, both of which 
were undeclared facilities. IAEA investigations also determined that Iran 
had failed to report the importation and use of nuclear material, including 
experiments at the Kalaye Electric Plant, all in violation of Iran’s safeguards 
obligations. Negotiations with Tehran went through ups and downs and 
have so far failed to convince the major powers that Iran’s program is for 
peaceful purposes. Tehran has refused to suspend its enrichment activities 

4 Iran’s Nuclear, Chemical, and Biological Capabilities, London, IISS, 2011. 
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(which have created concerns about its program’s potential military 
purpose) and acted in defiance of IAEA and UN resolutions. It has moved 
towards a breakout nuclear-weapon capability and, in noncompliance with 
the most recent UN Security Council Resolution (June 2010), continued to 
conduct missile tests.5

In the years 2001-2011, however, “defiant proliferators” accounted 
for one type of challenge. The world also witnessed the emergence of 
“silent proliferators” or states conducting activities in secrecy, raising 
concerns about their intentions and capabilities to become full-fledged (and 
defiant) proliferators.

 

6 With the September 6, 2007 Israeli raid on a nuclear 
reactor at Dair Alzour, Syrian undeclared nuclear activities were revealed. 
The raid and Syria’s immediate clean-up of the site (and refusal to 
cooperate with the IAEA after an inspection, the only one authorized by 
Syrian authorities, found man-made uranium particles) reinforced the belief 
that Damascus was secretly developing nuclear weapons.7 Similar 
suspicions were raised about Myanmar following unconfirmed claims by 
regime defectors.8 Moreover, in December 2003, Libya’s proliferation 
activities emerged in public after Tripoli agreed to eliminate its nuclear and 
chemical programs in exchange for its integration back into the international 
community.9

The international community also came to be faced with “light 
breachers” or states that failed to report activities they were required to 
report, but subsequently cooperated with the proper authorities to resolve 
the (main) issues. In August 2004, South Korea disclosed past nuclear 
research activities not reported to the IAEA. The issues were resolved 
rapidly, however, thanks to cooperation from Seoul and because the 
country has an Additional Protocol (AP) in force.

 

10 Similarly, in February 
2005, Egypt admitted its failure to report in a timely fashion past nuclear 
activities to the IAEA. Although the IAEA did not find that the reported 
failures were part of concealment efforts of a military program, a few issues 
have remained to this day, mainly because the country has not concluded 
an AP.11

                                            
5 Similarly, until late 2002, Iraq defied the nonproliferation regime. Baghdad refused 
to cooperate with the United Nations Monitoring, Verification, and Inspection 
Commission and to allow the inspectors it had expelled in December 1998 back on 
its territory. Iraq’s Weapons of Mass Destruction, London, IISS, 2002. 

 

6 The difference between defiant and silent proliferators may only be one of timing 
because today’s defiant proliferators initiated their programs in secrecy. Today, 
however, the reality is that some proliferators are overtly defiant while others have 
remained much quieter about their activities. 
7 Nuclear Programmes in the Middle East, London, IISS, 2008, pp. 73-82. 
8 Preventing Nuclear Dangers in Southeast Asia and Australasia, London, IISS, 
2009, pp. 101-118. 
9 Nuclear Programmes in the Middle East, op. cit., pp. 97-107. 
10 Jungmin Kang, Peter Hayes, Li Bin, Tatsujiro Suzuki, and Richard Tanter, “South 
Korea’s Nuclear Surprise,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, January/February 
2005, pp. 40-49. 
11 Nuclear Programmes in the Middle East, op. cit., pp. 17-34. 
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Emergence of the Problem of Proliferation by Non-State Actors 

A new challenge also emerged in the 2000s: the problem of proliferation by 
non-state actors. Until 2001, the focus had been on state actors. Since 
then, however, the activities of individuals and non-state organizations have 
received increased attention because of rising fears of nuclear, biological, 
and chemical (NBC) terrorism after 9/11. This is not new. On March 20, 
1995, the Japanese cult Aum Shinrikyo conducted deadly Sarin gas attacks 
on the Tokyo subway. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, several cases 
of illicit nuclear trafficking had also been reported. But the threat became 
truly serious with 9/11. It grew fast after the anthrax attacks of October 
2001, the arrest of José Padilla in May 2002 (who was suspected of plotting 
a radiological attack), and after evidence surfaced that Al-Qaeda was 
seeking NBC materials and was willing to use them.12

Concerns about the problem of proliferation by non-state actors 
increased further when the A.Q. Khan network was revealed in 2003. 
Revelations of this network of international experts, suppliers, and front 
companies that had provided nuclear assistance to Iran, Libya, and North 
Korea demonstrated that proliferation had extended its reach beyond the 
states. 

 

The Three-State Problem 

Since 2001, one holdout state has acceded to the NPT (Cuba in November 
2002), leaving India, Israel, and Pakistan, all of which have nuclear 
arsenals, outside the regime. By definition, states that have not adhered to 
nonproliferation agreements cannot be in noncompliance with them. Yet, 
these three states do represent a problem per se for the nonproliferation 
regime, which is meant to be all-inclusive.  

Between 2001 and 2011, there was no solution to the so-called 
three-state problem in sight. All three continued to refuse to join the NPT as 
non-nuclear-weapon states (NNWS). India and Pakistan expanded their 
arsenals. Today, Pakistan’s arsenal is the world’s fastest-growing, 
estimated at 90-110 weapons (24-48 in 2001). Meanwhile, India’s arsenal 
is thought to consist of 80-100 weapons (30-35 in 2001), while Israel is 
believed to have produced enough plutonium for 100-200 warheads (a 
similar figure was given for 2001).13

Development of the Policy Tool Box 

  

In 2001, Roberts stressed that the ability of the international community to 
prevent proliferation, deter safeguards evasion, and restore compliance 
had been strengthened since the 1960s. By 2011, these tools and 
responses had been developed further given the rise and mutation of 
proliferation challenges. 

                                            
12 Rolf Mowatt-Larseen, Al Qaeda Weapons of Mass Destruction Threat: Hype or 
Reality?, Cambridge, Belfer Center, 2010. 
13 SIPRI Yearbook 2011, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2011, pp. 343, 346, 350 
and SIPRI Yearbook 2002, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002, p. 526. 
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The Nonproliferation Regime 

The nonproliferation regime was endorsed by additional parties and 
strengthened in its reach. A rising number of states adhered to nuclear 
safeguards. In 2011, 177 states had comprehensive safeguards 
agreements (CSA) in force compared with 133 in 2001. Similarly, in 2011, 
97 states had an AP in force compared with 23 in 2001.14 Moreover, in 
September 2005, the Small Quantities Protocol (SQP) was amended to 
eliminate a proliferation loophole: the standard SQP allows states to 
conclude a protocol which holds in abeyance most of the operative 
provisions of the IAEA’s verification tools. There were also discussions 
about making the AP the safeguards standard and a condition of supply of 
sensitive nuclear technology, notably enrichment and reprocessing (ENR) 
technologies. Finally, suggestions were made to go beyond the AP with an 
“AP Plus”, just as proposals were made to deter NPT withdrawals à la 
North Korea.15

To add to the existing nuclear-weapon-free zones (NWFZ), a 
Central Asian NWFZ was also concluded in September 2006 and entered 
into force three years later, along with the African NWFZ.

 

16

Complementary Mechanisms 

 In July 2005, an 
amendment to strengthen the 1980 Convention on the Physical Protection 
of Nuclear Material was concluded. Two months later, in September 2005, 
a Nuclear Terrorism Convention was adopted. 

Many tools were developed in the 2000s to complement the 
nonproliferation regime. Multilateral export-control groups came to 
appreciate the need to control more activities to better prevent proliferation: 
brokering, transit, trans-shipment, end-users, financial flows, and, when 
possible, the “intangible transfer of technology.” In addition to updating its 
control lists regularly, the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) adopted catch-all 
clauses. The European Union also strengthened its export-control system 
and made cooperation with non-EU countries conditional on satisfactory 
nonproliferation record, through “EU Nonproliferation Clauses.” 

