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Middle East Nuclear-Weapon-Free
Zone: the need for practical regional
and international approaches
Past review conferences of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) have been brought to the brink of failure as a result of 
disagreements related to proliferation and security concerns in the Middle East and lack of progress towards fulfilling UN and NPT 
resolutions to work towards a Middle East nuclear-weapon-free zone (NWFZ).  Traditionally driven by opposition to Israel’s nuclear 
programme outside the NPT - variously estimated to have produced an arsenal of between 60 and 180 nuclear weapons of different 
designs and yields - the issue is further complicated by Iran’s nuclear programme and concerns that its insistence on developing its 
own uranium enrichment capabilities presages a political intention to build nuclear weapons or at least provide nuclear weapons 
options in the future. 

In 1995, the Review and Extension Conference of the NPT was nearly derailed when a number of Arab states argued that they could 
not support indefinite extension of the NPT as long as Israel maintained a nuclear programme outside the Treaty. After intensive 
negotiations led by Egypt and the United States, a resolution on the Middle East was adopted, sponsored by the NPT’s three 
depositary states: Russia, the United States and the United Kingdom.  In addition to calling on all states in the region to accede to the 
NPT and put all their nuclear facilities under IAEA safeguards, the resolution called upon: 

 “all States in the Middle East to take practical steps in appropriate forums aimed at making progress towards, inter alia, the  
 establishment of an effectively verifiable Middle East zone free of weapons of mass destruction, nuclear, chemical and  
 biological, and their delivery systems, and to refrain from taking any measures that preclude the achievement of this  
 objective;” (operative paragraph 5) and 

 “all States party to the [NPT] and in particular the nuclear-weapon States, to extend their cooperation and to exert their  
 utmost efforts with a view to ensuring the early establishment by regional parties of a Middle East zone free of nuclear and  
 all other weapons of mass destruction and their delivery systems.” (operative paragraph 6)

The Resolution on the Middle East was agreed without a vote directly following the adoption of the decisions on strengthening the 
review process and on Principles and Objectives (P&O) for Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament, which also cross-referenced 
the issue in its paragraph 6:  “The development of nuclear-weapon-free zones, especially in regions of tension, such as in the Middle 
East, as well as the establishment of zones free of all weapons of mass destruction, should be encouraged as a matter of priority, taking 
into account the specific characteristics of each region.”

The initiative goes back to 1974 when Egypt and Iran tabled a joint resolution to the UN General Assembly calling for a NWFZ in the 
Middle East.  The subsequent use of chemical weapons by Saddam Hussein in the 1980s, and growing concerns about biological and 
chemical weapons programmes in a number of states in the region, led President Mubarak of Egypt to launch a broader initiative in 
1990 for a “zone free of weapons of mass destruction in the Middle East” (WMDFZ).  This was not intended to replace the original 
NWFZ objective, but to be pursued in parallel.  Following adoption of the 1995 Resolution on the Middle East, Egypt took the lead in 
persuading all remaining Arab states to become NPT parties, with the understanding that Israel would be put under much greater 
pressure to give up its nuclear weapons.  This additional pressure was not forthcoming from the depositaries, and at the 2000 NPT 
Review Conference there was again an eleventh hour stand-off on the issue, despite the strong support of Egypt and others for a 
thirteen-paragraph nuclear disarmament plan of action (the Thirteen Steps) that had already been agreed by the nuclear weapon 
states. The 2000 Final Document reaffirmed the 1995 Resolution on the Middle East and confirmed “the importance of Israel’s 
accession to the NPT and the placement of all its nuclear facilities under comprehensive IAEA safeguards.”  The 2000 NPT Review 
Conference also agreed that states should submit annual “reports” on their efforts to implement the 1995 Resolution as well as the 
nuclear disarmament commitments undertaken in 1995 and 2000.

The 2005 NPT Review Conference failed, unable to rise above a number of political, strategic and procedural obstacles and national 
agendas, which included intransigence from the Bush administration and posturing from different sides of the Middle East nuclear 
conundrum. Since then, Israel has carried on business as usual, Iran is intensifying its work on uranium enrichment, and a number of 
Arab states are now expressing interest in developing their own nuclear power programmes in what observers regard as having more 
to do with ‘hedging their bets’ than genuine plans to meet their energy needs through nuclear technology.  

