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THE MIDDLE EAST WMD-FREE ZONE:
SEARCHING FOR SOLUTIONS

The momentous and controversial events unfolding in the Middle East and North Africa in 2011
seem to have pushed to the sidelines the need to find answers to some of the fundamental
security challenges in that region. One of the key issues that have been sidelined is the discussion
of the steps that need to be taken to ensure the success of the 2012 conference on establishing
a zone free of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in the Middle East. What is more, there
is growing support for the notion that under the current circumstances, which are not likely to
change in the near future, the conditions are not right to hold such a conference.

The main obstacle facing the 2012 event is not even the sniping of those who oppose the idea of a
Middle East free of nuclear weapons, but skepticism regarding the very possibility of any progress
in that area. The conclusions of the skeptics are not entirely unfounded. They are based on the
progress achieved since 1974, when the idea was first proposed. In essence, that progress is
hard to discern. As a result, experts and diplomats are often tempted to brush the whole idea
aside as unrealistic. Such an approach leads to zero expectations from the 2012 conference and
to the lack of any action to make it a success.

Nevertheless, any further delay in practical preparations for the Middle East WMD-Free Zone
Conference in 2012 would mean certain failure.

It has already been more than a year since the 2010 NPT Review Conference resolved in its
Final Document to hold a special conference in 2012, pursuant to the 1995 resolution and
involving all states in the Middle East, with full support and participation of the NPT nuclear-
weapon states. But preparations for the 2012 event have yet to begin in earnest. The time has
come to pull our sleeves up and get down to work.

The decision concerning the host nation must be made by the UN Secretary-General, the United
States, Britain and Russia, after consultations with the Middle Eastern states. Austria has already
offered the Hofburg Palace in Vienna as a venue. Other candidates, albeit still unofficial, are
Sweden and Norway.

Under the provisions of the 2010 NPT Review Conference Final Document, the modalities of
holding the conference should be decided by a facilitator to be appointed by the UN Secretary-
General, the United States, Britain and Russia after consultations with the Middle Eastern states.
For now, the only thing we can say with certainty is that the facilitator will not be a representa-
tive of any of the Nuclear Five countries. He or she will have to be a figure of international
repute, sufficiently experienced in nonproliferation issues to navigate the dangerous straits of
the preparation process. It would also make sense for that politician or diplomat to hail from one
of the regions where a nuclear-weapon-free zone has already been established. Alternatively, it
could be a representative of the host country.

Who should be invited to take part? That leads us to the complicated issue of definitions. What is
the Middle East? Some of the definitions, such as the American one, hold countries such as
Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan to be part of that region. But for the purposes of the debate on
the WMD-free zone it would make sense to use the IAEA solution of 20 years ago, i.e. to decide
what the ‘‘key states’ in the region are, and then add the “‘peripheral’’ ones. There is no single
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definition of the ‘“‘key states’’, so the proposed geographic scope is from Algeria in the west to
Iran in the east, and from Syria in the north to Yemen to the south.

There is little doubt that the 2012 conference will be a futile exercise unless Israel and Iran are
invited, and unless they accept the invitation. They are the only two non-Arab states in the region.
Both have questions to answer, and without those answers any progress towards establishing a
WMD-free zone in the Middle East is impossible. Whether or not either or both of the two countries
will take part remains unclear. Both are playing a waiting game for now; both believe that the time
for a decision has not yet come. Meanwhile, Israel’s involvement will be fundamentally important.

The definition of the *‘peripheral’ states also has a lot of potential for controversy. Clearly, all the
Arab League states will have to be involved, from Mauritania to the Comoros. But what about
Turkey, which plays an increasingly important (and constructive) role in the Middle East? What
about Afghanistan? Even more importantly, what about Pakistan, which is not, strictly speaking,
part of the Middle East, but which clearly has a role to play in resolving the region’s nuclear
issues? Inviting Pakistan would probably make the agenda and the dynamics of the future
conference too unwieldy. But Turkey’s participation seems entirely logical.

