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Global
Tinderbox
Time for Europe’s
Nuclear
WeaponFree
Zone?
Tom Unterrainer

The threatened withdrawal of the United
States and Russia from the Intermediate
Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty
drastically undermines peace and security
in Europe. The risk of ‘limited’ nuclear war
has emerged once more. The call for a
European Nuclear WeaponFree Zone
(NWFZ) is a coherent countermeasure to
both the undermining of arms control
regimes and to the threats posed by
‘limited’ nuclear war and ‘useable’ nuclear
weapons. There are, however, issues – some
practical, some a matter of historical
reckoning – that need to be addressed in
order for a useful approach to the question
of a NWFZ in Europe to be formulated.
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As nuclear weapons proliferated from the
1950s onward, so did moves to create
Nuclear WeaponFree Zones. Such zones
exist on every continent of the planet and
extend from the floors of our oceans to the
moon.1 Europe is one of the few regions
bereft of NWFZs, despite repeated efforts.
Indeed, the whole concept of NWFZs
originated in initiatives, consultations and
negotiations of varying compositions and
political orientations, to safeguard Europe.2
Why, then, did such efforts fail? In the
early 1980s Ken Coates of the Russell
Foundation argued:
“If the pressure for denuclearised zones
began in Europe, and if the need for them …
remains direst there, why have governments
in the Third World been, up to now, so much
more effectively vocal on this issue than
those of the European continent? Part of the
answer surely lies in the prevalence of the
nonaligned movement among countries in
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the Third World. Apart from a thin scatter of neutrals, Europe is the seedbed
of alignments, and the interests of the blocs as apparently disembodied entities
are commonly prayed as absolute within it. In reality, of course, the blocs are
not ‘disembodied’. Within them, in military terms, superpowers rule. They
control the disposition and development of the two major ‘deterrents’. They
keep the keys and determine if and when to fire…”3

Coates, through the Appeal for European Nuclear Disarmament (END) –
which he and the Bertrand Russell Peace Foundation launched together
with others – campaigned for a NWFZ to be established in Europe. The
END Appeal, formally launched in April 1980, declared:
“We must act together to free the entire territory of Europe, from Poland to
Portugal, from nuclear weapons, air and submarine bases, and from all
institutions engaged in research into or manufacture of nuclear weapons. We
ask the two superpowers to withdraw all nuclear weapons from European
territory.”4

Like previous such initiatives and despite significant political mobilisation
and coordination across Europe, END was unsuccessful in these particular
respects. However, success emerged elsewhere. Coupled with the call for
a European NWFZ was the following text:
“In particular, we ask the Soviet Union to halt production of the SS20 medium
range missile and we ask the United States not to implement the decision to
develop cruise missiles and Pershing II missiles for deployment in Europe.”5

The enormous CND demonstrations, the grassroots camps at Greenham
Common and Molesworth, and END initiatives coupled with similar
Europewide mobilisations of the ’80s demanded that such weapons be
withdrawn from the continent. These mobilisations were sparked by the
deployment of SS20 and Pershing missile systems from 1977 onwards.
Both the Soviet Union and NATO states – in practical terms, the USA –
pursued a “dualtrack” strategy, combining deployment with preliminary
Treaty talks which began in 1980.6
A full ten years after the first deployments and seven years after the
opening of negotiations, the IntermediateRange Nuclear Forces Treaty
(INF) was signed whereby:
“…the Soviet Union and USA agreed not to possess, produce or flight test a
ballistic missile or groundlaunched cruise missile … with a range capability of
500 to 5500 kilometres, or to possess or produce launchers for such missiles.”7
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Over the course of negotiating the INF Treaty – a full seven years of
meetings, proposals, formulations, summits, ‘walks in the woods’ and tête
àtête’s between President Reagan and General Secretary Gorbachev –
many other aspects of disarmament, arms control and nonproliferation
were discussed. For example – and at the extremes of what was discussed
– on 15 January 1986 General Secretary Gorbachev announced plans for a
‘Soviet Nuclear Disarmament Initiative’ with the commitment to achieve
“complete nuclear disarmament by the year 2000”.8
The nature of the INF Treaty negotiations throws significant light on
Ken Coates’ diagnosis of the historic problems surrounding European
NWFZ proposals: within Europe, “superpowers rule”.
The remarkable processes through which the INF Treaty was finally
agreed reflect significant political changes within the Soviet Union at the
time and robust international structures, a ‘mature’ diplomatic outlook and
a willingness to engage. Indicative of the seriousness of Gorbachev’s
commitment is the following comment, made in the context of the
economic, social, environmental and military issues faced by the Soviet
Union and the world at large:
“Many have suddenly begun to perceive all these things not as something
abstract, but as quite a real part of their own experience. The confidence that
‘this won’t affect us’, characteristic of the past outlook, has disappeared. They
say that one thorn of experience is worth more than a whole forest of
instructions. For us, Chernobyl became such a thorn…”9