In efforts to overcome the “self-defeating focus on the past”, President Barack Obama reached out in an important speech in Cairo in 
June 2009. Noting that “when one nation pursues a nuclear weapon, the risk of nuclear attack rises for all nations” , President Obama 
underscored the importance of political and regional efforts to prevent “a nuclear arms race in the Middle East that could lead this 
region and the world down a hugely dangerous path”.
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World Trade Center, CairoPolitical Context
NWFZ, which are encouraged in Article VII of the NPT, have essentially functioned as confidence-building arrangements to enhance 
regional stability in the absence of full international or regional adherence to multilateral agreements and regulations. They operate 
alongside the international treaties and arrangements, and can help bring states into the global regimes, as illustrated by existing NWFZ 
that have been established in Latin America and the Caribbean (Tlatelolco), the South Pacific (Rarotonga), Africa (Pelindaba), 
South-East Asia (Bangkok) and Central Asia (Semipalatinsk).   In 1999, following negotiations initiated in 1975, the UN Disarmament 
Commission adopted a set of “Guidelines” on the establishment of NWFZ.

Learning from these previous NWFZ negotiations, issues that will need to be resolved once states in the Middle East commit to a 
process for negotiating a NWFZ include: 
 • geography - which countries to include in the zone;
 • scope and definitions - what weapons and programmes are to be covered, and how to deal with dual-use capabilities  
    and technologies;
 • verification, implementation and institutional embedding - whether to rely on international institutions such as the IAEA and  
    the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) or to establish a regional implementing organization  
    with its own verification and inspection powers;
 • interim measures and elimination and destruction of existing nuclear, chemical and biological arsenals;
 • security assurances from nuclear-armed states

Before any of these can be considered, however, the refusal of Israel to discuss nuclear issues needs to be overcome. Despite years 
of General Assembly and Security Council resolutions, the objective of a NWFZ/WMDFZ in the Middle East remains mired in regional 
politics.  Middle East security challenges predate and go far beyond Israel’s nuclear programme, but Israel’s (presumed) arsenal and 
policy of nuclear opacity serve as an impediment to efforts to persuade all states in the region to adhere to and abide by 
non-proliferation constraints and requirements.  At the same time, Israel has failed to lift its occupation of Palestinian territories and 
continues to fear terrorist attacks and potential security threats from its neighbours. Though Israel has for some years joined consensus 
on a UN General Assembly resolution on “Establishment of a nuclear-weapon-free zone in the region of the Middle East”, it makes clear 
that this would need to be linked formally or informally with a verified WMDFZ in the Middle East. A more pointed annual resolution titled 
“The risk of nuclear proliferation in the Middle East” is opposed mainly by Israel and the United States, with a handful of abstentions 
(which this year included Australia, Canada and India).

Whether a NWFZ and a WMDFZ are formally linked in structural, institutional or negotiating terms, it is widely assumed that a NWFZ 
would only be feasible if all states in the region also sign, ratify and accept appropriate verification for the Chemical Weapons 
Convention (CWC), the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention (BWC) and the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) as well as 
the relevant agreements relating to safety and security of nuclear materials, terrorism etc.   There is also recognized linkage with 
broader issues relating to peace and security in the region, requiring “a just and durable peace settlement”, including an end to military 
occupation and terrorist attacks, improvement of the lives and conditions for the Palestinian people, especially in the West Bank and 
Gaza, and a two-state solution that entails full respect and recognition of the rights of Palestinians and Israelis to security, nationhood 
and a homeland with agreed borders.  

Who has what in the Middle East?
As noted, an important question that will need to be resolved concerns how far such a zone would extend and which countries should 
be directly included in the specific legal obligations.  For the purpose of this briefing, we take the Middle East to consist of 19 States 
(thus omitting bordering countries such as Turkey – a NATO member – and nuclear-armed Pakistan, which would add to the 
complications).  Within that 19-state zone, only one (Israel) remains outside the NPT.  Several NPT parties have been investigated for 
violating their treaty obligations. These include Iraq, Libya, Syria (most recently for suspected nuclear collaboration with North Korea) 
and Iran. Iran has denied US claims that it has violated the NPT, but has been the subject of several IAEA investigations, reports and 
UN Security Council resolutions, notably UNSCR 1737 (2006), 1747 (2007), and 1803 (2008).

Four Middle East states (Egypt, Israel, Syria and United Arab Emirates) have not become party to the BWC, but all except Israel have 
signed this treaty and UAE ratification is expected soon.  Three (Egypt, Israel and Syria) remain outside the CWC. Of these, only Israel 
has signed, though Iraq is expected to join soon.  In addition, though Egypt, Iran and Israel have signed the CTBT, they have not 
ratified, and are included among the nine “Annex 2” states whose failure to ratify is holding up CTBT entry into force.

