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ambitions. Given this discrepancy, what motivates its pursuit of nuclear 

weapons?17

 For the North Korean leadership and even its ordinary citizens, the 

fear of an American nuclear attack is not contrived, but real. They believe 

that the United States plans to stage nuclear attacks on the North, and 

the only way to deter the United States is to arm themselves with nuclear 

weapons, ultimately with a second-strike capability.18 President Bush’s 

labeling in 2002 of North Korea as a rogue nation reinforced North 

Korea’s threat perception. Also, the explicit US nuclear preemption doc-

trine, its announcement in the 2001 Nuclear Posture Review that it might 

use tactical nuclear weapons, and the invasion of Iraq appear to have 

led North Korean policymakers to switch from using nuclear weapons 

as a way to compel the United States to change its policies toward their 

country to relying on nuclear weapons as a deterrent force. Thus, Nodong 

Shinmun, the daily newspaper of the Korea Workers’ Party, editorialized in 

2005: “American intention is to disarm us and to destroy us with nuclear 

weapons.  .  .  . Whatever preemptive nuclear attacks the United States 

undertake, we are ready to meet them with powerful retaliatory strikes.”19

Two factors further reinforce North Korea’s deterrence motive. In the 

1990s it exploited opacity and ambiguity similar to that used by Israel, 

characterized by “absence of testing, denial of possession, eschewal of 

17.  See Scott D. Sagan, “Why Do States Build Nuclear Weapons? Three Models in Search 

of a Bomb,” International Security 21, no. 3 (Winter 1996/1997): 54–86.

18.  Alexandre Mansourov, “Witnessing North Korea’s Nuclear Breakout: What Everyone 

Needs to Know about Kim Jong Un’s Nuclear Doctrine and Strategy,” NAPSNet 

Special Reports, December 16, 2014, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special 

-reports/kim-jong-uns-nuclear-doctrine-and-strategy-what-everyone-needs-to-know.

19.  Nodong Shinmun, September 21, 2005. This editorial appeared as a response to a 

Washington Post article which reported the Pentagon’s proposed revision to its 

nuclear doctrine that “would allow commanders to seek presidential approval for 

using atomic arms against nations or terrorists who intend to use chemical, 

biological, and nuclear weapons against the U.S., its troops or allies.” For the article 

itself, see Walter Pincus, “Pentagon May Have Doubts on Preemptive Nuclear 

Moves,” Washington Post, September 19, 2005.
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nuclear threats, and non-deployment.”20 However, as American pressure 

increased, it shifted from opaque to ambiguous to explicit, with the North 

declaring outright its possession of nuclear weapons in 2002. By testing 

and deployment, the North has become bolder in pursuing its peculiar 

version of nuclear deterrence. Another factor can be seen in the devel-

opment of its delivery capability. Although still a long way from posing 

a credible threat of nuclear attack on the US mainland, and even fur-

ther from matching the American ability to annihilate North Korea with 

nuclear attacks, the North has nevertheless been driven by the logic 

of nuclear weapons to seek to gain such a capacity in the future.

Deterrence is not the only rationale. North Korea’s nuclear venture 

also seems to be closely associated with the domestic politics of legiti-

macy and coalition-building.21 Current leader Kim Jong Un’s legitimacy 

stems from his lineage with his father, Kim Jong Il, and grandfather, Kim 

Il Sung. After his political ascension in 1994, Kim Jong Il championed the  

slogan of gangsung daeguk (strong and prosperous great nation) as 

the new governing ideology. That strong and prosperous great nation is 

to be realized through sungun jungchi (military-first politics), which gives 

the military the preeminent position in North Korean politics.22 Thus, the 

nuclear ambition satisfied several domestic political purposes. It not only 

enhanced Kim Jong Il’s political legitimacy by symbolizing the vision 

of a strong and prosperous great nation, it also served as a vehicle for 

20.  Rajesh M. Basrur, Minimum Deterrence and India’s Nuclear Security (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2005), 28.

21.  Mun-hyung Huh, “Bukhanui Haekgaibal Gyoehoick Injunggwa Hyanghu Jungchaek 

Junmang (North Korea’s Admission of Nuclear Weapons Development Plan and 

Prospects of Future Policy),” in Bukhaek Munjeui Haebopgwa Junmang (Solution and 

Prospects of the North Korean Nuclear Problem), ed. Jung-Bok Lee (Seoul: Jungang 

M & B, 2003), 157–206. 

22.  Chung-in Moon and Hideshi Takesada, “North Korea: Institutionalized Military 

Intervention,” in Coercion and Governance: The Declining Role of the Military in 

Asia, ed. Muthiah Alagappa (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001), 

257–282.
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consolidating his political power through the co-option of the military. 

With the added benefit of enhancing North Korea’s international status 

and prestige by joining the elite group of nuclear states, the possession of 

nuclear weapons strengthened Kim’s domestic rule—as it no doubt does 

today for his son.

Nuclear weapons also helped the DPRK to maintain a military equi-

librium on the peninsula through the acquisition of asymmetric military 

capabilities. Until the early 1970s, North Korea had military superiority 

over South Korea (leaving US forces out of the equation). However, the 

inter-Korean military balance began to shift in favor of the South begin-

ning in the 1980s. South Korea surpassed the North’s labor- intensive mil-

itary by combining its enhanced defense industrial production with the 

acquisition of advanced foreign weaponry. The widening gap between 

their conventional forces was inevitable given the rapidly growing dis-

parity in the two Koreas’ economic and technological capabilities. While 

the South has emerged as the fourteenth largest economy in the world, 

greatly facilitating its defense buildup, the North’s continued poor eco-

nomic performance is reflected in its slower military buildup. North 

Korea’s attempt to possess nuclear weapons can be interpreted as a calcu-

lated move to make up for its weakness in conventional forces by pushing 

for a non-conventional, asymmetric force buildup via weapons of mass 

destruction and missiles.23 This approach provides a less expensive path 

of offsetting the growing gap in conventional forces. 

Finally, North Korea appears to regard nuclear weapons as a valu-

able economic asset for two reasons. One is as bargaining leverage for 

economic gain; the other is as a tool for export earnings. As the 1994 

Geneva Agreed Framework demonstrated, the North was able to win eco-

nomic and energy concessions such as two light-water nuclear reactors, a 

23.  Taik-young Hahm, “Nambukhan Gunbi Gyongjaengui Ihae” (Understanding  

North-South Korean Arms Race), in Bundaui Dueolgul (Two Faces of Division), ed. 

Seung-ryol Kim and Jubaek Shin (Seoul: Yoksa Bipyong, 2005), 106–107.
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supply of heavy oil, and other economic assistance in return for freezing 

its nuclear activities and returning to the NPT. Although these benefits did 

not for the most part materialize, Pyongyang learned that nuclear weap-

ons offer bargaining leverage. Moreover, its track record on the export of 

missiles, weapons, and reactors to Syria shows that Pyongyang is willing 

to transfer nuclear materials to other states for export earnings.

Peninsular and Regional Security Impacts  
of a Nuclear North Korea

These explanations do not account wholly for the North’s use of nuclear 

threats, however. Two incidents in 2010—North Korea’s sinking of the 

South Korean naval ship Cheonan and its shelling of Yeonpyeong Island—

were followed by nuclear testing and campaigns of outrageous rhetoric, 

including the threat in 2013 to annihilate cities in South Korea, Japan, and 

the United States and to conduct preemptive nuclear attacks. Pyongyang’s 

actions have been aimed at compelling its adversaries, not deterring them 

from attack.24 The effect of this opportunistic and extreme use of nuclear 

threat rhetoric and actions is compounded by uncertainty over new leader 

Kim Jong Un’s capacities to be a responsible nuclear commander given 

24.  See Peter Hayes, “North Korean Nuclear Nationalism and the Threat of Nuclear 

War in Korea,” NAPSNet Policy Forum, April 21, 2011, http://nautilus.org/napsnet 

/napsnet-policy-forum/11-09-hayes-bruce/; “Supporting Online Material: North 

Korean Nuclear Statements (2002–2010),” NAPSNet Special Reports, May 17, 2011, 

http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/supporting-online-material-north 

-korean-nuclear-statements-2002-2010/; Peter Hayes and Roger Cavazos, “Rattling 

the American Cage: North Korean Nuclear Threats and Escalation Potential,” 

NAPSNet Policy Forum, April 4, 2013, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-policy 

-forum/rattling-the-american-cage-north-korean-nuclear-threats-and-escalation 

-potential-2/; and Hayes and Cavazos, “North Korean and US Nuclear Threats: 

Discerning Signals from Noise,” The Asia-Pacific Journal 11, no. 14 (April 8, 2013), 

http://japanfocus.org/-Roger-Cavazos/3924#.
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his inexperience and the apparent convulsions within the regime leading 

to the execution of his uncle in 2013.

The implications for peninsular security from this evolution of North 

Korea’s nuclear threat are grave.25 A nuclear North Korea is incompatible 

with peace-building on the Korean Peninsula. It not only threatens the 

South with nuclear attack, but also fundamentally alters the inter-Korean 

military balance and tempts the North to dictate the terms of eventual 

reunification to the South. Thus, nuclear armament dovetails with North 

Korea’s governing ideologies of gangsung daekuk or making North Korea 

a strong and prosperous nation and sungun jungchi, which emphasizes 

military self-reliance and the unification of Korea on its own terms. Under 

these political and military circumstances, peaceful coexistence between 

the two Koreas is unlikely and conventional and non-conventional arms 

races between the two will intensify. This is not just a matter of the North’s 

actions, but also of the South’s response. The South is arming itself heavily 

with high-technology weapons such as Aegis destroyers, German-built 

submarines, amphibious assault ships, and stealth fast patrol boats armed 

with surface-to-surface and surface-to-air missiles. Even more trouble-

some is that North Korea’s possession of nuclear weapons nullifies the 

1992 Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, free-

ing South Korea to respond in kind.

South Korea’s Response: Should It Go Nuclear?

Pessimism looms in South Korea because two decades of dialogue and 

negotiation failed completely to stop its neighbor’s nuclear breakout. 

Many policymakers believe that resumption of the Six-Party Talks is futile 

and that there is simply no prospect of reversing the North’s nuclear 

25.  Bruce Bennett, “Avoiding the Peacetime Dangers of North Korean Nuclear 

Weapons,” IFANS Review 13, no. 2 (December 2005): 30–37. 
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armament. Military options have long been considered unrealistic, while 

the Bush administration pursued a hostile neglect strategy that ended as 

a failure. The strategic patience strategy of the Obama administration has 

not worked either.

In this bleak situation, hard-line military options are coming to the 

fore. Most salient for some is fielding an active defense such as intercep-

tor missiles, including advanced Patriot missiles and even the THAAD 

(Terminal High Altitude Area Defense), and preparing for preemptive sur-

gical strikes even at the risk of conflict escalation. 

However, as we will argue below, it would be extremely difficult to 

rely on preemptive strikes since the key military targets in North Korea 

are concealed and likely underground in thousands of tunnels. Even if the 

underground locations were known and all entrances could be sealed by 

precision strikes, such an attack could lead to escalation with the pros-

pect of enormous collateral damage.

Geopolitics also matter. North Korea is different from Iraq. China, 

Russia, and likely even South Korea would strongly oppose such military 

actions due to the likely catastrophic consequences that would ensue. 

For all these reasons, a growing number of hard-liners in South Korea are 

raising nuclear deterrence as an alternative, an argument to which we 

now turn.

Pro-Nuclear South Korean Voices

After North Korea tested a third nuclear device on February 12, 2013, 

many South Koreans felt helpless, frustrated, even outraged. For many 

years, a slight majority of South Koreans have supported obtaining an 

independent nuclear weapons program. Since the North began testing, 

this has increased. Before the 2013 test, one opinion poll showed 66 per-

cent of respondents favored the South developing its own nuclear weap-

ons. After the test, more than 70 percent were in favor (although far fewer 

were willing to end the US alliance to achieve that goal). Leading con-

servative politicians such as Chung Mong-joon advocate that South Korea 
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“go nuclear.” Chosun Ilbo, the leading conservative newspaper, backs this 

campaign. Thus, popular and elite opinions are shifting ground.26

US Nuclear Analysts on Implications  
of South Korean Nuclear Proliferation

A debate in the United States has complicated the dialogue in Korea. In 

the February 2014 issue of The National Interest, David Santoro, a non-

proliferation specialist, wrote an article, “Will America’s Asian Allies Go 

Nuclear?”27 Santoro notes that there are powerful voices in South Korea 

and Japan who call for deployment of their own nuclear weapons rather 

than relying on US nuclear extended deterrence. He attributes this trend 

to North Korea’s provocative behavior, China’s aggressive rise, and the 

general perception that defense budget cuts in the United States represent 

a weakening of US security commitments in the region. Given their tech-

nology and financial resources, he worries that South Korea and Japan 

could develop nuclear weapons. He observes that their nuclear breakout 

would effectively end the global nonproliferation regime and collide with 

US efforts to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in international affairs. 

26.  D. J. Kim, “S. Korea needs to consider acquiring nuclear weapons,” Chosun Ilbo, 

July 10, 2012 (Korean), http://srchdb1.chosun.com/pdf/i_service/pdf_ReadBody.jsp 

?Y=2012&M=07&D=10&ID=2012071000058; G. J. Cho, “South Korea’s Nuclear 

Armament for Self-Defense: Secret Story of Israel’s Clandestine Nuclear Weapons 

Development,” Monthly Chosun, February 2011 (Korean), http://monthly.chosun 

.com/client/news/viw.asp?ctcd=D&nNewsNumb=201102100029; see also Mong-Jun 

Chung’s remarks: “The nuclear deterrence can be the only answer. We have to have 

nuclear capability,” in K. J. Kwon, “Under Threat, South Koreans mull nuclear 

weapons,” CNN, March 18, 2013, http://www.cnn.com/2013/03/18/world/asia 

/south-korea-nuclear/. On redeployment of US tactical nuclear weapons, see 

“’Unwanted Decision’ should be made for the protection of the country and people,” 

Editorial, Chosun Ilbo, February 13, 2013 (Korean), http://srchdb1.chosun.com/pdf 

/i_service/pdf_ReadBody.jsp?Y=2013&M=02&D=13&ID=2013021300002. 

27.  David Santoro, “Will America’s Asian Allies Go Nuclear?” The National Interest, 

January 30, 2014,http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/will-americas-asian 

-allies-go-nuclear-9794.
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Thus, he argues that the United States must threaten to end alliances with 

South Korea and Japan if they go nuclear.

Elbridge Colby, a fellow at the Center for a New American Security, 

rebuts Santoro’s argument in the March issue of The National Interest, 

arguing that the United States should “Choose Geopolitics Over 

Nonproliferation.”28 Colby contends that the ultimate goal of US foreign 

policy is not nonproliferation but “protecting Americans’ security, liberty 

and prosperity through moral means.” He argues that nuclear nonprolif-

eration should not be regarded as summun bonum and that the scenar-

ios regarding nuclear-armed South Korea and Japan should be evaluated 

coolly, based on their likely impact on US national interests. Although 

he argues that there might well be situations in which South Korean or 

Japanese pursuit of nuclear weapons would justify Washington walking 

away from these bilateral alliances, Colby holds that it would be unrea-

sonable to automatically scrap these alliances—ultimately instruments of 

geopolitics—solely based on nonproliferation considerations. He main-

tains that under certain conditions—for instance, if the threat from China 

were to grow dramatically—adjusting existing extended nuclear deter-

rence arrangements or even tolerating some form of proliferation might 

better suit US interests than simply terminating these alliances. Colby fur-

ther notes that threatening to cut off these alliances, as Santoro suggests, 

would run the risk of both losing the proliferation game and weakening 

the US position in Northeast Asia. We note that it might also play into the 

hands of Japanese pro-nuclear nationalists, some of whom favor enlisting 

a nuclear-armed North Korea against China.

Perceived Advantages of Nuclear Weapons to South Korea

Colby’s view gave new hope to South Korea’s conservative pundits by hint-

ing that, under certain conditions, maintaining the alliance and allowing 

28.  Elbridge Colby, “Choose Geopolitics Over Nonproliferation,” The National Interest, 

February 28, 2014, http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/choose-geopolitics 

-over-nonproliferation-9969?page=6.
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US allies to go nuclear are not necessarily incompatible, as the European 

experience has shown. Fear of losing their alliances with the United States 

is one reason why Japan and South Korea were hesitant in pushing for 

domestic nuclear weapons development in the past. These South Korean 

pundits offer several rationales.

First, they argue that North Korea has already become a nuclear- 

weapons state, profoundly altering the balance of power on the Korean 

Peninsula. The only way to cope with nuclear North Korea is to secure a 

credible nuclear deterrence capability, they say. This logic is based on the 

notion of “an eye for an eye” or, as we might say in this context, a “nuke 

for a nuke,” a strategic approach termed “symmetric deterrence.”

Second, some suggest that nuclear weapons would endow South 

Korea with a bargaining chip to compel North Korea to abandon its 

nuclear weapons. In this case, Seoul would go nuclear only when and if 

Pyongyang adheres to its nuclear weapons path, implying that this deci-

sion would not be irreversible, even if taken. A variant on this argument 

that one hears in Seoul is that South Korea’s threat to go nuclear will push 

China to put much more pressure on North Korea out of fear that South 

Korean proliferation would result in Japanese nuclear weapons—a night-

marish outcome for China.

Third, many pundits voice doubt about the credibility of American 

extended deterrence as North Korea increases its nuclear capability. They 

are skeptical that the United States would use nuclear weapons if  the 

North developed the capability to threaten the US homeland. This is 

the fear that was described as “decoupling” during the Cold War. The idea 

was that the credibility of US extended nuclear deterrence would recede 

as potential enemies developed the capability to threaten the United 

States itself. Thus, the argument goes that South Korea should have its 

own nuclear deterrent capability to substitute for dwindling US nuclear 

deterrence. We address this issue at the end of this section as it bears 

close examination once the DPRK is able to strike the US homeland.

Finally, enduring distrust of China, Russia, and Japan serves as another 

catalyst for pro-nuclear South Korean sentiment. China, Russia, and North 
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Korea already have nuclear weapons. And recent strategic moves by the 

Shinzo Abe government in Japan suggest to many South Koreans that it 

is simply a matter of time before Japan is armed with nuclear weapons. 

Should this come to pass, then South Korea would be the only non- 

nuclear-weapons state in the region, leaving it dependent and insecure in 

South Korean minds. Because American disengagement from South Korea 

and the region cannot be ruled out, this fear of abandonment is grounded 

in the real world, even if there is no immediate prospect of American 

withdrawal from the Asia-Pacific region or, indeed, of a nuclear-armed 

Japan.

Given these views, what are the pros and cons of an independent South 

Korean nuclear force or the alternative of redeployment of American 

nuclear weapons to South Korea? Below, we answer these two questions 

by measuring their security effects in comparison with the baseline pres-

ent arrangement of extending nuclear deterrence from US-based nuclear 

weapons. In the following section, we will further question whether this 

arrangement is the best that can be done, especially in light of the North 

Korean nuclear breakout, by suggesting that with vision, leadership, and 

tough policies, a comprehensive regional security framework could be 

implemented that would reverse North Korea’s nuclear armament and 

reduce the role of nuclear weapons in interstate relations of all powers 

in the region, nuclear and non-nuclear, as is demanded by the global 

nuclear weapons abolition enterprise. We do not suggest that achieving 

this outcome would be easy. But it may prove to be easier than continuing 

with the status quo that allows North Korea to expand its nuclear forces 

and requires that it be managed by a countervailing nuclear threat, with 

all the attendant hazards.

Disadvantages of Independent South Korean Nuclear Weapons

In reality, an ROK nuclear weapons option, be it independent or by rede-

ployment of US nuclear weapons, is neither feasible nor desirable. As we 

shall see, it is not feasible due to severe credibility problems. The base-

line measure of the credibility of an independent South Korean nuclear 
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weapons program from the viewpoint of the North and, to a lesser extent, 

China is how it compares with the credibility of South Korea relying on 

nuclear extended deterrence based on US strategic nuclear forces.

Militarily, it would be undesirable. Two small nuclear-armed states 

would be trapped in an unstable “mutual probable destruction” relation-

ship, each with incentive to use nuclear weapons first rather than lose 

them.29 Inter-Korean psychological warfare would become even more 

ferocious than that seen over the last six decades.

Far from reinforcing South Korea’s already overwhelming offensive 

military capabilities—including in almost every dimension where North 

Korea has tried to develop “asymmetric” capabilities—South Korean 

nuclear weapons would undermine conventional deterrence and even 

reduce South Korea’s ability to use its conventional forces in response to 

a North Korean attack.

Above all, we see its feasibility as very low because of severe politi-

cal, legal, and institutional obstacles. There is no doubt that South Korea 

has the technological and financial capability to develop nuclear weap-

ons. But it has never been easy, and won’t be so at any time soon, for 

South Korea to arm itself with nuclear weapons, let alone with a subma-

rine or bomber-based nuclear retaliatory capacity that is immune from 

 preemption—the basis of stable nuclear deterrence. It would take South 

Korea years to develop and deploy even a minimum deterrent. Until then, 

it would not possess a credible second-strike capability. Initially, a South 

Korean nuclear force would be vastly inferior to current US nuclear capa-

bilities. It also lacks the space-based and high-altitude reconnaissance 

and other intelligence systems needed to accurately hit mobile military 

or leadership targets.

29.  John on-fat Wong, Security Requirements In Northeast Asia, dissertation, University 

of Wisconsin, 1982, 77, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/security 

-requirements-in-northeast-asia. See also Peter Hayes, “’Mutual Probable 

Destruction’: Nuclear Next-Use in a Nuclear-Armed East Asia?” NAPSNet Policy 

Forum, May 14, 2014, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-policy-forum 

/mutual-probable-destruction-nuclear-next-use-in-a-nuclear-armed-east-asia. 
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While it develops its own nuclear weapons force—and assuming that 

doing so leads to rupture of the US-ROK alliance—South Korea would be 

vulnerable to a preemptive first strike by Russia or China, who would cer-

tainly target it. Seoul would lack a countervailing ability to strike back 

after suffering a nuclear attack. This may not be of concern in peacetime. 

But in wartime, these two nuclear-weapons states would be obliged to 

treat a South Korean nuclear force as a potential threat (as they may do 

already and likely already do so with regard to North Korea’s nascent 

nuclear force). Where would South Korea test and deploy the weapons 

under such circumstances? In whose backyard?

The late American political scientist Kenneth Waltz argued that nuclear 

proliferation may lead to strategic stability based on the threat of mutual 

nuclear annihilation.30 But John on-fat Wong argued decades ago that 

two small states armed with nuclear weapons in a military standoff are 

engaged in an unstable relationship that is best described as “mutual 

probable destruction” because of their incentive to use their nuclear 

weapons first rather than lose them.31 That is, given the time it would 

take each side to strike, an independent South Korean force facing 

off against the North Korean nuclear force would be characterized by 

escalation imperatives that would make the peninsula highly unstable, 

with potentially catastrophic consequences. Far from reinforcing South 

Korea’s already overwhelming offensive military capabilities—including 

in almost every dimension where North Korea has developed offsetting 

“asymmetric” capabilities—South Korean nuclear weapons would under-

mine deterrence based on conventional forces, and even reduce South 

Korea’s ability to use its conventional forces in response to a North Korean 

attack (see below).

30.  For arguments as to the impacts of more versus fewer nuclear weapons, see Scott 

D. Sagan and Kenneth N. Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate 

Renewed (New York: W.W. Norton, 2003).

31.  Wong, “Security Requirements in Northeast Asia,” 77. See also Peter Hayes, 

“Mutual Probable Destruction.” 
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Put in more theoretical terms, both Koreas would be faced with a nuclear- 

armed adversary with a mutual incentive to strike first. Each would there-

fore remain in a state of constant nuclear alert in case the other side 

intended to attack immediately (in contrast to general deterrence, where 

nuclear weapons cast a long shadow that makes commanders very cau-

tious but there is no immediate intention to attack and therefore no reason 

to stay on constant high alert).32 This state of constant fear of an immedi-

ate threat of preemptive nuclear attack would push both Koreas to invest 

heavily in improved surveillance and intelligence capabilities needed to 

pinpoint nuclear targets for successful preemption, especially given the 

potential for deception as to location and deployment of nuclear weap-

ons. It would be difficult for either Korea to achieve sufficient confidence 

that such intelligence were reliable enough to launch a preemptive strike 

as soon as either gained more than a few warheads and dispersed them—

which North Korea has likely done already. Indeed, for South Korea, 

going it alone without US support, and possibly losing the United States 

altogether as senior ally, implies reduced confidence in its intelligence, 

surveillance, and reconnaissance information, which is provided today 

mostly by US extra-peninsular assets, implying that the South’s ability to 

identify targets to attack preemptively may be lacking.33 However, it is 

also possible that in a crisis, intelligence that suggests a pending attack 

combined with partial but reliable data as to locations of a substantial 

fraction of the other’s nuclear forces could lead either Korea to mount a 

damage-limiting preemptive strike.34

The complications that an independent South Korean nuclear weap-

ons capability would cause for US Forces Korea and Combined Forces 

32.  The distinction between immediate and general nuclear deterrence was made by 

Patrick M. Morgan, Deterrence: a conceptual analysis (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage 

Publications, 1977). 

33. The authors thank Christopher Twomey for this point. 

34.  We are indebted to Christopher Twomey for making this point in his review of an 

earlier draft of this essay.
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Command would be enormous. Put simply, no US commander-in-chief is 

going to put American forces in harm’s way in Korea if South Korea wields 

nuclear weapons outside of US political and military command-and- 

control. Since its creation in 1978, Combined Forces Command has been 

headed by an American and combines the US and ROK military lead-

ership in South Korea to face North Korea. However, nuclear weapons 

remained under the sole command of the American general who also 

commanded US Forces Korea; nuclear command, control, and commu-

nications were never shared with ROK military counterparts when US 

nuclear weapons were deployed in South Korea (from 1958 to 1991).

