The Need for Treaties

 The reason to move now towards a nuclear-free world is that the lead-time in reaching that distant goal will be long. The threats of proliferation will multiply from this point on. The NPT has just about exhausted its maximum potential.

There has occurred a relative shift in the 1990s in the balance between nuclear weapons acquisition and non-proliferation. In the old security agenda, many states were interested in seeking security through nuclear weapons. Now, most seek security from nuclear weapons. A record number of countries--178--had become party to the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) by the time that it was renewed indefinitely in May 1995. The NPT has the widest membership of any arms control agreement in human history. It is also the centrepiece of the global non-proliferation regime which codified the international political norm of non-nuclear-weapons status. Given the possibility of wars, proliferation of weapons of mass destruction can justifiably be posited as one of the greatest security problems facing the post-Cold War world. But today we are talking largely about horizontal proliferation. We fear such proliferation because of its destabilising consequences: 

It feeds the expansionist ambitions of regional hegemons; 
It heightens regional tensions and multiplies regional crises; 
It raises the human and material cost of regional wars; 
It increases the ability of regional actors to threaten to spill conflict outside the region; 
It constricts the ability of outsiders to impose peace and order on regional conflicts; 
It multiplies the risk of accidental or inadvertent war; 
It undermines other regional and international arms control-disarmament regimes.

The only guarantee against the threat of nuclear war is the complete elimination of nuclear weapons. They are the common enemy of mankind. Like chemical and biological weapons of mass destruction, nuclear weapons too cannot be disinvented. (Chemical weapons are probably easier to reinvent, given how commonly used their ingredients are around the house.) But like them, nuclear weapons too can be outlawed under an international regime that ensures strict compliance through effective and credible inspection, verification and control regimes. In most contexts, a step-by-step approach is the best policy. But such caution can be fatal if the need is to cross a chasm. In the case of nuclear weapons, the chasm that needs to be leaped across is the mental conditioning of national and world security resting on weapons of maximum insecurity

