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The Stanley Foundation’s work focuses primarily on peace and security issues and advocating principled multilateralism. The foundation’s concept of principled multilateralism means working respectfully across differences to create fair, just, and lasting solutions. This is the third in a series of articles written by foundation staff that examines the cases where principled multilateralism has been successful. In this article Executive Vice President Jeffrey G. Martin discusses the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty as one of the greatest successes that also contains a lesson for today. Look for future articles in upcoming editions of think., our monthly e-newsletter.
Nuclear terrorism is a nightmare of our times. But the threat posed by the unmanaged spread of nuclear technology dates back more than 60 years. Controlling the proliferation of nuclear weapons is one of the great achievements of multilateral diplomacy. However, it also provides an object lesson in the need to guard against complacency and adjust to the shifting global political landscape of the 21st century.
Concern about the proliferation of nuclear weapons dates back to the immediate aftermath of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings. The scientists and policymakers of that day foresaw the dangers and opportunities that would arise as nuclear technology became more readily available around the world. Nuclear power, it was hoped, would be an incredibly cheap source of energy. At the same time, the idea of nuclear weapons in the arsenals of more and more nations was—and still is—frightening.
In the early years of the nuclear era little collective action was taken because not that many scientists had yet mastered the technology. Also, as the chill of the Cold War set in between the United States and the USSR, it became expedient to entice would-be allies with nuclear technology, regardless of the potential proliferation threat down the road. But that changed in the early 1960s and policymakers began to worry that dozens of countries could acquire nuclear weapons, creating planet threatening instability. Facing that, multilateral negotiations aimed at managing the risks while, at the same time, making nuclear energy more readily available opened up. The result was the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which was completed in 1968 and went into force in 1970.
The NPT remains the centerpiece of international efforts to check the spread of nuclear weapons. And it is at the core of a great many other regional, bilateral, and global agreements that flesh out what experts call the “nonproliferation regime.” 
For the most part, the regime has worked well. With a few notable exceptions, the 1960s fear of weapons in the hands of dozens of countries has been prevented. But in recent years the nuclear threats have mounted again albeit in a somewhat different form.
To understand why requires a review of the key bargains struck in the NPT negotiations. Treaties are, after all (like all agreements), more a negotiated balance between competing interests, rather than a decree. In one of those bargains, countries with nuclear capabilities would help developing countries acquire nuclear energy provided that the recipient country agreed to forgo nuclear weapons. The recipients also would allow their nuclear program to be monitored by the International Atomic Energy Agency.
The second major bargain involved nuclear weapons-holding countries pledging to work toward the total elimination of nuclear weapons in exchange for other countries agreeing to give up the nuclear weapon option. After all, why would advanced countries, like Brazil or Japan, agree to forgo the option of developing their own nuclear weapons, thereby accepting a two-tiered world—unless they believed that some day the playing field would even out again? This bargain also reflected the major political and military rivalry of the day—the Cold War involving the United States and the then Soviet Union.
In an odd way, the US-Soviet rivalry provided political order for the whole planet. So when the USSR collapsed in 1991, the political order was shaken and part of that involved the nonproliferation regime. The impact on the regime was not felt immediately, but the changed order became clear in 1998 when both India and Pakistan tested nuclear weapons. Neither country had signed the NPT, and expert observers had long known that they had latent nuclear capabilities. But that regional rivalry had been kept in check to some extent during the Cold War until tensions in the 1990s mounted between the two, they finally tested, and became acknowledged nuclear weapons states.
A second major blow to the regime came in 2001 when the United States withdrew from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty—a bilateral treaty negotiated between the US and Soviets, and another key piece of the nonproliferation regime. By withdrawing, the US essentially changed its policy on nuclear weapons, jumping on a perception that the dissolution of the USSR gave the United States freedom to act unilaterally at will without repercussions, including withdrawing from treaties and following its own course on nuclear weapons and nonproliferation. It has backed away from the promise to ever eliminate nuclear weapons, openly discussed testing new nuclear weapons, and made clear that it has no interest in ratifying the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT). (The CTBT has long been identified as the next big step in checking nuclear proliferation.) At the same time, the US remains a party to the NPT and seeks more vigorous enforcement of the provisions limiting weapons to other countries. In many parts of the world, that posture is seen as duplicitous. 
Today the world remains concerned about more and more countries acquiring nuclear weapons. The newer threat is over terrorists acquiring even a crude nuclear bomb. Coordinated international action to manage these threats above and beyond the current level is clearly needed to address this new proliferation threat. For their part, countries with nuclear weapons are beginning to reacknowledge the connection between strengthening nonproliferation and reducing their own nuclear weapons stockpiles. The interesting thing to watch is that prominent long-time disarmament advocates are now being joined by a growing, bipartisan chorus of hard-nosed experts urging a return to the goal of eliminating nuclear weapons. Earlier this year, former Secretaries of State Henry Kissinger and George Schultz, former Senator Sam Nunn, and former Defense Secretary William Perry led a group of 21 senior former officials and policy experts in making just such a declaration. And at an official level, Congress has called for a reevaluation of US nuclear policy, meaning that the nuclear policy of the United States will inevitably be reviewed when a new president takes office in 2009.
But while the United States is the key actor on this and many other issues, stopping the spread of nuclear weapons is not something the US can do on its own. The US will need to find common ground with other states in order to deal with this evolving threat. Historically, the nonproliferation regime has been a major success. But it urgently needs revitalization.
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