In the European context, only one state in alliance with the United 

States—the United Kingdom with its “special relationship”—developed 

its own nuclear forces. Except for a few naval and aerial tactical nuclear 

weapons, all UK strategic and aerial nuclear weapons were dedicated to 

NATO and, ultimately, were commanded by NATO’s American military 

head.35 (French nuclear weapons were kept outside of NATO’s integrated 

command after the force de frappe was created in 1966.) Given the stakes 

in Korea, it is incredible that the United States would violate the princi-

ples of unified command when it comes to nuclear weapons and accept 

a unilateral capacity by South Korea to start a nuclear war. Indeed, in 

the case of the United Kingdom, NATO commanders assumed that once 

released from direct US control in wartime, allied forces armed with 

nuclear weapons would rapidly lose communication with nuclear com-

manders, creating a risk of loss of control that would deter Soviet aggres-

sors.36 This is not a precedent that the United States will want to repeat 

in Korea.

To the extent that both Koreas became fully armed with operational 

nuclear forces targeting each other across the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), 

35.  Shaun Gregory, “The command and control of British tactical nuclear  

weapons,” Defense Analysis 4, no. 1 (1988): 39–51, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080 

/07430178808405328.

36. Ibid., 49. 
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independent South Korean nuclear weapons would not only create a 

more volatile standoff than the Korean Peninsula already has. They would 

contribute to a rigid and permanent (until it failed) state of psychological 

warfare and nuclear threats even more ferocious than that seen over much 

(but not all) of the last six decades. Of course, it is possible that both sides 

would recognize the immense danger in escalation/de-escalation strate-

gies involving nuclear threat, as did India and Pakistan in the 1999 Kargil 

crisis. But the opposite also seems just as possible given the nature of the 

Korean conflict which, unlike the India-Pakistan conflict, involves intense 

dimensions of a civil war as well as ideological collisions. In short, a 

nuclear-armed South Korea would ensure the continuing division and 

antagonism between the two Koreas and would undermine inter-Korean 

trust politik, peace politik, or anything other than mutual destruction poli-

tik for the indefinite future.

This nuclear standoff would be made even more volatile because one 

or both Koreas armed with nuclear weapons may believe that nuclear 

weapons provide a threshold below which covert or even overt conven-

tional military provocations may be undertaken, because the aggressor 

Korea believes that the victim Korea would see the risk of escalation to 

nuclear war arising from retaliation as too great. This is the obvious les-

son learned from the North’s attack on the ROK warship Cheonan and 

the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island in 2010.37 The same lesson has been 

learned by India facing Pakistani-originated violence in Kashmir and 

Mumbai.38

South Korea would face very high costs were it to move to nuclear 

armament because it is deeply embedded in a network of multilateral and 

bilateral treaty commitments and nuclear energy-supply trading networks. 

37.  Jerry Meyerle, with contributions from Ken Gause and Afshon Ostovar, Nuclear 

Weapons and Coercive Escalation in Regional Conflicts: Lessons from North Korea 

and Pakistan, CNA, November 20, 2014, http://www.cna.org/sites/default/files 

/research/DRM-2014-U-008209-Final2.pdf. 

38.  Terence Roehrig, “The case for a nuclear-free South,” JoongAng Daily, June 19, 2014, 

http://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/article.aspx?aid=2990820. 
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South Korea is a member of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and 

therefore cannot receive, manufacture, or get any assistance to produce 

nuclear explosive devices or weapons under Article 2. It is also obliged to 

comply with the safeguard regulations of the International Atomic Energy 

Agency (IAEA), whose alarm bells will ring loudly the moment that South 

Korea starts a nuclear weapons program.39 It cannot emulate Israel, which 

has refused to sign the NPT and is believed to be one of the states with 

a clandestine nuclear weapons program. Seoul would have to emulate 

Pyongyang if it pursues nuclear weapons sovereignty. Like the North in 

1994, the South would have to leave the NPT using the pretext of emer-

gency. But unlike North Korea, which had almost no external nuclear 

ties or market relations to lose, South Korea is highly involved in global 

markets. The ROK’s global reputation is exemplified by South Koreans 

serving as UN secretary-general and World Bank president. To say the 

least, it would undermine South Korea’s claim to global middle power 

leadership as embodied in its hosting of such events as the 2012 Nuclear 

Security Summit.40

Pulling out of the NPT and the IAEA might lead to UN action, possi-

bly UN Security Council sanctions as were imposed on North Korea, as 

well as national sanctions. It would certainly end South Korea’s profit-

able reactor exports, never mind the loss of supply of uranium, enrich-

ment services, and other materials and dual-use technology needed for 

South Korea’s nuclear fuel cycle from the members of the Nuclear Supply 

Group such as the United States, Australia, Russia, and France. South 

Korea would face an even larger energy shortfall than Japan had to deal 

with after shutting down all its nuclear plants in 2011.

Also at risk would be the 1974 bilateral nuclear energy cooperation 

accord with the United States. The United States would be obliged by 

39.  Jungmin Kang, Peter Hayes, Li Bin, Tatsujiro Suzuki, and Richard Tanter, “South 

Korea’s Nuclear Surprise,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 61, no. 1 (January 2005): 

40–49, http://bos.sagepub.com/content/61/1.toc. 

40.  Roehrig, “The Case for a Nuclear-free South.”  
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domestic law to cut off all ties in nuclear cooperation and demand restitu-

tion of uranium stock, including spent fuel. Bilateral relations could turn 

frigid fast, as in the 1970s when Seoul secretly pursued a nuclear weap-

ons program.41 Even if Seoul promised not to use nuclear weapons- related 

capabilities for anything but peaceful purposes, it would undercut its own 

attempt to rewrite the bilateral 123 nuclear agreement (Section 123 of 

the US Atomic Energy Act) that needs to be renewed after March 2016. 

Should the South start to acquire nuclear weapons, Washington would 

likely reject out of hand not only Seoul’s request to reprocess or pyro- 

process spent nuclear fuel, but also its desire to enrich uranium, even for 

research.

An independent South Korean quest for nuclear weapons will not only 

justify North Korea’s nuclear status and diminish the opposition from 

China and Russia to the North’s nuclear armament, but could also trigger 

a nuclear domino effect in Northeast Asia. South Korea would have to 

take into account hostile Japan and China armed with nuclear weapons in 

its defense planning. It should be noted that some ultra-rightists in Japan 

relish the prospect that Seoul might make such a move so that they can 

justify Japanese nuclear weapons. Generalized nuclear armament would 

be a nightmare for South Korean security.

In sum, South Korea would face significant—possibly highly  significant—

political, economic, and security costs if it were to develop and deploy its 

own nuclear weapons. Of course, if such a choice were made in a con-

text in which the United States withdrew extended deterrence due to iso-

lationism in Washington, or the North obtained substantial backing from 

other big powers for its provocative actions or outright military aggression 

against the South, or the North acted outrageously (such as conducting an 

atmospheric nuclear test), then some of these negative impacts might be 

41.  Peter Hayes and Chung-in Moon, “Park Chung Hee, the CIA and the Bomb,” 

NAPSNet Special Reports, September 23, 2011, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet 

-special-reports/park-chung-hee-the-cia-and-the-bomb. 
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ameliorated. The United States might be persuaded to remain in alliance, 

albeit with major downgrading of South Korea’s stature in American eyes, 

which it enjoys today due in large part to its restraint to date in responding 

to the North. Trading partners might be less damning and more willing to 

continue with business as usual.

What About Redeploying US Tactical Nuclear Weapons?

Instead of making its own, might South Korea ask the United States to 

redeploy nuclear weapons? Such redeployment is not inconceivable. 

However, considered carefully, the idea of redeploying US tactical 

nuclear weapons is as fantastic as South Korea going it alone.

First, a few air-delivered nuclear weapons based in Korea would add 

little to overall deterrence and pose the same use-them-or-lose-them 

dilemma as would South Korean nukes. Second, since 2009, the United 

States has downplayed the role of nuclear weapons in every aspect of its 

security posture. South Korea would be swimming against this tide. Third, 

far from asserting South Korea’s military prowess against North Korea’s 

nuclear weapons, these weapons would symbolize renewed subordina-

tion to the US military.

The United States will not commit thousands of nuclear-certified per-

sonnel and millions of dollars to redeploying nuclear weapons to Korea. 

The United States already extends nuclear deterrence with its home-based 

strategic nuclear forces, and will not pay twice for such an improbable 

mission, especially given the costs in reconfiguring and modernizing the 

US nuclear arsenal.

Political and Military Effects of Redeployment

Even if the United States returned tactical nuclear weapons to the penin-

sula, this would not help solve the North Korean nuclear conundrum. It 

would give Pyongyang a pretext to accelerate its weapons program. China 

would move closer to North Korea militarily, aggravating South Korea’s 

insecurities.
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From a military perspective, US nuclear weapons based in South Korea 

lack merit in supporting Combined Forces Command’s most important 

mission: deterring a North Korean attack on South Korea.

In recent years, South Korea’s missile capability has significantly 

improved. Its air superiority with F-16s, F-15s, and, eventually, F-35s pro-

vides an effective force with which to strike massing North Korean forces 

and to attrite the long-range artillery and rockets that threaten Seoul. 

When American conventional assets are added, ROK-US combined 

forces are formidable. With complete control of North Korea’s airspace, 

it would not take them long to occupy key sites, even if unconventional 

warfare lingered in mountainous areas for some months.

To attack the South, North Korea would rely on its forward- deployed 

forces to threaten northern Seoul with long-range artillery and rocket 

fire. Kim Jong Un cannot hope to attack the South and achieve mili-

tary  victory.42 The South’s military and the DPRK’s Korean People’s Army 

(KPA) are opposing, immense military masses, both deterred from mov-

ing against the other, and locked in an inherently stable and—so far—

permanent standoff. The North’s nuclear weapons, and hypothetical 

South Korean nuclear weapons, make little marginal difference to these 

opposing tectonic forces.

Kim Jong Un’s nuclear weapons capabilities provide at best little—and 

likely no—additional deterrence to that already sustained by his con-

ventional forces. The combined probability of a North Korean missile- 

delivered nuclear warhead exploding over a target given all the systems 

that must work together—the rockets, the separating stages, the re-entry 

vehicle, the guidance system, the fuze, and the warhead itself—is likely 

less than 10 percent. If the North were to use a nuclear weapon, it would 

then face US-ROK and allied forces that would dismember the regime 

and kill its leaders or put them on trial for crimes against humanity and 

42.  Roger Cavazos, “Mind the Gap Between Rhetoric and Reality,” NAPSNet Special 

Reports, June 26, 2012, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports 

/mind-the-gap-between-rhetoric-and-reality.

GS_WarNotFought.indb   404 3/5/15   8:48 AM



KOREA  |  405

nuclear aggression. Russia and China could well join this campaign. If 

Kim Jong Un is rational, his nuclear weapons are unusable and add noth-

ing to the KPA’s offensive capabilities.

If Kim Jong Un is misinformed or deluded, and launches an all-out 

attack on the South, then it’s fair to ask whether having US nuclear weap-

ons in South Korea could, first, deter and, if deterrence fails, then defeat 

the KPA, more than having them based in the United States. Of course, 

if Kim Jong Un is truly mad, then he is immune to deterrence, conven-

tional or nuclear, in which case strictly military considerations based on 

uniquely nuclear weapons effects are what is important in evaluating 

their utility. In this instance, there is no difference between offshore and 

in-ROK deployments, and there are security advantages to having deliv-

erable weapons kept outside of South Korea. 

If a war began due to bad information, loss of control, or stupid deci-

sions made by the North, US tactical nuclear weapons are no more useful 

on the battlefield than they were in the 1970s and 1980s, when the US 

military itself—led by General Jack Cushman at the time—concluded 

that the weapons were unusable, contributing to the eventual global with-

drawal of nuclear weapons in 1991.43 Authoritative analysis from that 

period describes the utter devastation that would arise from using nuclear 

weapons in Korea. In 1978, Bryan Jack and a team of analysts at Pan 

Heuristics asked how nuclear weapons might be used to blunt a North 

Korean all-out attack on the South.44 Their analysis (which posited South 

43.  John H. Cushman, Organization and Operational Employment of Air/Land Forces, 

US Army War College, 1984; Cushman, “Military Options in Korea’s End Game,” 

NAPSNet Policy Forum, May 23, 1994, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-policy 

-forum/military-options-in-koreas-end-game/; and Cushman, oral history and other 

papers that describe his internal battles in the US Army to remove fallacious nuclear 

weapon strategies from his plans to fight war in Korea, see volume 2, p. 8–23, and 

“Korea, 1976 to 1978: A Memoir,” p. 26, http://www.west-point.org/publications 

/cushman. 

44.  This analysis draws on pp. II-85 to II-93 of Bryan Jack, Marcella Agmon, Steven 

L. Head, David McGarvey, Beverly Rowen, and Henry S. Rowen, “The South Korean 

Case: A Nuclear Weapons Program Embedded in an Environment of Great Power 

GS_WarNotFought.indb   405 3/5/15   8:48 AM



406  |  PETER HAYES AND CHUNG-IN MOON

Korean nuclear weapons, but the results are identical if American nuclear 

weapons are substituted) still pertains today because nothing has changed 

with regard to the effects of nuclear weapons. While the disposition of 

the bulk of North Korean forces moved forward in the early 1980s within 

a hundred kilometers of the DMZ, they must still pass through the same 

narrow corridors to attack the South.

What did Jack’s team members find in 1978, other than the ruinous 

after-effects from radiological plumes after multiple nuclear strikes? In the 

most urgent case, the attempt by the KPA to seize Seoul, they calculated 

that roughly 120 American forty-kiloton nuclear weapons would have to 

be fired in the three attack corridors, in broader areas north of these cor-

ridors, and at point targets such as hardened airfields, to block an all-out 

North Korean attack. They also calculated that the same military effect 

could be achieved with conventional artillery and bombs already in the 

US-ROK arsenal in South Korea.

The same conclusion must be reached today, only more so due to 

the greatly increased numbers, precision, and lethality of US-ROK 

ground and aerial conventional forces and to vastly improved communi-

cations and battle-space awareness and management. Only in the case 

of attacking the North’s cities did Jack’s team find that nuclear weapons 

were more “efficient” because it was improbable that US-ROK conven-

tional forces responding to a North Korean attack could reach that far 

northward to match the speed and scale of counter-city nuclear attacks 

inflicted by US nuclear forces. Their conclusions as to the relative utility 

of counter-force nuclear versus conventional strikes remain valid today, 

but the utility of a counter-city strike is dubious because there would be 

no political logic to punishing large numbers of innocent North Koreans 

for the actions of the leadership.

Concerns,” vol. 2, Regional Rivalries and Nuclear Responses, Pan Heuristics Final 

Report to US Defense Nuclear Agency, February 28, 1978, http://nautilus.org 

/foia-document/regional-rivalries-and-nuclear-responses-voluume-ii-the-south 

-korean-case-a-nuclear-weapons-program-embedded-in-an-environment-of 

-great-power-concerns.
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Even if Kim Jong Un was the target, not tanks or infantry or whole 

city populations, then the United States (or a nuclear-armed South Korea) 

likely would also kill vast numbers of innocent North Koreans with nuclear 

attacks. Such attacks would be disproportionate and reprehensible, even 

after North Korean nuclear first use.45 Given the labyrinths of caves in 

the North in which Kim Jong Un and his nuclear weapons could hide, it 

is also unlikely that the success of such attacks could be assured. Then 

what? Today, the missions that were allocated to nuclear weapons in the 

mid-seventies are best accomplished by air-launched precision-guided 

munitions that have similar lethality without the side effects of massive 

collateral damage and radiation.

At bottom, redeployment rests on the argument that “local US nukes” 

would reduce the probability that, in extremis, North Korea would play its 

nuclear card more than “distant US nukes” would. Ironically, redeploy-

ment of US nuclear weapons might enhance nuclear risk-taking by the 

DPRK. Because the North’s leaders would perceive in-ROK deployment 

to increase the risk of preemptive nuclear attack, long a North Korean 

concern, it would play into North Korean “crazy like a fox” strategy. 

To be effective, such an “irrational” strategy demands that it create and 

increase the risk to the United States of prosecuting the war to eliminate 

North Korea, not play it safe by avoiding or reducing such risk, in order 

to shift the American cost-benefit calculus. Presenting Kim Jong Un with 

the opportunity to do so is the opposite of what the US and South Korean 

military should be doing to shape his strategic options.

Credibility of US Nuclear Extended Deterrence?

What about the argument that when North Korea can strike the United 

States with nuclear weapons, the credibility of the US nuclear extended 

45.  Tom Nichols, “The Case for Conventional Deterrence,” The National Interest, 

November 12, 2013, http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/the-case-conventional 

-deterrence-9381.
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deterrent falls so much that it will no longer be sufficient?46 This is an old 

argument in the NATO context. Now it must be examined in Korea.

In low-level military conflict, nuclear retaliation is implausible either 

because it would be disproportionate or even militarily counter-productive 

on the battlefield or because it could lead to condemnation and even 

intervention by third parties. 

However, once an adversary like the DPRK can plausibly threaten to hit 

the United States itself, the sheer magnitude of nuclear detonations—even 

if they are too few to destroy the United States—could make Washington 

think twice about trading Guam for Seoul. The key elements of credibility 

are capacity and resolve from the perspective of the adversary.

In terms of capacity, the United States can reduce North Korea into a 

smoking, radiating ruin in a few hours, should it decide to do so, with 

only a small fraction of its missile force, either from submarines or from 

land-based missiles. These missiles are reliable and would be precision- 

targeted. There is no credibility gap here. Long-range bombers are equally 

capable, just a bit slower.

The second aspect of credibility is the resolve of the party issuing a 

nuclear threat to make good on it. “Hiroshima” and “Nagasaki” remind 

North Koreans of American resolve in the past and Korean survivors from 

the Hiroshima bombing are still alive to remind them. Moreover, any 

attack or threat of nuclear attack by the North on the South signals that 

an attack on the United States may be forthcoming and requires immedi-

ate response—although that response may not be nuclear.

Also, the United States has direct vital interests in South Korea, includ-

ing Washington’s credibility, its reputation given its investment of treasure 

and lives in Korea since the Korean War, and its economic interest in a 

vital South Korean economy. Any military attack on the ROK-proper will 

46.  See, for example, Ho-yeol Yoo, “Is It Right Time to Propose a Dialogue with North 

Korea?” April 18, 2013, JTBC (Korean), http://news.jtbc.joins.com/article/article 

.aspx?news_id=NB10266522; and Choon-geun Lee, “Nuclear Armament: An 

Interpretation from International Political Perspective,” Bukhan (North Korea), 

no. 417 (2011): 22.

GS_WarNotFought.indb   408 3/5/15   8:48 AM



KOREA  |  409

kill many American and Chinese civilians almost immediately, which will 

instantly involve the United States in a kinetic conflict. What happens 

in South Korea also directly affects Washington’s strategic relationship 

with China, which also involves US and Chinese nuclear weapons. North 

Korean nuclear threats aimed at the South already reverberate instantly 

into the US-China relationship, as occurred in 2012 and 2013, resulting 

in high political and military response at a regional level, both unilat-

eral and concerted between the two great powers. US stakes are vital, 

albeit different, to those of Seoul in responding credibly to North Korean 

nuclear threats. In short, there is no credibility deficit.

Psychological Dimensions of South Korean Nuclear Weapons  
or US Redeployment

The main driver of South Korean longing for nuclear weapons, whether 

independent South Korean nuclear forces or redeployed US nuclear 

weapons, is to offset North Korea’s use of nuclear threats. This is not a 

deterrent use of nuclear weapons by the North, but a compellent one—

that is, one that attempts to change existing US or South Korean poli-

cies by nuclear threat.47 Historically, a major factor motivating a state 

to develop its own nuclear weapons, or for the United States to extend 

nuclear deterrence to an ally, has been for the leadership to reassure its 

47.  Patrick Morgan notes that the United States and North Korea used nuclear threats 

primarily for compellence in the 1991–2002 time frame in “Deterrence and System 

Management: The Case of North Korea,” Conflict Management and Peace Science 

23, no. 2 (April 2006): 121–138. The DPRK’s nuclear threats from 2008 onward have 

been primarily compellent in nature, not deterrent, as documented in Peter Hayes 

and Scott Bruce, “North Korean Nuclear Nationalism and the Threat of Nuclear War 

in Korea,” Pacific Focus 26 (2011): 65–89, http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111 

/j.1976-5118.2011.01056.x/abstract; and also Peter Hayes and Roger Cavazos, 

“North Korean and US Nuclear Threats.” For a careful examination of American 

nuclear compellence during the Cold War, see John Merrill and Ilan Pelig, “Nuclear 

Compellence: The Political Use of the Bomb,” Crossroads 11 (1984): 19–39,  

http://nautilus.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Merrill-Peleg-Nuclear-Compellence 

-Crossroads-11-1984-pp-19-39.pdf.
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domestic  population that it is not susceptible to nuclear coercion or to 

reassure an ally’s leadership that it need not fear such coercive threats by 

a nuclear-armed adversary, regardless of popular perception.

The DPRK’s actual use of nuclear threats since 2006 has been mostly 

aimed at compellence based on sowing terror in the minds of civilian 

populations, not just the minds of the leadership of South Korea and 

Japan, with the aim of extracting political and other concessions from 

the United States, South Korea, Japan, and even China and Russia (by 

attacking UN Security Council resolutions aimed at reversing its nuclear 

armament). Its propaganda has clearly addressed popular, not just elite, 

audiences. In some respects, it has succeeded. The entry of North Korean 

nuclear weapons into Western (and Chinese) popular culture, cartoons, 

and movies is partly the result of these threat campaigns. Moreover, the 

threats were not harmless. In Guam, for example, an emergency was 

declared and families kept their children home from school due to the 

threat of missile-delivered attacks made by Pyongyang in April 2013.48

Historically, nuclear weapons were forward-deployed by the United 

States for two reasons. The first was to increase the recognition by adver-

saries such as the former Soviet Union and North Korea that conven-

tional attacks on US allies could evoke early and assured US nuclear 

retaliation. The second was to reassure US allies that its promise to use 

nuclear weapons in response to such aggression was credible. As we 

noted earlier, now that US tactical and theater nuclear weapons are no 

longer deployed in-country and in-region, the issue of credibility is a real 

one—especially in light of the total failure by the United States to halt, 

reverse, and overcome North Korean nuclear weapons proliferation.

But, as we argued already, South Koreans should examine this issue 

in the bigger geo-strategic picture. In effect, the United States recast 

nuclear extended deterrence in the 1991-2010 period to become nuclear 

existential deterrence, reserving nuclear weapons to respond only to 

48.  Brett M. Kelman, “N. Korean missile threats worry some on Guam,” USA Today,  

April 12, 2013.
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existential threats to the United States or its allies. No US nuclear forces 

are dedicated to deterring war against South Korea (or against Japan, 

for that matter). Even less understood is that both nations may have just 

as much nuclear existential deterrence as an American living in Idaho. 

Put baldly, because their vital interests are so intertwined, an existen-

tial threat to South Korea is inseparable from an existential threat to the 

United States. Any nuclear threat, let alone a nuclear attack, bears on 

these shared vital interests. Yet it is equally true that this residual nuclear 

existential deterrence may have little discernible impact on real military 

decisions and deployments given the conventional forces involved on the  

ground and the risks and benefits generated by nuclear threats, let alone 

nuclear use, by any of the parties involved in the Korean conflict.

South Koreans cannot pick and choose which benefits to take and 

which costs to avoid in their alliance with the United States. It’s a package 

deal. Currently, the package is a region-wide strategy based on advanced 

conventional forces and on joint, cross-service capacities in the Western 

Pacific, integrated with interoperable allied forces. The question that 

South Koreans must answer is whether the putative reassurance that they 

would obtain from having their own nuclear weapons is worth rupturing 

this alliance—as likely would occur if they were to go it alone—and, if 

not, whether the costs and benefits of hypothetical redeployment of US 

nuclear weapons to South Korea would outweigh the destabilizing and 

counter-productive political and military effects that would follow.  

What Should South Korea Do Instead?

South Korea’s best military options to respond to the North’s nuclear threat 

are to develop its conventional military forces in alliance with the United 

States and to develop cooperative military-military relations with all states 

in the region. South Korea should avoid a simplistic retaliatory response to 

North Korean provocations and instead work closely through Combined 

Forces Command to develop operational strategies underscoring the 
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absolute and relative superiority of ROK-US allied forces while avoiding 

deployments and exercises that suggest preemptive attacks aimed at the 

leadership or positioning of forces that imply a pending all-out attack on 

the North (especially offshore US forces). Specifically recommended in 

this regard is avoidance of operations by Combined Forces Command 

designed to degrade KPA C3I (command, control, communications, and 

intelligence infrastructure), destroy its leadership, and strike strategic 

forces, including nuclear weapons, that may induce nuclear strikes from 

North Korean leaders, as they may believe they are in a “use or lose” 

situation.49

American and South Korean military strategy should not be based on 

preemptively attacking North Korea’s nascent nuclear force, nor on retal-

iating against its first use with nuclear weapons. A US nuclear attack is 

improbable under any but the most extreme circumstances, in which case 

options are available to the United States that do not require redeploy-

ment or use of American nuclear weapons. Although it may seem counter- 

intuitive to many, military strategies, exercises, and capacities that are 

designed to attack and kill North Korea’s national political-military lead-

ership are a particularly bad idea, because they impel these leaders to 

reflect on the utility of early first nuclear use and, if achieved, could 

lead to DPRK leaders’ loss of control of whatever nuclear weapons they 

have to deliver against US and South Korean forces. If DPRK deployment 

of nuclear weapons is accompanied by pre-delegated use authority to 

nuclear units, successful decapitation could generate a nuclear attack. 

