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It’s a great pleasure and privilege to have this opportunity to share some further 
thoughts on achieving our common goal of getting rid of the world’s worst weapons.  
However, coming to NZ to do this still seems like bringing coals to Newcastle. 
Despite the Australian government’s promising movement on the issue in recent 
months, we still look to New Zealand for having the most runs on the board on this 
issue.  It’s New Zealand that has taken the decisive step of saying “No thanks, we 
don’t want any so-called protection that relies on threatening to use nuclear weapons.”  
That is something no Australian government has ever done. 
 
Congratulations  and thanks also to the NCCD for its proactive stance in organising 
this event as a forerunner to next year’s important NPT PrepCom and the conference 
you will hold in association with it.  The Asia-Pacific region has significant tensions 
and nuclear hotspots, and our region can also make very significant contributions to 
global resolutions to the problem of nuclear weapons. 
 
I’m going to give a quick overview of what’s happening in Australia on some nuclear 
issues, especially those related to nuclear power, for reasons I’ll explain; I’ll address 
briefly a paper written on nuclear issues in “the Asian century”, then some thoughts 
about a Nuclear Weapons Convention, about the challenges we face, and some 
possible campaign strategies.   
 
I won’t say much about Prime Minister Rudd’s International Commission on Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation and Disarmament, mostly because we discussed it fairly fully 
earlier today.  The Commission is clearly very welcome although its contribution 
remains to be seen, and we would be very foolish to put all our eggs in this basket. 
There remains still the need for the groundswell of public opinion for nuclear 
disarmament to push the agenda as far as we can before the 2010 NPT review.  And, 
in Australia we need to keep pushing the question: How can we insist on 
disarmament and non-proliferation when we allow our land and ports to be used for 
nuclear-capable ships, weapons targeting and the highly destabilising missile defence?   
Mr Rudd shows no more inclination to do any of these things than any of his 
predecessors.  
 
But firstly, a little on nuclear power and Australia’s role.  Australia continues to 
export the raw fuel for nuclear weapons, in the form of uranium.  In order to do this, 
the mantra of safeguards has to continue, despite overwhelming evidence that 
safeguards don’t work in keeping our uranium out of weapons. However a significant 
development recently was a report from the Joint Standing Committee on Treaties 
which examined the proposed nuclear cooperation agreement between Australia and 
Russia.  To its great credit the Committee rejected the evidence given by the 
Australian Safeguards and Non-Proliferation Office (ASNO) to the effect that Russia 
can be trusted to do the right thing with our uranium, and recommended that the sales 
do not go ahead unless greatly strengthened criteria are met.  Friends of the Earth and 
others gave evidence that there have been no on-the-ground IAEA inspections in 
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Russia since 2001, and very few for many years before that.  The NPT and IAEA  
requirements of the nuclear weapons states are in fact far below the standards 
demanded of the non-nuclear weapons states. 
 
While Australian uranium sales to Russia therefore may not go ahead, sales to China 
have been given the green light, despite the same lack of IAEA oversight in China and 
the same irresponsible misinformation from the Australian Safeguards Office.  
 
In relation to India, you are familiar with the saga of the recent Nuclear Suppliers 
Group decision to allow the US-India deal to go ahead, despite grave concerns that it 
will undermine the NPT and set a precedent for other nations to demand special 
favours.  New Zealand, once again, received international accolades, including in the 
New York Times, for its principled stand of insisting on some fundamental pre-
conditions.  Australia’s position, on the other hand, was particularly astonishing.  
While the Australian government maintains opposition to selling our uranium to 
India, it supported passage of the US-India deal through the NSG.  Go figure that one. 
 
I’ve dwelt on the issue of uranium a little because internationally, one of the greatest 
challenges we face in achieving nuclear disarmament is the push to expand nuclear 
power.  There is no doubt that nuclear power makes the already formidable tasks of 
disarmament and non-proliferation far more difficult by orders of magnitude.  Just 
look at the example of Iran and the enormous complexities thrown up by Iran’s claims 
that its program is peaceful.  The limiting factor for the acquisition of nuclear 
weapons is acquiring the fuel, either enriched uranium or plutonium.   Nuclear power 
facilities provide these.    
 