NSG members spent the past decade working toward the restriction 
of ENR transfers.17 Moreover, in October 2003, then-IAEA Director-General 
Mohamed ElBaradei launched an effort to reflect on options to 
multilateralize the fuel cycle.18

                                            
14 For the latest status of IAEA Safeguards Agreements and Additional Protocols, 
available at : 

 Several states and international 

http://www.iaea.org/OurWork/SV/Safeguards/documents/sir_table.pdf 
15 For details, see John Carlson, Withdrawal from the NPT: Consequences for 
IAEA Safeguards, ICNND Research Paper No.8, June 2009. 
16 There are NWFZ in Latin America, the South Pacific, Southeast Asia, and Africa. 
Mongolia also has an NWFZ status and the Antarctic, Outer Space, and Seabed 
beyond national territory are NBC-weapon-free zones.  
17 Mark Hibbs, “New Global Rules for Sensitive Nuclear Trade,” Nuclear Energy 
Brief, July 28, 2011. 
18 Multilateral Approaches to the Nuclear Fuel Cycle: Expert Group Report 
Submitted to the Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency, 
INFCIRC/640, February 22, 2005. 

http://www.iaea.org/OurWork/SV/Safeguards/documents/sir_table.pdf�
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organizations also crafted proposals.19

Furthermore, in May 2003, the United States developed a new tool 
to interdict NBC transfers if preventive measures fail: the Proliferation 
Security Initiative. PSI is a voluntary partnership of states working together 
to develop diplomatic, military, intelligence, and other measures to stop 
such shipments via air, land, and sea. Partly because PSI lacked a legal 
framework, UN Security Council Resolution 1540 was adopted in April 
2004. This resolution obligates all UN member states to prevent non-state 
actors from transferring NBC-related materials by developing and enforcing 
appropriate legal and regulatory measures. The adoption in October 2005 
of a protocol to the Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts 
against the Safety of Maritime Navigation outlawing the transportation of 
NBC materials, as well as the signature of ship-boarding agreements with 
leading flag-of-convenience states (e.g. Panama and Liberia) also 
facilitated PSI operations at sea. 

 In December 2010, agreement was 
reached to establish an IAEA low-enriched uranium (LEU) bank as a fuel 
assurance for member states, should the fuel supply to their peaceful 
programs be disrupted. 

Cooperative Threat Reduction programs, also, were strengthened. 
Since 1992, these programs have worked to secure and dismantle NBC 
weapons and materials in the former Soviet Union. In November 2003, the 
Nunn-Lugar Expansion Act expanded their area of application outside the 
former Soviet Union. A year earlier, the G-8 Global Partnership had brought 
funding to secure NBC materials, with matching pledges of $10 billion each 
from the United States and other G-8 countries to be implemented over ten 
years (a commitment recently extended).20

It was President Obama, however, who put nuclear security high on 
the agenda. In April 2010, his administration hosted the first Nuclear 
Security Summit to work toward the goal of securing all vulnerable nuclear 
material worldwide within four years. Since then, numerous nuclear-security 
initiatives have been conducted and a review process seems to have taken 
shape, with the next summit taking place in Seoul in March 2012.

 The IAEA, the United States, 
and the European Union also launched similar initiatives. 

21

Responses to Stubborn Proliferation Problems 

 

In the years 2001-2011, incentive packages, sanctions, and force were 
used to address stubborn proliferation problems. Most incentive packages 
were offered in an action-for-action manner, through ad hoc diplomatic 
mechanisms. In the case of North Korea, the demise of the Agreed 
Framework led to the Six-Party Talks (between China, Japan, North Korea, 

                                            
19 Yury Yudin, Multilateralization of the Nuclear Fuel Cycle: Assessing the Existing 
Proposals, Geneva, UNIDIR, 2009, pp. 25-49. 
20 G-8 Summit, “Declaration on Nonproliferation and Disarmament,” Deauville, 
France, May 26-27, 2011. 
21 For an assessment of the progress achieved recently, see The NTI Nuclear 
Materials Security Index, Washington, Nuclear Threat Initiative, January 2012, 
available at: http://www.ntiindex.org/static/pdfs/nti_index_final.pdf 

http://www.ntiindex.org/static/pdfs/nti_index_final.pdf�
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Russia, South Korea, and the United States). Initiated in August 2003, this 
process helped to conclude two incentive-laden agreements in September 
2005 and February 2007 (eventually broken). These packages included 
agreement by the North to dismantle its program and return to the NPT in 
exchange for energy and economic assistance, security assurances, and 
the normalization of relations with the United States and Japan. 

Similarly, in the case of Iran, the so-called European Three or E-3 
(France, Germany, and the United Kingdom) and the E-3+3 (aka the P-5 
plus Germany) offered Tehran numerous incentives to convince it to 
suspend its enrichment activities. In October 2009, the United States also 
proposed a “fuel-swap deal” requiring Iran to ship most of its declared LEU 
stockpile out of its territory for fabrication into fuel for the Tehran Research 
Reactor (TRR), which produces medical isotopes. After the deal collapsed, 
Brazil and Turkey sought to revitalize it, laying out a plan in May 2010 
requiring Iran to export half of its LEU stockpile to Turkey with IAEA 
supervision in exchange for fuel from a third country for the TRR (but 
continued production by Iran of both 3.5 percent- and 20 percent-enriched 
uranium made the new plan less appealing to Western powers). No 
agreement was reached. 

In the case of Libya, secret negotiations between US, UK, and 
Libyan authorities convinced Tripoli to eliminate its nuclear and chemical 
programs in exchange for its integration back into the international 
community. Although in a different manner, the US-India nuclear 
cooperation agreement nudged India closer to the nonproliferation regime. 
India agreed to separate its civil and military nuclear facilities and place all 
its civil nuclear facilities under IAEA safeguards in exchange for full civil 
nuclear cooperation with the United States, which it otherwise could not 
receive as an NPT holdout. 

Between 2001 and 2011, both unilateral sanctions (mostly by the 
United States and the European Union) and multilateral sanctions (by the 
Security Council) were used. The Council passed three rounds of sanctions 
against North Korea and five against Iran. Sanctions were used in parallel 
with diplomacy. In the case of Iran, a two-track approach consisting of the 
pursuit of negotiations and the orchestration of sanctions was deployed. 

In 2001, Roberts stressed that advances had been made in 
calibrating and tailoring sanctions to specific problems, even though they 
remained controversial tools often deemed ineffective and harmful to 
civilian populations. In the 2000s, controversies persisted, but progress 
continued to improve sanctions’ effectiveness. In the United States, for 
instance, Executive Order 13,382 of June 28, 2005 gave the State 
Department the authority to designate entities and individuals for a block or 
freeze of their assets due to their proliferation-related behavior, leading 
many financial institutions to sever ties with them, by fear of running afoul 
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of US law.22 At the multilateral level, strict sanctions were adopted by the 
Security Council, with the latest to date (Resolution 1929 of June 2010) 
imposing firm measures against Tehran. Although sanctions did not derail 
the Iranian program, they helped to prevent or delay a breakout scenario 
and contain the problem without resort to war.23

Finally, in the past 10 years, military force was used several times 
as a means to respond to proliferation. It is an option that Roberts 
discusses at length in his article, but that had not become reality by 2001. 
Shortly thereafter, the NBC issue in Iraq came to a head in key capitals and 
the Security Council. Despite the absence of any relevant IAEA findings, 
disagreements among the major powers, and the absence of a clear 
mandate from the Council, the United States and others decided to invade 
Iraq and remove Saddam Hussein from power. But the failure to find 
evidence of NBC weapons discredited the conduct of large-scale military 
operations for nonproliferation purposes. 

 Simultaneously, however, 
covert operations like sabotage or targeted killings of nuclear and missile 
experts were conducted. 

Meanwhile, the option of targeted military strikes (akin to the Israeli 
raid against the Iraqi Osirak reactor on June 7, 1981) continued to be 
debated for North Korea and particularly Iran. However, the United States 
resisted it because of the Iraq experience and because both Iran and North 
Korea scattered (and hid) their facilities, limiting the odds that military 
strikes would remove the problems completely.  

With North Korea, the concern was also that military strikes could 
spark a war with dire consequences because of the vulnerability of Seoul. 
With Iran, the fears were that military strikes would only retard the program 
and unify the elite in favor of weaponization. Another worry was that 
bombing another Muslim country would cause a significant backlash, no 
matter how much it might be privately welcomed by regional governments. 

After the US-led invasion of Iraq, only one state (Israel) used military 
strikes to address what it perceived was proliferation: it destroyed a Syrian 
facility, later confirmed by the IAEA to have been a nuclear reactor, in 
September 2007. 

