The role of Verification

Verification, compliance assessment, and compliance enforcement are the three components of a policy process wherein information about a state’s actions is weighed against its obligations and commitments, and if it is determined that the state is not fulfilling its obligations and commitments, steps are identified and taken to induce or enforce compliance. The first step of this process is to assess the extent to which an agreement can actually be verified. This step is undertaken in countries before we enter into negotiations for a new agreement, during its negotiation as changes to the agreement are considered, and after an agreement has been concluded. 
The second step in this process is an assessment of the noncompliance of parties to the agreement, once the agreement has entered into force. 
The final step in this process is compliance enforcement: the determination of what can or must be done to bring a party that is judged to have violated its obligations back into compliance or otherwise respond to that party’s noncompliance. It includes the implementation of that determination. 
Many consider these factors – verification, compliance, and enforcement -- as separate and separable activities. However, like a 3-legged stool, one or two legs are not enough to stand; they are interdependent. 
International agreements and other commitments are made up of words, and it is always important – and sometimes decisive – clearly to establish what the precise obligation is in the case under review. While the review of obligations and commitments is underway, we seek all possible additional information regarding the activities of concern. Multiple sources of information are especially important when the matter is grave. 
The compliance process that I have just described not only informs our judgments as to whether we are facing noncompliance that requires a response; it also informs our judgments as to whether future treaties are effectively verifiable. 
Determining the extent to which an agreement can be verified necessarily involves a number of variables, both technical and contextual, that vary from one proposed agreement to the next – and which sometimes hinge upon specific nuances of phrasing or the nature of the constrained activities.
Let me emphasize one point. We see the challenge of making verifiability and compliance assessments at a national as well as an international level. International organizations and mechanisms can provide useful and essential input to nations for their consideration in making these assessments. They can provide useful fora for sharing other information, for sharing judgments and for deliberating response options. But, international organizations are not parties to agreements. States are parties to agreements. 
It is a common misperception that a combination of international data declarations, international cooperative measures (including technical measures) and on-site inspection regimes all by themselves will be sufficient for detecting noncompliance. In fact, data declarations, cooperative measures and on-site inspections can provide useful and often invaluable information. They are useful tools for investigating indications of non-compliance – as we’ve seen the IAEA do to great effect in Iran, for example – and they are useful tools for detecting inadvertent violations. However, inspections provide information according to the agreed access and collection capabilities negotiated by the parties, and only provide such information as is available at the specific time and place of the inspection. Even cooperative measures, such as remote cameras and seals for continuous monitoring – while quite powerful -- are limited to the locations where they are employed. 
Some agreements provide for challenge or suspect site inspections in an effort to address these challenges. However, the inspectors still must know where to look. And, if they find the right place to look, there must be some means of determining whether the activities at that location are permitted or prohibited. On-site measures that cannot make a significant contribution to verification may only build a false sense of security. 
To increase the likelihood that noncompliance – especially undeclared activities at undeclared locations -- will be detected, one must be able to draw on all sources of information, both national and international. National means and methods of verification are thus necessarily a critical part of every approach to verification. 
If arms control, nonproliferation and disarmament agreements and commitments are to support the security of all nations, then all nations must respond when confronted with noncompliance. Unilateral states actions to encourage compliance are not enough. Detecting a violation is not an end in itself: it is a call to action. Without strict compliance and without the concerted action of all parties to insist upon strict compliance – and to hold violators accountable for their actions – the national security of all nations will erode and global stability will be undermined. 