Therefore one thing that should be part of our disarmament campaigning is the 
promotion of renewable energy supplies and energy efficiencies.  One specific 
development that should be strongly supported by governments is the International 
Renewable Energy Agency, being spearheaded by the German government, which I 
believe will be launched soon. 
 
To move on…Rod Alley suggested that I might like to mention the briefing written 
recently for Australia’s Lowy Institute by Rory Medcalf, a former diplomat who was 
on the secretariat of the Canberra Commission which reported in 1996.  Medcalf’s 
paper is called “Restraining nuclear arms in the Asian century:  An agenda for 
Australia”.  The paper reviews the growing nuclear dangers in Asia and globally due 
to nuclear weapons states modernising their arsenals, the newest threats posed by 
North Korea and Iran, possible nuclear competition in the region, and the possible 
expansion of nuclear energy.  Medcalf makes some very good points in his paper, and 
there is much that is worth reinforcing.  For example, 

• He states that Australia should recognise nuclear security as a priority 
national security issue.   

• He rightly draws attention to the fact that our concern is not simply with 
numbers of weapons but also with policies for their use.  

• He draws attention to the fact that thousands of nuclear weapons are still 
on high alert.  I would like to add that the removal of weapons from alert 
status should be a key short-term goal for us.  

• Importantly he calls for adequate resources to be made available for the 
new Commission and for arms control diplomacy generally, which, he 
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says, is “a bargain” compared to other types of “security” spending such as 
military capability.   

• He recognises the need for the 2010 NPT review to demonstrate the 
credibility of the nuclear weapons states commitment to disarm, and 
recommends that Australia talks frankly with the US and Russia about 
steps that those two nations can take.  

• Medcalf recognises that non-nuclear allies of the US, such as Australia, 
might be expected to explain how their position under a nuclear umbrella 
is consistent with their advocacy of nuclear restraint and disarmament.  

• Medcalf’s major recommendation is for  an “Asian initiative”, a regional 
leaders’ dialogue to address nuclear security concerns.  Such an initiative 
would appear to have merit.   His call for regional action at leadership 
level is welcome.   

 
Unfortunately however, Medcalf also reinforces some stereotypes and myths  that are 
part of the problem.  For example, he refers to the need to keep pressure on the “hard 
cases”, which he, predictably, says are Iran and North Korea.  Some would agree with 
him that that’s where the problem lies, but if we are to make progress we need to let 
go of our bias in favour of powerful nation states and ask some tough questions, such 
as: 

Why are Iran’s non-existent nuclear weapons and North Korea’s tiny handful 
more of a problem than the 10,000 nuclear weapons held by the US which has 
threatened to use them against Iran and North Korea, or the 15,000 nw’s in 
Russia, which has recently threatened a nuclear strike against Poland, or 
Israel’s nuclear arsenal, or any of the other nuclear weapons states that have 
refused to disarm ?   

 
These questions are not even asked, let alone answered. The answers might seem 
self-evident to commentators in Australia, but less so to those in Iran.  Medcalf states 
that some Middle Eastern countries have a growing interest in nuclear energy in order 
to keep their options open against a possible future nuclear armed Iran.  He omitted to 
state that Iran might feel the need to keep its options open against the nuclear- armed 
US (and possibly Israel).  One of our major tasks is to challenge the conventional 
view in the Western world that the major problem states, the rogues, are the new or 
aspiring nuclear weapons states, rather than those who’ve led the way to the 
dangerous situation in which we find ourselves.   
 
Another significant disappointment with Medcalf’s paper is his reinforcing of the 
myth that a global expansion of nuclear power would not necessarily be a 
proliferation threat.  He refers to “new and potentially proliferation-resistant civilian 
nuclear technologies.”  He does not state what these wondrous new proliferation-
resistant technologies might be, and significantly fails to mention in this context that 
President Bush’s nuclear energy push embodied in his Global Nuclear Energy 
Partnership is premised specifically on the production of more plutonium, one of the 
two materials that creates proliferation nightmares.   
 