The Politics of Action on Nonproliferation 
In 2001, Roberts explained that P-5 disagreements over nonproliferation 
were problematic. The Security Council is the final arbiter of enforcement 
decisions when it comes to nonproliferation and, as permanent members 
with veto-wielding power, the P-5 play a central role in the process. Over 
the past decade, divisions continued among the P-5, and grew between 

                                            
22 For an analysis, see Carrielyn Donigan Guymon, “The Best Tool for the Job: The 
US Campaign to Freeze Assets of Proliferators and their Supporters,” Virginia 
Journal of International Law, Vol. 49, No. 4, May 2009, pp. 851-913. 
23 Dina Esfandiary and Mark Fitzpatrick, “Sanctions on Iran: Defining and Enabling 
‘Success’,” Survival, Vol. 53, No. 5, October-November 2011, pp. 143-156. 
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them and the members of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). Founded by 
25 states just over fifty years ago (by the Belgrade Declaration of 
September 6, 1961), the NAM comprises 120 member states and 20 
observers, and represents the interests of developing states. 24

Divisions among the P-5 

 

Over the past decade, the P-5 often found themselves in discord over 
nonproliferation. There was, nonetheless, some cooperation between them. 
The P-5 shared the value of the nonproliferation regime and the need to 
invest in it, notably after 9/11. Between 2001 and 2011, the Five all brought 
an AP into force and concluded conventions on nuclear security. They 
cooperated to establish complementary mechanisms, such as Resolution 
1540. Russia and China improved their notoriously weak export-control 
systems. For a long time, the last NSG holdout of the P-5, China joined the 
Group in May 2004 and adopted new export-control legislation, which it 
revised in December 2006.25

However, the P-5 suffered from many divisions. Compliance issues 
persisted in Russia and China with some arms-control agreements, notably 
the Biological and Chemical Weapons Conventions.

 On occasions, the Five also managed to 
respond in concert to the North Korean and Iranian crises.  

26 The Five remained 
also not parties to every agreement in place: China, for instance, remains 
outside the PSI. This limited the P-5’s credibility (and ability) to enforce 
nonproliferation. More worryingly, Russia and China were still believed to 
be involved in suspicious trade activities with proliferators.27

The P-5 also tended to disagree over proliferation crises. The 
example in point is Iraq in 2002-2003, where the Five failed to reach a 
common position, with the United States and the United Kingdom favoring 
the use of force and France, Russia, and China wanting to pursue 
negotiations so long as Iraq was not found to have violated its 
commitments. P-5 divisions persisted over the North Korean, Iranian, and 
Syrian problems. The United States, the United Kingdom, and France 
formed a united front favoring strong action (sanctions, notably), whereas 
Russia and China argued for continued engagement. Russia and China 
questioned the value of punitive action against Syria after the IAEA Board 
of Governors (BOG) found it to be in noncompliance with its safeguards 
agreement and voted to report it to the Security Council. Russia and China 
also said that they would not support further UN sanctions against Iran, 
even after the release of the November 2011 IAEA report stating that 

 

                                            
24 For an analysis, see William Potter and Gaukhar Mukhatzhanova, Nuclear 
Politics and the Non-Aligned Movement, Abingdon, Routledge, 2012. 
25 Paul Kerr, “China Updates Nuclear Export Regulations,” Arms Control Today, 
No. 1, January/February 2007, p. 40.  
26 Adherence to and Compliance with Arms Control, Nonproliferation, and 
Disarmament Agreements and Commitments, Washington, Department of State, 
2010, pp. 12-13, 23-24, 43-44, 91. 
27 Ibid., pp. 60-61, 89-91. 
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Tehran had conducted nuclear-weapon research.28

Finally, the P-5 were divided over the three-state problem. When it 
was announced, the US-India nuclear cooperation agreement raised 
eyebrows among the Five. However, the required NSG exemption was 
granted and France, Russia, and the United Kingdom subsequently 
expressed their support for it. China did not oppose the exemption, but 
resisted it until the end of the negotiations. Now poised itself to export two 
nuclear reactors to another NPT holdout (Pakistan) under what it claims is 
a grandfathered agreement, China is facing opposition from the other P-5, 
which believe that this transaction requires an NSG exemption. In the late 
1990s, Russia used a similar argument to export a nuclear reactor to India 
and, despite NSG resistance, subsequently exported fuel for two Indian 
reactors. 

 They also criticized the 
new sanctions adopted by the three Western states and others. 

Divisions between the P-5 and the Members of the NAM 

In addition to divisions among the P-5, sharp disagreement emerged 
between them and the NAM states and observers. These divisions were 
fourfold. 

First, the NAM states denounced what they perceived as the 
imposition of a nonproliferation diktat by the P-5. The adoption of 
Resolution 1540 was a case in point. The Resolution imposes legally-
binding obligations on all UN member states even though it was adopted by 
a Council of only 15 members, with the P-5 driving the process. Over 20 
non-Council members were invited to comment on a draft resolution, but 
their proposals were not included in the final text. That is why India stated 
that they were “concerned that the exercise of legislative functions by the 
Council, combined with recourse to Chapter VII mandates, could disrupt the 
balance of power between the General Assembly and the Security Council, 
as enshrined in the Charter.”29 The issue of whether (and how) the Council 
would hold states accountable was also raised because the Resolution’s 
obligations are vague: states are required to institute “appropriate” and 
“effective” measures to deny access to NBC materials to non-state actors, 
but these terms are not defined. Another issue was that many states did not 
feel concerned by the Resolution. In its report to the 1540 Committee, for 
instance, Yemen simply stated that it does not possess NBC weapons.30

The NAM states also resisted attempts by some states, including 
the P-5, to make the AP the safeguards standard and a condition of supply. 
Although many had adhered to it, they stressed that it should remain a 
voluntary agreement. Moreover, the NAM states blocked attempts to 

 

                                            
28 “Implementation of the NPT Safeguards Agreement and Relevant Provisions of 
Security Council Resolutions in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” Report by the 
Director-General, GOV/2011/65, November 8, 2011. 
29 “Statement by Mr. V.K. Nambiar,” Permanent Representative on Nonproliferation 
of Weapons of Mass Destruction at the Security Council, April 22, 2004. 
30 Report available at http://daccess-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N05/215/98/PDF/N0521598.pdf?OpenElement. 
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strengthen safeguards. The establishment in June 2005 of “Committee 25” 
of the IAEA BOG to negotiate an “AP Plus” was terminated two years later 
because of strong resistance from the NAM states.31

Over time, the NAM states recognized the legitimacy of 
nonproliferation. Unlike the 1961 Belgrade Declaration, the 2011 Final 
Document of the XVI Ministerial Conference and Commemorative Meeting 
of the NAM stresses its importance.

 Just as they were 
reluctant to endorse wholeheartedly proposals to multilateralize the fuel 
cycle, the NAM states also insisted that the sovereign right to withdraw 
from the NPT should not be curtailed. 

32 But many NAM states continue to 
believe that nonproliferation is merely an attempt by the major powers to 
rein their economic development. They consider that the strengthening of 
nonproliferation measures is meant to restrict their NPT Article IV 
“inalienable right” to the peaceful uses of nuclear technology, which they 
allege includes ENR items. Although the Belgrade Declaration is silent 
about peaceful uses, this is not a new allegation. As Albert Wohlstetter 
cheekily suggested in the mid-1970s, by then, many believed that every 
nation had “a natural right to Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Plutonium.”33 
In 2001-2011, this issue was politicized further. So much so that some 
NAM states stood in support of fellow NAM member Iran, which maintained 
that it was in compliance with its obligations and merely exercising its 
Article IV right. At the 2010 NPT Review Conference (RevCon), for 
instance, the Egyptian representative stated that there was nothing in the 
NPT “to affect States’ ability to enrich uranium and the place where such 
enrichment should take place.”34

Second, the NAM states criticized the P-5, which are also the five 
NPT-recognized NWS, for allegedly not fulfilling their NPT Article VI 
obligations to move toward nuclear disarmament. Ridding the world of 
nuclear weapons had been a consistent goal of the NAM. Just as the 1961 
Belgrade Declaration identifies disarmament as “an imperative need and 
the most urgent task of mankind,”

 

35 it is the first of the 21 priorities listed in 
the 2011 Bali Commemorative Declaration on the 50th Anniversary of the 
Establishment of the NAM.36

                                            
31 “Strengthening the Effectiveness and Improving the Efficiency of the Safeguards 
System Including Implementation of Additional Protocols,” GC(51)/8, July 23, 2007. 