Some strategies to attack military command posts and communications 

links between nuclear forces and central commanders may also risk 

nuclear escalation if use authority has been pre-delegated. True, restraint 

may come at a cost to US-ROK conventional forces that would otherwise 

49.  Kier A. Lieber and Daryl G. Press, Coercive Nuclear Campaigns in the 21st Century: 

Understanding Adversary Incentives and Options for Nuclear Escalation, Center on 

Contemporary Conflict, Naval Postgraduate School, 2013, http://www.nps.edu 

/Academics/Centers/CCC/Research/PASCC.html. 
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gain relief due to the fragmentation and confusion created by such dis-

abling retaliatory attacks against Pyongyang’s conventional command 

posts and communications (assuming these are commingled with those 

supporting nuclear units). But strengthening US-ROK defenses, including 

adding counter-missile systems and hardening command posts against 

nuclear attack, reduces further the chance of a North Korean attempt 

to use nuclear weapons to decapitate the ROK and US military.50

The United States and South Korea should do everything possible to 

help stabilize the North economically to avoid it falling into desperate 

straits that could induce the leadership to lash out (although this assis-

tance might not negate entirely this threat and military strategies must 

still be available to deal with such contingencies). Crisis avoidance is far 

cheaper than crisis management, let alone war and nuclear war. South 

Korea’s best political and psychological strategy to counter the North’s 

coercive use of nuclear threats and to reassure its own population is to 

deepen and expand its own non-nuclear nationalist credentials. In this 

regard, South Korea’s use of creative and agile diplomacy that exploits its 

position as a medium-sized power surrounded by great powers is the best 

approach. South Korean leadership on nuclear security agendas, including 

post-Fukushima regional frameworks for emergency response to nuclear 

fuel-cycle incidents and large-scale accidents, exemplifies this powerful 

symbolic strategy. This non-nuclear national narrative should be extended 

to design and implement a regional treaty framework for comprehen-

sive security. Within that framework, South Korea can lead the in-depth 

examination of the stabilizing effects of a regional nuclear weapon- 

free zone. This strategy can be implemented in concert with China and 

Mongolia, and could receive the support of the United States and Russia, 

leaving Japan nowhere to go but to join such a zone in the future. North 

50.  Chang Kwoun Park and Victor A. Utgoff, “On Strengthening Extended Deterrence 

for the ROK-US Alliance,” Joint Forces Quarterly 68 (1st quarter 2013): 84–90,  

https://www.questia.com/magazine/1G1-323503436/on-strengthening-extended 

-deterrence-for-the-rok-u-s; see also, http://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents 

/jfq/jfq-68.pdf.
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Korea could be invited to join and comply over time, or disarm quickly 

to join as a non-nuclear state in return for guarantees from the nuclear- 

weapons states that it will neither be attacked nor threatened with attack 

by nuclear weapons. Incentives could include a non-hostility agreement, 

a peace treaty to end the Korean War, and economic assistance to enable 

the North to make the transition to a normal state and political economy. 

If North Korea balks, then eventually it will collapse into a unified Korea 

and become part of a regional nuclear weapon-free zone.51

To achieve this outcome, South Korea needs to redefine the goals of 

reviving the moribund Six-Party Talks toward achieving a comprehensive 

security settlement, not just the nuclear disarmament of North Korea. At 

the same time, South Korea must maintain an open door policy toward 

the North. The South is powerful enough today to wait for as long as it 

takes for the North to commence a genuine reconciliation process lead-

ing to rapprochement and eventually to peaceful reunification. In this 

ultimate end game, nuclear weapons have no role to play.

Comprehensive Security Settlement  
and Northeast Asian Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone

The implications of the argument advanced above—that reliance on the 

status quo of nuclear extended deterrence provided by the United States 

to South Korea is preferable to a go-it-alone South Korean nuclear break-

out or a redeployment of US nuclear weapons to South Korea—is that 

this is the best that can be achieved, and that the status quo is stable, 

sufficiently secure, and therefore acceptable. This section challenges this 

bleak view that condemns South Korea and other regional states, and 

51.  Binoy Kampmark, Peter Hayes, and Richard Tanter, A New Approach to 

Security in Northeast Asia: Breaking the Gridlock Workshop, NAPSNet Special 

Reports, November 20, 2012, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports 

/gridlockworkshopsummary/#axzz31SQamTGM.
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North Korea itself, to strategic drift with periods of confrontation and ten-

sion loaded with gunpowder and even the risk of nuclear war. Instead, we 

argue that it is critical that the nuclear tide be turned back in Northeast 

Asia, and that there are ways to do so that not only serve the region, 

but also can be implemented in tandem with a multifaceted effort at 

global and regional levels to jointly implement a nuclear abolition enter-

prise. This effort should target the resolution of regional conflicts; the 

 de- emphasis and then removal of nuclear threat as a constitutive element 

of interstate relations in the region; and the leadership role of non-nuclear 

states, including even North Korea once it reverses gear and reverts to full 

non-nuclear status. This approach entails national leaders meeting at sum-

mits, regional monitoring, verification, and enforcement mechanisms that 

are consistent with but reinforce global obligations to comply with NPT 

and IAEA safeguards. Also crucial are tightened nuclear materials controls 

and, perhaps most important in Northeast Asia, ancillary arms control and 

disarmament agreements and precursory confidence-building measures 

on offensive conventional forces and on ballistic missile defenses.

These are factors that require extensive dialogue, joint research, and 

high-level political and military engagement involving all states before 

any state can move forward. Without leadership, none of this will come 

to pass. With leadership, many apparently insurmountable obstacles 

may disappear overnight to reveal the most important underlying inse-

curities that must be addressed to move forward quickly. There is much 

prior experience in nuclear and conventional arms control and disarma-

ment measures to draw on in tackling the complex and uncertain security 

dilemmas that afflict the Korean Peninsula and the region. But ultimately, 

there is no substitute for political will and engagement to identify the lim-

its of possible change and to create the transitional rules in the course of 

implementing collaborative security strategies.

The North Korean nuclear threat now involves all states in the region. 

Reversing the North Korean nuclear breakout is beyond the power of the 

United States and South Korea acting alone. Instead, what is needed is a 

robust adaptive strategy that reshapes the role of nuclear weapons in the 
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range of possible multipolar, bipolar, and unipolar future regional orders. 

Instead of shaping behaviors incrementally, as was tried without success 

at the Six-Party Talks, future six-party negotiations need to focus on creat-

ing a new comprehensive security settlement in a treaty format, including 

an agreement modeled in some respects after the Southeast Asian Treaty 

of Amity and Cooperation to which the United States acceded without 

congressional approval.

By comprehensive, we mean that at the outset, nothing is agreed until 

everything is agreed. Only then does the negotiation concerning imple-

mentation and sequencing commence. This is the basis of multilateral 

negotiations with Iran. A similar approach that combines coercive aspects 

of sanctions and other political-military pressure with engagement and 

the prospect of constructive and positive shared outcomes is necessary in 

talks with North Korea.

By reshape, we mean that a comprehensive security settlement should 

create a new regional framework that:

• Recognizes that all parties wish to eliminate nuclear weapons as a 

basis of their security relationships

• Reflects the reality that nuclear weapons are of decreasing political 

and military value

• Facilitates reduction of the role of nuclear weapons in the parties’ 

respective political and military policies and postures

The long-standing and well-tested framework for such a commitment 

is a legally binding nuclear weapon-free zone, for which there are many 

precedents around the world spanning four decades.52

52.  Kerstin Vignard, ed., “Nuclear-weapon-free zones,” United Nations Institute for 

Disarmament Research, Disarmament Forum 2 (2011), http://www.unidir.org/files 

/publications/pdfs/nuclear-weapon-free-zones-en-314.pdf. Also see Michael Hamel-

Green, “Regions That Say No: Precedents and Precursors for Denuclearizing 

Northeast Asia,” NAPSNet Special Reports, June 5, 2012, http://nautilus.org/napsnet 

/napsnet-special-reports/regions-that-say-no-precedents-and-precursors-for 
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A comprehensive security settlement requires a regional treaty frame-

work, not just a political agreement, if it is to be meaningful to all the par-

ties, including North Korea.53 Anything less will fail and leave the states 

in the region to ride the roller coaster of confrontation and standoff, of 

semi-permanent crisis. This treaty, which might be titled A Northeast 

Asian Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, would have six key elements, all 

of which are necessary:

1. Termination of the state of war

2. Creation of a permanent security council to monitor and verify 

compliance and decide on violations

-denuclearizing-northeast-asia: “As of late 2011, 138 out of 193 UN member states 

have entered into, and ratified, legally binding treaties to reduce or constrain nuclear 

weapon proliferation, development and basing in their own regions (or other regions 

over which they have territorial claims). These include the 1959 Antarctic Treaty 

(47 states with interests in Antarctica), the 1967 Tlatelolco Treaty (33 Latin American 

states), the 1985 Rarotonga Treaty (13 South Pacific States), the 1995 Bangkok Treaty 

(10 Southeast Asian states), the 1996 Pelindaba Treaty (30 African states, with a 

further 21 signed but not yet ratified), and the 2006 Semipalatinsk Treaty (5 Central 

Asian States). NWFZs now cover almost the entire Southern Hemisphere, and wide 

swathes of the Northern Hemisphere, including the most recent Central Asian zone, 

which is entirely in the Northern Hemisphere.” Other treaties also denuclearize 

geographic areas: the Outer Space Treaty, the Moon Agreement, and the Seabed 

Treaty. Mongolia’s 1992 self-declared nuclear-weapon-free status has been 

recognized internationally through the adoption by consensus of UN General 

Assembly Resolution 53/77D in December 1998 on “Mongolia’s international 

security and nuclear weapon free status.”

Arguably, the Korean Joint Denuclearization Declaration (1992) also established a 

limited NWFZ in Korea, now moribund. Thousands of cities and provinces have 

established local NWFZs. Some states, like New Zealand, have written their non-

nuclear status into their legal systems or, like the Philippines, into their constitutions. 

However, these are not treaty-based zones, nor are they recognized by the United 

Nations under international treaty law. The Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty, 

not yet in force, will ban nuclear explosions and will prohibit and prevent any such 

nuclear explosion at any place under a state party’s jurisdiction or control.

53.  Kampmark, A New Approach to Security in Northeast Asia.
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3. Mutual declaration of no hostile intent

4. Provision for assistance for nuclear and other energy

5. Termination of sanctions

6. Establishment of a nuclear weapon-free zone

A comprehensive regional agreement on security requires ratification 

by a number of states, although adherence to sections would be specific 

to the signatory states. Provisions would come into effect in a staggered 

manner—immediately upon ratification or when various conditions are 

met. A seventh element—inter-Korean reconciliation leading to peaceful 

reunification—could be included as part of this settlement, depending on 

the views of the two Koreas. It would be a working example of the global 

principle that would undergird nuclear abolition, namely, a new diplo-

matic mechanism that, by settling regional conflicts, encourages nuclear 

restraint.

Within this comprehensive framework, three of the hardest security 

issues—nuclear threats by the nuclear-weapons states to non-nuclear 

states in Northeast Asia, the provision of US nuclear extended deterrence 

to its allies in the region, and North Korea’s breakout and nuclear threat—

would be managed and resolved in a Northeast Asian nuclear weapon- 

free zone (NWFZ).

The North insists that any US nuclear threat toward it must cease 

before it will revert to non-nuclear-weapons status and that this guarantee 

must be legally binding rather than an executive branch policy recom-

mendation that can disappear overnight after a presidential election. The 

only framework in which this combination is possible is a nuclear weap-

on-free zone treaty. Last July, the UN secretary-general urged states in the 

region to consider appropriate action to establish a nuclear weapon-free 

zone in Northeast Asia, “including by promoting a more active role for 

the regional forums in encouraging transparency and confidence-building 

among the countries of the region.”54 On October 21, 2014, Pyongyang 

54.  Work of the Advisory Board on Disarmament Matters, Report of the Secretary-

General to UN General Assembly, July 26, 2013, https://disarmament-library 
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announced via its state news agency, KCNA, that it proposed “building a 

nuclear-free zone through peaceful dialogue and negotiations. . .  com-

bined with the method of removing the US nuclear threat by relying on 

international law,”55 indicating that a dialogue with the North as to what 

it means by this proposal may be productive.

As we noted above, a nuclear weapon-free zone is a treaty, affirmed 

in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, whereby states freely negoti-

ate regional prohibitions on nuclear weapons.56 Its main purposes are 

to strengthen peace and security, reinforce the nuclear non- proliferation 

regime, and contribute to nuclear disarmament. A Northeast Asian 

Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone would provide a stabilizing framework 

in which to manage and reduce the threat of nuclear war, eliminate 

nuclear threats to non-nuclear-weapons states in compliance with 

their NPT and IAEA obligations, and facilitate abolition of nuclear 

weapons. (It would apply to nuclear weapons only, not to other weap-

ons of mass destruction.) It would also restrain and reverse the North’s 

nuclear armament; build confidence that nuclear weapons will not be 

used either for political coercion or to fight wars; and reassure non- 

nuclear-weapon states that they are secure, thereby deepening com-

mitment to non-nuclear-weapon status. In a Northeast Asian zone, 

US Forces Korea and a reconstituted UN Command57 might become a  

.un.org/UNODA/Library.nsf/a45bed59c24a1b6085257b100050103a 

/f82ba7fcf1be289085257bce006a670a/$FILE/A%2068%20206.pdf.

55.  KCNA, “U.S. Can Never Evade Blame for Blocking Solution to Nuclear Issue: 

Rodong Sinmun,” October 21, 2014, http://www.kcna.co.jp/item/2014/201410 

/news21/20141021-11ee.html. 

56.  United Nations, “Establishment of nuclear-weapon-free zones on the basis of 

arrangements freely arrived at among the States of the region concerned,” Annex 1, 

Report of the Disarmament Commission, General Assembly, 54th session, 

Supplement No. 42 (1999): 7.

57.  This could possibly involve states already allied with the United Nations Command 

under a new Security Council mandate. The sixteen UNC member countries are 

Australia, Belgium, Canada, Colombia, Denmark, France, Greece, the Netherlands, 

New Zealand, Norway, the Philippines, South Africa (rejoined in 2010), Thailand, 

Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the United States. See “Statement Of General 
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pivotal,58 rather than a partisan, deterrent, thereby creating an endur-

ing geostrategic buffer between the two Koreas and between China and 

Japan.59

In such a zone, states would undertake differential obligations.60 Non-

nuclear-weapon states that are signatories to and in full compliance with 

the Non-Proliferation Treaty undertake to not research, develop, test, pos-

Walter L. Sharp, Commander, United Nations Command; Commander, United 

States-Republic Of Korea Combined Forces Command, and Commander, 

United States Forces Korea Before The Senate Armed Services Committee,” April 12, 

2011, http://www.dod.mil/dodgc/olc/docs/testSharp04082011.pdf: “The UNC 

continues to maintain a rear headquarters in Japan. Unique to that presence is a 

status of forces agreement that allows the UNC Commander to use seven UNC-

flagged bases in Japan for the transit of UNC aircraft, vessels, equipment, and forces 

upon notification to the government of Japan. During 2010, four naval vessels and 

four aircraft called on ports in Japan under the auspices of the UNC. Almost 1,000 

military personnel participated in these visits. The multi-national nature of the UNC 

rear headquarters is reflected in its leadership. Last year for the first time, a senior 

officer from Australia assumed command of the headquarters, while the deputy is 

an officer from Turkey.” 

58.  Peter Hayes and Richard Tanter, “Beyond the Nuclear Umbrella: Re-thinking the 

Theory and Practice of Nuclear Extended Deterrence in East Asia and the Pacific,” 

Pacific Focus 26, no. 1 (April 2011): 8–9, http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111 

/pafo.2011.26.issue-1/issuetoc: “Pivotal deterrence: This concept captures the 

possibility for nuclear weapons states to arbitrate between two adversarial states, and 

to deter them from attacking each other. This pivotal role does not imply impartiality, 

but it further complicates an already complex strategic situation and may supplant or 

be superimposed on old forms of strategic deterrence. Relevant contexts for the USA 

may be the Korean Peninsula, China-Japan relations, and Taiwan-China relations.”  

The concept was first explicated fully in Timothy W. Crawford, Pivotal Deterrence: 

Third-Party Statecraft and the Pursuit of Peace (New York: Cornell University Press, 

2003).

59.  As argued by Shinichi Ogawa, “Link Japanese and Koreans in a Nuclear Weapon-

Free Zone,” New York Times, August 29, 1997, http://www.nytimes.com/1997/08/29 

/opinion/29iht-edskin.t.html.

60.  This section draws on Peter Hayes and Richard Tanter, “Key Elements of Northeast 

Asia Nuclear-Weapons Free Zone (NEA-NWFZ),” NAPSNet Policy Forum, 
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sess, or deploy nuclear weapons, and to not allow nuclear weapons to be 

stationed on their territory.61 Their ratification would bring the zone into 

November 13, 2012, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-policy-forum/key-elements 

-of-northeast-asia-nuclear-weapon-free-zone-nea-nwfz. 

61.  The exact mix of these prohibitions varies across zones. Recent zones prohibit more 

activities. Two issues are important in the Northeast Asia context. The first is 

stationing of nuclear weapons. Secret US-Japan agreements provided for US storage 

and/or re-introduction of nuclear weapons. President George Bush’s 1991 statement 

that “under normal circumstances, our ships will not carry tactical nuclear weapons,” 

and that land and sea-based warheads not withdrawn, dismantled, and destroyed 

“will be secured in central areas where they would be available if necessary in a 

future crisis” also left open the possibility that the United States might, presumably 

subject to consultation with allies, redeploy such weapons into Japan and the ROK. 

At the time, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs Colin Powell said that only twenty-four 

hours would be needed to reverse the order. Since 1991, many of the tactical and 

theater nuclear weapons in the US arsenal no longer exist. The only salient non-

strategic weapon today is the aging B-61 thermonuclear warhead that is stored in 

the United States and forward-deployed in some NATO countries. Practically 

speaking, redeployment and forward stationing of nuclear weapons would be very 

difficult to achieve. Home-porting strategic nuclear submarines in allied ports is 

physically possible but politically difficult, and would affect greatly a United States 

second-strike capability by increasing the vulnerability of these submarines to a first 

strike. The second important issue is transit. To avoid conflict between Japan’s 

domestic non-nuclear principles and transit of its narrow straits leading from the Sea 

of Japan (called the East Sea of Korea by North Korea) to the Pacific Ocean by US and 

Soviet warships, Japan limited its coastal jurisdiction in these straits to three nautical 

miles, allowing free international passage through a narrow strip of international 

waters. Leaving aside apparently commonplace past transit of US nuclear weapons 

via airfields and ports, not just innocent passage in the territorial waters of Japan, the 

adoption of a zone-wide twelve-mile nautical limit for a Northeast Asia nuclear 

weapon-free zone would change current Japanese legal treatment of the straits and 

the related legal regime under which transit could occur. President Bush’s statement 

is “Bush’s arms plan; Remarks by President Bush on Reducing U.S. and Soviet 

Nuclear Weapons,” New York Times, September 28, 1991, http://www.nytimes 

.com/1991/09/28/us/bush-s-arms-plan-remarks-president-bush-reducing-us-soviet 

-nuclear-weapons.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm. Powell is cited in Eric Schmitt, 

“Bush’s Arm[s] Plan; Cheney Orders Bombers Off Alert, Starting Sharp Nuclear 

Pullback,” New York Times, September 29, 1991, http://www.nytimes.com/1991 
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force even if the nuclear-weapon states take their time to commit (as they 

have done in all the other zones).

Nuclear-weapon states that are NPT signatories, unlike North Korea, 

give negative security assurances to not use or threaten to use nuclear 

weapons against the non-nuclear-weapon states that are party to, and 

in compliance with, the nuclear weapon-free zone treaty.62 Their only 

 obligations are to extend negative assurances to non-nuclear-weapon 

states party to the agreement and to accept those nations’ restrictions on 

stationing nuclear weapons (and, depending on how the treaty is formu-

lated, restrictions on nuclear weapons transit).

/09/29/world/bush-s-arm-plan-cheney-orders-bombers-off-alert-starting-sharp 

-nuclear-pullback.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm. On Japan’s transit policy and 

territorial waters, see Chi-Young Pak, The Korean Straits (Leiden: Martinis Nijhoff, 

1988), 79–81; on recent Chinese naval surface and submarine transit of the straits 

and Japanese response, see Peter Dutton, Scouting, Signaling, and Gatekeeping: 

Chinese Naval Operations in Japanese Waters and the International Law Implications, 

China Maritime Studies Institute, US Naval War College, February 2009,  

https://www.usnwc.edu/Research---Gaming/China-Maritime-Studies-Institute 

/Publications/documents/CMS2_Dutton.aspx. 

62.  Article 2 of the Protocol of the Southeast Asian NWFZ specifies that: “Each State 

Party undertakes not to use or threaten to use nuclear weapons against any State Party 

to the Treaty. It further undertakes not to use or threaten to use nuclear weapons 

within the Southeast Asian Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone.” To date, the nuclear-

weapon states have resisted this provision, partly because the Southeast Asian NWFZ 

covers the Exclusive Economic Zone, but also because it implies restrictions on the 

use of nuclear weapons from within the zone against adjacent zones. Eventually, the 

mosaic of such stringent zones could reinforce each other to prohibit all threat and 

all use of nuclear weapons, as envisioned by Seongwhun Cheon as a “Pan-Pacific 

nuclear weapon free zone (PPNWFZ), encompassing East Asia, South Pacific and 

Latin America.” See Cheon, “The Limited Nuclear Weapon Free Zone in Northeast 

Asia: Is It Feasible?” The Mongolian Journal of International Affairs, 14 (2007): 115, 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=the%20limited%20nuclear%20weapon 

%20free%20zone%20in%20northeast%20asia%3A%20is%20it%20feasible 

&source=web&cd=10&ved=0CGIQFjAJ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fjournals.sfu.ca 

%2Fmongoliajol%2Findex.php%2FMJIA%2Farticle%2Fdownload%2F31%2F31&ei 

=FrRoUM_1CeaZiAKPmIHYAg&usg=AFQjCNF3AKPQtXpEK97pNQshHqF6o9JA7w.
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In early “3+3” proposals,63 three nuclear-weapon states (the United 

States, China, and the Soviet Union) plus three non-nuclear-weapon 

states (North and South Korea, plus Japan) were proposed as parties. In 

2010, the Nautilus Institute proposed a 3+2 version (starting with South 

Korea and Japan only, leaving an open door for North Korea to join later 

or collapse into the zone). Today, it seems sensible (and consistent with 

other zones) for all five NPT nuclear-weapon states to join and for at least 

four NPT non-nuclear-weapon states to join at the outset (Japan, South 

Korea, Mongolia, and possibly Canada)—and possibly North Korea in a 

contingent status (explained below). This “5 + 4.5,” later “5+5” (ignoring 

Taiwan, see below) model of a Northeast Asian zone takes time (but not 

without limit) to fully integrate North Korea.

63.  Endicott’s fifteen-year series of workshops first proposed a thousand-kilometer range 

from the Korean DMZ that covered parts of Alaska, China, Mongolia, and Russia as 

well as Korea and Japan, and later an ellipse that covered northeastern China, 

Mongolia, the Russian Far East, part of Alaska, the two Koreas, Japan, and Taiwan at 

the southern end. See John E. Endicott, “Limited nuclear-weapon-free zones: the time 

has come,” Korean Journal of Defense Analysis 20, no. 1 (2008): 17, http://dx.doi 

.org/10.1080/10163270802006305. Endicott’s concept was reviewed critically by 

Cheon, “Limited Nuclear Weapon Free Zone”: 106–115. The 3+3 concept is 

advanced by Hiromichi Umebayashi, “A Northeast Asia Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone 

with a Three Plus Three Arrangement,” East Asia Nuclear Security Workshop, Tokyo, 

November 2011, http://nautilus.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads 

/2011/12/UMEBAYASHI---A-NEA-NWFZ-with-3-3-Arrangement-_2011--Tokyo_.pdf; 

and similarly, Kumao Kaneko, “Japan needs no umbrella,” Bulletin of the 

Atomic Scientists, March/April 1996: 46-51, http://books.google.ca/books?id 

=ygwAAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v 

=onepage&q&f=false The first proposal for phased implementation of a 3+3 concept 

is found in Seongwhun Cheon and Tatsujiro Suzuki, “The Tripartite Nuclear-Weapon-

Free Zone in Northeast Asia: a Long-Term Objective of the Six Party Talks,” 

International Journal of Korean Studies 12, no. 2 (2003): 41-68, http://www.kinu.or 

.kr/eng/pub/pub_03_01.jsp?page=2&num=42&mode=view&field=&text=&order 

=&dir=&bid=DATA03&ses=&category=11. Nautilus’s 3+2 concept was advanced in 

“Korea-Japan Nuclear Weapon Free Zone (KJNWFZ) Concept Paper,” May 6, 2010, 

in English, Korean, and Japanese, http://nautilus.org/projects/by-name/korea 

-japan-nwfz. 
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This zone would require a stringent monitoring and verification regime 

satisfactory to all parties. At minimum, all non-nuclear-weapon states in 

the zone should accept the IAEA Additional Protocol. Specific monitor-

ing and verification provisions would be needed during and after dis-

mantlement in North Korea.64 The North would also need to meet all the 

requirements of the IAEA to restore confidence in its nuclear weapons 

intentions, as has South Africa since it dismantled its nuclear weapons. 

