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Dr Rebecca Johnson, Executive Director, Acronym Institute for Disarmament Diplomacy 
(London)
notes for interpreters    (basic themes, but not verbatim text).

Thanks and appreciation to the Japanese NGOs who invited me and to the ICCND for convening 
this meeting.

I feel both humbled and heartened by the statements of Mayor Akiba of Hiroshima and Mayor Taue 
of Nagasaki and their messages of concern, hope and disarmament from their people, and especially 
the Hibakusha whose courageous testimony and suffering from the atomic bombs used here has 
taught the world that these inhumane weapons must never ever be used again.

And this is my starting point.  I want to address 3 key themes:
• The role that Commissions can play;
• Short term opportunities to reduce the role and value attached to nuclear weapons;
and
• longer term objectives, inc. the relationship between the goal of a world free of nuclear weapons 

--  as committed to by President Barack Obama, Prime Minister Hatoyama, UK PM Gordon 
Brown and many many leaders around the world, reflecting the concerns and demands of their 
citizens – and the means to achieve it.

i)  Commissions such as the ICNND have value to the extend that they analyse the security 
environment and its needs in fresh ways and push the disarmament agenda beyond business-as-
usual or the comfort zone of governments.  If they can identify and provide arguments for 
progressive next steps, so much the better.  That is what the Canberra Commission did in 1996 – 
while governments were largely stuck in cold war thinking 5 years after the cold war had ended, the 
Canberra Commission provided a coherent deconstruction of the logic and myths of deterrence and 
identified some important principles and steps to guide the international community towards 
reducing the role of nuclear weapons in the post cold war era.  The Canberra steps were adapted and 
incorporated into the demands put forward by the New Agenda Coalition of non-nuclear countries 
in 1998, which formed the basis for negotiations between the P-5 nuclear weapon states and the 
New Agenda during the 2000 NPT Review Conference, resulting in the 13 paragraph plan of action 
on nuclear disarmament that was adopted by NPT states by consensus in 2000.  

So, Commissions that hit the Zeitgeist and get it right can move the agenda forward and have 
profound and lasting influence.  

Similarly, we all know of Commissions that have missed the boat, timidly repeating worn-out 
programmes after many governments have themselves realised that a bolder, transformative agenda 
for action is required.

2) I know that the Japanese NGOs have been pushing hard for the Commission to recommend that 
the NWS should adopt No First Use commitments and incorporate these into their nuclear doctrines 
and strategies as soon as poss.
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As some of you know, taking a leaf from history’s book of how the use of biological and chemical 
weapons was prohibited before the governments were able to sit down and negotiate the treaties that 
prohibited the actual weapons, I have for some years been arguing that it is time to make clear that 
the use of nuclear weapons – by anyone for any purpose whatsoever – would constitute a crime 
against humanity. 

[the detailed arguments on this are in my paper on “Security Assurances for Everyone: A New 
Approach to deterring the use of nuclear weapons” from Disarmament Diplomacy 90 (Spring 2009) 
which has been circulated.] 

Prohibiting the use of nuclear weapons would be the really progressive, forward looking approach, 
building on the 1996 International Court of Justice advisory opinion, providing international 
mechanisms through the Security Council and International Criminal Court for dealing with any 
threatened or (god forbid) actual use, putting this responsibility on all UN members and not just the 
P-5.  
Max Kampelman, one of the originators of the US gang of four (Shultz, Kissinger et al) have 
argued along similar lines....

So from this perspective, no first use is a cautious interim step – a no brainer at this time, 20 years 
after the Berlin Wall came down – and 13 years after the Canberra Commission put no first use on 
the agenda as an early practical step to reduce the role of nuclear deterrence.  

Considered a progressive demand inthe cold war, the key problem with no-first-use at this time is 
that it may appear to legitimise the use of nuclear weapons in retaliation, which I think would be 
immoral, inhumane and breach international law.  But maybe we need a bit more time for people 
steeped in the logic of cold war strategies to recognise that we would all be safer if the use of 
nuclear weapons were recognised to be prohibited, crimes against humanity....

However it would be very retrogressive -- if reports are true -- that the Commission may not even 
be able to call for no first use commitments to be undertaken now.  

Make no mistake,  many Obama admin officials are seriously considering taking US doctrine to 
“core deterrence” in which the sole role for nuclear weapons is to deter a nuclear weapon attack. 
As put forward by Ivo Daalder (now US ambassador to NATO) and others,  core deterrence would 
cut the risks of first use and enhance security and nonproliferation by diminishing the weapons’ 
salience, moving away from cold war postures and therefore enabling the arsenals to be brought 
down to much lower levels. 

If they are actively considering core deterrence then at the very least the Commission should be 
prepared to recommend that they go the rather short step to no first use.  Not in 15 years time, but 
now.  Otherwise there is the real danger that the Commission will be seen to be presenting as new 
what is already on the table or, worse still, clinging to outdated doctrines while the US and others 
move beyond... 

No first use might not accomplish the profound changes that non-nuclear deterrence and outlawing 
the use of nuclear weapons would bring, but a doctrinal shift such as this would be a useful step on 
the way.
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3) When leaders employ the rhetoric of seeking peace and security of a world free of nuclear 
weapons the obvious thing that should spring to mind is what kind of legal, institutional, technical 
and verification framework we will need to construct. 