The nuclear reactor at Chernobyl, Ukraine, exploded in April 1986,
contaminating wide areas. Likewise, President Reagan publicly professed
a personal commitment to eliminating nuclear weapons.10 To suggest that
no such individual commitments and diplomatic conditions exist today
should be uncontroversial. As such, the United States, which now
conceives of itself as the sole superpower, is prepared to tear up the INF
Treaty and, in so doing, significantly escalate nuclear tensions in Europe.
In its 2018 Nuclear Posture Review, (NPR) the United States made the
following ‘commitment’ to ‘Strengthening Deterrence in Europe’:
“The United States will make available its strategic nuclear forces, and commit
nuclear weapons forwarddeployed to Europe, to the defense of NATO. These
forces provide an essential political and military link between Europe and
North America and are the supreme guarantee of Alliance security. Combined
with the independent strategic nuclear forces of the United Kingdom and
France, as well as Allied burden sharing arrangements, NATO’s overall nuclear
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deterrence forces are essential to the Alliance’s deterrence and defense posture
now and in the future.”11

The bulk of ‘analysis’ in the Nuclear Posture Review is given over to
highlighting the ‘risks’ posed by Russia in particular and the growing
‘risks’ associated with China’s rise as a global power. The commitment to
maintaining the ‘availability’ of US strategic nuclear forces12 as the
“supreme guarantee of Alliance security” – above and beyond the nuclear
capabilities of Europe’s two declared nuclear powers – emphasises once
more the degree to which the US continues to dominate the European
defence and security agenda via its status as ‘superpower’.
Note also the clear intertwining of ‘Europe’ and ‘NATO’. It is no secret
that the majority of the 28 EU member states are also members of NATO,
with exceptions including neutral Austria and Ireland. From 2001
onwards, relations between NATO and the EU were institutionalised but
the scope of the relations does not extend to nuclear weapons.13 It should
be assumed, then, that the EU was not consulted in any substantial way
before Trump announced withdrawal from the INF Treaty despite the
importance placed on ‘protecting Europe’ as outlined in the latest NPR and
despite seventeen years of institutional relations between NATO – in
which the US is the major force – and the EU. No wonder, then, that the
response from a number of European leaders to news of the INF Treaty
withdrawal was so sharp.14 Others, notably the UK and Poland, supported
the move. The typical response from European leaders was exemplified by
French President, Emanuel Macron, who firmly restated the importance
of the INF Treaty and asserted France’s commitment to regimes of arms
control.15
In fact, the text of the Nuclear Posture Review, Trump’s highhanded
conduct at the 2018 Brussels NATO summit16 and his unilateral withdrawal
from the INF Treaty are rendered comprehendible by simple
acknowledgement that the US has enjoyed the status of an unrivalled
hegemonic power – sole superpower status – since the collapse of the
Soviet Union. The US is taking reckless measures to shoreup its position
in response to the emergence of rival centres of global power. As the global
situation develops from a unipolar to a multipolar order, as the risks of
nuclear confrontation grow17 and in the absence of countervailing political
will – governmental or otherwise – the US will likely continue to assert
itself in this manner. This means that NATO as an organisation and
individual NATO member states will continue to be subjects of US
dominance. In the context of a substantially expanded and expanding

3TimeforEuropesNWFZ_Template.qxd 2/11/2019 10:54 AM Page 9

NuclearWeaponFree Zones

9

NATO, which pushed to the borders of Russia after the collapse of the
Soviet Union against previously stated intentions of the organisation,18 the
dominance of the US within NATO structures is pointing European states
and their armed forces towards increasing confrontation with Russia.19
It is in this context that the call for a Nuclear WeaponFree Zone in
Europe should again be posed. “If the powers want to have a bit of a
nuclear war, they will want to have it away from home”20 wrote Ken
Coates some 38 years ago. That warning, and the calls for action that came
with it, are as pressing today as they were in 1981.
NuclearWeaponFree Zones – how they work
If the INF Treaty arose, at least in part, from the campaign for a nuclear
weaponfree zone in Europe, then it acted as an important instrument
against the threat that Europe could become an actual ‘theatre’ of nuclear
war. Such a function is an essential component of NWFZ proposals. It has
been suggested that the INF Treaty, in combination with the START 1
Treaty and ‘Presidential Nuclear Initiatives’ signed in 1991 and the 1992
Lisbon Protocol, combined – to all intents and purposes – to create a
NWFZ in the Baltic States, Belarus, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic,
Hungary, Moldova, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Ukraine.21 This
combination of states composed the ‘core group’ of a NWFZ proposed by
Belarus in 1990.22 The states in the core group have no nuclear weapons
deployed within their boundaries. With the unilateral withdrawal of the US
from the INF Treaty, this arrangement is under severe threat.
Threats to this arrangement are of some considerable consequence, not
only due to the likely disestablishment of a quasiNWFZ in and of itself
but because NWFZ’s carry the function of reducing risks of proliferation
and escalation. The location of a quasiNWFZ in the geographical
periphery of Russia is of obvious importance and functionality:
“To the extent that the incentive to acquire nuclear weapons may emerge from
regional considerations, the establishment of areas free of nuclear weapons is
an important asset for the cause of nuclear nonproliferation. Countries
confident that their enemies in the region do not possess nuclear weapons may
not be inclined to acquire such weapons themselves.”23