Conversely, North Korea (and other parties) could demand inspection 

of US facilities in South Korea (perhaps reactivating the moribund 1992 

Joint Denuclearization Declaration inspection mechanism) and Japan, 

with reciprocal challenge inspection rights in the North. Specific arrange-

ments will be needed to control the North’s nuclear weapons-capable 

personnel. Challenge inspections might be built into the treaty itself. Non-

intrusive inspections of transiting ships and aircraft might use state-of-the 

-art anti-terrorist monitoring techniques at airfields and in ports but 

not in innocent oceanic or aerial transit. The treaty may want to invite 

parties to adopt more stringent inspection arrangements as technology 

evolves. For example, parties to a nuclear weapon-free zone could cre-

ate a regional nuclear forensics network and database to control non-

state actor nuclear proliferation. Also, plutonium-based fuel cycles, as in 

Japan and under discussion in Seoul, may require more stringent trans-

parency in real time than current safeguard systems allow to preserve 

a meaningful diversion-detection-to-response-time ratio. The parties 

64.  There is extensive precedent in the case of South Africa, Iraq, and Libya for 

documenting such dismantlement. See David Albright and Corey Hinderstein, 

“Cooperative Verified Dismantlement of Nuclear Programs: An Eye Toward North 

Korea,” June 1, 2003, http://isis-online.org/conferences/detail/cooperative-verified 

-dismantlement-of-nuclear-programs-an-eye-toward-north-/10 and Andre Buys, 

“Proliferation Risk Assessment of Former Nuclear Explosives/Weapons Program 

Personnel: The South African Case Study,” University of Pretoria, South Africa, 

July 21, 2007, http://nautilus.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Buys-research-report 

-final.pdf. Also see Buys, Tracking nuclear capable individuals, Nautilus Institute 

Workshop, April 4–5, 2011, Washington, DC, http://nautilus.wpengine.netdna-cdn 

.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Tracking_Nuclear_Individuals_Buys.pdf. 
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may need to create a regional inspectorate, as has occurred in the Latin 

American nuclear weapon-free zone; or determine that noncompli-

ance would be determined by the council governing a regional treaty 

of amity and cooperation; or refer noncompliance to the UN Security  

Council.

The existing toolkit of sanctions, interdiction, and coercive diplomacy 

combined with engagement may not suffice to maintain compliance with 

a Northeast Asian Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone. Nuclear threats against 

non-nuclear-weapon states by nuclear armed states should be met in 

accordance with the 1994 UN Security Council resolution whereby 

the nuclear states undertook to respond to “nuclear aggression” against 

non-nuclear-weapon states. A nuclear weapon-free zone places the legal 

onus on all nuclear-weapon states that are party to the zone to respond, 

not merely those in bilateral alliances (US-South Korea, US-Japan, China-

North Korea). Thus, it provides non-nuclear-weapon states with a multilat-

eral, legally-binding guarantee that they may invoke if they are subjected 

to nuclear threat or attack. States generally are loath to break treaties, and 

a treaty-based commitment is more likely to be observed than one based 

on unilateral or executive branch declaratory policies which may vary 

between administrations and even be abandoned overnight.

As was noted above, a nuclear weapon-free zone treaty must spec-

ify if the conference of parties is unable to resolve a dispute on how 

noncompli ance should be dealt with. The options would be to refer non-

compliance to a superordinate regional council if such is created con-

currently as part of a regional treaty of amity and cooperation; or to the 

IAEA (if the matter relates to a nuclear fuel cycle activity); or directly 

to the UN Security Council if it relates directly to nuclear weapons 

acquisition, deployment, or threats by or aimed at non-nuclear-weapon  

states.

No monitoring and verification system will provide absolute confi-

dence. No means of guaranteed enforcement of such a treaty is possi-

ble. What is important is whether sufficient confidence can be achieved 

that monitoring and verification systems will work and that enforcement 
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is credible. This confidence should be compared with the security out-

comes and confidence associated with not controlling nuclear threat and 

nuclear weapons via a Northeast Asian zone—not with an abstract ideal 

world in which nuclear weapons simply do not exist.

It is worth emphasizing that such a zone would not end nuclear 

extended deterrence although it would require South Korea and Japan 

to recast their perceptions of what constitutes nuclear extended deter-

rence from a Cold War concept based on forward-deployed weapons 

and instant nuclear retaliation to a post-Cold War concept that we termed 

above as “nuclear existential deterrence.” Should a state renege on its 

commitments under such a treaty, then all the nuclear-weapon states are 

committed to countering nuclear aggression. Should the transgression be 

from North Korea either halting its denuclearization to comply with a 

zone treaty or initiating a new breakout, then US guarantees to not use 

nuclear threat or attack would be moot.65

Of course, as a self-declared nuclear-armed state, North Korea’s 

nuclear aggression66 presents a major obstacle, albeit primarily political- 

65.  Actual arrangements between nuclear-weapon states and non-nuclear-weapon states 

vary from zone to zone. Jayantha Dhanapala argues that they cannot do so in 

Dhanapala, “NWFZS and Extended Nuclear Deterrence: Squaring the Circle?” 

NAPSNet Special Reports, May 1, 2012, http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special 

-reports/nwfzs-and-extended-nuclear-deterrence-squaring-the-circle/. The experts 

cited in the 1975 United Nations study of nuclear-weapon-free zones split on 

whether nuclear deterrence could be extended to non-nuclear states who are party 

to such a zone. See Comprehensive Study Of The Question Of Nuclear-Weapon-Free 

Zones In All Its Aspects, Special report of the Conference of the Committee 

on Disarmament, http://www.un.org/disarmament/HomePage/ODAPublications 

/DisarmamentStudySeries/PDF/A-10027-Add1.pdf.

66.  The phrase “nuclear aggression” is used deliberately, and refers to UNSC Resolution 

255 on June 19, 1968, which “Recognizes that aggression with nuclear weapons or 

the threat of such aggression against a non-nuclear-weapon State would create a 

situation in which the Security Council, and above all its nuclear-weapon State 

permanent members, would have to act immediately in accordance with their 

obligations under the United Nations Charter.” This commitment was reaffirmed and 

strengthened in UNSC Resolution 984 on April 11, 1995, which states that nuclear-
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psychological, rather than military, to realization of a Northeast Asian 

zone. However, the main reason to establish such a zone is not just to 

respond to Pyongyang, but also to address the proliferation potential of 

Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan and to create a stabilizing framework in 

which to manage strategic deterrence between the nuclear nations. The 

North should not be allowed to shape the strategic environment. Rather, 

a sound strategic environment should be created that shapes its choices. 

This approach requires that the United States revive its commitment to 

setting global geo-strategic goals and acting in concert with other great 

powers to implement game-changing strategies. The last time the United 

States did so in East Asia was when President George Bush unilaterally 

removed US forward-deployed non-strategic nuclear weapons in 1991.67 

It’s time for the United States to revive its great-power diplomacy in a 

armed members of the UNSC will also investigate and take measures to restore the 

situation, offer the victim technical, medical, scientific, or humanitarian assistance, 

and to recommend compensation under international law from the aggressor for loss, 

damage, or injury sustained as a result of the aggression. See “Programme for 

Promoting Nuclear Non-Proliferation,” Treaties, Agreements and other relevant 

documents, vol. 2, 8th edition, 2000, chap. 6, “Security Assurances,” http://www 

.ppnn.soton.ac.uk/bb2table.htm.

Since 2009, North Korea’s nuclear threats arguably fall into the category of such 

aggression, as is argued by Peter Hayes and Scott Bruce, “North Korean Nuclear 

Nationalism and the Threat of Nuclear War in Korea” and “Supporting Online 

Material: North Korean Nuclear Statements (2002–2010)”, May 17, 2011,  

http://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/supporting-online-material 

-north-korean-nuclear-statements-2002-2010/. However, any nuclear threat, 

whether clinical or flamboyant, may be perceived as aggressive, especially (as was 

the case in the last US Nuclear Posture Review) where specific countries are 

named. It likely would be counterproductive to refer to nuclear aggression in a 

Northeast Asia NWFZ, and no other NWFZ treaty text has done so. (Source: 

Personal communication from Ambassador Thomas Graham to Peter Hayes,  

September 30, 2012.) 

67.  Susan J. Koch, “The Presidential Nuclear Initiatives of 1991-1992, WMD Case 

Study 5,” Center for the Study of Weapons of Mass Destruction, US National 

Defense University, October 1, 2012, http://wmdcenter.dodlive.mil/2012/10/01 

/wmd-case-study-5. 
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similar far-reaching manner instead of attempting to manage Pyongyang’s 

bad behaviors at the margin.

In a legal sense, there are two ways to deal with North Korea in a 

Northeast Asian Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone treaty.68 The first is to sim-

ply leave the door open for non-nuclear-weapon states to join the treaty. 

Thus, if only Japan, South Korea, Mongolia, and possibly Canada were 

to sign at the outset, the North could later join after denuclearization (or 

collapse into the South, making the issue moot). More desirably, it could 

join the Northeast Asian zone treaty at the outset, but not waive the pro-

vision that the treaty only come into force when all parties have ratified it, 

while the other parties would waive this provision.69 North Korea thereby 

68.  There actually are three additional possibilities to the two provided in the text, all 

improbable: (1) the DPRK collapses into the ROK, at which point ROK obligations in 

a Northeast Asian nuclear weapons-free zone would cover the DPRK’s nuclear 

weapons, which would be removed by the nuclear-weapons states and certified as 

gone by the IAEA; (2) the DPRK disarms first in some separate agreement, then joins 

the zone as a non-nuclear weapons state in full compliance already with its IAEA 

and NPT obligations—in this case, we don’t need a zone to achieve denuclearization 

of the DPRK although it might be needed to sustain it, and also for non-DPRK 

nuclear risk management reasons in Northeast Asia, for example, the nuclear 

element of Sino-Japanese relations; (3) DPRK stays outside of the zone altogether, 

with or without nuclear weapons, but ROK and Japan implement it for their own 

security reasons, which is vanishingly improbable given their perceptions of DPRK 

and Chinese nuclear threats respectively.  Thus, we ignore these three conceptual 

possibilities.

69.  This approach is transposed from the Tlatelolco Treaty which established an 

ingenious and innovative legal mechanism by which reluctant states could be 

encouraged to join the zone at a later date. It consists of a provision in Article 28 (3) 

that allows a signatory state to “waive, wholly or in part” the requirements that have 

the effect of bringing the treaty into force for that state at a particular time. As 

Mexican diplomat Alfonso Garcia Robles noted in his commentary on Article 28: 

“An eclectic system was adopted, which, while respecting the viewpoints of all 

signatory States, prevented nonetheless any particular State from precluding the 

enactment of the treaty for those which would voluntarily wish to accept the statute 

of military denuclearization defined therein. The Treaty of Tlatelolco has thus 

contributed effectively to dispel the myth that for the establishment of a nuclear-

weapon-free-zone it would be an essential requirement that all States of the region 

concerned should become, from the very outset, parties to the treaty establishing 
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would reaffirm its commitment to become a non-nuclear-weapons state 

in compliance with its NPT-IAEA obligations, but would take time to com-

ply fully. The other non-nuclear-weapons states could set a time limit for 

this to happen and reserve the right to abandon the treaty if the North 

has not denuclearized sufficiently by that time. Concurrently, the nuclear 

armed states (hopefully all of them, not just the United States) would 

qualify their guarantees to not use nuclear weapons to attack the non-

nuclear- weapons states party to the treaty so as to specifically exclude 

North Korea from the guarantee, or would calibrate their guarantee to the 

extent that it has come into full compliance. 

In this manner, the North’s nuclear armament, such as it is, would not 

be recognized as legitimate in any manner; the standards that it must 

meet when denuclearized would equal those for all non-nuclear-weapons 

states in the nuclear weapon-free zone, including monitoring and verifi-

cation requirements; and, most important, North Korea would be offered 

a legally binding, multilateral guarantee by all the nuclear- weapons states 

that it will not face nuclear threat or the use of nuclear weapons against it. 

Based on North Korea’s history and its weak strategic situation, we judge 

this benefit to be of great significance to it. The only way to find out how 

valuable this guarantee would be to the North is to engage it. Whether 

the executive branch could get such a treaty ratified by the US Senate is 

an open question; but even if it only signed but did not ratify the treaty for 

many years, over time the weight of precedent under international law as 

well as state practice will put increasing pressure on the United States to 

ratify the treaty, especially if US security goals in the region become inter-

twined with the successful operation of a nuclear weapons-free zone.

Designing, negotiating, and implementing a Northeast Asian zone 

would not be easy. Indeed, there are many difficult issues that would 

the zone. In this way, the normative framework for a non-nuclear region can be 

established before all states are ready to actually implement the framework.” See 

Michael Hamel-Green, “Implementing a Korea-Japan Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone: 

Precedents, Legal Forms, Governance, Scope, Domain, Verification, Compliance and 

Regional Benefits,” Pacific Focus 26, no. 1 (April 2011): 97–98, http://onlinelibrary 

.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/pafo.2011.26.issue-1/issuetoc. 
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require it to be tailored to the region’s specific circumstances. Taiwan, 

for example, presents a special problem. However, it could solve this 

problem by declaring that it will fulfill the non-nuclear-weapons states’ 

obligations in the treaty. China can declare that its commitment covers 

Taiwan as part of China (nuclear-weapons states have made such decla-

rations in other zones with regard to trust territories). A zone that de facto 

includes Taiwan could reduce Pyongyang’s leverage on China and the 

United States via the threat that it might share nuclear weapons with 

Taiwan or that it might attack the South in the midst of a Taiwan Straits 

crisis involving a US-China confrontation. However, Taiwan’s participa-

tion in the regime as a non-member is not integral to the creation of the 

zone covering the core non-nuclear territories of Korea and Japan.

One key question for a Northeast Asian Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone is 

whether the nuclear armed states should impose on their own territory a 

geographic restriction on deployment of nuclear-armed ground-launched 

ballistic and cruise missiles in a verifiable zone as part of the nuclear 

weapon-free zone—in effect, the price charged by the United States and 

Russia to China for delivering Japan, South Korea, and, de facto, Taiwan 

into a nuclear weapon-free zone. Another is whether nuclear fuel cycle 

cooperation should be included as part of the treaty or as a separate set 

of parallel side agreements (some regional in scope, some likely DPRK-

specific). A third question is whether a parallel agreement on a regional 

space launch cooperation program under the regional security settlement 

treaty would facilitate Japanese, South Korean, and North Korean com-

mitment to a Northeast Asian zone.

Other important questions include whether side agreements are needed 

to restrain arms races with offensive conventional weapons that under-

mine strategic stability and even restore the threat of mass destruction—

only, this time, by non-nuclear weapons; whether a Northeast Asian zone 

would commit nuclear-weapons states to not fire nuclear weapons out 

of a zone, not just to not station them in the zone or to transit them 

through via innocent passage; and what provisions for emergency rede-

ployment, as apparently exist in the case of Japan and were implied in the 

1991 withdrawal, would be allowed. (Otherwise, wittingly or unwittingly, 
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a non-nuclear-weapons state can become party to nuclear threat or 

nuclear use, transgressing its non-nuclear status to other parties of the  

treaty.)

Also, does a Northeast Asian zone precede or follow from a comprehen-

sive security settlement? How would a Northeast Asian zone  complement 

adjacent zones, and how would it facilitate a Middle East nuclear weapon- 

free zone (and vice versa) as part of a global nuclear abolition enterprise 

that builds a global mosaic of such zones?

Although a Northeast Asian zone is likely the only way now that 

Pyongyang could denuclearize safely, and would present all regional 

states with an improved security environment, a comprehensive secu-

rity settlement framework of which a nuclear weapon-free zone is only 

part is consistent with some of the possible regional futures. These are 

a “ business-as-usual” competitive-cooperative future regional order in 

which the United States exercises leadership, a cooperative democratic 

liberal regional order (in which China has become a democratic as well 

as a market state), and a Sino-US condominium.

To succeed, a comprehensive security settlement framework achieved 

in any of these possible regional orders requires US leadership and a 

joint vision with all the states in the region, most importantly with China. 

It offers the United States and China a common security objective that, 

while tough to realize, is achievable. And it offers an engagement oppor-

tunity for the United States and China to work together in a way that pro-

vides diplomatic and economic collaboration to match the military-led 

US rebalancing.

A number of pathways can be envisioned whereby such a zone might 

be brought into existence. One plausible process would entail taking the 

following steps to activate a regional dialogue:

• North and South Korea renew their support for a nuclear weap-

on-free Korean Peninsula.

• Japan, Mongolia, and possibly Canada declare jointly that they 

will join North and South Korea in a treaty that will establish a 

Northeast Asian nuclear weapon-free zone and accept stringent 
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monitoring and verification common to all nations that are parties 

to the zone.

• China, Russia, and the United States declare that each of them will 

sign and seek to ratify a protocol to that treaty which will commit 

each of them to act in accordance with the terms of that treaty’s 

provisions regarding stationing and transfer of nuclear weapons, 

and which also will extend assurances to the parties regarding 

non-use of nuclear weapons against any of them. The protocol 

would also state that existing defense commitments between the 

nuclear-weapon states and the non-nuclear-weapon states would 

not be affected by this protocol. The protocol might also commit 

the nuclear-weapon states to join in a negotiation to expedite the 

reduction of the nuclear threat, and outline the calibration of these 

assurances to the degree to which state parties covered by the 

zone have disarmed and are in compliance with their NPT and 

IAEA obligations (that is, North Korea).

• While negotiations are proceeding pursuant to this agreed frame-

work, two other working groups, appropriately configured as to 

membership, would begin negotiations on arrangements to replace 

the 1953 armistice agreement and to normalize relations between 

North and South Korea.70

Although American leadership and the exercise of great power is criti-

cal to realize a constructive outcome that overcomes the threat of nuclear 

proliferation and reduces the risk of nuclear war in the region, South 

Korea as a middle power is well-positioned not only to prompt the United 

States to lead in this manner, but also to exploit its location in regional 

interstate relationships to conceptualize and promote a comprehensive 

security settlement strategy with each of the six parties and with other 

partners such as the European Union, Mongolia, Canada, the members 

of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, and Australia. Thus, some 

70.  We are grateful for James Goodby’s suggestions in this regard.
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South Koreans believe that the four steps outlined above might be best 

kick-started by a six-party summit of heads of state.

Conclusion

Koreans have a special understanding of nuclear weapons due to the 

tens of thousands of Koreans who perished in Hiroshima on August 6, 

1945.71 This appreciation is not pacifist in nature, as in the Japanese Left 

after World War II, or the unilateral disarmament movement in Europe 

during the Cold War. Many Koreans who survived the nuclear bombing 

at Hiroshima wished that the United States had used more nuclear weap-

ons at that time to punish the Japanese for crimes against Koreans in the 

colonial period and the war effort. This experience gives Koreans insight 

into the absolute nature of nuclear weapons that is unmatched in most 

societies.

Koreans on both sides of the DMZ have also spent decades observing 

carefully the political and military strategies and operational doctrines 

employed by the nuclear-weapon states in the exercise of great power. 

Neither Korea can emulate any of these strategies. They are too small 

and vulnerable to become nuclear-weapon states with secure retaliatory 

forces. As Robert Zarate observed recently, even the British gave up an 

independent missile force and the French nuclear bombers were aptly 

called Mirage.72 Many small and medium states have looked over the 

nuclear precipice, pulled back, and committed themselves to non- nuclear 

national narratives. The sky did not fall down, their economies and soci-

71.  See Peter Hayes, “Pikaton,” chap. 17 in Pacific Powderkeg: American Nuclear 

Dilemmas in Korea (Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 1990), 241ff., http://nautilus 

.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/PacificPowderkegbyPeterHayes.pdf. 

72.  Robert Zarate, “America’s Allies and Nuclear Arms: Assessing the Geopolitics of 

Nonproliferation in Asia,” Foreign Policy Institute, May 6, 2014, http://www 

.foreignpolicyi.org/content/america%E2%80%99s-allies-and-nuclear-arms 

-assessing-geopolitics-nonproliferation-asia.
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eties became highly developed and secure, and, in the case of Germany, 

reunification was achieved without war. Israel is the sole exception to 

this rule; but the two Koreas may have more ability to establish a modus 

vivendi and eventual peaceful rapprochement and even reunification 

than Israel does facing its neighbors.

The division of Korea, the failure of the great powers to achieve a 

political settlement of the Korean War, American inability to deal with 

Pyongyang’s demands in a way acceptable to Washington and Seoul, 

and the spiraling internal crisis that grips the DPRK today all present 

South Korea with immense security challenges at a national, regional, 

and global level. In contrast to the outrageous nuclear threats issued by 

the North since 2006, the South has exhibited a mostly calm, reasoned,  

and proportionate non-nuclear response while situating itself in 

global and regional diplomacy as a friendly, desirable contributor to global  

and regional security. Most of the gains from two decades of investing in 

profoundly non-nuclear credentials and reputation would be lost imme-

diately if the South were to match the North’s primitive nuclear tactics (we 

hesitate to elevate its behavior to the level of strategy).

In short, we believe that most South Koreans are too smart to fall for 

the fairytale of a nuclear-armed future. Nuclear fantasies are a poor sub-

stitute for developing real political and military strategies to deal with the 

reality of Kim Jong Un’s regime. South Korea’s work is already cut out to 

implement fully its non-nuclear strategy and national narrative. We see no 

reason to abandon this path.

North Korea presents an enormous challenge to South Korea in this 

passage. But in time, even that threat is likely to fade away. Either at the 

outset, as a foundation on which this outcome is achieved, or as an end 

result whereby the regional strategic environment will be more conducive 

to reducing the role played by nuclear weapons in interstate relations 

in this region, a regional nuclear weapon-free zone seems a necessary 

(albeit not sufficient) means whereby this non-nuclear security system will 

be built in Northeast Asia. Meanwhile, South Koreans should be con-

tent to rely on the existing arrangement whereby conventional extended 
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deterrence is buttressed, slightly, by nuclear extended deterrence in its 

current diluted form, as sufficient to countervail North Korea’s nuclear 

threats. This is more effective and safer than obtaining an independent 

nuclear force or redeploying American nuclear weapons in Korea. 

If South Koreans stay their non-nuclear course, therefore, they will 

contribute a cornerstone of the new security architecture that eliminates 

nuclear weapons not only from East Asia but from the whole world. To 

take this path will require an independent South Korean vision of a peace-

ful, non-nuclear peninsula and regional security framework. Many factors 

in domestic South Korean politics and dependency on the US-ROK alli-

ance work against such a possibility. Equally, South Koreans understand 

that they have the most to lose in the current conflict and the most to 

gain from its peaceful settlement. That a pathway to a non-nuclear future 

in Korea can be visualized puts the onus on Koreans to find the pathway 

to that future, however difficult or unlikely it appears from the vantage of 

the present.
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CHAPTER 14 Japan’s Disarmament Dilemma:  
Between the Moral Commitment  
and the Security Reality

Nobumasa Akiyama

Introduction

Japan’s attitude toward nuclear disarmament is often perceived as ambig-

uous, caught between a moralistic view on nuclear weapons and the 

reality of today’s security environment. On the one hand, Japan claims 

a destiny as a strong advocate of total elimination of nuclear weapons 

as the only nation to experience nuclear attacks. On the other hand, in 

reality, Japan’s security policy has relied on the United States’ extended 

deterrence, including nuclear deterrence. Throughout its post-war history, 

Japan has reinforced its alliance with the United States in part to deter 

aggression by nuclear-armed states and to maintain stability in the East 

Asian security environment. Meanwhile, Japan has been extensively pur-

suing its nuclear energy program, including a nuclear fuel cycle program. 

Japan’s uranium enrichment and reprocessing capabilities have been seen 

by outsiders as latent capabilities to develop its own nuclear weapons. 

Given a deteriorating political and security environment in East Asia, 

some observers believe that Japan could go nuclear at home and abroad.1 

1.   See, for example, Mark Erikson, “Japan Could ‘Go Nuclear’ in Months,” Asia Times, 

January 14, 2003, http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Japan/EA14Dh01.html, and Oren 
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These contradictions puzzle outsiders and pose a dilemma for Japan’s 

foreign and security policymakers.

This chapter addresses the question of Japan’s posture toward nuclear 

disarmament by exploring the interactions among regional security 

dynamics, a global trend of nuclear disarmament norms, and the domes-

tic social and political foundations of the policy. The conclusion is that a 

non-nuclear option is the rational strategic choice, not just an emotional 

choice based on history. This chapter also addresses Japan’s view of the 

security environment in East Asia and the role of nuclear weapons in it, 

providing the basis for properly addressing the nuclear proliferation risk, 

an obstacle for nuclear disarmament. Finally, we consider how to narrow 

the gap between the two positions—morality and reality—so that Japan 

can contribute to the goal of realizing a world free of nuclear weapons.

Japan’s Disarmament Dilemma

Emergence of Japan’s Disarmament Dilemma

In this section, we have an overview of how Japan’s disarmament dilemma 

is positioned between its domestic political environment, with its nuclear 

taboo, and the East Asian security environment.

The vast majority of Japanese oppose a nuclear option. “Japan as the 

first victim of the atomic bomb” is a frequent introduction to official and 

private statements describing Japan’s position on nuclear issues including 

peaceful use programs and disarmament efforts. Japanese point to the 

fates of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and of the Daigo Fukuryu-maru (Lucky 

Dragon No. 5), a fishing boat exposed to nuclear fallout in 1954 after a 

test by the United States at Bikini Atoll, as their moral authority for advo-

cating nuclear disarmament.