The allegations that Iran violated its safeguards obligations under the NPT followed revelations in 2002 that Tehran had not fully 
disclosed to the IAEA all relevant facts about its nuclear programme, particularly regarding uranium enrichment.  Several countries in 
the region have had chemical and biological weapons (CBW) programmes in varying stages of development, in some cases up to 
weaponization. Despite the wide international adherence to the CWC and BWC and growing norm against such weapons of mass 
destruction, some programmes remain of concern, and need to be verifiably eliminated.  It is also widely assumed (if not publicly 
accepted) that Israel is extremely unlikely to give up its nuclear weapons as long as any country in the region has uranium enrichment 
or plutonium separation capabilities.  The 2006 WMD Commission Report and the 2009 Report of the International Commission on 
Nuclear Non-proliferation and Disarmament (ICNND) considered various proposals to suspend or phase out national enrichment, 
reprocessing and other sensitive fuel-cycle activities in the Middle East.  Others, including the Gulf Research Council have argued for 
Gulf-based nuclear weapon and fuel cycle free zones, but such ideas are unlikely to get anywhere with Iran while leaving Israel out.
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Obstacles and Linkages
A key obstacle to making progress is that Arab states want to focus on weapons (nuclear in particular), while Israel wants to prioritise 
normalisation and peace agreements.  While both need to be addressed, the dialogues tend to go past each other.  Moreover, the 
linkages between the elimination of nuclear weapons from the Middle East and establishing a more effective peace and security 
framework for countries in the region are often asserted in ways that block genuine debate, when in reality both objectives need to be 
worked on in parallel to create a mutually-reinforcing dynamic. Each affects the other and it is undeniable that peace and security are 
relevant factors for building and sustaining a WMDFZ. Similarly the dismantlement and elimination of chemical and biological as well as 
nuclear weapons programmes will be essential for building trust, confidence, peace and security in the region.  

For progress to be made, all the relevant states must recognise that a NWFZ or WMDFZ will be in their national security interests. Until 
now, Israel has perceived little security benefit in going to the negotiating table on this, having benefited for years from the constraints 
imposed on its neighbours through their participation in multilateral regimes, especially the nuclear restraints based around the NPT. 
The cost-benefit calculation is now changing, influenced by: the nuclear programmes and ambitions of others in the region, starting 
with Iran; the declining political utility of nuclear weapons for the NPT nuclear weapon states (NWS); concerns about erosion of the 
non-proliferation regime, which Israel – though not a party – relies on; and the irrelevance of nuclear weapons in the core security 
equation with the Palestinians.

Creating the conditions to negotiate a NWFZ in the Middle East
A Middle East NWFZ will be difficult to achieve as long as nuclear weapons are perceived to carry high value for security, deterrence or 
power projection. Progress towards globally reducing the role of nuclear weapons will help to create the conditions for making progress 
in the Middle East.  Regional and international approaches should be mutually reinforcing: steps towards one will facilitate steps 
towards both.   

In order to marginalise nuclear weapons regionally, they need to be devalued internationally and minimized in the doctrines and security 
policies of nuclear-armed states and their allies. A major qualitative step would be for the international community to begin the process 
towards having the use of nuclear weapons declared a war crime and crime against humanity, together with an obligation on all states 
and people to render assistance to any nation that is threatened or attacked with nuclear weapons and also to apprehend and bring 
to justice those responsible for threatening or using nuclear weapons, including those involved in supply, delivery and decision-making 
for any attack. Declaring nuclear weapons use a war crime and crime against humanity will greatly reinforce non-proliferation, 
disarmament and security, especially in regions of high tension. 

More can also be done to reduce the salience of nuclear weapons and programmes in the region, with recognition that progress will 
require simultaneous tracks (parallel or otherwise) dealing with arms control, disarmament and non-proliferation issues as well as 
peace, security and normalisation issues.  A recent historical example worth looking at more closely may be the Helsinki process 
undertaken in the 1970s to address conventional arms control, mutual security and a medley of economic, humanitarian and rights 
issues relating to East and West Europe. Undertaken at the height of Cold War distrust and suspicion, the 1975 Helsinki Accords 
helped pave the way for greater cooperation and openness on a range of sensitive issues, including arms control. They were 
accomplished through a series of diplomatic meetings begun in 1973, which addressed three “baskets”.  

The Helsinki approach might not be directly applicable to a WMDFZ in the Middle East, but something similar could help to foster 
shared perceptions (or at least mutual understanding) relating to the regional security environment in all its aspects.  Three tracks of 
discussion might be envisaged. One could consider principles for mutual security, human rights and humanitarian issues such as 
refugees.  Another would need to prepare the way for a NWFZ/WMDFZ, dealing with issues relating to fissile materials production, fuel 
cycle technologies, missile programmes, adherence to and implementation of the various WMD-related treaties and Security Council 
resolutions, and a timetable for Israel to put its nuclear facilities progressively under IAEA safeguards.  The third might address 
economic, scientific, technological and environmental cooperation, encompassing shared resources, and also cultural and educational 
exchanges.