If we want a world free of nuclear weapons, we now have to become serious about laying the 
groundwork for a Nuclear Weapons Convention (NWC).  That’s what happened over banning 
nuclear testing – the concept of a CTBT was framed early on to act as a focus.  That’s what 
happened for biological and chemical weapons, for landmines and cluster bombs. 

If you want to abolish a weapon then you have to think about how to start negotiating an 
appropriate form of framework or comprehensive treaty to codify in law the obligations, 
responsibilities and controls that will be needed. 

Among countries with nuclear weapons or ‘extended deterrence’ nuclear umbrellas, the standard 
fear is that we would become vulnerable to nuclear attack or blackmail if we gave ours up and 
another country or terrorist kept a few. We need to develop the norms, safeguards, verification and 
enforcement tools to make sure that the world becomes a safer place without nuclear weapons. 

Bizarre then that many governments who envision a nuclear weapon free world say that it is 
premature to start thinking about the nuclear weapon prohibition treaty that will need to be 
negotiated to codify this. 

Back in the 1990s I worked with IPPNW, IALANA and others to work out the kind of technical, 
legal, verification and treaty options, including (perhaps rather ambitiously) draft language for a 
model nuclear weapon convention.  This document, intended as a resource full of ideas and  not as a 
take-it-or-leave it finished treaty, has been revised and was recently put into the UN languages and 
circulated to all UN states at the request of Costa Rica.  

Last year, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon on 24 October 2008 proposed a five-point plan for 
nuclear disarmament and nonproliferation in which he urged “all NPT parties, in particular the 
nuclear-weapon states, to fulfil their obligation under the treaty to undertake negotiations on 
effective measures leading to nuclear disarmament” noting that they could either agree on a 
framework of separate, mutually reinforcing instruments, or they could “consider negotiating a 
nuclear-weapons convention, backed by a strong verification system, as has long been proposed at 
the UN....”  Referring to the NGOs model NWC, the S-G said he had circulated a draft of such a 
convention to all UN members, “which offers a good point of departure.”

Like many of the others, the Secretary-General also spoke of the need for entry into force of the 
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, more credible security assurances, negotiations on a fissile 
materials production ban, deeper cuts in arsenals, progress in verification, and other familiar 
measures on the international nonproliferation “to do list”.  Necessary though they are, such 
measures need to have an internationally-agreed purpose if they are to increase our security in the 
long run.  The Secretary-General’s proposals are put into a context that is both more visionary and 
more practical than some of the others. His identification of negotiations on a nuclear weapons 
convention as a way to fulfil the NPT obligations puts forward a coherent approach to achieving the 
obligations and prohibitions, checks and balances, carrots and sticks of a sustainable nuclear ‘grand 
bargain’ for the 21st century to shore up the eroding 1960s deal between nuclear and non-nuclear 
weapon states enshrined in the NPT.  
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After years of being dismissed as impossibly idealistic, the NWC is coming in from the cold. As 
progressive governments and civil society had to do in order to get other treaties on negotiating 
agendas in the past, we have to put this goal into the mainstream.  That doesn’t mean it will be 
negotiated next year... but history and experience of other disarmament successes have clearly 
demonstrated that the practical objective of a comprehensive nuclear weapons treaty needs to be on 
the table.

4)  North-East Asia Nuclear Weapon Free Zone

As the six party talks continue to negotiate for North Korea to abandon its nuclear weapon 
programme and return to the NPT, it is time to consider seriously the establishment of a nuclear-
weapon-free zone in North-East Asia, including security assurances from all the nuclear weapon 
states.  As the Tlatelolco Treaty accomplished for Latin America, helping suspicious rivals 
Argentina and Brazil to let go of their nuclear weapons programmes, negotiations on a NWFZ for 
North-East Asia could help to build confidence, and should also take into account missile 
programmes that threaten the countries of this region.  Others have made this case in more detail 
than I have time to do here, but we do urge you to put this objective forward in your 
recommendations.

Conclusion
With the widening recognition of nuclear dangers and security imperatives we have won the ‘why’ 
argument, and must now shift the debate to ‘when and how’.  If the Commission is looking for the 
key practical and progressive issue to be remembered for, then this is it – promotion of no first use 
as preparatory to building support for declaring all uses of nuclear weapons to be a warcrime; 
promotion of efforts to establish a nuclear-weapon-free zone in North-East Asia; and recognition 
that a nuclear weapon treaty must begin to be addressed as a comprehensive way to codify the 
objective of the prohibition and elimination of nuclear weapons.   With requisite resources and 
commitment, a nuclear weapon convention could become a reality sooner than most people think, 
and the Commission could pay an important role in making this happen.  

So which is it to be? Will this Commission take Canberra’s example significantly and progressively 
further? Out front with new thinking, pulling the governments forward to think about how to 
achieve the nuclear-weapon-free world in our life time?

Or will it – as suggested by recent newspaper reports I’ve seen --  actually end up pulling 
backwards on the coats of Obama and progressive leaders, fearful heels dragging into the ground, 
weighted down and missing the opportunity to contribute creatively and positively and to give 
further momentum and speed to efforts to free the world of nuclear terror?
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