Dorell, “Some suggest S. Korea should go nuclear,” USA Today, March 11 2013,  

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2013/03/11/south-korea-thinks-nuclear 

/1979051/. 
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Until now, the Japanese public has maintained a strong sentiment 

against nuclear weapons. According to a 2010 survey, 79  percent of 

respondents opposed a nuclear option.2 It is a clear contrast to the number 

shown on a survey in South Korea, which is located in a similar security 

environment. The survey conducted there by The Asan Institute for Policy 

Studies showed that 66 percent of respondents supported the develop-

ment of a nuclear weapons program, a 10 percent increase from 2010.3 

While 68 percent of the Japanese feel more threatened by China,4 the 

largest nuclear-weapon state in the region, this threat perception hasn’t 

led Japan to a nuclear option, an indication of how strong the nuclear 

taboo is among the Japanese public.

This public attitude has affected politicians’ discourse on a nuclear 

option. Former prime minister Yasuhiro Nakasone, who is often described 

as a nationalist, conservative politician, repeatedly denied a nuclear 

option, given that the US-Japan alliance would continue. Current Prime 

Minister Shinzo Abe said at the Budget Committee of the Japanese House 

of Representatives in October 2006, in his previous term, that Japan 

did not have an option to possess nuclear weapons at all and that the 

Three Non-Nuclear Principles would not be changed.5 The Japanese Diet 

passed a resolution of the Three Non-Nuclear Principles—namely, not 

to possess, not to produce, and not to introduce nuclear weapons—in 

2.  Kumiko Nishi, “Genbaku toka kara 65 nen–Kienu kaku no kyoi” (65 years since the 

dropping of atomic bombs: nuclear threats not yet vanished), Hosokenyu to Chosa 

(Research and investigation on broadcasting), October 2010, http://www.nhk.or.jp 

/bunken/summary/research/report/2010_10/101005.pdf.

3.  Kim Jiyoon and Karl Friedhoff, “The Fallout: South Korean Public Opinion Following 

North Korea’s Third Nuclear Test,” issue brief 46, February 24, 2013, The Asan Institute 

for Policy Studies, http://en.asaninst.org/contents/issue-brief-no-46-the-fallout 

-south-korean-public-opinion-following-north-koreas-third-nuclear-test. 

4.  Pew Research Global Attitudes Project, “How Asians View Each Other,” July 14, 2014, 

http://www.pewglobal.org/2014/07/14/chapter-4-how-asians-view-each-other. 

5.  Kokkai Kaigi-roku (The Diet Record), Shugiin Yosan-iinkai (the Budget Committee of 

the House of Representatives), 165th Session of the Diet, October 10, 2006.
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November 1971.6 Despite their hawkish images, Nakasone and Abe have 

affirmed a non-nuclear policy in their official statements. By contrast, in 

1999 the parliamentary vice minister for defense, Shingo Nishimura, who 

suggested the possibility of a Japanese nuclear option, was dismissed, as 

his statement was in contradiction with official government policy. Other 

politicians, such as Shintaro Ishihara, former governor of Tokyo and a 

former member of the House of Representatives, were severely criticized 

for their arguments suggesting a nuclear option for Japan.

In the meantime, Japan’s security policy has relied on the role of 

nuclear weapons through the US-Japan alliance. Along with Japan’s own 

conventional defense capability, Japan’s security policy has consisted 

of reinforcing its alliance with the United States, in which US extended 

deterrence, including its nuclear element, played an important role in 

deterring potential aggression or other offensive actions by nuclear-armed 

states. The Japanese security policy establishment holds a long- standing 

consensus that there is no plausible scenario in which developing nuclear 

weapons would be advantageous. However, Japan’s pursuit of nuclear dis-

armament greatly depends on the role that nuclear weapons play in the 

regional security environment in East Asia and on how nuclear weapons 

figure in America’s strategic calculations at global and regional levels.

Globally, arms control efforts are hobbled by disagreements between 

the United States and Russia over the agenda for the next round of 

arms control after New START, as well as the great divide between the 

two due to Russia’s actions in Crimea and involvement in violence in 

Ukraine.7 Other nuclear-armed states—including China, the United 

Kingdom, France, and non-NPT states such as India, Pakistan, Israel, and 

North Korea—have not been engaged in any arms control or reduction 

6.  The resolution on the Three Non-Nuclear Principles was adopted as a supplementary 

resolution attached to a resolution on the return of the Ryukyu Islands (or Okinawa) 

and Daito Islands. The return of the Ryukyu Islands and Daito Islands was the most 

important disputed issue between Japan and the United States at that time.

7.  Russia’s action could be seen as a violation of the Budapest Memorandum on Security 

Assurances.
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negotiations. (The United Kingdom recently announced that it would uni-

laterally reduce its nuclear arsenal as low as 150.) Furthermore, threats 

of nuclear proliferation and nuclear terrorism have not diminished. Iran 

poses a daunting threat, and the potential threat of spreading sensitive 

nuclear technology through illicit trade to state and non-state actors 

remains. As President Obama mentioned in his speech in Prague, the 

total elimination of nuclear weapons may not be realized in our lifetime.8

In East Asia, almost all major players possess military or civilian nuclear 

capabilities, or both. China, the largest nuclear power in the region, has 

become more assertive toward its neighbors. Although China’s economic 

growth benefits its neighbors and the rest of the world, its increasing 

assertiveness in border and maritime disputes raises grave concerns. The 

US Defense Department reported that China has modernized its nuclear 

arsenal and expanded its conventional military capability, with military 

budgets growing by 9.4  percent annually from 2004 through 2013.9 

The modernization of Chinese maritime and air capabilities—including 

anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) capabilities and an upgrade of its nuclear 

arsenal, with the introduction of Jin-class strategic nuclear submarines 

with ballistic missile-launching capability—could potentially undermine 

US power projection capability and threaten the status quo regional bal-

ance of power. Negotiations on the denuclearization of North Korea are 

at a standstill, and North Korea’s nuclear threats, combined with uncer-

tainties about its political and security actions, place Japan in a position 

of continued reliance on US extended deterrence.

Japan has been unable to establish a sound political confidence with 

South Korea and China, these relationships being overshadowed by 

recent history. Although the history issue has not become a major point 

8.  “Remarks by President Barack Obama,” Hradcany Square, Prague, Czech Republic, 

April 5, 2009, http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-By-President 

-Barack-Obama-In-Prague-As-Delivered.

9.  Department of Defense, “Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security 

Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2014”: 43. 
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of contention in relationships with other Asian countries, including 

Australia, India, and the nations of Southeast Asia, the fact that the current 

government of Japan has not been successful in establishing trustworthy 

relationships with South Korea and China is seen to pose political risks to 

the rest of Asia and the United States, and to potentially constitute a basis 

for suspecting Japan’s intentions on its nuclear policy.

Thus, changing configurations of the security environment in East Asia 

may widen a gap between the moralistic position that the Japanese try 

to maintain on nuclear disarmament discourse and the security policy 

reality that Japan has to face.

Japan’s Disarmament Diplomacy in Multilateral Forums

Multilateral forums are platforms that the Japanese government has been 

utilizing for promoting its nuclear disarmament advocacy. Until 2014, 

Japan had submitted to the United Nations General Assembly, for twenty- 

one years in a row, a resolution requesting the total elimination of nuclear 

weapons.10 Japan has been comfortably able to promote nuclear disarma-

ment from the moralistic high ground. However, the global trend over the 

past decade has made Japan’s position more complicated.

An essay written by the “Four Statesmen” for the Wall Street Journal in 

200711 created momentum for nuclear disarmament. It was echoed by 

world leaders12 and followed by a joint effort by Australia and Japan in 

10.  Press release by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan on the adoption by the UN 

General Assembly of resolutions on nuclear disarmament and small arms trade, 

December 3, 2014 (in Japanese), http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/press/release/press4 

_001535.html.

11.  George P. Shultz, William J. Perry, Henry A. Kissinger, and Sam Nunn, “A World Free 

of Nuclear Weapons,” Wall Street Journal, January 4, 2007, http://online.wsj.com 

/articles/SB116787515251566636. 

12.  See also, Mikhail Gorbachev, “The Nuclear Threat,” Wall Street Journal, January 31, 

2007, http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB117021711101593402?mg=reno64 

-wsj&url=http%3A%2F%2Fonline.wsj.com%2Farticle%2FSB117021711101593402.

html; Douglas Hurd, Malcolm Rifkind, David Owen, and George Robertson, “Start 

worrying and learn to ditch the bomb,” The Times, June 30, 2008; and Helmut 
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2008 to create an International Commission on Nuclear Nonproliferation 

and Disarmament.13 President Obama’s historic speech in Prague in 2009 

firmly consolidated a trend of pursuing the goal of a world free of nuclear 

weapons.14 Agreement over the US-Russia New START treaty in 2010 reaf-

firmed the commitment of the Obama administration to nuclear disarma-

ment.15 Following this trend, the 2010 NPT Review Conference referred 

to the humanitarian dimension of nuclear weapons for the first time, and 

a global trend of nuclear disarmament seemed to be consolidated.

However, Japan’s dilemma is amplified in multilateral disarmament 

diplomacy, with the rising debate on the humanitarian dimension of 

nuclear weapons. The humanitarian issue has been debated in various 

forums, including NPT Review Conferences. In 1996, in response to 

resolutions adopted by the World Health Organization and the United 

Nations General Assembly, the International Court of Justice issued an 

advisory opinion on the Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons. 

It said that “the threat or use of nuclear weapons would generally be con-

trary to the rules of international law applicable in armed conflict, and in 

particular the principles and rules of humanitarian law.”16 But the subse-

quent description with regard to situations of self-defense, where the very 

survival of a state was at stake, allowed the justification of use or threat of 

use of nuclear weapons.

Schmidt, Richard von Weizsäcker, Hans-Dietrich Genscher, and Egon Bahr, “Toward 

a nuclear-free world: a German view,” New York Times, January 9, 2009, http://www 

.nytimes.com/2009/01/09/opinion/09iht-edschmidt.1.19226604.html?_r=0.

13.  For details, see home page of ICNND, http://www.icnnd.org/Pages/default.aspx. 

14.  “Remarks by President Barack Obama,” April 5, 2009. 

15.  For the New START, see US State Department, http://www.state.gov/t/avc/newstart 

/index.htm. 

16.  International Court of Justice, “Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons,” 

advisory opinion, July 8, 1996, http://www.icj-cij.org/docket/files/95/7497.pdf. In the 

deliberation process of this case, mayors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, along with 

government representatives, made oral opinion statements.
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The 2010 NPT Review Conference, for the first time, referred to human-

itarian concerns in its final document.17 The Conference on the Humani-

tarian Impact of Nuclear Weapons held its first meeting in Oslo in March 

2013, the second one in Nayarit, Mexico, in February 2014, and the 

third one in Vienna in December 2014. The international community 

is still divided over whether this momentum should be further directed 

toward the establishment of a nuclear weapons convention, which would 

comprehensively prohibit use, possession, production, or other activi-

ties related to nuclear weapons. Japan, which is likely to be affected by 

the consequences of the humanitarian debate on nuclear weapons, dis-

patched a delegation of government and civil society representatives to 

these conferences.

Japan’s dilemma is symbolically seen in the government’s 2013 deci-

sion to join two similar, but different, joint statements on the humanitar-

ian consequences of nuclear weapons. One statement sponsored by New 

Zealand, with more than a hundred cosponsors, stated that it was “in the 

interest of the very survival of humanity that nuclear weapons are never 

used again, under any circumstances (emphasis added).”18 Another spon-

sored by Australia, and joined by seventeen states, mostly allies of the 

United States, noted the importance of recognizing the security dimen-

sion as well as the humanitarian one in the nuclear weapons debate.19 

The difference between the two statements is whether to consider the 

17.  2010 NPT Review conference, “Final Document,” http://www.un.org/ga/search 

/view_doc.asp?symbol=NPT/CONF.2010/50%20(VOL.I) .

18.  UNGA 68: First Committee, “Joint Statement on the Humanitarian Consequences of 

Nuclear Weapons,” delivered by Ambassador Dell Higgle of New Zealand, October 

21, 2013, http://www.un.org/disarmament/special/meetings/firstcommittee/68/pdfs 

/TD_21-Oct_CL-1_New_Zealand-(Joint_St).

19.  UNGA 68: First Committee, “Joint statement on the humanitarian consequence of 

nuclear weapons,” delivered by Ambassador Peter Woolcott of Australia, at UNGA68 

First Committee, October 21, 2013, http://www.un.org/disarmament/special 

/meetings/firstcommittee/68/pdfs/TD_21-Oct_CL-1_Australia-%28Joint%20St 

%29.pdf.
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security dimension of nuclear weapons, implying that the use of nuclear 

weapons shouldn’t be denied when the very survival of the state is at 

stake. Japan was the only state that signed both statements. The Japanese 

government had not supported a similar joint statement sponsored by 

New Zealand the previous year, saying that non-use “under any circum-

stances” might contradict its security policy, as that phrase could deny the 

effectiveness of US extended nuclear deterrence. In 2013, the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs explained the reversal of the decision by noting that 

the New Zealand-sponsored statement acknowledged that awareness 

of the catastrophic consequences of nuclear weapons must underpin all 

approaches and efforts toward nuclear disarmament, which could by 

implication include step-by-step approaches that Japan supported.20 This 

awkward situation shows the dilemma embedded in Japan’s multilateral 

diplomacy for nuclear disarmament.

Consolidating the Domestic Foundation  
of Japan’s Disarmament Policy

Institutionalizing the Nuclear Taboo

This section reviews occasions during which some Japanese have dis-

cussed the possibility of developing nuclear weapons and describes the 

arguments that have led most Japanese to the conclusion that the nuclear 

option is neither practical nor wise. In order to properly frame a com-

plex (and sometimes self-contradicting) picture of Japan’s disarmament 

policy, it is essential to portray the domestic socio-political foundation of 

Japan’s posture toward nuclear disarmament, in which the no-nukes men-

tality has been institutionalized into the Three Non-Nuclear Principles. 

The major elements of the socio-political foundation of Japan’s posture 

20.  Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs comment on “joint statement on humanitarian 

consequences of nuclear weapons” (in Japanese), October 22, 2013, http://www 

.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/press/page4_000254.html.
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toward nuclear disarmament combines a strong sentiment against nuclear 

weapons at the grass-roots level with strategic calculations on the cost 

and benefits of nuclear weapons for Japan’s security. Discussion in this 

section shows how the resilience of the non-nuclear norm in Japan was 

established in the midst of changes in the strategic environment.

As Japan experienced changes in its strategic environment and as con-

cerns over security policy rose, there were voices for a nuclear option. 

But eventually, Japan chose to consolidate its non-nuclear policy. Such 

action often came with the consolidation of the US-Japan alliance and 

reaffirmation of alliance commitments from both sides.

Undoubtedly, Japanese public antipathy to nuclear weapons origi-

nated from the harsh experiences of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Then the 

Daigo Fukuryu-maru incident in March 1954 and resulting casualties 

helped this anti-nuclear sentiment become a national movement against 

nuclear weapons. A grass-roots movement by a housewives’ reading soci-

ety against atomic and hydrogen bombs that began just after the inci-

dent rapidly developed into a nationwide movement. By the end of 1954, 

more than twenty million signatures had been collected.

The movement led to the formation of a nationwide anti-nuclear orga-

nization, the Gensuikyo (the Japan Council Against A and H Bombs) in 

1955, which addressed support for victims of atomic bombs. The estab-

lishment of the Gensuikyo helped the experiences of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki to be perceived by many Japanese as a national tragedy caused 

by nuclear weapons. The movement played a catalytic role in translating 

experiences and memories of only a part of the nation into a national 

experience and memory.21

While under the “Atoms for Peace” initiative the US and Japanese gov-

ernments were discussing the introduction of peaceful uses of nuclear 

21.  Osamu Fujiwara, Gensuibaku Kinshi Undo no Seiritsu: Sengo Nihon Heiwa Undo no 

Genzo 1954–1955 (The establishment of nuclear abolition movement: the origin of 

peace movement in post-war Japan, 1954–1955) (Tokyo: PRIME, Meiji Gakuin 

University, 1991).
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energy into Japan, this big social movement against nuclear weapons 

naturally turned into a political issue. In April 1955, both the House of 

Representatives and the House of Councilors passed a resolution urging 

the international management of atomic energy and the prohibition of 

nuclear weapons. The proposal states, “We are the only nation in the 

world that knows the fear of nuclear weapons. Hence our nation has a 

reason to possess the sublime obligation to save the human race from the 

destruction by nuclear weapons, and have the largest voice on it.”22 This 

resolution marked the beginning of a process of consolidating and insti-

tutionalizing the “nuclear taboo” into Japanese politics.23

In 1958, Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi said Japan would hold a pol-

icy not to possess any nuclear weapons, interpreting the constitution as 

allowing possession of nuclear weapons for defense.24 While Kishi is 

famous for revising the US-Japan Security Treaty, correcting the inequality 

in 1960, he reaffirmed a non-nuclear policy in the same year, saying that 

Japan would not have nuclear weapons and would not let nuclear weap-

ons be introduced.25

22.  The Diet Record, Plenary Session, House of Representatives, the 19th Session, 

vol. 32, p. 2, April 2, 1954. 

23.  Ironically, when politics became involved in the anti-nuclear movement, the decline 

and split of the movement started. The anti-nuclear movement involved a wide spec-

trum of political forces ranging from communists to conservatives in the beginning. 

But such politicization later caused the split of the movement. The public did not 

want to be involved in ideological confrontations among political parties. The move-

ment was successful at its initial stages because it eschewed any political elements, 

which made it possible to rally the masses to collectively support the anti-nuclear 

posture. In other words, by possessing particular political and ideological propensi-

ties, these organizations lost their function as a mechanism to convert widespread 

public sentiment into a political force. 

24.   The Diet Record, the Diet Committee, House of Councilors, the 28th Session, 

vol. 30, p. 18, April 18, 1958.

25.   The Diet Record, the Special Committee on Japan-US Security Treaty, House of 

Representatives, the 34th Session, vol. 29, pp. 20–21, April 19, 1960.
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In 1967, Prime Minister Eisaku Sato said, “We have clearly said that 

we do not produce, possess, nor allow to introduce nuclear weapons” 

during deliberations on a bill on the reversion of Okinawa to Japanese 

administrative control, where the issue of American possession of nuclear 

weapons in Okinawa was critical.26 This strong no-nukes position was 

further consolidated by the Diet resolution on the Three Non-Nuclear 

Principles and non-nuclear Okinawa in 1971. And Prime Minister Sato 

issued a statement to affirm that his government would comply with the 

Principles.27

Japan’s Non-Nuclear Option under Challenges:  
Japan’s Strategic Choice

It should be noted that these commitments to a non-nuclear policy were 

made in spite of a major change in the strategic landscape in East Asia, 

namely China’s acquisition of nuclear weapons capability, which was 

demonstrated by a successful nuclear test in Xinjiang Province in October 

1964, while the Tokyo Olympic Games were being held. In 1966, a 

Dongfu 2 missile with a nuclear warhead was successfully delivered and 

exploded at a testing site. In the following year, China conducted its first 

hydrogen bomb test, which also turned out to be successful. This made 

China the fifth nuclear power in the world. Furthermore, in 1971, the gov-

ernment of the People’s Republic of China (mainland China) replaced the 

Republic of China (Taiwan) as representing China in the United Nations 

and became a permanent member of the Security Council.

Although there were voices arguing for Japan’s nuclear option to 

counter China’s acquisition of nuclear weapons,28 this didn’t become a 

26.   The Diet Record, the Budget Committee, House of Representatives, the 57th Session, 

vol. 2, p.18, December 11, 1967. 

27.  The Diet Record, Plenary Session of the House of Representatives, the 67th Session, 

vol. 18, p. 20, November 24, 1971 (in Japanese).

28.  Shintaro Ishihara, “Hikaku no Shinwa wa Kieta” (Myth of the Non-Nuclear Posture 

Disappeared), Shokun, October 1970: 22–40.
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mainstream argument. The Japanese society wanted to maintain a rela-

tionship with China which could lead to a future rapprochement (which 

was not realized until the United States made a surprise rapprochement 

in 1972), and the government only expressed its regret.

Such a choice was based not only on a simple anti-nuclear mental-

ity or the “nuclear taboo,” but on profound political and strategic cal-

culations. In December 1964, Sato expressed his personal view on the 

nuclear option to US Ambassador Edwin O. Reischauer, “stating his views 

coincided with those expressed to him by British PM Wilson that if other 

fellow had nuclears it was only common sense to have them oneself.”29 

But at the same time, he was aware of a strong sentiment among the 

Japanese against nuclear weapons. Asked by Secretary of State Dean 

Rusk about the magnitude of change in Japanese public opinion due to 

China’s nuclear test, Sato replied that the majority of Japanese felt that 

Japan should never possess nuclear weapons because of strong national 

anti-nuclear sentiment and the sense of security provided by the United 

States.30 Certainly, the “nuclear taboo” had an impact on Sato’s political 

calculation.

Meanwhile, in the late 1960s, upon China’s nuclear acquisition, the 

Japanese government secretly examined the possibility of a nuclear option. 

The Minshushugi Kenkyukai, or Study Group on Democracy, completed 

the first part of a secret report in 1968 and the second part in 1970.31 

The first part reviewed technical and economic issues and the second 

29.  US State Department, “Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968,” vol. 29, 

document 37, “Telegram from the Embassy in Japan to the Department of State,” 

December 29, 1964, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1964-68v29p2 

/d37#fn1. 

30.  Some argue that Sato’s comments were intended to strengthen US commitment of its 

extended nuclear deterrence, rather than to express interest in a national nuclear 

option. See Mikio Haruna, “Itsuwari no heiwashugi-sha ‘Sato Eisaku’“ (Sato Eisaku 

as a forged pacifist), Gekkan Gendai, September 2008. 

31.  Minshushugi Kenkyukai was entrusted to commission a report by the Cabinet 

Information Research Office (Naikaku Chosa Shitsu).
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part examined strategic, diplomatic, and political aspects of a nuclear 

option. The report concluded that Japan arming itself with nuclear weap-

ons would cause a tremendous negative impact in international politics 

and the effectiveness of national security would significantly decrease.32 

Although it is not clear to what extent this internal report affected the 

actual decision on Japan’s nuclear option, it is important to note that 

this analysis was shared within the political community surrounding the 

prime minister’s office. It was not publicized because of three reasons: 

strong anti-nuclear sentiments among the Japanese public, the prospect of 

the renewal of the US-Japan security treaty, and concerns about hysterical 

responses from the Japanese media.33

Several other people expressed rationalist views against the nuclear 

option. Among them were Ambassador Atsuhiko Yatabe, who indicated 

the irrationality of Japan competing with China in nuclear armament,34 

and Nakasone Yasuhiro, then minister of state for defense. Nakasone 

revealed in his autobiography that, as minister for defense, he had con-

cluded that although Japan was capable of possessing nuclear weapons, 

in reality, it would be impossible because there was no chance of secur-

ing a testing site in its territory.35 In the meantime, Japan made an interna-

tional legal commitment to forgo a nuclear option by signing the Nuclear 

Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1970.36

32.  Minshushugi Kenkyukai, “Nihon no kaku seisaku ni kansuru kenkyu” (Research on 

Japan’s Nuclear Policy), vol. 2, 1970. 

33.  Yuri Kase, “The Costs and Benefits of Japan’s Nuclearization: An Insight into the 

1968/70 Internal Report,” The Nonproliferation Review, Summer 2001: 55–68.

34.  Atsuhiko Yatabe, Kakuheiki Fukakusan Joyaku Ron (On the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 

Treaty) (Tokyo: Yushindo, 1971), 193.

35.  Nakasone Yasuhiro, Jisei roku: Rekishi hotei no hikoku toshite (On self-reflection: as a 

defendant of a court of history) (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2004).

36.  It should be noted that it took six years for Japan to ratify at the Diet. There were 

cautious views on the unequal nature of the treaty (in particular vis-à-vis China) and 

the potential restriction of peaceful use of nuclear technology.
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The strong public antipathy to nuclear weapons can be character-

ized as a nuclear allergy, implying that the people do not make a choice 

on nuclear policy following a thorough debate on the pros and cons of 

a nuclear option. Proponents of a nuclear option complain that a nuclear 

taboo inhibits any debate on the subject and suggest sarcastically that 

the Three Non-Nuclear Principles should be four non-nuclear principles, 

including a prohibition on debating nuclear weapons.

If the nuclear taboo in Japan were solely drawn from such an allergy, 

Japan’s non-nuclear choice would have a rather fragile foundation. 

However, in reality, as seen above, Japan’s non-nuclear choice in the 

1960s and 1970s did not simply come from public sentiment but was 

derived from strategic considerations. These rational strategic consider-

ations provide a resilient foundation for Japan’s non-nuclear posture. Even 

in the midst of the recent deterioration of its political relationship with 

China, Japan did not react to such a dramatic change of the strategic 

landscape. It chose to reaffirm and strengthen its alliance with the United 

States, rather than seek national nuclear capability.

Another official study on Japan’s nuclear option was conducted by the 

Japan Defense Agency (JDA—currently, Ministry of Defense) in 1995.37 

The JDA report argued that the existential threats to the United States 

from other nuclear-weapon states were gone, and it was unthinkable 

for the United States to use nuclear weapons. With regard to China, the 

report argued that there was virtually no possibility of a military conflict 

between China and Japan involving China’s use of nuclear weapons. Even 

conventional conflict at a large scale was considered highly unlikely. The 

JDA report did express concern about a possible scenario in which China 

would use coercion against Japan, backed by nuclear capabilities, to force 

concessions on bilateral disputes such as the sovereignty of the Senkaku 

37.  This report was obtained by the Union of Concerned Scientists. See Gregory Kulacki, 

Japan and U.S. Nuclear Posture, March 2010. 
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Islands or resource exploitation rights on the continental shelf.38 In such a 

scenario, the utility of US extended nuclear deterrence would be signifi-

cantly limited. This report suggested that US extended deterrence is the 

basis for arguments against Japan’s own nuclear option. It also mentioned 

the risk of regional arms races, which, if caused, would not be prefera-

ble to Japan given its geostrategic vulnerabilities. This assessment can be 

applicable to the current security environment in East Asia in the midst 

of a rising China.