Analysts disagree about why earlier attempts, for example, through the Arms Control and Regional Security (ACRS) talks, proved 
inadequate. The political environment now is rather different, so it is worth considering how to reframe and revive such interactions 
among some or all of the relevant countries in the Middle East. For such an approach to bear fruit, support and action would be needed 
on three levels – national, regional and international – with the engagement of three kinds of intersecting actors – international 
institutions and facilitators, national governments from the region, especially the major actors such as Israel, Iran and Egypt, and 
domestic and transnational civil society, including agriculturalists, human rights lawyers, scientists and educators.

Progress in the NPT context
In view of the importance of the 1995 Resolution on the Middle East, for the indefinite extension of the NPT and for efforts to reduce 
the role of nuclear deterrence globally, the 2010 Review Conference needs to debate and agree practical measures which can be 
undertaken in the next few years to engage all states in the region to work towards security without nuclear weapons in the Middle East.   
There is already a draft recommendation that commands widespread support and which survived all three drafts of the Chair’s 
recommendations circulated during the 2009 NPT Preparatory Committee (PrepCom) meeting. 

Calling the 1995 Resolution “an essential element of the outcome of the 1995 Review and Extension Conference and of the basis on 
which the treaty was indefinitely extended”, the recommendations included establishment of a subsidiary body at the review conference 
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What needs to be done?
It would greatly enhance regional and international security if all states in the Middle East would accede to 
and implement the relevant nuclear, chemical and biological treaties if they have not already done so, 
including ratification of the CTBT. However, ritualistic calls for this will continue to fall on deaf ears without 
regional dialogue, confidence-building mechanisms, international peer pressure and the informed and 
protected engagement of civil society in all countries in the Middle East.  Consideration should be given to 
establishing mutually reinforcing but separate talks on security and regional interdependence, arms 
control, and educational and cultural cooperation and exchange. 

Israel and Iran both need to reassess the calculations that have been driving their respective nuclear 
programmes and policies. In conjunction with creating the conditions for regional progress, more must be 
done to pursue nuclear disarmament and marginalise nuclear weapons in security doctrines worldwide. As 
a “down-payment on confidence” to enable states to move forward from current entrenched positions, 
consideration should be given to interim measures such as multinational fuel banks and facilites, a nuclear 
fuel-cycle free zone in the Middle East and mutual declarations of no first use of weapons of mass 
destruction, with the recognition that such measures will not be sustainable without concerted efforts to 
eliminate all nuclear, chemical and biological weapons programmes from the Midde East.

The 2010 NPT Review Conference needs to endorse the proposal for a conference of all states in the region 
in 2011 to consider ways and means to make progress towards a NWFZ/WMDFZ in the Middle East. In view 
of the importance of participation by all relevant actors, such a conference should be convened under UN 
rather than NPT auspices. As the sponsors of the 1995 Resolution, the depositary states should be 
encouraged to play a constructive role in developing the agenda and modalities and in bringing all relevant 
states, including Iran and Israel on board.  

A Special Coordinator should be appointed with the task of working intersessionally and facilitating 
regional dialogue and progress towards fulfilment of the 1995 Resolution. This person should hail from 
outside the region but have relevant expertise and understanding of the region and the respect of all major 
actors.

The Beirut Declaration of the Arab Peace Initiative and its endorsement at the Islamic Conference 2005 
should be revisited as the most progressive and inclusive agreement for the Arab-Israeli conflict, with 
considerable support from progressive Israelis.

Further reading
Palestine-Israel Journal of Politics, Economics and Culture, Special Edition “For a Nuclear-Weapon-Free Middle East”, vol. 13, no. 
34, published March 2010, http://www.pij.org/current.php

Disarmament Diplomacy 86 (Autumn 2007), containing several articles on rethinking security interests, engaging the nuclear-armed 
states outside the NPT and building blocks for a WMD disarmament regime in the Middle East, with articles by Rebecca Johnson, 
Merav Datan and Jenny Nielsen.
http://www.acronym.org.uk/dd/dd86/index.htm

International Commission on Nuclear Non-proliferation and Disarmament Report, Eliminating Nuclear Threats: A Practical Agenda for 
Global Policymakers, Canberra/Tokyo (November/December 2009) 
http://www.icnnd.org/reference/reports/ent/index.html
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“to consider concrete practical steps to promote the earliest implementation” of this resolution, and for the review conference to 
support the initiative of convening a future conference (it is assumed that this would be under UN rather than NPT auspices) involving 
all states from the region, and to agree on appointing a special coordinator to work intersessionally to facilitate progress on this issue, 
including preparations for the conference.  These recommendations were based on proposals from the League of Arab States and the 
NAM, led by Egypt, and are widely supported by other NPT states parties.