What to discuss during the conference? The issues on the table might include not only nuclear
weapons but also other types of WMD, as well as delivery systems. The participants
will have to limit the scope of their agenda because there is no precedent for such an all-
encompassing zone. There is a risk of the whole discussion collapsing under its own weight.

Ambassador Nabil Fahmy, the Egyptian expert who drafted Cairo’s proposal on a WMD-free zone
in the Middle East in 1990, believes that the conference should focus on establishing a nuclear-
weapon-free zone, leaving the other WMD aside for the time being. Then at some point in the
future, once the treaty on a nuclear-weapon-free zone in the Middle East has taken a more
definite shape, the countries that have yet to sign the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) and
the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC) will have to do so. The CWC already has an effective
verification regime; for the BWC, a regional verification agency will have to be established.

Another complex problem is means of delivery for WMD. | suspect that the issue cannot be
resolved in time for the 2012 conference. But it will have to be tackled at some later stage.
Russia has proposed that its Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) with the United
States should become multilateral. Washington has backed the initiative—but it has been left
hanging in the air along with several other Russian proposals which Moscow has failed to promote
with sufficient vigor. The INF initiative could be brought back to the agenda as a ‘‘zero’’ missile
solution for the Middle East—but only in a much longer time frame, once other efforts to reach a
peaceful settlement have achieved their goals.

Properly prepared and properly attended, the 2012 conference could only become the long-
awaited first step towards implementing the 1995 resolution. The participants will have to adopt
several decisions to map out the road ahead. These decisions should include regional
confidence-building measures, as well as the launch of the work to draft the future treaty on a
WMD-free or nuclear-weapon-free zone in the Middle East.

As a first step, the participants could make a joint commitment not to attack (or threaten to attack)
each other’s declared nuclear facilities. The recent attack on the Iranian nuclear program using
information weapons (the Stuxnet virus) underlines the urgency of the problem and raises the
need to define the specific nature of the attacks to be proscribed.

As a next step the participants could set up a standing regional mechanism for nuclear
confidence-building measures, as well as similar measures for chemical and biological weapons,
plus some specific types of delivery systems. They could make use of proposals in this area made
as part of the Madrid process in the early 1990s, although this time round the list of participants
should be broader.

The 2012 conference could also draw up a road map for gradually placing all nuclear facilities in
the region under IAEA safeguards. Of course, such a decision will be impossible unless Israel
agrees to place its nuclear center in Dimona under the safeguards system. But it would not make
sense to insist that Israel declare its nuclear arsenal. The conference should also recommend that
all states in the region immediately ratify the Additional Protocol to the IAEA Safeguards
Agreement. Iran could lead the way here in the spirit of good will, by finally ratifying the Additional
Protocol ahead of the conference.
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Another welcome decision would be for Israel, Egypt and Iran to make simultaneous unilateral
statements declaring their readiness to ratify the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty
(CTBT) in the immediate future.

Finally, as its ultimate achievement the conference should aim to form an intergovernmental
commission to draft the text of the treaty on establishing a nuclear-weapon-free zone in the
Middle East. That decision should be based on the understanding that all the countries in the
region that have yet to join the CWC and the BWC will do so before the treaty is signed.

With such a set of achievements under their belt the participants at the 2012 conference would
be able to hold their heads high at the next NPT RevCon in 2015, which will take stock of the
progress made in the preceding five years.

Progress on establishing a WMD-free zone in the Middle East will also require solutions to nuclear
energy issues in the region. On the one hand, rapid development of nuclear energy programs in
such a volatile part of the world threatens to undermine the nuclear nonproliferation regime in
its current form. But on the other, that same process can also provide effective solutions for many
of the region’s problems and phobias. A positive outcome depends on several preconditions.

First, countries in the region should do their utmost to put in place a system of confidence-
building measures and reduce the potential for conflict in the Middle East.