Political discourse in Japan over the nuclear option has occurred 

mostly in the context of changes in the East Asian strategic environment, 

leading it to bolster the US alliance commitment.39 In other words, the 

formation of the foundation of Japan’s non-nuclear choice in the post-war 

period has demonstrated that the credibility of the alliance and reassur-

ance by the United States constituted a more credible and realistic option 

to cope with the rise of nuclear threats or changes of the strategic envi-

ronment in East Asia.

US-Japan Dialogue on the Diminishing Role  
of Nuclear Weapons in the US Nuclear Posture

While US security assurances remain a key element of the security poli-

cies of non-nuclear-weapon states such as Japan and South Korea, unfor-

tunately, the total elimination of the role of nuclear weapons would be a 

far-fetched goal under the current security environment in East Asia. If the 

38.  Japan Defense Agency, Concerning the Problem of the Proliferation of Weapons 

of Mass Destruction, 1995, http://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/legacy/assets 

/documents/nwgs/1995jdastudy.pdf. 

39.  The linkage of the East Asian strategic environment and US nuclear deterrence in the 

Japanese attitude was also seen in the process of US-Soviet negotiations on the INF 

Treaty during the Reagan administration in the 1980s. Having learned that the US 

government was about to agree with its counterpart on the “relocation” of SS-20s 

to the east of the Ural Mountains as part of the deal, the Japanese government 

requested the United States not to accept such a relocation deal and to pursue the 

abolition of SS-20s, as the relocation option could undermine the nuclear security 

environment in East Asia. 
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region tries to reduce the role of nuclear weapons, alternative measures 

of security assurance for non-nuclear-weapon states should be pursued. 

If the United States plans to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in its 

security policy, there should be a mutual consent between allies on such 

a change.

The 2010 NPR (Nuclear Posture Review) process provided a typical 

example of how the alliance between a nuclear-weapons state and a 

non-nuclear-weapons state can reassure each nation about the security 

commitment (of the nuclear-weapons state) and the non-nuclear pledge 

(of the non-nuclear-weapons state). Major attention in the 2010 NPR 

process was paid to two points: first, whether the United States would 

decide to limit the role of nuclear weapons; and second, whether the 

retirement of TLAM-N (nuclear Tomahawk Land Attack Missile) would 

decrease the credibility of extended deterrence. The 2010 NPR nar-

rowly defined the “fundamental role” of US nuclear weapons as “to 

deter nuclear attack on the United States, our allies, and partners.” It 

suggested that the US alliance obligation could be achieved by limit-

ing the role of nuclear weapons while others argued for maintaining the 

status quo. It also mentioned that, in the future, “the United States will 

consult with allies and partners regarding the conditions under which 

it would be prudent to shift to a policy under which deterring nuclear 

attack is the sole purpose of US nuclear weapons.” But at the same time, 

it stated that “there remains a narrow range of contingencies in which 

US nuclear weapons may still play a role in deterring a conventional or 

CBW (chemical or biological weapons) attack against the US or its allies  

and partners.”

The 2010 NPR also indicated the growing importance to extended 

deterrence of conventional elements, such as missile defense cooper-

ation, counter-WMD capabilities, and conventional power-projection 

capabilities, in addition to the development of conventional prompt 

global strike capabilities. It mentioned that “enhancing regional security 

architectures are key parts of the US strategy for strengthening regional 

deterrence while reducing the role and number of nuclear weapons.”
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Although such a trend is generally favorable for reducing the role of 

nuclear weapons, some uncertainties must be addressed in order to avoid 

the stability-instability paradox. In comparison with nuclear deterrence, 

deterrence by conventional forces may increase uncertainty or difficulty 

in strategic calculations. First, conventional forces may have a lower 

threshold for actual use, compared to nuclear forces, and it would be 

difficult to calculate the costs and benefits of conventional military oper-

ations. Second, the inclusion of missile defense (although it may provide 

only limited capability against sophisticated long-range missile attacks) 

and conventional prompt global strikes in the formula of deterrence will 

make a formula of strategic stability more complicated, and obviously 

create even greater asymmetry in military doctrines between the United 

States and other nuclear-weapon states.

Another symbolic episode in the NPR process was the discussion 

between Japan and the United States over the retirement of TLAM-N. The 

United States confirmed the retirement of TLAM-N in drafting the 2010 

NPR. Japanese officials at the bureaucratic level reportedly expressed con-

cerns over this decision.40 Their concern over the retirement of TLAM-N 

was that it would lose a step in the ladder to control escalation between a 

conventional war and a total war with nuclear exchange. The deployment 

of TLAM-N visibly demonstrated the US commitment of defending allies 

and hence (extended) deterrence with less possibility of escalation into a 

total nuclear war.

The role of nuclear weapons remains in establishing strategic relation-

ships vis-à-vis Russia in the contemporary security environment, which 

maintains the role of strategic nuclear weapons. In a sense, however, in 

a response to threats from rogue states such as North Korea and Iran, 

which have become a critical issue to deal with in the context of the 

post-Cold War security environment, deterrence by denial has become 

40.  United States Institute of Peace, Congressional Commission on the Strategic  

Posture of the United States, May 6, 2009, 26, http://www.usip.org/sites/default/files 

/America%27s_Strategic_Posture_Auth_Ed_0.pdf. 
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more important while deterrence by punishment has become less rel-

evant. Therefore, it was natural for the United States to build a nuclear 

deterrence architecture without relying on non-strategic nuclear weapons 

and thus to consider the retirement of TLAM-N.41

The gap between the two allies was solved through two means. One 

was political leadership. Katsuya Okada, then foreign minister, sent a let-

ter to the secretaries of state and defense in December 2009, saying that 

requests for specific weapons systems did not reflect the views of the cur-

rent Japanese government and affirming that Japan would not oppose the 

United States’ decision to reduce the role of nuclear weapons. The other 

was the establishment of a bilateral extended deterrence dialogue, which 

provides an opportunity for the two governments to frankly exchange 

views on how to secure alliance deterrence as part of their security and 

defense cooperation.42

After all, “(t)he key argument for maintaining TLAM-N is to provide 

evidence of the United States’ commitment towards Japan and hence 

assure—that is, provide psychological comfort to—Tokyo. Those who 

make this argument point both to the symbolism of maintaining a nuclear 

weapon system that would otherwise be scrapped and the fact that 

 nuclear-armed submarines can be deployed in close proximity to Japan.”43

Is an Institutionalized Nuclear Taboo Reversed?

Decades after the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, with a 

worsening security environment in East Asia (including North Korea’s 

41.  TLAM-N has been considered unsuited for a first strike. See John E. Moore and 

Richard Compton-Hall, Submarine Warfare: Today and Tomorrow (Bethesda, MD: 

Adler & Adler, 1987), 258. Since deterrence by punishment has less of a role in 

deterring rogue states, the role of TLAM-N in a retaliatory capacity is limited.

42.  Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Japan-U.S. Extended Deterrence Dialogue,” http://www 

.mofa.go.jp/press/release/press4e_000295.html.

43.  James Acton, “Extended Deterrence and Communicating Resolve,” Strategic 

Insights 8, no. 5 (Winter 2009): 5-15, http://www.nps.edu/Academics/Centers/CCC 

/Publications/StrategicInsights/2009/Dec/SI_V8_I5_2009_Acton_5.pdf. 
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brinkmanship with its nuclear capability and China’s military modern-

ization and upgrades), Japan’s antimilitarism sentiment may be gradually 

declining and its nuclear allergy may also be diminishing. A survey in 

2006 showed that 61 percent of the Japanese think that discussion on 

nuclear options should not be taboo.44 Shigeru Ishiba, a former minis-

ter of defense, told an interviewer, in the context of Japan’s choice on 

nuclear energy, “although I do not think that Japan should have nuclear 

weapons, keeping the nuclear energy program constitutes a latent nuclear 

deterrence, with which Japan could make nuclear weapons in a certain 

period of time.”45 Furthermore, in April 2014, the Japanese government 

decided to change the interpretation of Article 9 of the constitution to 

allow the state to exercise the right of collective self-defense. With his 

visit to Yasukuni Shrine and remarks on history issues in the past, Abe has 

been seen as leading Japan to a more assertive, militarist state.46

Abe’s security policy is more proactive and robust than that of past 

administrations. The establishment of a National Security Council of Japan 

and the reinterpretation of the constitution as allowing Japan to exercise 

the right of collective self-defense are seen as measures to strengthen 

the security partnership with the United States, allowing more substantial 

coordination and cooperation with the United States for regional stabil-

ity as well as defense. The Japanese government has also sought robust 

security ties with Australia and India, which could make a web (rather 

44.  “Abe naikaku: shijiritu kyuraku shusyou no shidoryoku miezu mitouha mo 

jiminbanare” (Abe Cabinet: sharp drop in approval rate, prime minister’s leadership 

invisible, LDP lost non-partisan support), Mainichi Shimbun, November 27, 2006.

45.  Interview with Ishiba Shigeru, “Kaku no senzaiteki yokushiryoku iji no tameni 

genpatsu tuzukeru beki” (Nuclear power program should be maintained in order 

to keep a ‘latent nuclear deterrence’), Sapio, October 5, 2011, cited on the web 

magazine, News Post, September 21, 2011, http://www.news-postseven.com 

/archives/20110921_31301.html.

46.  The Economist, “A slap in the face: Shinzo Abe takes a dangerous gamble,” 

January 4, 2014, http://www.economist.com/news/asia/21592659-shinzo-abe-takes 

-dangerous-gamble-slap-face?zid=315&ah=ee087c5cc3198fc82970cd65083f5281. 
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than hub-and-spoke) of US-led regional bilateral alliances. These steps 

are mostly welcomed by Southeast Asian states as well. These security 

policy measures for regional stability would reinforce the US commitment 

to extended deterrence rather than Japan’s stand-alone security capabili-

ties, which would reduce the possibility of Japan’s nuclear option.

Contrary to the image of seeking a more robust security policy, Abe’s 

government has taken cautious approaches toward nuclear issues. 

Currently, Japan is seen as a latent nuclear-weapons state because of 

its plutonium stockpile and possession of enrichment and reprocessing 

capabilities with a sophisticated space program. As of September 2013, 

Japan had roughly 36.3 tons of plutonium stored abroad and 10.8 tons of 

plutonium stored in Japan (of which 4.35 tons of plutonium is stored at 

the reprocessing facilities, 3.35 tons at the fuel fabrication facility owned 

by Japan Atomic Energy Agency, and 3.1 tons in other locations).47 It is 

a daunting task for Japan to make this stockpile accountable. In a new 

Strategic Energy Plan issued in April 2014, the Japanese government 

decided to continue its fuel cycle program and to use Monju, a prototype 

fast breeder reactor, as “an international research center for technological 

development, such as reducing the amount and toxic level of radioactive 

waste and technologies related to nuclear nonproliferation.”48 Instead of 

maintaining Monju as a national center, Japan decided to make Monju 

open to the international community.

As a part of its commitments at the Nuclear Security Summit in March 

2014, the Japanese government decided to return 300 kilograms of plu-

tonium and ship 200 kilograms of UK-origin highly enriched uranium for 

47.  Cabinet Office Secretariat of the Atomic Energy Commission, “Wagakuni no 

plutonium kanri joukyo” (The current situation of plutonium management in Japan), 

September 16, 2014, http://www.aec.go.jp/jicst/NC/iinkai/teirei/siryo2014/siryo31 

/siryo3.pdf.

48.  The Government of Japan, Strategic Energy Plan, April 2014, 54, http://www.enecho 

.meti.go.jp/en/category/others/basic_plan/pdf/4th_strategic_energy_plan.pdf.
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fast critical assembly to the United States.49 There was a rumor that the 

United States government pushed the Japanese government hard on this 

issue due to concerns over Abe’s nationalistic nature. But it was not true. 

The negotiation started long before Abe took office, and the two govern-

ments had been negotiating for terms and conditions for the treatment 

of these nuclear materials. It was Abe’s cabinet that decided to return 

plutonium to the United States. This mutual decision should be more or 

less interpreted as a mutual reaffirmation of each other’s nuclear non- 

proliferation and nuclear security commitments based on a common 

perception, namely, US affirmation of trust in Japan’s nonproliferation 

commitment and Japan’s affirmation of commitment to the US-led non-

proliferation regime.

Another recent news item which raised concern over Japan’s nuclear 

policy was a Japanese news report in June 2014 on an “unreported” 640 

kilograms of plutonium.50 It was contained in MOX (mixed-oxide) fuel 

loaded in March 2011 into reactor 3 of Kyushu Electric Power’s Genkai 

nuclear plant in Saga Prefecture during its regular checkup, but had been 

left there unused as the reactor could not restart in light of the disaster at 

Tokyo Electric Power’s Fukushima No. 1 complex. The international com-

munity expressed concerns over Japan’s failure to report the existence of 

plutonium. Some even brought up Japan’s supposed hidden intention for 

a nuclear option, asking if it was an honest mistake.51 In fact, that pluto-

nium was properly and completely reported to the International Atomic  

49.  The White House, “Joint Statement by the Leaders of Japan and the United States 

on Contributions to Global Minimization of Nuclear Material,” March 24, 2014,  

http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/03/24/joint-statement-leaders 

-japan-and-united-states-contributions-global-min. 

50.  “Japan failed to report 640 kg of nuclear fuel to IAEA,” The Japan Times, June 7, 

2014, http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2014/06/07/national/japan-failed-to-report 

-640-kg-of-nuclear-fuel-to-iaea/#.VMIS-UesXG8.

51.  Hui Zhang, “China worries about Japanese plutonium stocks,” Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists, June 17, 2014, http://thebulletin.org/china-worries-about-japanese 

-plutonium-stocks7248. 
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Energy Agency (IAEA) under Japan’s safeguards obligation and did not 

constitute a violation. Rather, it was accidentally omitted from a voluntary 

reporting scheme Japan intended as an additional confidence-building 

measure.

Such a misunderstanding might come from perceptions of Prime Min-

ister Abe’s nationalist inclination based on his past words. However, Abe’s 

realistic and internationalist—but not nationalistic—security policy stems 

from a concept of “proactive contribution to peace” (sekkyokuteki heiwa- 

shugi). This means trying to expand Japan’s role in global peace and sta-

bility, in order to maintain the liberal international order, by partnering 

with the United States as well as Australia and other like-minded coun-

tries. With this understanding, the apparent gap between Abe’s image of 

robustness in his security policy and cautiousness in his nuclear energy 

policy tells us that the nuclear option is being considered as a plausible 

option.

Toward Arms Control Dialogue in East Asia:  
Nuclear Threat Reduction in East Asia52

A Japanese Perception on the Security Environment in East Asia

For Japan’s choice of a non-nuclear option, a real stress test will not be 

Abe’s own ideology, but his government’s choice of reaction to recent 

developments in the security environment in East Asia.

While the risk of nuclear war between major powers has declined with 

the end of the Cold War, the role that nuclear weapons plays in shaping 

security relationships in East Asia still remains. Three factors in particular 

52.  Analyses of the East Asian security environment in this section are based on my 

working paper prepared for the Hiroshima Round Table, “Laying the Groundwork 

for Promoting Nuclear Disarmament: An East Asian Perspective,” http://www.pref 

.hiroshima.lg.jp/uploaded/attachment/145592.pdf.
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affect the future of nuclear disarmament in the region: high nuclear den-

sity, persistent memories of the Cold War, and changes to the status quo 

with the rise of China and other emerging states in Asia.

North Korea, having conducted three nuclear tests and several missile 

launches, is assumed to be steadily developing its nuclear-weapon capa-

bilities. Although it is not clear whether it has already acquired credible 

capability (such as miniaturization of warheads to load on missiles) to 

launch nuclear attacks on Japan, South Korea, and the United States, it 

certainly poses threats to regional stability, given its unpredictable behav-

ior and efforts to exploit other states’ willingness to engage it in order 

to extract benefits from negotiations. In this sense, North Korea’s WMD 

threats remain an essential issue to be addressed in order to realize the 

denuclearization of Northeast Asia. North Korea may be able to detonate 

nuclear devices, has enough separated plutonium for several warheads, 

and has delivery capability with ballistic missiles reaching US territories 

as well as Japan.

China may have a stockpile of approximately 250 warheads, with 

more than 100 warheads deployed on ballistic missiles.53 China has also 

constructed and put into operation three Jin-class ballistic missile subma-

rines, each of which can carry twelve ballistic missiles. China’s deploy-

ment of new road-mobile and sea-based ballistic missiles may afford 

China a more resilient second-strike capability.54

Although Russia is normally considered a European power, Russian 

officials have deployed a significant portion of their non-strategic nuclear 

weapons east of the Ural Mountains. Moreover, Russia has pointed to 

China’s growing number of ballistic missiles as one possible rationale 

for withdrawing from the 1987 Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) 

treaty. At present, the United States government believes that Russia may 

53.  Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Yearbook 2013: 

Armaments, Disarmament and International Security (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2012), 306.

54.  Department of Defense, Annual Report to Congress, 7.
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be circumventing or violating the INF treaty by deploying a new, two-

stage intercontinental-range ballistic missile intended for regional deter-

rence missions, as well as a ground-launched cruise missile with a range 

of 2,000 kilometers.

Meanwhile, the predominance of the United States in the region, with 

its sound forward deployment capabilities, constitutes a major element of 

the stability in Asian regional security. Non-nuclear-weapon states such 

as Japan and South Korea are beneficiaries of US extended deterrence. 

Although there has been debate over the diminishing role of nuclear 

weapons in US security strategy and the increasing importance of con-

ventional US forces, nuclear deterrence remains in a central role. With 

the rise of China’s military capability and some constraints on the US 

“pivot” to Asia, along with North Korea’s unpredictable provocations, 

US  allies and partners seek reaffirming credible extended deterrence as 

long as such threats from nuclear-armed states exist.

Non-nuclear-weapon states in the region—Japan and South Korea—

and the government of Taiwan have extensive civilian nuclear power 

programs. Japan is the only non-nuclear-weapon state that has nearly full-

scale nuclear fuel cycle capacity, and South Korea is interested in recy-

cling spent nuclear fuel, with its own research agenda for pyro-processing, 

a kind of reprocessing technology. Such technology may be diverted into 

the production of weapon-usable materials and be perceived as a latent 

nuclear weapon capability, which may potentially pose a sense of threats 

to others even if they are under IAEA’s safeguards.

In the non-nuclear political and security environment, Asia is entering 

a period of great changes in the strategic landscape. Cold War-like logic 

overshadows the overall political and security environment in the region. 

US alliances with regional partners such as Japan and South Korea are 

linchpins of the regional security architecture. Due to historical legacies, 

however, US regional allies are not able to establish effective security 

relationships among themselves. For the same reason, Japan and China 

are not able to engage in sustainable strategic dialogue. Instead, accel-

erated by the historical legacy and territorial disputes in the East China 

GS_WarNotFought.indb   461 3/5/15   8:48 AM



462  |  NOBUMASA AKIYAMA

Sea, the two countries are competing for political influence over the rest 

of Asia and for the blessing of the United States on the legitimacy of their 

positions in the post-war international order.

The rise of China is a major factor shaping the regional strategic envi-

ronment. China describes its rise as a peaceful one, saying it has no inten-

tion of challenging the international order. In the meantime, China seeks 

a “new model of major power relations” with the United States, the core 

notion of which is not yet clear to others. This notion is received by Japan, 

the United States, and other states with great caution, as they suspect 

China wants to reign over the region at the most, or at least deny US 

predominance and intervention in Asian strategic relationships. Although 

it may be natural for China to seek to increase its influence in regional 

politics as its power grows, its assertive maritime behavior in the East 

and South China seas, as it tries to change the status quo by coercion or 

pressure, certainly has had an adverse effect on the establishment of a 

peaceful and stable regional security environment.

China’s actions will also reinforce the utility of alliances with the 

United States and justify other regional states’ buildup of more robust 

defense and enforcement capabilities, which may eventually provoke an 

arms race in Asia. In fact, Southeast Asia is a hot spot of maritime capabil-

ity buildup. Vietnam received its first submarine from Russia in December 

2013, which will be followed by five more. In 2012, Indonesia concluded 

a contract with South Korea on acquisition of submarines. Myanmar 

(Burma) and Thailand are also interested in acquiring submarines. Japa-

nese coast guard vessels are also high in demand in Southeast Asia.

In such a strategic environment, the role of nuclear weapons in deter-

rence, though remaining as an ultimate guarantor, may not be so big as 

it used to be in the US-Soviet bipolar system. Rather, the role of conven-

tional deterrence has been increasing. Further, in such circumstances, 

non-military measures like diplomacy and dialogue should be given high 

priority.

In sum, in order to promote dialogue and subsequent implementation 

of nuclear threat reduction and disarmament in East Asia, it is necessary 
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to address both nuclear and non-nuclear elements of strategic relation-

ships among regional actors, as well as the balance among them.

The Need for More Strategic Dialogue among Major Stakeholders

While Japan’s nuclear policy decisions rely heavily on the credibility of 

US extended deterrence, and it is unlikely the US commitment will sig-

nificantly decline, uncertainty remains as to how China’s nuclear and 

conventional military capabilities and strategic doctrine will develop.

While China maintains a relatively small-scale nuclear arsenal, its 

approach to deterrence relies on ambiguity. This lack of transparency is a 

strategic asset that helps China make up for the inferiority of its nuclear 

arsenal in both quality and quantity. China claims that it maintains a 

no-first-use policy, saying in “China’s National Defense in 2010” that 

“China will not be the first to use nuclear weapons at any time and under 

any circumstance, and unequivocally commits that under no circum-

stances will it use or threaten to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear- 

weapon states or nuclear-weapon-free zones.”55 China also claims that its 

warheads are not “mated with” delivery vehicles. The modernization of 

China’s nuclear arsenal certainly poses questions over the sustainability 

and credibility of such declaratory policies. For example, introduction 

of ballistic-missile submarines inevitably changes the de-alert status of 

nuclear weapons, as nuclear warheads must be mated with delivery vehi-

cles (submarine-launched ballistic missiles) in submarines while engaged 

in patrols.

While China has not developed its nuclear arsenal as much as 

expected, it takes a different approach to expanding its military influ-

ence in the region. China’s anti-access and area-denial (A2/AD) capa-

bilities may have a certain deterrence effect. With A2/AD capability, 

China could prevail militarily in a limited area (within the first island 

55.  Information Office of the State Council, People’s Republic of China, “China’s 

National Defense in 2010,” March 2011, http://www.nti.org/media/pdfs/1_1a 

.pdf?_=1316627912. 
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chain, for example) in a relatively short time while it could conduct mil-

itary operations to achieve a strategic (or sub-strategic) objective such as 

gaining control over Taiwan. The US Quadrennial Defense Review saw 

China’s development of A2/AD capabilities as undermining the dominant 

US capabilities to project power,56 which may threaten the integrity of US 

alliances and security partnerships, reduce US security and influence, 

and increase the possibility of conflict.

So far, neither China nor the United States has shown any interest in 

engaging in an arms control dialogue while both have started strategic 

dialogues at various levels on agendas related to their nuclear policies 

and strategic issues for confidence-building. But in the absence of a stable 

strategic relationship to provide a baseline for arms control, China and the 

United States may not be able to work together for nuclear arms reduction.

Two paradoxes must be resolved if the United States and China are 

to establish a stable strategic relationship which would lead them into 

nuclear threat reduction and disarmament. The first paradox is whether 

“symmetry” in nuclear arsenals and doctrines would be necessary for 

stability. Pursuit of “symmetry” in strategic forces and doctrine established 

the pro forma US-USSR balance of power during the Cold War. But if 

China does not seek parity with the United States, and the United States 

may not admit the vulnerability (officially), stability under asymmetries 

must be sought.

The second paradox is that asymmetric strategic relationships may 

require a fine-tuned modality of stability. However, the sophistication of 

the notion of strategic stability in this particular relationship may high-

light the gaps that exist between two nuclear-armed states. Subsequently, 

the best mix of nuclear and conventional elements of deterrence in both 

punitive and denial capabilities and a combination of political and stra-

tegic (or military) stability must be taken into account in a formula of 

stability. As Chinese and US strategies are changing, stability is a moving 

56.  Department of Defense, “Quadrennial Defense Review 2014,” 36, http://www 

.defense.gov/pubs/2014_Quadrennial_Defense_Review.pdf.
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target, and extensive political maneuvering will be required for both sides 

to agree on the state of stability.

In principle, Japan would welcome a common understanding on a 

stable strategic nuclear relationship between the United States and China. 

But, if such a deal were done without consultation with Japan, it might 

cause a rising sense of vulnerability among the Japanese. In that case, 

Japan could be more tempted to consider a nuclear option. Therefore, 

close consultation with US allies would be an important element for an 

effective arms control dialogue to succeed.

Implication of the Ukraine Situation on East Asian  
Non-Proliferation and Disarmament Scenes

The Ukraine situation may—correctly or not—provide Asia with lessons 

(applicable to nonproliferation and disarmament debates) on how the 

relationship between a major nuclear-weapon state and a non-nuclear- 

weapon state would take shape in the absence of mutual trust.