 Although three NAM states developed nuclear 
weapons of their own over time (India, North Korea, and Pakistan), the 
Movement ignored these developments. In addition to criticizing Israel’s 

32 “Final Document,” XVI Ministerial Conference and Commemorative Meeting of 
the Non-Aligned Movement, NAM 2001/Doc.1/Rev.1, Bali, Indonesia, May 27, 
2011. 
33 Albert Wohlstetter, “Spreading the Bomb without Quite Breaking the Rules,” 
Foreign Policy, No. 25, Winter 1976/1977. 
34 “Address by H.E. Ahmed Aboul-Gheit, Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Arab 
Republic of Egypt,” NPT Review Conference, New York, May 5, 2010. 
35 “Declaration of the Heads of State and Government of Non-Aligned Countries,” 
Belgrade, Yugoslavia, September 6, 1961. 
36 “Bali Commemorative Declaration on the 50th Anniversary of the Establishment 
of the Non-Aligned Movement,” XVI Ministerial Conference and Commemorative 
Meeting of the Non-Aligned Movement, NAM 2001/Doc.7/Rev.1, Bali, Indonesia, 
May 27, 2011. 
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nuclear capabilities and its refusal to join the NPT and conclude safeguards 
with the IAEA, they focused their criticisms on the P-5/NWS. In 2001-2011, 
criticisms multiplied, notably after the failure of the 2005 RevCon: the NAM 
states considered that the P-5/NWS ignored and even backtracked from 
their disarmament obligations. 

Criticisms were directed against all P-5/NWS. They were directed 
against France and the United Kingdom, which conducted nuclear 
reductions but pursued nuclear modernization and refused to declare no-
first-use policies. They were directed against Russia, which ramped up its 
modernization efforts and placed a greater emphasis on nuclear use, and 
against China, which expanded and enhanced its arsenal. Most criticisms, 
however, were directed against the United States, notably during the Bush 
administration. The NAM states interpreted the administration’s rejection of 
the verification protocol for the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention, 
its withdrawal from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, its refusal to seek 
the ratification of the 1996 Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty 
(CTBT), its abandonment of the conclusion of a verifiable fissile material 
“cut-off” treaty (FMCT), its move from traditional arms control with Russia to 
much looser arrangements, and its attempts to develop new nuclear 
weapons as evidence that the United States had abandoned the 
disarmament project altogether. 

The Obama administration re-emphasized US commitment to 
nuclear disarmament. This was done in the Prague speech, the sponsoring 
of Security Council Resolution 1887 (September 2009), the return to 
traditional nuclear reductions with Russia through the conclusion of the 
2010 New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, the reduction of the role of US 
nuclear weapons (defined in the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review), and the 
commitment to seek CTBT ratification and conclude a verifiable FMCT. At 
the initiative of the United Kingdom, the P-5/NWS also held two meetings in 
London (September 2009) and Paris (June 2011) to discuss next steps for 
nuclear disarmament. Progress, however, was much slower than initially 
envisioned and the NAM states remained unconvinced that the recent 
achievements justified further nonproliferation efforts. At the 2010 NPT 
RevCon, the Brazilian representative stated, 

It is simply not fair to expect non-nuclear-weapon states […] to 
implement further enhanced verification measures, while the 
international community has yet to be presented with a 
timeframe within which to expect the achievement of a world 
free of nuclear weapons.37

Third, many NAM states protested against the US-India nuclear 
cooperation agreement. Several NAM states (and observers) on the NSG, 
however, ended up supporting the exemption for fellow NAM member India, 
creating inconsistencies within the Movement likely to endure in the context 

 

                                            
37 “Main Committee II: Statement by Ambassador Antonio Guerreiro,” 2010 NPT 
Review Conference, New York, May 10, 2010. 
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of the recent US push for Indian membership in the Group.38

Finally, many NAM states often opposed the US and P-5 responses 
to proliferation crises, particularly the use of sanctions or military force: like 
the 1961 Belgrade Declaration, the 2011 Bali Final Document is critical of 
these tools. This is because many of these countries did not trust the 
evidence of violations provided by the major powers. In his article, Roberts 
explained that by 2001 many states found the United States to be 
“chronically unreliable in uncovering, confirming, reporting, and sharing 
evidence of noncompliance.”

 Meanwhile, at 
the 2010 RevCon, many NAM states sought, unsuccessfully, to introduce 
language in the draft report that new and existing nuclear supply 
arrangements should require acceptance of nuclear safeguards in order to 
prevent the conclusion of similar deals with Israel or Pakistan. 

39

What conclusions can we draw from this review? Clearly, the 
number of proliferation challenges rose in ten years. These challenges also 
varied in type: some states defied nonproliferation norms and rules openly, 
some proliferated secretly, and others only breached their obligations 
lightly. Moreover, the three-state problem entrenched itself as a seemingly 
intractable reality. Also concerning is the problem of proliferation by non-
state actors. 

 This came to a head during the showdown 
over Iraq in 2002-2003, when the NAM (and others) opposed what they 
considered dubious evidence to justify war. The fact that the evidence 
about Iraq’s rebuilding of an NBC arsenal proved false further entrenched 
the perception that the United States could not be trusted. It conditioned 
many states to question if not oppose systematically any response deemed 
“too tough” from the major powers. 

In response, policy tools were strengthened. The nonproliferation 
regime was expanded and reinforced. Complementary mechanisms were 
developed. Incentive packages, sanctions, and force were used to address 
proliferation crises. 

The effectiveness of these tools, however, was plagued by sharp 
divisions among the P-5 and between them and the NAM states. The 
bottom line, therefore, is that between 2001 and 2011, the nonproliferation 
regime suffered not only from an intensifying crisis of compliance, but also 
from a serious and interrelated crisis of legitimacy. 

 

                                            
38 The NAM states on the NSG include Belarus and South Africa; the NAM 
observers on the NSG include Argentina, Brazil, China, Croatia, Kazakhstan, and 
Ukraine. 
39 Roberts, “Revisiting Fred Iklé’s 1961 Question”, op. cit., p. 15. 



 
 

 

The Winning Agenda 

n these circumstances, what constitutes a successful nonproliferation 
policy? What is the “winning agenda” for the period ahead? 

The first question to answer, however, is whether there is a need for 
a policy at all. In other words, could the problem go away by itself? In 2001, 
Roberts contemplated the possibility that a coup against Saddam Hussein 
and the economic collapse of North Korea could settle the problem once 
and for all. But he was rightly pessimistic about the odds of such a scenario 
happening. If the past ten years are any guide, they suggest that today’s 
defiant proliferators are very resilient. Despite speculations about its near-
term collapse, the North Korean regime still stands in 2012, even after Kim 
Jong-il’s death. Similarly, the Iranian regime remains in place, despite the 
political upheavals following the disputed presidential election of June 2009 
and despite the rise of the Green Movement. 

Even if the North Korean and Iranian regimes were to collapse, it 
would be unwise to count on a repeat of the scenario that followed the 
break-up of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. Back then, the three 
successor states – Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine – that inherited large 
numbers of Soviet strategic and tactical nuclear weapons agreed to ship 
them back to Russia in what is now considered a smooth process. The 
prospects of a similar painless transition leading to the complete 
denuclearization of the Korean peninsula and the removal of all concerns 
about Iranian nuclear programs are highly uncertain. At the very least, it 
would require complex, intrusive, and time-consuming verification efforts. 

Moreover, there has been mounting evidence that some states – 
Syria, Myanmar, and maybe others – were proliferating “silently.” The 
extent of the problem may thus not be fully known. With the development of 
modern verification measures (notably the generalization of the AP), 
numerous breaches to nonproliferation safeguards were also detected in 
between 2001 and 2011. Most of these breaches proved relatively 
insignificant (“light”) or the issues were resolved quickly. Some, however, 
could prove to be the tip of much larger icebergs. It is noteworthy that 
evidence surfaced about safeguards evasion by South Korea and Egypt, 
both of which are known to have contemplated seriously the development 
of nuclear weapons in the past. 