In addition, Medcalf is dismissive of a Nuclear Weapons Convention, which he 
does not even honour with its name.  So, in summary, he moves the agenda along, but 
not nearly far or fast enough.    
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So globally, how can we best move forward?  I think we need to be guided by several 
realities.  The first is that we don’t have decades to sort this out.  Nuclear dangers 
are increasing.   The second is that the threat or use of nuclear weapons is generally 
illegal.   Therefore a legal instrument specifically to ban them is the logical next step. 
The onus is on governments who oppose this step to state why it should not occur, so 
that their arguments can be scrutinised.  
 
A further reality is that nuclear weapons threaten us all, and therefore all nations, 
large and small, have a legitimate interest in this issue.  We can’t afford to leave it up 
to the nuclear weapons states themselves to sort it out.  Middle power and small 
power initiatives are extremely important.  Both the NZ and Australian governments, 
in different ways and different times, have demonstrated a capacity for very 
significant action, and we must continue to encourage a proactive stance.  
 
In the wake of the failed 2005 NPT review, a revival of the 1990s campaign for a 
Nuclear Weapons Convention was recognised by many NGOs as the most logical and 
achievable route to abolition.  ICAN, the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
Weapons, was born to promote this goal and help bring it to fruition, in full 
recognition and gratitude that the major work of drafting the treaty text had already 
been done, and that our efforts would be complementary to many other NGO 
disarmament efforts that are underway.  
 
One of the most frequently raised objections  to a Nuclear Weapons Convention is the 
fact that it would not be supported by the worst offenders .  Of course.  No-one 
expects that they will jump on board straight away.  But that’s not the point.  The 
purpose is to de- legitimise and stigmatise these weapons as illegal and unusable, so 
that their utility becomes even more eroded, and their possession a political liability 
rather than an asset.   They must be characterised not as status symbols but as 
instruments of terror.  The slogan “Only rogue states have nuclear weapons” could be 
useful.  
 
In the case of the Ottawa Convention that banned anti-personnel landmines the focus 
on a complete ban on these weapons, rather than simply controlling them, was a key 
factor in promoting the Convention as a meaningful measure.      
 
The Australian government’s statements on a Nuclear Weapons Convention are a 
useful indication of how fragile a political commitment can be.  Shortly before the 
federal election last November, the shadow Foreign Affairs spokesperson Robert 
McClelland said at the National Press Club that an ALP government would “drive the 
international agenda” for a Nuclear Weapons Convention.  Since taking office the 
policy of driving the agenda for a NWC has become so watered down that it is barely 
recognisable.   In the Senate earlier this year the following statement was made on 
behalf of the Minister for Foreign Affairs: “The Government supports exploration of 
possible legal frameworks for the eventual abolition of nuclear weapons, including at 
an appropriate time the possibility of negotiation of a nuclear weapons convention.”  
That’s more a case of weasel words than driving any agenda. 
 
In any event there’s general agreement between government and NGOs that our 
efforts should be directed towards the 2010 NPT review.  Many questions will need 
answering at that meeting.  How are the nuclear weapons states demonstrating any 
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commitment to disarmament, which is much more than just reducing their numbers of 
weapons?  What progress have they made with implementing the 13 steps agreed at 
the 2000 Review?   Of particular urgency, why do the US and Russia still have 
weapons on high alert status? What pressure will countries such as Australia place on 
our nuclear-armed allies to comply with their obligations? 
 
For NGOs, we have an enormous amount of educational work to do in the next 18 
months to build a groundswell of public opinion for disarmament.  And there are 
many barriers  that we face.  One of the main ones is that we are surrounded by 
absurdity, which goes largely unchallenged.  For example, of the eight or nine 
nations with nuclear weapons, most of them behave as if they have a right to their 
weapons but non-members of the nuclear club do not; they need them for their 
security but non-members of the club do not; they can be trusted with these weapons 
but non-members of the club cannot.    It is all patent nonsense, and yet they get away 
with it.   We really need a new category of international crime called “the 
promulgation of international nonsense”.  Our task is to challenge it.  Tell the emperor 
he is naked.  Use satire, which is a wonderful tool.  Do whatever we can to restore 
some sanity to international discourse on nuclear weapons.  
 