More broadly, the objectives of NWFZs were deliberated in some detail in
a 1976 report by the United Nations Committee on Disarmament:

3TimeforEuropesNWFZ_Template.qxd 2/11/2019 10:54 AM Page 10

10

Global Tinderbox
“the purpose of nuclearweaponfree zones is to provide additional means for
averting nuclearweapon proliferation and halting the nucleararms race … It is
thus argued that [NWFZs] provide complementary machinery to other
collateral measures of disarmament, nonproliferation of nuclear weapons and
the development of peaceful uses of nuclear energy. Most experts felt that
[NWFZs] must not be regarded as alternatives to the principle of the Treaty on
the NonProliferation of Nuclear Weapons … but should be entirely consistent
with the objectives of the Treaty.”24

The complementary nature of NWFZ proposals is important to emphasise.
Any proposal for a new initiative for the creation of a European NWFZ
should be seen as a specific measure in response to the proposed US
withdrawal from the INF Treaty and not as an alternative to existing
disarmament measures such as the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear
Weapons.25 In fact, encouraging the creation of NWFZs is the
responsibility of signatories to the Treaty on NonProliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT). In the action plan agreed at the 2010 NPT Review
Conference, Action 9 states:
“Action 9: The establishment of further nuclearweaponfree zones, where
appropriate, on the basis of arrangements freely arrived at among States of the
region concerned, and in accordance with the 1999 Guidelines of the United
Nations Disarmament Commission, is encouraged. All concerned States are
encouraged to ratify the nuclearweaponfree zone treaties and their relevant
protocols, and to constructively consult and cooperate to bring about the entry
into force of the relevant legally binding protocols of all such nuclearweapon
free zones treaties, which include negative security assurances. The concerned
States are encouraged to review any related reservations.”26

So the basis for the creation of a NWFZ in Europe is established, but what
– beyond a response to the destabilising of the INF – could be its main
objectives? The 2016 Peace Research Institute Frankfurt (PRIF) working
paper, A Nuclear WeaponFreeZone in Europe: ConceptsProblems
Chances,27 outlines a number of such objectives: 1. Security objectives in
the narrow sense, 2. Politicalsymbolic objectives and 3. Adapting defence
policies to the political situation in Europe. More detail is given within
each of the three objectives, as outlined below:
1. Security objectives in the narrow sense
Confidencebuilding in the regional neighbourhood: “All states in the
region are loyal parties to the NPT, and for many of them, membership
goes beyond compliance and involves active promotion of the spirit and
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letter of that treaty.”28 Acting upon Action Point 9 of the 2010 NPT
Review Conference would build and reinforce trust amongst regional
signatories to the NPT, and would signal to neighbours – Russia in
particular – that no threat is posed.
Irreversibility and Stability: The creation of the NWFZ in Europe would
be the result of a legally binding, verifiable and therefore “hard to
revoke”29 arrangement.
Immunizing the region against the consequences of a nuclear
confrontation: “one objective of any NWFZ has always been to protect
the region concerned against becoming a nuclear battleground”.30
2. Politicalsymbolic objectives
Strengthening the nonproliferation regime: Developing a NWFZ in
Europe would mean signatories to the NPT acting on the 2010 Review
Conference Action Plan. Such an act could only reinforce existing arms
control and disarmament regimes.
Fostering nuclear disarmament: “Substrategic nuclear weapons are
today one of the most nagging issues for nuclear disarmament … A
NWFZ in Europe would intend to, eventually, cover an area in which
NATO’s substrategic nuclear weapons are presently sited and to
stimulate adequate reciprocal concessions by Russia concerning her
capabilities in the same weapons category”.31
Helping delegitimize nuclear weapons/provoking debate: As the PRIF
study points out, the legitimacy of nuclear weapons as an issue of debate
has never been “dormant”. There have, however, been identifiable
periods when debate and discussion adopted a much higher pitch than
usual. The stark threats posed to the continuation of the INF should be
an opportunity for the debate to gain traction and the proposal for a
NWFZ in Europe can only boost such debates.
3. Adapting defence policies to the political situation in Europe
“One of the most frequently heard observations by nonEuropeans is the
disconnect between the nuclear constellation and the political situation in Europe.
The relation between the West and Russia is not without disputes and occasional
tensions … but the idea of a war against each other sounds still farfetched.”32
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Developments since the PRIF study was published now make it much
easier to imagine war, even nuclear war, breaking out between “the West
and Russia”. Further, the general political situation in Europe has
deteriorated markedly in the three years since the PRIF study, much
‘adaptation’ of defence policies is already underway.33 The development of
plans for the NWFZ in Europe would add something definitively more
positive to the current debate and could unleash an alltoonecessary
political counterdynamic to the current direction of travel.
An important aspect of any proposal for a NWFZ in Europe is that it
would, in fact, benefit from being part of a international system of such
zones. In his indispensable study, Security without Nuclear Deterrence,
Commander Robert Green notes:
“Every year since 1996 the UN General Assembly has adopted a resolution
introduced by Brazil calling upon the states parties and signatories to the
regional NWFZ treaties ‘to promote the nuclear weapon free status of the
Southern Hemisphere and adjacent areas’, and to explore and promote further
cooperation among themselves.”34