The problem of proliferation by non-state actors also seems poised 
to remain on the agenda for the foreseeable future. Much remains to be 
done to achieve comprehensive and thorough implementation of Resolution 
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1540 by all UN member states, hence why its mandate was extended for 
ten years (Resolution 1977 of April 2011). Finally, Israel, India, and 
Pakistan seem set to remain outside the NPT. 

The answer to the question of whether or not policymakers need to 
worry about proliferation, therefore, is an unambiguous “yes” because in 
the 2010s, just as in the 2000s, we cannot expect the problem to simply 
disappear. This means that policymakers have both an essential and 
urgent role to play in addressing proliferation. What, then, should they be 
aiming for? Looking forward into the 2010s and beyond, what are the goals 
of a successful policy? 

What Goals? 
In 2001, Roberts’ definition of success was straightforward: the restoration 
of compliance for states in noncompliance with their agreements. 
Conversely, he defined failure as “the open deployment [by states] of 
previously foresworn weapons of mass destruction, and over the objection 
of the international community.”40

A decade later, it is still true that the restoration of compliance, be it 
by removing concerns about technical breaches or by halting and rolling 
back illicit weapon programs, remains the overarching goal of policy and 
the best definition of success. In the years ahead, this definition will remain 
unchanged. Quite simply, winning is achieved every time noncompliance 
cases are brought back into compliance because the problem is solved. 

 

Given the developments of the past decade, however, policymakers 
have come to appreciate that the definition of success is more complex 
than a simple pass or fail result. There are now additional policy goals that 
should be counted as successes. 

One is to detect and expose noncompliance. Over the years and 
notably since 2001 with the Iraqi experience, it has become clear that 
evidence of noncompliance is difficult to obtain, rarely clear-cut, potentially 
unreliable, and that their interpretations vary considerably on the 
international arena. The swift detection and convincing exposure of 
evidence as objective as possible to support allegations of noncompliance 
are thus critical components of a successful policy. Winning is achieved 
every time sufficient internationally-accepted evidence shows that there is a 
noncompliance problem at hand. This is relevant for all noncompliance 
cases, although particularly so for the silent proliferators because their 
activities are unclear. Being in a position to demonstrate that Myanmar is 
(or isn’t) in noncompliance with its nonproliferation obligations, for instance, 
would be a success. 

Detecting and exposing even the lightest breaches to safeguards is 
also important, if only to stress that evasion is not acceptable and needs to 
be resolved immediately. However, except in an Iraqi case-like scenario 
                                            
40 Roberts, “Revisiting Fred Iklé’s 1961 Question,” op. cit., p. 19. 
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(where there is a regime change), after a detection failure or after the 
issues in focus have been addressed, the major powers will be confronted 
with the question of whether or not “the absence of evidence is evidence of 
absence.”41

Another policy goal is to counter the development of illicit weapon 
activities, i.e. disrupt the proliferation process. Over the years, it has 
become obvious that the development of operationally-ready nuclear-
weapon programs requires not only a strong and sustained political will, but 
also much technical assistance from abroad. Short of solving the problem 
altogether, successfully undermining the proliferation process, be it through 
interdiction initiatives, the targeting of proliferation finance, or covert 
operations, is thus a key policy gain. Winning is achieved every time 
proliferation dynamics are disrupted because the problem is delayed and 
potentially stalled or stopped from reaching critical mass. 

 

This is particularly relevant for the most defiant proliferators, which 
appear determined to move at least toward breakout capabilities. For 
instance, Stuxnet, the computer worm that reportedly targeted the 
operation of Iran’s Natanz uranium-enrichment plant, seems to serve this 
purpose: delay and if possible derail the program.42

More upstream, another policy goal is to prevent proliferation, i.e. 
deter the problem from developing at all. Most of the nonproliferation 
regime is founded upon the notion that by codifying norms against nuclear 
weapons, treaties, and conventions help stop their proliferation. Today, it is 
still believed to be true, and not without some justice. The nonproliferation 
regime has not prevented determined proliferators from cheating. But by 
labeling proliferation “a dangerous development,” it has contributed to 
making nonproliferation the standard that most states have adhered to. The 
major powers, the United States in the lead, have also played a central role 
in preventing proliferation, both through deterrence and reassurance 
policies. These policies have proved crucial to force or encourage 
compliance with the restraint formalized in nonproliferation treaties and 
conventions, particularly for states with the motives, means, and 
opportunity to proliferate. 

 

Another form of proliferation prevention has been about “nipping the 
problem in the bud” or stopping short its development. After the collapse of 
the Soviet Union and then rising concerns about NBC terrorism and 
proliferation networks, much of the focus has been on strengthening export 
and border controls, enhancing NBC security and physical protection, and 
developing threat reduction programs. These mechanisms have sought to 

                                            
41 Bush administration officials used the phrase repeatedly in the lead-up to the 
2003 US-led invasion of Iraq. For a discussion about the implications of the failure 
to detect NBC weapons in Iraq, see Michael Friend, After Non-Detection, What? 
What Iraq’s Unfound WMD Mean for the Future of Nonproliferation, Geneva, 
UNIDIR, 2003. 
42 “Stuxnet: Targeting Iran’s Nuclear Programme,” Strategic Comments, Vol. 17, 
No. 2, March 2011. 
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prevent proliferation by tightening the net around the key enabling 
technologies and materials. 

Gauging when proliferation is successfully prevented is difficult. The 
absence of NBC terrorist attacks since 2001 can suggest that 
nonproliferation efforts have worked. It can also suggest that terrorists lack 
the capabilities to conduct NBC attacks. But it is possible that the worst is 
yet to come. Many threat assessments indicate that a NBC terrorist attack 
is likely in the next few years.43

Finally, once the efforts to restore or encourage compliance have 
been abandoned (because deemed fruitless or counterproductive), another 
essential policy goal is to manage and, insofar as possible, contain the 
problem. This is relevant for the holdouts, where the efforts to convince 
them to join the NPT as NNWS have failed.  

 Meanwhile, winning is achieved so long as 
the number of compliance challenges does not rise and NBC weapons are 
not used.  

Successfully managing and containing the problem means switching 
to damage-limitation strategies. One way is to persuade the holdouts to 
agree on a cap on their arsenals. Another one is to nudge them toward the 
nonproliferation regime in more limited ways. Between 2001 and 2011, it 
proved possible to reinforce nuclear security in all three states. 
Encouraging them to strengthen their export-control systems also produced 
progress. These steps, among others, should be counted as policy gains. 
According to this perspective, winning is achieved (or, rather, losing is 
avoided) every time the extent of the problem seemingly entrenched as an 
intractable reality is kept as limited as possible. 

The evolution of proliferation challenges, therefore, has meant that 
policy goals, also, have diversified. In general, these goals are 
complementary. It makes sense to prevent and detect proliferation as well 
as to counter specific proliferation problems as part of the same policy, for 
example. But a latent tension also exists between some of these goals. Is it 
not contradictory to work to manage and contain the three-state problem, 
thereby somewhat accepting it as a lasting fixture in the international 
system, while simultaneously seeking to resolve the North Korean and 
Iranian issues? Is it not paradoxical to prevent proliferation by putting 
nuclear weapons to use through deterrence and reassurance policies? 

With the policy goals now identified, the logical follow-on question to 
address is: How best are they achieved? Simply put, what is the ideal 
strategy to achieve these goals? 

                                            
43 World at Risk, Report of the Commission on the Prevention of WMD Proliferation 
and Terrorism, New York, Vintage Books, 2008, p. xv. The 2010 report card, which 
assesses the policies undertaken by the Obama administration, gives a less 
dramatic assessment. 
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What Strategy? 
Multilateral approaches involving the Security Council and the P-5 have 
been used as the default strategy to restore compliance. However, such 
approaches present numerous problems. More often than not, they lead to 
the implementation of what is possible over what is necessary, both 
because of disagreements over how to address proliferation and because 
proliferators skillfully manipulate these disagreements. The politics over the 
“fuel-swap deal” proposed to Iran is a case in point. Initially proposed by the 
United States in October 2009 (and rejected by Iran), it was later revitalized 
by Brazil and Turkey with much fewer nonproliferation benefits and while 
momentum was, at the same time, building in the Security Council to 
impose a new round of sanctions against Tehran. Iran accepted the revised 
deal, but as Mark Fitzpatrick foreshadowed at the time, the deal failed “over 
the disparity in goals that [had] frustrated all negotiation efforts to date.”44

Similarly, it was a long time before Security Council sanctions could 
be imposed on North Korea and Iran. Once the Security Council had 
reached consensus, they had been watered down to the lowest common 
denominator, reducing their effectiveness. Moreover, to date, no agreement 
has been found in the Security Council to use force multilaterally in 
response to a proliferation crisis. 