The international community perceived that Russia devalued legal and 

political commitments it made for security assurance to a non-nuclear 

weapon state, following the breakup of the Soviet Union (including the 

Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurance in 1994, the Helsinki Dec-

laration in 1975, and the UN Charter) in its behavior toward Ukraine. Rus-

sia could do this because of the disparity between Russia and Ukraine in 

military capability and Ukraine’s energy dependency. Ukraine had given 

up its nuclear weapons under the assumption that it would gain secu-

rity benefits, which was the underlying assumption for the post-breakup 

security arrangements between Russia and former Soviet republics that 

transferred nuclear weapons to Russia. The ultra-nationalists in Ukraine 

claimed that Ukraine was threatened by Russia because it gave up nukes 

upon independence.57 Such an argument suggests that the vulnerability  

of a non-nuclear-weapon state vis-à-vis the provocation or hostile attitude 

57.  “The Inquisitor: Nuclear weapons revival talked about by Ukrainian President Petro 

Poroshenko,” Kiev Post, December 14, 2014, http://www.kyivpost.com/content 
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of a nuclear-armed state could be recovered by nuclear deterrence. Hence, 

a non-nuclear state in such a vulnerable position might be tempted to 

seek security assurance by other nuclear-armed states or by itself.

It should be emphasized that the situation of Asian allies such as Japan 

and South Korea under the formal arrangement of US extended deterrence 

is different from the situation of Ukraine, which is not in a legal security 

arrangement with the United States. The United States would be more 

committed to the security of formal allies. Therefore, US response to the 

situation of Ukraine is simply inapplicable to the US-Japan relationship.

However, when turning our eyes to other Asian countries, there are 

states, in particular the Philippines and Vietnam, which are confronted 

with China’s pressure and assertive actions in the South China Sea with-

out extended deterrence by anyone, including the United States. The Phil-

ippines moved to reestablish a de facto alliance relationship with the 

United States, while Vietnam has so far not been seeking any security 

arrangement with others. Also important is how North Korea interprets 

the fate of Ukraine, along with the case of Libya.

Russia’s behavior toward Ukraine may undermine the credibility of 

declaratory policy measures among non-nuclear states. Declaratory pol-

icies can effectively contribute to confidence-building and subsequent 

détente as well as arms control and threat reduction, when such policies 

are conceived as enduring commitments, resilient to the ups and downs 

of political relationships. Russia’s violation of the political commitment of 

security assurance to Ukraine under the Budapest Memorandum may give 

an impression that declaratory policy is easily broken, and the principle 

of the rule of law may be too weak to guarantee the peace and the stabil-

ity of strategic relationships.

Therefore, it is a daunting task for the international community, in par-

ticular nuclear-weapon states, to restore confidence in political and legal 

/ukraine-abroad/the-inquisitr-nuclear-weapons-revival-talked-about-by-ukrainian 

-president-petro-poroshenko-375093.html. 
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commitments on security arrangements by nuclear-armed states, in order 

to further promote nuclear disarmament.

Conclusion

As with the next round of US-Russian arms control negotiations, the 

United States and China will have many disagreements over setting a 

concrete agenda for arms control dialogue. China will not agree to dis-

close numerical information on its nuclear arsenal, including the number 

of warheads, the size of its fissile material stockpile, and the number and 

variety of ballistic missiles, until it is confident in its deterrence capabil-

ity. It is understandable that China, given its inferior position vis-à-vis  

the United States and Russia, will try to secure nuclear deterrence with 

ambiguity or a lack of transparency. The United States may not want 

to acknowledge the vulnerability vis-à-vis China as this may force it to 

change its deterrence strategy against China. Such a situation implies that 

it is not likely, in the foreseeable future, that the United States and China 

will be engaged in formal arms control talks.

As long as nuclear weapons play a role in the security policy of East 

Asian countries, the Japanese government will continue relying on US 

extended deterrence. In order to narrow the gap between this reliance and 

the nation’s non-nuclear philosophy, Japan must take a layered approach. 

At the global level, Japan’s disarmament diplomacy acts to reinforce 

the norm of non-nuclear weapons. Since nuclear-armed states would 

not be likely to forgo a nuclear option when other states remain armed 

with nuclear weapons, Japan’s disarmament diplomacy should focus on 

devaluing nuclear weapons by strengthening normative discourse on the 

humanitarian dimension of nuclear weapons. If norms of a reduced role 

for nuclear weapons and a higher threshold for their use are established, 

binding on all nuclear-armed states, a favorable environment for nuclear 

disarmament should emerge.
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Japan will continue putting emphasis on reinforcing the US-Japan 

alliance and maintaining the role of nuclear deterrence in its security 

policy while upgrading its own capability to deny nuclear attacks by 

means of a missile defense system and the conventional capability to 

respond to relatively small-scale contingencies. Meanwhile, Japan will 

continue advocating the issue of humanitarian concerns over the use of 

nuclear weapons and urging the world to work toward the total elimina-

tion of nuclear weapons. This posture may cause criticism for its “dou-

ble standard” at home and abroad. But Japan’s choice of a non-nuclear 

option is strategic rather than emotional, and the basic assumption that 

US extended nuclear deterrence is more effective than national nuclear 

deterrence has not significantly changed. As long as the commitments by 

both Japan and the United States are reaffirmed by each other, Japan’s 

rational choice of a non-nuclear option will be maintained. For Japan, the 

reliance on US extended nuclear deterrence is a response to the present 

situation, while efforts to advocate nuclear disarmament are a means to 

eliminate nuclear threats in a structural way.

In addition, Japan’s nuclear choice has been rational, but adaptive. 

Japan has not been particularly proactive in setting conditions for nuclear 

disarmament, but has adapted its security policy to the changing environ-

ment. Thus, it can be assumed that essential conditions for Japan choosing 

a nuclear option would be when Japan believes, first, that the US-Japan 

alliance can no longer keep up with the expansion of Chinese military 

capabilities and, second, that the United States has lost its intention to 

maintain the credibility of extended deterrence, in particular of its nuclear 

element.

In order to avoid such a situation, confidence-building actions should 

be pursued which would lead to nuclear threat reduction with China and 

reassurance that the United States will continue its deterrence strategy. 

Non-military measures such as diplomacy and dialogue should be used 

to seek a common understanding on the modality of a stable strategic 

relationship among major players in East Asia, in particular the United 

States, China, and Japan.
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Japan’s disarmament dilemma can be solved by seeking the best mix of 

reinforced norms of non-use of nuclear weapons at the global level and 

of nuclear threat reduction with confidence-building measures through 

security dialogues at the regional level, as medium to long-term solutions. 

Meanwhile, Japan should seek robust reassurance of security through 

international cooperation including the US-Japan alliance and partner-

ships with other like-minded countries, as immediate responses to current 

security concerns. 
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 Introduction to Part Three

 

On March 6, 2013, one of the co-editors of this volume, George P. Shultz, 

together with William J. Perry, Henry A. Kissinger, and Sam Nunn, wrote 

in the Wall Street Journal: 

The U.S. must work with other key states to establish a joint enterprise 

with common objectives to achieve near-term results. . . . The Nuclear 

Security Summits could provide a model for leaders working together to 

create a joint enterprise that would generate a coalition of willing states 

to establish priorities and achieve progress on specific steps. . . . Such a 

joint enterprise should include and be reinforced by regional dialogues. 

In this final chapter, the authors lay out the considerations that might 

guide governments in moving from the current, increasingly dysfunc-

tional methods of dealing with nuclear proliferation and threats of nuclear 

weapons use to a new institutional framework.

The previous chapters provided evidence that a successful effort to 

reduce and eliminate the nuclear threat must be based on a combination 

of regional and global joint enterprises. This chapter returns the focus to the 

global aspects of a joint enterprise committed to creating the conditions 

for a world without nuclear weapons. The cooperative nuclear restraint 

regime that was built up over decades has shown serious signs of decay. 

An effort, not just to bolster the old regime, but also to build a new concep-

tual and institutional foundation for nuclear restraint is urgently needed.
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CHAPTER 15 Creating the Conditions for a 
World without Nuclear Weapons

James E. Goodby and Steven Pifer

Introduction

The global nuclear challenge has changed dramatically over the past 

two decades. The bipolarity of the US-Soviet nuclear standoff during the 

Cold War has given way to a multilateral and, in some ways, more cha-

otic and perhaps more dangerous structure comprising nine states that 

possess nuclear weapons, several of which are situated in regions where 

James Goodby and Steven Pifer are the principal authors of this paper. Others who 

contributed to its drafting or actively participated in substantive discussions regarding its 

content include: James Acton, Barry Blechman, Sid Drell, Bill Dunlop, Thomas Graham, 

David Holloway, Edward Ifft, David Koplow, Michael Mazarr, Gary Roughead, and Harry 

Rowen. Ideas in the paper also came from other participants in a workshop held at the 

Hoover Institution on July 25–26, 2012. The Hoover workshop and the subsequent 

meetings were part of the framework inaugurated by George Shultz, William Perry, Henry 

Kissinger, and Sam Nunn to promote a world without nuclear weapons. Goodby and Pifer, 

however, are responsible for the final product.
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intense regional rivalries exist.1 A factor almost completely absent in the 

middle years of the twentieth century is prominent today: the devolu-

tion of state authority to institutions and organizations, including terrorist 

groups, that can wield great power for either good or malign purposes. As 

a result, the odds of a nuclear weapon being used today are greater than 

during the Cold War, even if the prospect of a civilization-ending nuclear 

exchange between the United States and Russia has been dramatically 

reduced.

This problem led four Cold War statesmen—George Shultz, William 

Perry, Henry Kissinger, and Sam Nunn—to call for the elimination of the 

nuclear threat. The use of nuclear weapons is a real possibility. Yet 

the solidarity of nations needed to deal with this threat is not evident. 

This chapter outlines an approach for creating the conditions for a world 

without nuclear weapons. It centers on a global coalition of nations tak-

ing national initiatives to move the world back from the nuclear precipice 

by means of a long-term work plan. On the part of all nations engaged in 

this joint enterprise, there should be tangible, convincing commitments to 

near-term actions, agreed among the relevant nations, regionally as well 

as on the global level. These should be carried out at a brisk pace.

The political leadership in some nuclear-armed states won’t initially 

be prepared to endorse the concept of a world without nuclear weapons. 

This is especially the case with those locked in fierce regional rivalries. 

But a gradual process of nuclear reductions combined with confidence- 

building measures—and progress in resolving regional security issues—

could create, over time, a new consensus. This process would be a key 

element of a joint enterprise.

A joint enterprise as discussed in this chapter would be an effort by 

nations, launched at the summit level and conducted over a long period of 

time, to control the destructive nuclear forces that threaten to overwhelm 

1.  The nine states that currently possess nuclear weapons are the United States, Russia, 

Britain, France, China, India, Pakistan, North Korea, and Israel (which has not publicly 

acknowledged having nuclear arms).
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them. The nuclear dimension is not the only element of the global trends 

that have been re-shaping the international system, but it remains perhaps 

the most deadly. It highlights several related international security chal-

lenges that also must be addressed more or less concurrently.

Steadiness of purpose over time will be required—not an easy thing 

to do. But this kind of persistence has been shown by many nations in 

recent history. It was shown by the United States during the more than 

four decades of the Cold War. This new struggle would become the defin-

ing hallmark of this era, which is still called “post-Cold War” because it 

has few defining features of its own.

Current international mechanisms necessary to create the conditions 

for a world without nuclear weapons are not adequate to do the job. 

Tinkering with the existing machinery will not magically make things pos-

sible that were not before. But some improvements in the way nations 

seek to build a safer global security environment would help. This will 

require leadership from the top on the part of several nations.

Shultz, Perry, Kissinger, and Nunn recognized in their five successive 

Wall Street Journal articles2 that in focusing on nuclear weapons they were 

also bringing other big issues to the fore: the nature of deterrence, mitiga-

tion of regional conflicts, conventional force imbalances, safeguards for 

civilian nuclear power programs, and a variety of issues involving trans-

parency of state behavior and international governance. They understood 

that nations are motivated and unified by visions of a brighter future, so 

they stressed the need for an overarching vision—the vision of a world 

without nuclear weapons.

The advice they offered in their first Wall Street Journal article was 

“first and foremost  .  .  . intensive work with leaders of the countries in 

possession of nuclear weapons to turn the goal of a world without nuclear 

weapons into a joint enterprise.” The article identified ambitious steps 

to “lay the groundwork for a world free of the nuclear threat.” These 

included reducing substantially the size of nuclear forces in all states that 

2.  http://www.nuclearsecurityproject.org/publications/wall-street-journal-op-eds.
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possess them and eliminating short-range nuclear weapons designed to 

be forward-deployed. The idea was that nations desiring to enter into a 

joint enterprise should be willing to sign on to the goal and to a series 

of steps that could be achieved via a sequence of agreements negotiated 

over time. That would, in turn, create the conditions for a world without 

nuclear weapons. This chapter describes a framework for seeking to make 

that objective a reality.

Conditions for a World without Nuclear Weapons

Creating the conditions for a world without nuclear weapons would 

require at least four developments.

1. The commitment of some nuclear-armed states might begin the 

process, but moving toward zero eventually will require a 

readiness on the part of all states with nuclear weapons to reduce 

and ultimately eliminate their nuclear arms.

2. New and strengthened verification measures would provide 

confidence that any nuclear cheating would be detected. A 

serious analysis of verification mechanisms for a world without 

nuclear weapons would be needed in order to demonstrate their 

feasibility.

3. An enforcement mechanism with teeth would dissuade both 

states that have nuclear weapons and those that do not from 

cheating on agreements. The mechanism would have to respond 

rapidly and effectively if violations occurred.

4. A changed international security framework would allow states to 

conclude that they could defend their vital interests through non-

nuclear means. 

Moreover, the key territorial and other interstate disputes that motivate 

states to acquire and maintain nuclear weapons in the first place must be 
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resolved or at least mitigated. At the least, it would be important to gain 

acceptance by the contending states that nuclear arms will not help them 

resolve their disputes. Global agreements will have to be supplemented 

by regional agreements that will take into account specific conditions 

existing in each of those regions. Standards for effective verification of 

regional agreements would be a matter of international concern.

These are demanding requirements, which lead some people to con-

clude that a world without nuclear weapons is unattainable. It could turn 

out that they are right. But a failure to try amounts to acceptance of the 

current nuclear reality—and of the growing risk of the use of nuclear 

weapons with unpredictable consequences for mankind.

A joint enterprise process to create the conditions for a world without 

nuclear weapons could contribute to a broader effort to design and build 

the political and economic institutions that would succeed the post-World 

War II order. There is a question, of course—which would be resolv-

able only as events unfold and at the highest level of  governments—as 

to how much progress on a new global security environment is needed 

to advance the goal of a world without nuclear weapons. But lack of 

progress in one area should not prevent progress in others, and prog-

ress in one area may create conditions that would promote progress in  

others.

Essential Features of a Joint Enterprise

The five articles written by Shultz, Perry, Kissinger, and Nunn imply 

that the elements of a joint enterprise could, and almost certainly must, 

develop at their own speeds and on their own merits in multiple chan-

nels. Some efforts would deal with nuclear arms reductions, some with 

regional conflicts, some with ancillary agreements such as conventional 

forces, and some with civil nuclear power. 

A joint enterprise designed to create the conditions for a world without 

nuclear weapons will provide the conceptual glue to hold together these 
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multiple endeavors as they advance toward that goal. It must be launched 

and overseen at the summit level: nothing less could hold all these dispa-

rate elements together and make possible the necessary collective deci-

sions at critical junctures.

One such critical juncture noted in the March 7, 2011, article would be 

the “inherent limit to US and Russian reductions if other nuclear weapons 

states build up their inventories or if new nuclear powers emerge.” This 

security dilemma means that, as Russia and the United States continue 

their reductions process, at some point other states possessing nuclear 

weapons must at least freeze their nuclear arsenals in place. Meanwhile, 

all states that do not possess nuclear weapons should take steps that will 

demonstrate their intention to refrain from acquiring them. The relation-

ship is clearly a summit-level judgment.

As suggested in the five WSJ articles, a joint enterprise based on the 

principle of shared responsibility would contain some features that 

directly affect nuclear weapons reductions and some that would be nec-

essary to create and sustain the conditions for a world without nuclear 

weapons. In that first category are the following features.

1. A joint enterprise should have a goal: achieving a world without 

nuclear weapons. 

2. Whereas a joint enterprise might be launched with the 

participation of just some nuclear weapons states, its 

membership must include, at some stage in the process, all of 

the states possessing nuclear weapons, not just the five—the 

United States, Russia, Great Britain, France, and China—

recognized in the Non- Proliferation Treaty (NPT).

3. Its membership should also include states not possessing 

nuclear weapons, especially those with advanced civil nuclear 

capabilities or otherwise in a position to contribute to 

preventing the spread of new nuclear weapons capabilities, 

such as Sweden and Japan.
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4. As appropriate to their individual circumstances, members of 

a joint enterprise should negotiate and implement a program 

consisting of a series of separate, verifiable agreements that, 

by reducing the numbers and roles of nuclear weapons, 

would lay the groundwork for a world free of the nuclear 

threat.

5. The joint enterprise must aim at developing verification 

measures commensurate with increasingly deeper reductions of 

nuclear arms down to zero. These measures must be sufficient 

also to satisfy participants in a joint enterprise who may not be 

directly participating in such measures. 

6. The joint enterprise will ultimately require an enforcement 

mechanism that would dissuade states from cheating on their 

obligations and that would respond rapidly and effectively to 

any cheating.

In the second category are the following additional features, which 

could perhaps be taken under the umbrella of a joint enterprise: 

1. Mechanisms for mitigating or resolving regional disputes and 

conflicts that promote nuclear proliferation.

2. Ancillary agreements, such as limits on conventional forces 

and steps that reduce tensions over missile defenses.

3. Agreements and actions to tighten controls over nuclear 

materials globally, including more effective monitoring and 

internationalizing of some aspects of the nuclear fuel cycle.

To repeat: it is clear that a joint enterprise having these features must 

carry out its work through several channels, not in just one all- embracing 

forum. To have any realistic chance of succeeding, a joint enterprise 

must become the long-term, sustained business of heads of states and 

governments.
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Principles and Process

In their essay published in the Wall Street Journal on January 4, 2007, the 

four statesmen asked, “Can a worldwide consensus be forged that defines 

a series of practical steps leading to major reductions in the nuclear dan-

ger?” The answer was not obvious—not then, not now. Shultz has called 

the present era “the Age of Diplomacy,” and so it must be if nation-states 

are to get control not only of the nuclear threat but of all the global forces 

that are threatening to overwhelm them. In the nuclear arena, as the pos-

sessors of 90 percent or more of the world’s nuclear weapons, the United 

States and Russia must lead. That means both championing the goal and 

actively promoting the steps it takes to get there: to think of the goal of a 

world without nuclear weapons as a compass guiding day-to-day deci-

sions, not just an ideal. To develop traction, some diplomatic mechanisms 

must be created that will encourage many nations to rally around this 

standard—the United States in the role of lonely champion of the goal 

would quickly become a quixotic figure.

If the primary political objective is to achieve a world without nuclear 

weapons, then some diplomatic mechanisms must be found that will 

encourage many nations to sign up. The only such mechanism that exists 

today is the United Nations itself. Although it is not well-suited to negoti-

ating, the United Nations can be a mechanism for recording and endors-

ing declaratory policies published by individual members. The Permanent 

Five members of the Security Council (all of whom possess nuclear weap-

ons) also are beginning to act as a catalyst for broader support for key 

nuclear constraints.

American architect Louis Sullivan’s dictum, “form follows func-

tion,” is relevant here: before deciding how nuclear constraints should 

be negotiated, or otherwise put into effect, it would be wise to con-

sider some principles that can be followed in creating new diplomatic  

mechanisms.

The first principle of a joint enterprise, of course, almost by its defini-

tion, is that it should be global in scope. But unless regional rivalries and 
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conflicts are somehow brought under control, a joint enterprise will be 

limited in what it can achieve.

And so a second principle in considering how new diplomatic mecha-

nisms might encourage nuclear restraint consists of dealing with regional 

disputes. This, too, was foreshadowed in the Wall Street Journal essays.

A third imperative is to link further progress in US-Russian reductions 

in nuclear warheads with concrete, specific steps of nuclear constraints by 

other nations. Many of these were listed in the Wall Street Journal articles, 

but adequate diplomatic mechanisms for dealing with these do not exist. 

A joint enterprise will have to be built by finding a way to encourage such 

steps. Declaratory policies may be one way to achieve this, in addition 

to establishing more effective negotiating mechanisms. For example, ini-

tially some nuclear weapons states might undertake unilateral political 

commitments not to increase their nuclear weapons numbers so long as 

the United States and Russia are reducing theirs. 

A fourth imperative in moving from a limited partnership to a broad 

coalition of nations would be to find a way to cooperate more effectively 

in realizing the benefits of civil nuclear power while removing the break-

out potential of civil nuclear programs that takes nations to the point 

where fabricating nuclear weapons is only a brief step from an advanced 

civil power program.

Shultz, Perry, Kissinger, and Nunn saw US-Russian leadership as critical 

to the success of the project. But they also stressed on January 15, 2008, 

the need to involve states that do not possess nuclear weapons: “In paral-

lel with these steps by the US and Russia, the dialogue must broaden on 

an international scale, including non-nuclear as well as nuclear nations.” 

This recognized, among other things, that civil nuclear power operations 

should be included in the agenda of a joint enterprise.

In the Wall Street Journal of March 7, 2011, they argued that “ensuring 

that nuclear materials are protected globally . . . is a top priority.” In this 

area, the Obama administration’s creation of the Nuclear Security Summit 

process in 2010 has, in effect, already created a joint enterprise in one 

important area of a new global security commons. While that process has 
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made progress, the president in June 2013 wisely announced his inten-

tion to extend it by proposing a 2016 summit in the United States.

The joint enterprise process could be launched with the participation 

of just some nuclear-armed states. It ultimately, however, will require 

broader participation, including all states possessing nuclear weapons; 

indeed, the participation of all nations ultimately would be sought. What 

criteria should govern the membership at the beginning? The smaller the 

number of participants, the more workable the forum. But states that are 

not in on the takeoff may be reluctant to participate in the landing. Certain 

states—even if not nuclear-armed states—will need to be engaged early 

on to secure their ultimate buy-in to the goal as well as to the successive 

implementing agreements required to achieve it.

Part of the answer to this question would come from private consul-

tations that the United States and Russia and other nuclear-armed states 

involved in launching the joint enterprise process would conduct with 

other “relevant states.” The UN Security Council Permanent Five states 

and India, Pakistan, and Israel should be invited to join the process. The 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and Iran should be involved at 

some point in the process after they have made convincing responses to 

proposals that have been put before them by the international community 

regarding their current nuclear programs.

A major role should be assigned to those states that renounced nuclear 

weapons or weapons programs and those whose advanced civil nuclear 

capabilities would permit them to build nuclear weapons within a 

very few years. This would include Argentina, Belarus, Brazil, Canada, 

Germany, Japan, Kazakhstan, South Africa, South Korea, Sweden, and 

Ukraine. Representatives of the non-aligned movement, such as Indonesia, 

might be added. Just this group would come close to two dozen. To pro-

vide a sustained sense of direction, a smaller and continuously operat-

ing “contact group” or “friends of the joint enterprise” would have to be 

established.

A direct approach to zero that has been proposed in the past is a nuclear 

weapons convention (NWC) modeled on the chemical and biological 
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weapons conventions. An NWC has broad support among states that 

do not possess nuclear weapons and nongovernmental organizations, but 

not among nuclear-armed states. Although some kind of a legally binding 

document would likely be required to achieve a world without nuclear 

weapons, seeking one now seems highly premature—in part because the 

conditions noted above for a world without nuclear weapons have not 

been achieved and an NWC by itself likely would not achieve them.

The Present Approach

In the years since the advent of the nuclear age in 1945, efforts to control 

nuclear weapons have evolved into a system of diplomacy with clearly 

defined characteristics. Major reductions in nuclear arsenals have been 

the exclusive province of the United States and the Soviet Union/Russia. 

Limits or constraints on a nation’s freedom of action regarding testing, 

development, transfer, or deployment of nuclear weapons have been the 

province of groups of nations, ranging in size from the United Nations, 

to the sixty-five members of the UN Conference on Disarmament in 

Geneva, to small ad hoc groups such as the Six-Party Talks on North 

Korea’s nuclear weapons program. Russia and the United States are mem-

bers of each of the groups just listed but not of the groups of nations that 

have negotiated on nuclear-weapons-free zones in Latin America, Africa, 

the South Pacific, Southeast Asia, and Central Asia. The United States and 

Russia, as well as China, Britain, and France, are, however, relevant to 

those groups as signatories of protocols that show that the nuclear weap-

ons states support and respect the obligations undertaken by participants 

in nuclear-weapons-free zones.

The patterns of activities in these various forums vary. The Review 

Conference that monitors implementation of the NPT holds sessions 

every five years. Holding regularly scheduled sessions several times 

each year is the practice at the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva. 

Negotiations aimed at achieving specific objectives, like New START, the 
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2010 US-Russia Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, proceed at a steady and 

fairly intensive pace and then conclude until a new round of negotiations 

is agreed upon.

Since the end of the Cold War, now nearly a quarter of a century ago, 

much of the urgency has gone out of the quest for nuclear arms reduc-

tions. There are reasons for this that are unrelated to the system currently 

in place to conduct negotiations on nuclear weapons. Some are related to 

the dramatic reductions in US and Soviet/Russian nuclear arsenals since 

1991, some to public perceptions that a nuclear attack is no longer a seri-

ous possibility, and some to other preoccupations in the nuclear arena. 

In the immediate aftermath of the breakup of the Soviet Union, 

Washington focused on preventing loss of control of weapons and fissile 

materials that Russia and the newly independent republics of the former 

Soviet Union had inherited from that recently defunct state. The Clinton 

administration enjoyed considerable success in this area. In contrast, 

during this same period, Moscow and Washington sparred fruitlessly over 

the framework for a new strategic arms reduction treaty and the ques-

tion of how US ballistic missile defense efforts would be controlled, if  

at all.