The first conference of states already participating in NWFZs took place
in Mexico in April 2005. The declaration adopted by the conference
reaffirmed a commitment to the “consolidation, strengthening and
expansion of NWFZs, the prevention of nuclear proliferation and the
achievement of a nuclear weapons free world.”35 So not only do signatories
to the NPT share a commitment to establish NWFZs, but existing such
zones are committed to their expansion.
This leaves the rather important question of ‘who’, or ‘what’, will have
the capacity to drive forward the call for the NWFZ in Europe.
Steps Forward
The President of the United States has pledged to begin the process of
withdrawing from the INF Treaty on 2 February 2019. The immediate
priority of peace and disarmament campaigns has been to campaign
against the withdrawal. This is the right, proper and obvious course of
action when faced with such a threat. As already considered, US
withdrawal from the INF poses significant threats and sends ominous
signals of the shape of things to come.
The unfortunate reality is that conventional campaigning is unlikely to
reverse Trump’s decision, nor will it be enough to deal with the
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consequences of withdrawal. The reason for this is not simply because of
his individual failings, his appalling conduct, reactionary outlook and the
rest. Trump’s presidency has coincided with a global political situation
commonly heralded as another ‘Cold War’. As Michael Klare, senior
visiting fellow at the Arms Control Association, and others have pointed
out, things are actually much worse.36 Klare describes not a “New Cold
War” but a “new global tinderbox” where we are being steered “ever closer
to a new Cuban missile crisis, when the world came within a hairsbreadth
of nuclear incineration.”37
Such a miserable state of affairs is characterised by a blurring of
distinctions between ‘peace time’ and ‘war’, “as the powers in this tripolar
contest engage in operations that fall short of armed combat but possess
some of the characteristics of interstate conflict”;38 a perpetual state of
military assertiveness best represented by enormous and aggressive
military exercises; a commitment to developing new – and ‘useable’ –
nuclear weapon systems; economic protectionism and burgeoning trade
wars; and the breaking down of ‘conventional’ diplomatic practice, amply
demonstrated by the flight of experienced diplomats from the US State
Department.39
In 1981, Ken Coates posed the situation thus:
“Solemnly, we must ask ourselves the question, knowing what we know of the
acute social and economic privations which beset vast regions of the world: is
it even remotely likely that humanity can live through the next ten years
without experiencing, somewhere, between these or other conflicting parties,
an exchange of nuclear warheads?”40

Solemnly, we must again ask ourselves these questions, knowing what we
know: aren’t we now talking about such a risk in a much slimmer time
frame? Are we not at the point where another ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’ could
develop at any time? As such, isn’t Coates’ 1981 call to action even more
relevant?
“In this new world of horror, remedies based on national protest movements
alone can never take practical effect, while Governments remain locked into
the cells of their own strategic assumptions. Yet something must be done, if
only to arrest the growing possibility of holocaust by accident.
We think the answer is a new mass campaign, of petitions, marches,
meetings, lobbies and conferences. The fact that … confrontation has replaced
negotiation only makes it more urgent that the peoples of Europe should speak
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out. All over Europe the nations can agree, surely must agree, the none will
house nuclear warheads of any kind. The struggle for a nuclear free Europe can
unite the continent, but it can also signal new hope to the wider world…Noone
believes that such a campaign as this can win easily, but where better than
Europe to begin an act of renunciation which can reverse the desperate trend to
annihilation?”41
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