 It 
proved unsuccessful because Brazil and Turkey could not provide the fuel 
Iran wanted and obtain the confidence-building advantages that the United 
States was seeking. 

Multilateral approaches, therefore, have had a poor track record to 
restore compliance. Over the past decade, only the Libyan case can be 
hailed as a success for multilateral diplomacy. The 2011 Western-led 
military intervention in Libya, however, may have sent the unintended 
message that no regime should ever abandon its NBC weapons and let 
itself be lulled into a false sense of security by the West. 

The alternative approaches, i.e. the unilateral use of sanctions or 
military force, also present problems. The conventional wisdom that they 
are more effective is questionable. Sanctions are more effective when they 
are thoroughly and comprehensively implemented by as many states as 
possible, because this denies proliferators “escape routes.” As Peter 
Feaver and Eric Lorber have put it, 

In the case of economic sanctions, the easiest way to reduce 
the pain without conceding is to find someone else to supply or 
make whole whatever the economic sanction has denied the 
target, hence the desirability of multilateral (imposed by many) 
versus unilateral sanctions to close off avenues of escape.45

                                            
44 Mark Fitzpatrick, “Iran: The Fragile Promise of the Fuel-Swap Plan,” Survival, 
Vol. 52, No. 3, June-July 2010, p. 68. 

 

45 Peter Feaver and Eric Lorber, Coercive Diplomacy―Evaluating the 
Consequences of Financial Sanctions, London, Legatum Institute, 2010, pp. 19-20. 
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That is why the United States has worked relentlessly to convince 
its allies and others to follow its lead in freezing the assets of the individuals 
designated in Executive Order 13,382. One forum where efforts have been 
made to multilateralize these initiatives is the Financial Action Task Force, 
an intergovernmental body promoting policies to combat money laundering 
and terrorist financing that the United States and others have steered 
toward exploring the problem of proliferation finance.46

The effectiveness of the unilateral use of military force is also 
unclear. The US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 has eliminated all compliance 
issues in this country, but at a heavy human and financial cost that neither 
Washington nor any other nation would be willing (or able) to pay again in 
the foreseeable future. Similarly, the Israeli targeted raid against the Syrian 
nuclear reactor may have removed the problem, but fuzzy questions remain 
about Syrian intentions and capabilities. After all, Israel’s bombing of Iraq’s 
nuclear reactor in 1981 only delayed – and maybe strengthened – Saddam 
Hussein’s commitment to develop a nuclear-weapon program, which 
shifted from a plutonium program to a much more discreet (in size and 
signature) uranium-enrichment program.

 

47

The multilateral use of military force (authorized by the Security 
Council) suffers from the same dubious effectiveness, but at least has more 
legitimacy, while the unilateral use of force has been decried by the 
international community. The US decision to invade Iraq without a clear 
Council mandate and the failure to find any NBC weapons has likely 
damaged Washington’s efforts to build coalitions against future proliferation 
crises. Worse, it may have incited or accelerated proliferation elsewhere. 
Shortly after the invasion, for instance, the North Korean Foreign Ministry 
spokesperson reportedly stated that “the Iraq war teaches a lesson that in 
order to prevent a war and defend the security of a country and the 
sovereignty of a nation, it is necessary to have a powerful physical 
deterrent.”

 

48

Nevertheless, unilateral approaches should not be ruled out 
because there are circumstances in which they are required and even 
justified. As the crisis escalates over Iran’s nuclear program, for instance, 
the best strategy may be to delay the program as much as possible with 
covert operations, which are mostly unilateral, while simultaneously 
ramping up the pressure with sanctions at the multilateral level to force 
Tehran to the negotiating table. Unilateral and multilateral approaches are 

 

                                            
46 See: http://www.fatf-gafi.org, notably Combating Proliferation Financing: A Status 
Report on Policy Development and Consultation, Paris, FATF Report, February 
2010. 
47 In a recent analysis based on new evidence, Målfrid Braut-Hegghammer argues 
that the Israeli attack was ultimately counterproductive. See “Revisiting 
Osirak―Preventive Attacks and Nuclear Proliferation Risks,” International Security, 
Vol. 36, No. 1, Summer 2011, pp. 101-132. Richard Betts had previously made this 
case in “The Osirak Fallacy,” National Interest, Vol. 82, No. 2, Spring 2006, pp. 22-
25. 
48 Korean Central News Agency (of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea), 
April 18, 2003. 
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thus not necessarily mutually exclusive: they can complement each other. 
On balance, however, it appears preferable to deploy a predominantly 
multilateral strategy. The challenge is to make this strategy effective, that 
is, to use the language of the European Security Strategy adopted shortly 
after the US-led invasion of Iraq, to work toward “effective multilateralism.”49

Beyond the ambitious goal of restoring compliance altogether, how 
best are the above-mentioned policy goals achieved?  

 
Much of the onus is thus on the Security Council, and particularly the P-5, 
the principal nonproliferation enforcers, to take up this challenge and 
strengthen their role to restore compliance. 

Detecting and Exposing Noncompliance 

Proliferation is first detected by the major powers’ intelligence agencies. 
However, using classified findings as a basis to expose the problem is not 
practical because they cannot be substantiated and lack legitimacy on the 
international arena. Proliferation needs to be confirmed by the IAEA. The 
problem is that the Agency depends on the adoption by the states of 
intrusive verification measures. Without the adoption of an AP by Myanmar 
(or a modified SQP or equivalent agreement allowing inspectors to access 
the alleged sites), for instance, it cannot confirm or infirm concerns about its 
nuclear activities. Another problem is that between 2001 and 2011, the 
IAEA was the victim of a growing politicization of compliance assessment 
processes. It took extended periods of time for the BOG to find that Iran 
and Syria were in noncompliance with their safeguards agreements, and 
the Board did not find South Korea and Egypt to be noncompliant, even 
though it was – or had been – the case.50

The detection and exposure of noncompliance, therefore, is best 
achieved when the most stringent verification measures are in place but 
also if the IAEA remains as apolitical as possible, i.e. that it exposes all 
violations in a timely fashion regardless of a state’s political clout, 
intentions, or circumstances. Analysts have argued that the scale of 
punishment can then be based on objective verifiable criteria, to distinguish 
the most egregious noncompliance cases (e.g. Iran) from the more minor 
ones (e.g. South Korea).

 Because of political 
considerations, the IAEA also refrained from using all the tools at its 
disposal: the BOG did not request a special inspection in Syria, despite 
Damascus’s lack of cooperation with the Agency. 

51

                                            
49 A Secure Europe in a Better Future: European Security Strategy, Brussels, 
December 12, 2003. 

 In order to strengthen the deterrence value of 
safeguards (and avoid deadlocks due to politicization), some have also 
proposed that the Security Council adopt generic, legally-binding 
resolutions spelling out automatic consequences for any state found to be 

50 For an analysis of the procedure in place to find a state in noncompliance, see 
Pierre Goldschmidt, “Exposing Nuclear Noncompliance,” Survival, Vol. 51, No. 1, 
February-March 2009, pp. 143-164. 
51 James Acton, “The Problem with Nuclear Mind Reading,” Survival, Vol. 51, 
No. 1, February-March 2009, notably pp. 130-134. 
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in noncompliance and any state that decides to withdraw from the NPT.52

Countering and Preventing Proliferation 

 
Much of the onus to improve the situation is again on the Council, 
particularly the P-5. 