Second, these countries should seriously consider the opportunities offered by multilateral
approaches to the nuclear fuel cycle (NFC). The process will necessarily have to be very gradual,
especially in areas involving sensitive elements of the NFC, such as uranium enrichment, as well
as reprocessing and storage of spent nuclear fuel. But the end result of that process could be the
establishment of a regional NFC.

Third, there needs to be institutional nuclear energy cooperation in the region. The existing Arab
Atomic Energy Agency, the “‘regional IAEA” of the Middle East, with an HQ in Tunis, should be
reformatted so as to enable the non-Arab countries in the region to join—including Iran, which
has the most ambitious nuclear plans in the region. So far, these plans serve only to scare the
country’s Arab neighbors. Tehran must do its homework to win back their trust. Joint high-tech
projects in areas such as nuclear energy would be an excellent confidence-building measure.

Finally, countries in the Middle East which are on the verge of launching many new nuclear
facilities need to have in place reliable mechanisms for early warning in the event of a nuclear
accident. The region’s culture of suspicion and mistrust makes that need especially urgent.
A regional nuclear cooperation organization could take on such a role. It could also become—
without supplanting the IAEA—a conduit for implementing a whole range of measures that will
need to be taken as part of establishing a WMD-free zone in the Middle East.

Russia could play a notably constructive role in that process—and not only as a co-sponsor of
the 1995 resolution, although that fact alone makes it incumbent upon Moscow to act. Following
the launch of the Russian-built Bushehr nuclear power plant in Iran, Moscow has already become
an important player in the region’s nuclear energy industry. Meanwhile, Russia’s nuclear energy
corporation Rosatom has already signed contracts or protocols of intention with countries from
Algeria and Egypt to Jordan and Qatar.

Russia is the only country in the world to have taken practical steps on the idea of multilateral
approaches to the nuclear fuel cycle by setting up the International Uranium Enrichment Center
in Angarsk. Also in Angarsk, Russia has accumulated a guaranteed reserve of low-enriched
uranium, which can be supplied at the request of the IAEA to countries whose nuclear fuel
supplies have been disrupted as a consequence of political pressure or blackmail. Russia could
invite the Middle Eastern nations to join the Angarsk venture. It could also share its experience if
countries in the region ever decide to set up similar multilateral centers closer to home.

Russia needs to become actively involved in preparations for the 2012 conference as a matter of
priority. Non-governmental organizations involved in nuclear nonproliferation issues also have a
role to play, in partnership with various government agencies. The need for such a partnership
was noted in the Final Document of the 2010 NPT Review Conference.' But efforts by Russia
and the other co-sponsors can never succeed unless the Middle Eastern states themselves
demonstrate a clear will for cooperation in developing nuclear energy, eliminating the potential for
conflict and building peace in a region free of weapons of mass destruction.
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Some might say that these propositions are a pipe dream. But they are entirely realistic, even
though the current state of affairs in the region makes it very difficult to discern even the bare
outlines of solutions to all these problems.

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a first step. Every country in the Middle East must
demonstrate willingness to make that first step. Pointing at the obvious difficulties and setting out
various preconditions as an excuse to do nothing is simply not good enough.

The prospects for implementing the idea of a WMD-free zone in the Middle East are estimated in
the article “WMD-Free Zone in the Middle East: From Ideas to Reality’’ by PIR Center’s
““Nonproliferation and Russia’’ Program Coordinator, lvan Trushkin. To answer the question, what
should be expected from the conference in 2012, the junior researcher analyzes the 35-year
history of the negotiations. This reading will be extremely useful for those who have just
started making their own opinion on the possibility of the establishing a WMD-free zone in the
Middle East. a7

Vladimir Orlov

NOTE

' Final Document of the 2010 NPT Review Conference. NPT/CONF.2010/50 (Vol. 1), IV, item 10. p. 36,
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol = NPT/CONF.2010/50%20%28VOL.1%29, last accessed
June 20, 2011.
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