The Bush administration withdrew from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile 

(ABM) Treaty but put in place a series of instruments to deal with illicit 

traffic in fissile materials—the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI), UN 

Security Council Resolution 1540, the Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear 

Terrorism, and the Global Nuclear Energy Partnership (GNEP), among 

them. A Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) was concluded in 

2002 between Russia and the United States, which focused on limiting 

operationally deployed strategic warheads. Bilateral consultative mech-

anisms also were put in place at the same time but were sparingly used.

The Obama administration returned to negotiations with Russia on 

strategic arms in 2009 and produced the New START Treaty, which 

entered into force in February 2011. A consultative mechanism to oversee 

implementation was established. The administration has also used the UN 
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Security Council to rally support for the idea of a world without nuclear 

weapons. As previously noted, an innovative new forum was established, 

the Nuclear Security Summit, in which forty-seven heads of states or gov-

ernments participated in 2010. Its mission was to tighten controls over 

fissile materials. Thus, a joint enterprise has been created that is a useful 

precedent for the future. A second meeting in Seoul, South Korea, was 

held in March 2012 and a third in the Netherlands in March 2014, with 

one more planned for the United States in 2016. 

For the past few decades, the periodic meetings of the Review 

Conferences of the Non-Proliferation Treaty have been the center of the 

most controversial and intense debates about the future of civil nuclear 

power, nuclear disarmament, and nuclear nonproliferation. In those con-

ferences, the question of how viable the basic bargain of the NPT really is 

has come to a head. That bargain—which envisaged nuclear disarmament 

by the nuclear weapons states, in return for which other states would not 

acquire nuclear weapons but would have access to civil nuclear technol-

ogy—has been challenged by the non-nuclear weapons states. They argue 

that the five recognized nuclear weapons states have not done enough 

to disarm and that nuclear technology useful for civil nuclear power 

is being denied to the non-nuclear weapons states. The nuclear weap- 

ons states, in turn, complain that the obligations not to acquire nuclear 

weapons are being challenged by proliferant countries such as North 

Korea and Iran.

The heat generated by these conferences has been insufficient to pro-

pel the negotiating process forward. But they do pose sets of objectives 

that furnish a means of measuring progress and pointing to the desired 

direction of travel.

Not yet in the mode of a negotiating forum, but potentially so, are 

recent meetings of the nuclear-armed permanent members of the UN 

Security Council. They have dealt with verification experiences and are 

beginning to expand into the issue of cutting off the production of fissile 

material for use in weapons, including discussions with other countries. 
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Their statement, issued on July 1, 2011, declared that they intended 

to “renew their efforts with other relevant partners to promote such 

negotiations.”

Finally, it must be said that treaties are not usually the mechanisms 

chosen to reflect decisions of governments. Most decisions that lead to 

new nuclear weapons postures by those nations that possess them are 

reflected in national policies, national defense budgets, and orders to 

various elements of national governments. That is how President George 

W. Bush intended to set the US nuclear arsenal at 1,700 to 2,200 oper-

ationally deployed strategic warheads. Only the insistence of Russian 

President Vladimir Putin led to the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty 

in May 2002, which codified the already-made US decision.

President George H. W. Bush practiced the non-treaty approach in 

order to induce the Soviet government under Mikhail Gorbachev in 1991 

and then the Russian government under Boris Yeltsin in 1992 to reduce the 

number of nuclear weapons and consolidate in Russia the nuclear war-

heads from bases in the other republics of the Soviet Union as it collapsed 

into fifteen independent states. Bush announced that the United States 

would remove its tactical nuclear weapons from most forward bases and 

take other steps unilaterally, including the removal of warheads from mis-

siles scheduled for elimination under the START I Treaty. Gorbachev and 

Yeltsin responded by announcing their own unilateral decisions to reduce 

tactical nuclear warheads and other nuclear weapons. This method is 

managed without the benefit of a negotiating forum and could be used by 

several states—not just two—to enhance the safety of nuclear weapons 

and provide policymakers with more time for decisions.

New Diplomatic Mechanisms

Could new diplomatic mechanisms help to make creating the condi-

tions for a world without nuclear weapons a truly joint enterprise? That’s 

not a foregone conclusion. But it is conceivable that one or more new 
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mechanisms could perform this role, and these possibilities should be 

explored. An organizational home ultimately will be necessary to but-

tress and support the diplomacy of individual nations and provide at least 

loose coordination for efforts that may take place in a variety of forums 

(e.g., bilateral negotiations, the United Nations, the Nuclear Security 

Summit process, the International Atomic Energy Agency). No nation by 

itself has the solution to the question of how to move from general theory 

to practical methods of forming a joint enterprise. It can be found only 

by a coalition of nations committed to creating the conditions for a world 

without nuclear weapons. 

In their most recent Wall Street Journal article, on March 5, 2013, 

Shultz, Perry, Kissinger, and Nunn suggested a “coalition of the willing” 

to establish long-term goals and near-term actions. Several coalitions of 

the willing, including the Proliferation Security Initiative and the Nuclear 

Security Summits, have been created in recent years and have had con-

siderable success in reducing nuclear risks. A new coalition could have 

the advantage of lacking an overt connection to institutions and agree-

ments that have had their legitimacy questioned by many states, including 

India, Pakistan, and Israel. Moreover, while a coalition invariably involves 

the need to find a “lowest common denominator” process that moves no 

faster than the most recalcitrant participant, finding a lowest common 

denominator may be more possible with a less-than-universal group of 

states.

The process of creating an ad hoc coalition would presumably begin 

with informal high-level consultations to find a group of like-minded 

world leaders. Such a group, drawing participants from the countries 

suggested earlier, would ideally be small enough to be agile, but large 

enough to allow for sufficient diversity in order to command legitimacy. 

At a summit-level meeting, the leaders could issue a communiqué and 

work plan (see below). Just as importantly, they could also commit to 

giving personal attention to some of the more immediate blocks in the 

road to zero, such as the Iranian nuclear crisis and the impasse over nego-

tiation of a fissile material cutoff treaty. At an appropriate time, the joint 
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enterprise might also engage regional security organizations that support 

the objective of creating the conditions for a world without nuclear arms.

Clearly, to reach zero (or to get anywhere near it), a universal pro-

cess would eventually be needed. The coalition, therefore, would seek to 

gradually add new members and to formalize the process (much as the 

Proliferation Security Initiative has done). To facilitate further expansion, 

participants could, at an early stage, consider developing a statement of 

principles that new members would commit to upholding.

Initial Actions 

The purpose of convening a meeting of heads of state or government 

would be to demonstrate the commitment of a sizable coalition of nations 

to creating the conditions for a world without nuclear weapons. The com-

mitment would necessarily be codified in a written statement released to 

the public after the deliberations. Many variations on such a statement are 

imaginable. At the end of this chapter are a draft communiqué and work 

plan modeled after those issued by the Nuclear Security Summit held 

in Washington in 2010. Perhaps it should go without saying that skillful 

diplomacy would have to be deployed to produce such a document (or 

documents) that would present more than one nation’s view of the world. 

Participants in the joint enterprise might bring to the initial summit 

their national commitments to take immediate action to begin creating 

the conditions for a world without nuclear weapons. The implementation 

of national nuclear initiatives, examples of which are shown at the end of 

this chapter and which would constitute an attachment to the work plan, 

would be the first test of whether the joint enterprise was beginning to take 

off. Many of these individual national actions likely could not be exactly 

reciprocated, because exact analogues are not available. The important 

factor would be the overall balance between national actions taken by 

participants in the joint enterprise. Participants might bring additional 

national actions to review summits that might be held every two years.
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Long-Term Agenda

A joint enterprise is a multifaceted movement proceeding over many 

years or decades in different forums in different parts of the world. It 

would be nothing less than an effort to construct a safer global security 

environment and could fit into a broader effort to build institutions to 

succeed those created after World War II, which built the foundations for 

peace, freedom, and prosperity in that era.3

The agreement of a coalition of the willing to a set of priorities for 

actions to be taken by nations that accept those commitments is just the 

beginning of a very complex undertaking. One of the most important fea-

tures of any type of agreement that might emerge from a joint enterprise 

summit would be a provision that requires periodic review summits. An 

illustration of such a provision is contained in the draft work plan text, 

calling for reviews every other year—at the summit level to sustain high-

level attention—and the establishment of a contact group to function in 

an oversight role between review meetings.

Oversight of all the activities that might be identified as potential elements 

of a joint enterprise would be, at best, a means of keeping governments—

both those participating in the process and the majority of states, who 

initially would be outside of the process—informed of progress in each of 

these elements. Assuring the fulfillment of agreements would be another 

matter altogether, dependent in large measure on whether the joint enter-

prise gains a public identity, public support, and a sense of momen-

tum. The early years of implementing the type of program shown in the 

attached model documents would be absolutely critical.

3.  “So there’s this fractured world . . . we have to come to grips with that and try to put 

it back together again . . . if we can create a world free of nuclear weapons . . . or as 

you make progress toward doing that, you are making progress toward rebuilding a 

security and economic commons.” George P. Shultz, July 25, 2012.

GS_WarNotFought.indb   489 3/5/15   8:48 AM



490  |  JAMES E. GOODBY AND STEVEN PIFER

Ancillary Agreements 

A focus on nuclear issues alone can only go so far in creating conditions 

for a world without nuclear weapons. Nuclear weapons do not exist in a 

vacuum, and progress toward zero will require other agreements, some of 

them relating to international governance. 

One of the more important ancillary agreements will deal with non- 

nuclear forces. Imbalances in conventional forces create tensions and 

can lead to pressures for nuclear offsets. The only way to deal with that 

problem is through regional negotiations of the type that took place in 

Europe in the 1980s and 1990s. These led to a treaty regime that limited 

conventional force deployments. Importantly, the talks also led to a series 

of confidence-building measures that were considered politically, but not 

legally, binding. They included:

• Exchange of information on organization, manpower, and 

weapons/equipment, including plans for deployments of weapons/

equipment

• Exchange of information on defense planning, including defense 

policy and doctrine and force plans

• Consultation and cooperation as regards unusual military activities 

and hazardous incidents

• Voluntary hosting of military visits

• Military-to-military contacts

• Joint military exercises and training to work on tasks of mutual 

interest

• Prior notification and observation of certain military activities, 

including an annual calendar of such activities

• Constraints on size and frequency of exercises and prohibition of 

any large unannounced exercises

• Inspections and evaluations

• Communications networks

• Annual implementation assessment meetings
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For some years into the future in regions of the world outside of Europe, 

confidence-building measures like these would represent an extraordinary 

advance. They could be developed in small groups and could be politi-

cally, rather than legally, binding. Ultimately, of course, a legally binding 

treaty with an array of rigorous verification measures would be required 

to assure that conventional force limitations were properly observed. 

Countries, in particular the United States and Russia, would have to 

reach understandings regarding missile defense in order to facilitate offen-

sive nuclear arms reductions. In a world without nuclear weapons, mis-

sile defense could provide an important hedge against possible nuclear 

cheating. While the current gap between strategic offense and defense is 

so large that a treaty limiting missile defense is not needed, as the number 

of nuclear weapons is reduced, careful attention to missile defense and 

possible limitations thereon might be necessary and appropriate in order 

to avoid potentially destabilizing combinations of nuclear-armed ballistic 

missiles and missile defense interceptors.

Likewise, countries may have to take up other questions, such as the 

potential of long-range, precision-guided conventional weapons. Some 

countries fear that such weapons could carry out missions that previously 

required nuclear-armed systems. 

Concluding Thoughts

As noted in chapter 2, Winston Churchill’s last great speech in the House 

of Commons in 1955 is famous for his prophecy that “safety will be 

the sturdy child of terror, and survival the twin brother of annihilation.” 

Usually forgotten is that nuclear deterrence was not a feature of interna-

tional relations that Churchill wanted to last forever. In that last speech 

he said that he hoped for political change among nations so that nuclear 

deterrence would no longer be needed. The nuclear shadow over the 

earth should be removed as soon as conditions permitted. Ronald Reagan 

felt much the same way. He said so many times, publicly and privately.
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Nearly three decades after Churchill spoke those words, Soviet dissi-

dent Andrei Sakharov suggested that the time had come to ask whether 

nuclear deterrence had not outlived its usefulness. In a letter from Gorky, 

published in July 1983, Sakharov said that “.  .  . nuclear deterrence is 

gradually turning into its own antithesis and becoming a dangerous rem-

nant of the past.”4 Now, more than three decades after those words were 

written, Sakharov’s judgment needs to be elevated to the status of a cru-

cial question for the survival of humanity.

By the early 1990s the Cold War had ended and the Soviet Union, 

whose nuclear weapons were the subject of Churchill’s remarks about 

retaliation, had ceased to exist. Very likely this was even more political 

change than Churchill privately imagined in 1955. Yet two more decades 

have gone by since the end of the Cold War, and nuclear deterrence still 

has an almost mystical hold on many opinion-shapers around the world. 

The idea shapes force structures and dominates the thinking of security 

communities nearly everywhere. UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon has 

said that “the doctrine of nuclear deterrence has proven to be contagious. 

This has made non-proliferation more difficult, which in turn raises new 

risks that nuclear weapons will be used.”5

Perhaps the most important legacy of the Cold War is one we rarely think 

of: nuclear weapons were never used in war after 1945. Nuclear deterrence 

deserves a large measure of credit for that as well as for the absence of a 

major armed conflict directly between the United States and Soviet Union. 

But it is important to recall that at key points—the Cuban missile crisis, 

the Soviet misreading of the NATO “Able Archer” exercise, and times when 

computers gave false warnings—the world was awfully lucky. Can we per-

petuate that legacy and good fortune indefinitely into the future—particu-

larly if the number of nuclear weapons states continues to grow?

4.  Andrei Sakharov’s letter from internal exile in Gorky, on the occasion of being 

presented the Leo Szilard Lectureship Award. For full text, see https://www.aip.org 

/history/sakharov/essay2.htm.

5.  Address to the East-West Institute, “The United Nations and Security in a Nuclear-

Weapon-Free World,” New York, October 24, 2008. 
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A further complication is that “deterrence” has been misinterpreted in 

recent years. It has come to be linked with nuclear weapons. It would be a 

huge mistake to perpetuate that misleading idea. Deterrence, through the 

threat of forceful actions, is an ancient and enduring concept. “Nuclear” 

is not an essential part of it. In a non-nuclear world, states would find 

non-nuclear ways to deter potential aggression. Fortunately, many lead-

ers around the world share Churchill’s and Reagan’s judgment that a day 

might come—and should come—when nuclear deterrence will no lon-

ger be needed. And in that lies the hope that a joint enterprise can be  

created.

Draft Communiqué of the Summit Meeting  
of the Joint Enterprise

The following is the text of a draft communiqué that might be issued by 

summit leaders at their first meeting to launch a joint enterprise, modeled 

on the communiqué issued by the 2010 Nuclear Security Summit:

The world is now on the precipice of a new and dangerous nuclear era. 

The spread of nuclear weapons, nuclear know-how, and nuclear 

material, combined with national decisions to give more emphasis to 

nuclear weapons in defense plans, has brought us to a nuclear tipping 

point. A very real and increasing possibility exists that the deadliest 

weapons ever invented could be used in a state-to-state conflict or fall 

into the hands of non-state actors who would feel no political, ethical, 

or moral compunctions against their use. No historical experience 

with nuclear warfare underpins the calculations about nuclear use or 

nuclear deterrence. An unrestrained nuclear war could destroy in days 

civilized life as we know it. The steps being taken now to address this 

threat are not adequate to meet the danger.

A world free of nuclear weapons is like the top of a very tall moun-

tain. We cannot see the top of the mountain; but we know that the 
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risks from continuing to go down the mountain are too real to ignore. 

It thus makes sense to begin to ascend the mountain, so that we can 

gain a better and clearer view of the safest routes to the top.

We recognize that the security of future generations will require 

responsible national actions now, and sustained and effective interna-

tional cooperation in the future. We recognize that a clear statement 

of our ultimate goal is the only way to build the kind of international 

trust and broad cooperation that will unleash the creativity needed to 

build new institutional arrangements for verification and enforcement 

of compliance with agreements that will be required to effectively 

address today’s threats. We call for a global joint enterprise to cre-

ate the conditions for a world without nuclear weapons. We endorse 

setting the goal of a world free of nuclear weapons and we will work 

energetically on the actions required to achieve that goal. 

Therefore, we affirm that:

1. We will support the determination of the United Nations Security 

Council, as expressed in its Resolution 1887 of September 24, 

2009, “to seek a safer world for all and to create the conditions 

for a world without nuclear weapons.”

2. To that end, we will carry out a systematic series of agreements 

supplemented by cooperative national actions undertaken by 

many states in the coming years to approach that goal in a timely, 

balanced, predictable, secure, verifiable, enforceable, and 

sustainable fashion. 

3. We will ensure that incentives for the use of nuclear weapons, as 

well as the possibilities for accidental or unauthorized use, are 

reduced and eliminated in the process of reducing and 

eliminating nuclear weapons, and that all arrangements related 

to these agreements will be configured to increase security and 

strengthen international stability. 
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In sum, we have agreed that: 

A world without nuclear weapons is desirable and that each of us 

henceforward is under an obligation to pursue it promptly and vig-

orously. We will do everything in our power to cooperate in creat-

ing the conditions necessary for the global elimination of all nuclear 

weapons. 

Draft Work Plan

The following is the text of a draft work plan that might be issued by sum-

mit leaders at their first meeting to launch a joint enterprise, modeled on 

the work plan issued by the 2010 Nuclear Security Summit:6

1. This work plan supports the communiqué of the Joint Enterprise 

Summit. To promote progress on sequential agreements referred 

to in the communiqué, the Participating States offer the national 

initiatives attached as Annex 1 to this document as examples of 

immediate steps that they will initiate to facilitate progress toward 

the elimination of nuclear weapons. The Participating States 

encourage all states to fulfill their contributions to this roster and 

to expand it.

2. All Participating States that have not yet done so should in the 

near future join the 1972 Convention on the Prohibition of the 

Development, Production, and Stockpiling of Bacteriological 

(Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on their Destruction; the 

6.  The following ideas are similar to ideas put forward by David A. Koplow in “What 

Would Zero Look Like? A Treaty for the Abolition of Nuclear Weapons,” Georgetown 

Journal of International Law 45, no. 3 (Spring 2014): 683–781. The ideas for both this 

chapter and his paper came out of roundtable discussions that the authors attended 

with Koplow in 2012.
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1993 Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, 

Production, Stockpiling, and Use of Chemical Weapons and on 

their Destruction; and the 1996 Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban 

Treaty. All Participating States will promote universal adherence 

and observance of these instruments.

3. All Participating States will support the development, 

implementation, and widespread acceptance of regional  

nuclear weapons-free-zone treaties and protocols attached 

thereto.

4. Russia and the United States will promptly and urgently enter 

into negotiations and conclude an agreement for the further 

reduction of their nuclear weapons below New START limits, 

with the goal of reducing their stockpiles of deployed and non-

deployed strategic and non-strategic nuclear warheads by 

50 percent.

5. Once Russia and the United States have reached the above 

agreement, each other Participating State that possesses nuclear 

weapons will cap at the current level the total number of its 

nuclear weapons and will undertake additional measures of 

transparency regarding its nuclear weapons programs.

6. Participating states will begin to explore verification measures 

that might be needed for further reductions, as addressed further 

in point no. 11.

7. Each Participating State that possesses nuclear weapons or an 

advanced civil or military nuclear program will contribute to the 

cooperative development of the conditions for the prohibition of 

nuclear weapons by undertaking the following actions:

a. Ceasing the production of fissile materials for use in weapons 

or in excess of civilian needs

b. Enhancing the effectiveness of secure international and 

domestic controls over fissile materials

c. Accepting and fully implementing the Additional Protocol 

with the International Atomic Energy Agency
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d. Exchanging data regarding the production and possession of 

fissile materials 

e. Participating in negotiations to create a comprehensive, legally 

binding treaty to regulate the production of fissile materials, 

including the institution of international control over facilities 

for the enrichment of fissile materials and for the storage of 

spent nuclear fuel and the establishment of an international 

fuel bank to be operated by the International Atomic Energy 

Agency 

8. The Participating States possessing nuclear weapons will, as they 

reduce their nuclear forces, take steps to remove nuclear 

weapons from prompt launch status.

9. Subsequent to US-Russian agreement to each reduce their total 

nuclear warheads by 50 percent and agreement by each other 

Participating State to cap at the current level the total number of 

its nuclear weapons (see points no. 4 and no. 5 above), the 

Participating States possessing nuclear weapons will agree upon 

and implement, in a balanced and progressive fashion, deep 

reductions in the numbers of their deployed nuclear weapons 

and will disassemble the weapons. They may implement these 

reductions in stages. Any nuclear weapons removed from 

delivery systems will be stored under safeguards in conditions 

that would preclude them from being quickly and secretly 

restored to the delivery systems, and any nuclear weapons to be 

eliminated will be disassembled and their components will be 

irreversibly destroyed or stored under safeguards in conditions 

that would preclude them from being quickly and secretly 

reassembled.

10. In a final stage, the Participating States will enter negotiations to 

reduce their nuclear weapons stockpiles to zero. These 

negotiations will include all nuclear weapons, regardless of 

range, type, age, size, or status as deployed, non-deployed, 

retired, reserve, awaiting disassembly, or otherwise. These 
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negotiations may proceed in stages, including via regional or 

other groups, as well as bilaterally and multilaterally.

11. In anticipation of the sequential stages outlined above, the 

Participating States will meet to discuss and develop a highly 

effective worldwide verification system to ensure adequate 

monitoring of compliance with the obligations regarding nuclear 

weapons. This verification system will include multiple 

components such as: national and multilateral technical means of 

verification; routine on-site inspection; submission of relevant 

data to a global data base; and challenge on-site inspection. The 

verification system will be sufficiently rigorous and intrusive that 

Participating States will have confidence in its ability to identify 

violations in sufficient time to enable them to mount an effective 

response.

12. In anticipation of the sequential stages outlined above, the 

Participating States will meet to discuss and develop a highly 

effective worldwide enforcement system to ensure an adequate 

response to any violation of the agreements. This enforcement 

system will include multiple components such as: diplomatic 

measures; resort to the institutions of international law; punitive 

economic measures; and military measures. The enforcement 

system will be sufficiently rigorous and powerful that 

Participating States will have confidence in its ability to deter 

violations, to punish violators, to negate the effects of any 

violation, and to ensure that violations do not result in military 

or other gains.

13. The leaders of the Participating States will continuously monitor 

progress in implementation of this communiqué and its work 

plan and will meet every other year beginning in 2016 to review 

its progress and to consider additional measures necessary to 

promote its objectives. Participating States (to be named later) 

will serve as a Contact Group, to facilitate accomplishment of 

these objectives. (Note: these might be the UN Security Council 
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Permanent Five plus nations such as Brazil, Kazakhstan, South 

Africa, Sweden, Ukraine, and others that have given up nuclear 

weapons or programs that might have led to them. Japan, as the 

only nation to have undergone a nuclear attack, should be a 

charter member.) 

Draft Annex to the Work Plan

A draft annex to the above work plan that might be issued by summit 

leaders at their first meeting to launch a joint enterprise could include a 

list of national nuclear initiatives, steps announced by leaders at the sum-

mit.7 Examples of such national nuclear initiatives include:

• A declaration that fissile materials removed from nuclear weapons 

being eliminated will not be used to manufacture new types of 

nuclear weapons; that no newly produced fissile materials will be 

used in nuclear weapons; and that fissile material from or within 

civil nuclear programs will not be used to manufacture nuclear 

weapons

• Declarations of national fissile materials holdings in accordance 

with an agreed standard format

• Acceptance by nuclear-armed states of transparency measures at 

all nuclear test sites and declarations that none of them will be the 

first to break the current moratoriums on nuclear testing

• A means of ensuring that targeting codes for nuclear weapons are 

altered or maintained to aim only at unpopulated ocean areas

• Elimination of the requirement for prompt launch from war plans

• A freeze at current levels on nuclear stockpiles

7.  Ibid.
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• Invitations to third-country nuclear-armed states’ officials to join 

actual or practice inspections conducted by the United States and 

Russia as observers

• Verified storage of nuclear weapons designated for dismantlement 

at specified storage sites within the territory of their possessors 

with the understanding that such weapons and the fissile materials 

they contain will not be re-introduced into the weapons stockpiles 

of their possessor or of any other entity

• Confirmed dismantlement of nuclear warheads excess to national 

security needs under conditions of irreversibility

• Voluntary acceptance on a trial basis of additional Open Skies 

sensors, both in countries where the Open Skies Treaty is now in 

force and in areas where cooperative aerial monitoring could 

contribute to confidence-building, such as where nuclear-

weapons-free zones are established

• Formation of a multilateral group of national experts with the 

assignment from governments of developing generic measures for 

monitoring and verifying warhead numbers and warhead 

elimination 

• Formation of a multilateral group of national experts with the 

assignment from governments of developing generic measures 

for monitoring and verifying amounts of fissile material 

• Formation of a multilateral group of national experts with the 

assignment from governments of developing enforcement 

measures and mechanisms for a world without nuclear weapons 

• Formation of a multilateral group of national experts with the 

assignment from governments of developing rules for a world 

without nuclear weapons as regards (1) what former nuclear- 

armed states might maintain temporarily as a hedge against 

cheating and (2) what nuclear materials might be allowed any 

state on a permanent basis 

• Establishment of regional forums to promote security and 

cooperation
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• Establishment of national commissions to record histories of their 

states’ nuclear weapons programs and collection of supporting 

evidence (even if such evidence were kept classified for the time 

being, it would be an invaluable verification resource for the 

future)

• Agreement by the United States and Russia to provide each other 

annual declarations providing, for each key element of its missile 

defense system, the current numbers and the maximum numbers 

planned in each year over the next ten years, with advance notice 

of any changes in those numbers
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