Even though, as was previously mentioned, countering proliferation can be 
accomplished on a unilateral basis, many counterproliferation activities are 
more effectively conducted multilaterally. PSI operations, the disruption of 
proliferation financing, and the rolling up of black market networks all 
require strong cooperation and coordination among the largest possible 
number of states. That is why President Obama stated in his Prague 
speech that “we should come together to turn efforts such as the 
Proliferation Security Initiative and the Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear 
Terrorism into durable international institutions.”53

Similarly, proliferation is best prevented if there is buy-in from the 
largest possible number of states. The material and normative strength of 
the nonproliferation regime is dependent upon the number of its parties, 
and upon how well these states implement the various dispositions. 
Strengthening the nonproliferation regime is also dependent upon 
agreement from the states. The AP, for instance, cannot be made the new 
“gold standard” of safeguards unless so endorsed by a legitimate body. 
Even when new nonproliferation obligations have been imposed rather than 
proposed, endorsement by the states has proved essential. Resolution 
1540 has imposed obligations on all UN member states, but many have not 
implemented the resolution properly because they do not feel concerned by 
the problem (and because they lack resources and have other priorities). 

 

The challenge, therefore, is to nurture cooperation among the 
states. This can be done in various ways, via threat awareness programs or 
the provision of assistance to reinforce export controls or nuclear security, 
for example. However, cooperation is more likely if it is incentivized. States, 
like people, respond to incentives. Proliferation will be better countered and 
prevented if all states naturally endorse the nonproliferation project, i.e. if 
they see it as legitimate or have a direct interest in it. 

Given current political circumstances, one form of incentive could be 
for the main nuclear exporters to support the nuclear energy programs of 
states with strong nonproliferation credentials. As the main nonproliferation 
enforcers, the P-5 should take the lead of such an initiative. It would help to 
show that all states do have an “inalienable right” to nuclear energy (as 
stated in NPT Article IV) so long as they can provide assurances that their 
programs are inherently peaceful and that they are in full compliance with 
other NPT provisions. This has already been done. The United States and 
France have hailed the nuclear energy plans of the United Arab Emirates 
as a model because Abu Dhabi has strengthened its nonproliferation 
                                            
52 Pierre Goldschmidt, “Safeguards Noncompliance: A Challenge for the IAEA and 
the UN Security Council,” Arms Control Today, Vol. 40, No. 1, January-February 
2010, pp. 2-27. 
53 “Remarks by President Obama,” Prague, Czech Republic, April 5, 2009. 
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commitments significantly (and even foregone ENR technologies) and 
participated in PSI operations. 

Also relevant could be for the P-5 to incentivize cooperation by 
showing that, as required by NPT Article VI, they are resolutely moving 
towards nuclear disarmament. As already noted, Washington has tried to 
do so under Obama. It is an experiment supported by the United Kingdom, 
but not by Russia and China, at least not in deed. France has made nuclear 
reductions but refused to endorse the goal of a nuclear-weapon-free world 
wholeheartedly. In 1997, Roberts was correct when he stated, “The nuclear 
abolition goal could emerge as a major lightning rod of international debate 
and division – or as a goal of common action.”54

Managing and Containing Proliferation 

 In the years 2001-2011, it 
did become a major lightning rod of international debate and division. 
Turning it into a goal of common action, an agenda that by definition the P-
5, as NWS, would have to lead could theoretically reap nonproliferation 
benefits. It can be argued that focusing on nuclear disarmament, on the 
contrary, could divert the attention from what may appear as more 
dangerous and immediate proliferation problems. Given current 
international political circumstances, however, it is difficult to see how the 
P-5/NWS can ignore the nonproliferation-disarmament nexus. 

Managing and containing proliferation is best done if it produces results that 
do not affect the nonproliferation regime. Nudging the holdouts toward 
greater nuclear security or encouraging them to strengthen their export 
controls is beneficial to the regime. 

The US-India civil nuclear cooperation agreement, however, is a 
different kettle of fish. It has nudged India closer to nonproliferation. This 
was recognized by Mohamed ElBaradei, who reportedly stated shortly after 
the agreement was announced that it would “bring India closer as an 
important partner in the nonproliferation regime.”55 But by carving out an 
exemption to well-established nuclear trade rules for India, the agreement 
has arguably damaged the regime. The nonproliferation benefits reaped 
from the agreement have been limited: India did not agree to sign up to the 
CTBT or to stop fissile-material production for military purposes. Some 
observers have even argued that the agreement represents a tacit 
recognition of India as an NWS, opening a dangerous Pandora’s Box.56 
China may have sold nuclear technology to Pakistan regardless of whether 
or not the US-India agreement had been concluded.57

                                            
54 Brad Roberts, “Arms Control in the Emerging Strategic Environment,” 
Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 18, No. 1, 1997, p. 80. 

 But Beijing’s decision 
to proceed now is more difficult to counter and this transaction will further 
damage the nonproliferation regime. 

55 “US, India Reach Nuclear Cooperation Deal,” Washington Post, March 3, 2006. 
56 Selig Harrison, “How to Regulate Nuclear Weapons,” Washington Post, April 23, 
2006. 
57 Ashley Tellis, “The China-Pakistan Nuclear ‘Deal’– Separating Fact from Fiction,” 
Policy Outlook, July 16, 2010. 
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Much of the onus to deal with nonproliferation failures, again, is on 
the P-5. As the main nonproliferation enforcers, they are expected to lead 
efforts to manage and contain the problem in a way that is not detrimental 
to the nonproliferation regime. Failing to restore or encourage compliance 
with the regime is one thing, but being unable to set up legitimate damage-
limitation strategies could prove costly for nonproliferation. 

The strategy to best achieve each of the policy goals described 
earlier, therefore, must be both effective and legitimate. This places the P-5 
at the center-stage. The Five are not the be-all and end-all to success, but 
do stand as key success enablers. Given current political dynamics, what 
are the prospects of the P-5 acting more in concert against proliferation? 

What Prospects? 
Although there was obvious disagreement between the Five between 2001 
and 2011, the level of cooperation among them has nevertheless been 
unprecedented. Over the years, their intentions and capabilities to 
cooperate constructively to address proliferation have evolved steadily and 
for the better. But the tendency of the past seems unlikely to extend into the 
future. Today, there are two ongoing shifts in international power structures 
suggesting that this trend could be reversed. 

Power Shift among the P-5 

While the United States, the United Kingdom, and France have been 
gradually losing their preeminence on the international stage, China has 
been rising and Russia has been re-emerging steadily. With the global 
financial crisis of late 2008 and the subsequent lengthy economic 
downturn, this trend has accelerated: the West has been subject to growing 
difficulties while Chinese (and to a lesser extent Russian) advances have 
been uninterrupted. 

This is significant because in the Security Council, the vast majority 
of the action on nonproliferation originates from the three Western states, 
notably the United States. Resolution 1540, for instance, is a US initiative 
that has received its strongest support from the United Kingdom and 
France. Similarly, the decision to impose UN sanctions against North Korea 
and Iran has been driven by the United States and its two European allies. 

Russia and China have been much less committed to 
nonproliferation. They have resisted strong international action against Iran 
and North Korea, often adopting delay-and-weaken strategies. This is 
because Russia and China have a much less dramatic assessment of the 
proliferation threat than the United States, the United Kingdom, and France, 
and because they have key interests at stake with today’s proliferators. 

Both Russia and China would prefer Iran not to go nuclear, but they 
also value their relationship with the Persian state. Except for the S-300 air 
defense missiles that it refused to sell to Tehran, Russia remains one of 
Iran’s main weapon suppliers. Moreover, Russian firms are playing a key 
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role in developing Iran’s civilian energy industry, including its nuclear power 
sector, where it recently completed the construction of Iran’s first nuclear 
reactor at Bushehr. China is also an important weapon supplier of Iran and 
its state-owned energy giants are pursuing multibillion contracts with 
Tehran, becoming its major foreign investor in 2010.58 Iranian oil (and gas) 
is critical to China. As one observer has put it, “China is more reliant on oil 
from Iran than the United States is on oil from Saudi Arabia.”59

Moscow and Beijing did agree to exceptionally strong multilateral 
sanctions in June 2010 (Security Council Resolution 1929). Russia’s 
support may have resulted from a growing exasperation with Tehran (and 
increased US cooperation on other issues). China probably voted in favor 
of the resolution because it felt that it could not stand alone against it, given 
its traditional uneasiness with being isolated in the management of world 
affairs (except on sovereignty issues).

 

60 Since then, however, Moscow and 
Beijing have made clear that they will not support additional UN sanctions, 
even after the release of the November 2011 IAEA report admonishing for 
Tehran conducting nuclear-weapon research.61

With the three Western states now in relative decline, therefore, 
there may be less, rather than more, positive cooperation among the P-5 
on nonproliferation. Moscow and Beijing have had a similar stance on 
Syria, with which they have important military and economic ties. In June 
2011, they voted against the IAEA BOG’s decision that found it to be in 
noncompliance with its safeguards agreement and suggested that they 
would oppose any punitive actions. 

  

Perhaps more relevant are the recent developments about the North 
Korean nuclear issue. Although North Korea means little to Russia, it is not 
the case for China. Beijing has key interests in maintaining the status quo 
because of North Korea’s role as a buffer state and because its collapse 
would result in unwanted refugee flows to China and the likely deployment 
of US forces on its eastern border. Because it may have felt emboldened 
by its rising power, Beijing decided to block a P-5 response to increasingly 
aggressive actions from the North. Most notable was its reaction to 
Pyongyang’s sinking of the South Korean Cheonan corvette in March 2010, 
which claimed 46 fatalities: Beijing confined the Security Council’s 
response to a weak statement from its president.62

                                            
58 Ariel Farrar-Wellman and Robert Frasco, “China-Iran Foreign Relations,” AEI 
Iran Tracker, July 13, 2010. 

 Similarly, Beijing did not 

59 “Waiting for Russia’s Next Move on Iran,” Q&A with Mark Hibbs, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, November 22, 2011. 
60 Michael Fullilove, “China and the United Nations,” Washington Quarterly, 
Vol. 34, No. 3, summer 2011, p. 73. 
61 “Implementation of the NPT Safeguards Agreement and Relevant Provisions of 
Security Council Resolutions in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” Report by the 
Director-General, GOV/2011/65, November 8, 2011. 
62 “Security Council Condemns Attack on Republic of Korea Naval Ship ‘Cheonan,’ 
Stresses Need to Prevent Further Attacks, Other Hostilities in Region,” Security 
Council, 6355th Meeting, UN Department of Public Information, New York, July 9, 
2010.  
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allow the Council to condemn the North’s provocations of late 2010, be it 
when Pyongyang revealed the existence of a new uranium-enrichment 
facility or when it launched a deadly attack against South Korean nationals 
on Yeonpyeong Island. 

More generally, the prospects of the P-5 establishing trade-offs 
between nonproliferation, peaceful uses, and disarmament of interest to the 
NAM states and others are uncertain. The Five have never had a strong 
common approach to nuclear exports, not even the three Western states 
themselves. Now that the United States has carved out a special exemption 
to traditional nuclear trade rules for India and that China is geared to 
become a major nuclear exporter with Pakistan as a lead client, P-5 
coordination on a common policy seems unlikely to happen. The same is 
true for nuclear disarmament: the Five do not have a common position and 
appear ill-prepared to “turn the nuclear abolition goal into a goal of common 
action,” to use Roberts’ formulation again. 

Power Shift to Emerging Nations 

In recent years, several states have emerged as growing centers of power 
and influence: Brazil, India, South Africa, Turkey, and others. Their rise has 
been so important that the G-8, a forum gathering the sixth, seventh, and 
then eighth largest economies since 1975, has been overshadowed by the 
G-20. That is why Robert Zoellick, President of the World Bank, stated in a 
landmark speech delivered on September 14, 2011 that “adapting to this 
new world is about recognizing that we must all be responsible 
stakeholders now.”63

The G-20, however, has not begun to address international security 
issues (let alone nonproliferation) as one of its items of business, and it is 
unlikely to do so in the foreseeable future. So far, the Group has been 
concerned with international financial stability, where much needs to be 
done given ongoing global economic troubles and, most recently, the 
European debt crisis. The power shift to emerging nations has thus not 
triggered changes to the current arrangement of international institutions, 
agreements, and processes that have managed international security since 
the end of the Second World War. Although some experts have argued that 
the G-20 could generate global consensus to expand the permanent 
membership of the Security Council, longstanding proposals have 
remained stalemated.

 

64

                                            
63 Robert Zoellick, “Beyond Aid,” The George Washington University, Washington, 
September 14, 2011. Zoellick is known for urging China to achieve the status of a 
“responsible stakeholder” in the world when he was US Deputy Secretary of State 
under the Bush administration. See “Whither China: From Membership to 
Responsibility,” Remarks to National Committee on US-China Relations, New York, 
September 21, 2005. 

 Both because of regional rivalries and P-5 
concerns about losing clout, the members of the G-4 (Brazil, Germany, 
India, and Japan) are unlikely to be granted Security Council permanent 
membership any time soon. 

64 Richard Gowan and Bruce Jones, “New Threats Demand A New Global Security 
Forum”, The Brookings Institution, November 5, 2010. 
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Giving a greater stake to emerging nations in the management of 
international security issues, including nonproliferation, appears 
unavoidable in the medium term. From an equity perspective, it is also 
desirable because the old principle according to which “with power comes 
responsibility” remains valid today. But involving additional states in these 
processes mathematically increases the difficulty of reaching consensus 
over how to address the problems at hand. A recent study on the G-20 
finds little evidence that suggests that the Group is able to gear global 
governance towards deeper multilateralism because it is mainly interests-
based and at times merely an extension of major-power politics.65

Current international power shifts suggest that the future of 
nonproliferation is uncertain. In 2001, Roberts indicated that this future 
would essentially hinge on decisions made by the United States. As he put 
it, “whether the arms control inheritance of the last four decades will prove 
to be a robust architecture or a house of cards will be determined in large 
measure by the new administration coming to Washington in 2001.”

 Because 
many emerging nations are NAM states or observers which often find 
themselves at odds with the P-5 on nonproliferation, future prospects for 
greater unity appear uncertain. If anything, the above-mentioned fuel-swap 
initiative proposed by Brazil and Turkey to address the Iranian crisis 
suggests that emerging nations will not hesitate to advance their own ideas, 
whether or not it upsets the already fragile P-5 approach. 

66

For all the differences between Bush and Obama […] the two 
shared a common trait: a conviction that other countries both 
wanted and needed US leadership […] [Unlike Bush,] Obama 
understood [that] navigating this more complex world required 
listening to others and giving them a stake in upholding the 
international order […] [Yet] rather than hungering for US 
leadership, many countries were indifferent to it […] What 
Obama stumbled over was not the diagnosis but the 
prescription: even if Washington led wisely and sympathetically, 
others might not follow.

 It 
may have been true then. Eleven years later, however, international power 
structures have changed. Although the United States is still the world’s only 
superpower (and will remain so for the foreseeable future), its power and 
influence have decreased just as those of others have increased. 
Enlightened US leadership on nonproliferation (or on any other issue, for 
that matter) is still an essential ingredient for success, but it is no longer a 
guarantee, if it ever was. It is a reality not widely recognized in Washington. 
As James Lindsay stresses, 

67

 

 

                                            
65 Juha Jokela, The G-20: A Pathway to Effective Multilateralism?, Paris, Chaillot 
Papers, April 2011. 
66 Roberts, “Revisiting Fred Iklé’s 1961 Question,” op. cit., p. 18. 
67 James Lindsay, “George W. Bush, Barack Obama, and the Future of US Global 
Leadership,” International Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 4, July 2011, pp. 765, 777-779. 





 
 

 

Conclusion 

he developments of the first decade of the twenty-first century have not 
been comforting for nonproliferation. Proliferation challenges have risen 

and grown more complex. In response, policy tools have been developed, 
but their effectiveness has suffered from divisions among the P-5 and 
between them and the NAM states. Half a century since Iklé’s article and a 
decade since Roberts’ review, the major powers have remained at a loss to 
address the threat of proliferation. 

Winning is still possible, but it will require more than wishful thinking. 
In the years ahead, the challenge will be to reconcile policy effectiveness 
with policy legitimacy, be it to restore compliance altogether or to prevent 
proliferation, counter it, detect and expose noncompliance, and manage 
nonproliferation failures. Meeting this challenge places the P-5 at the 
center-stage. Much of the success against proliferation will be determined 
by the role that the Five choose to play. But given current shifts in 
international power structures (what Joseph Nye calls “the rise of the rest”) 
the prospects appear uncertain.68

 

 It is important, therefore, that further 
research focuses on how the P-5 role can be strengthened to address 
proliferation, and how this role can be better aligned with today’s evolving 
international trends. 

 

                                            
68 Joseph Nye, The Future of Power, New York, Public Affairs, 2011, p. 208. 
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