The absurdity is not just in relation to nuclear weapons  of course.  The so-called 
“war on terror” is a contradiction in terms.   How do leaders get away with it?  Even 
worse, they augment the rampant nonsense with rampant lies.  How do they get away 
with it?  
 
The answer lies of course in the use of fear and hijacking of the security agenda.  
Everyone wants security, and when people fear for their security the most terrible 
atrocities and absurd policies can be implemented, as we have seen.   One of our tasks 
in campaigning is to reclaim the security agenda.  The myth that nuclear weapons 
have kept us safe must be demolished.  Nuclear weapons undermine our security, and 
they always have.  They are instruments of terror.  These messages need to feature in 
our campaigning.  
 
Beyond the absurdity and the lies, there is another challenge for us.  People today are  
bombarded with “issues”.  We are almost overwhelmed by people telling us about 
very serious threats, especially that of climate change, and terrible injustices, all of 
which demand action.  How are we going to package this issue so that people choose 
to take notice of it as well as the other pressing things that crowd modern life?   
 
There is a book I would recommend called “The Tipping Point” by Malcolm 
Gladwell1, a former writer with the Washington Post and the New Yorker magazine.  
Gladwell describes things that can make a difference as to whether ideas in society 
take off or fizzle out.  I’ll mention just some of his observations. 
 
Gladwell describes the principle he calls “The law of the few”.  Ideas  can become 
highly contagious simply by being associated with a particular kind of person.   For 
some people that might be a religious figure, for others a sporting or cultural figure or 
maybe a political figure. Our job is to find these exceptional people. The obvious 
example in the field of disarmament in recent times is the emergence of Schultz, 

                                                 
1 Abacus Press 
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Perry, Kissinger and Nunn, who are delivering the same abolition message that has 
been around for decades. Indeed, it’s amusing to see the lofty heights to which the 
same arguments have been elevated by these Johnny-come-latelies.  The arguments 
haven’t changed, but we have some powerful new messengers on our side.  
 
However Gladwell’s “law of the few” doesn’t only refer to such well known figures.  
There are others in our society who simply have lots of connections.  They are 
worth seeking out.  In addition there are those who see lots of people.  ICAN has 
considered the possibility of engaging hairdressers to spread the abolition message 
“Cut out nukes”, on the basis that most people see a hairdresser regularly. 
 
Another of Gladwell’s principles is that of “stickiness”. How do we make a message 
“stick”?  He says that, again there are ways to package information that can make the 
difference between the message having some impact and having no impact.  And the 
differences might be fairly simple.  We have to find them. 
 
An example given by Gladwell is that of an experiment conducted in the 1960s by the 
psychologist Howard Leventhal, who wanted to see if he could persuade a group of 
college students at Yale University to have a tetanus injection2. He divided them into 
several groups and gave them each a booklet describing the horrors of tetanus 
infection in  varying degrees, and offering free tetanus injections at the campus health 
centre to any student.  One month after the distribution of the booklets, the percentage 
of students who had gone to have their tetanus injection was just 3%.  Clearly the 
message did not stick. So what was wrong ?   
 
The experiment was then repeated, with one difference. With the booklet he included 
a map of the campus, with the campus health centre circled and the times that 
injections were available clearly listed.  The percentage of students who presented for 
injection rose to 28%. 
 
The message for us  is clear.  As we reach out to groups and individuals we must 
recognise that they will have a lot else on their minds other than nuclear weapons.  
We must make our message compelling, personal and practical.  What do we want 
them to do?  How can we make it easy for them to take action?  
 
So that’s Gladwell’s ‘The Tipping Point”. 
 
A further way to strengthen the abolition message is to create links with other 
movements.  I believe links with the environmental and climate action movements in 
particular are critical.  I say this firstly because that is where there is a great deal of 
public interest, but also because the appalling environmental destruction wrought by 
military activity, and especially nuclear weapons development, have long been 
overlooked.   We also have natural allies among those campaigning for human rights, 
and human development and economic justice.  The links are not difficult to see.  
There are literally thousands of small and large community organizations for whom 
the abolition message is highly relevant. 
 

                                                 
2 Page 96 
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Before finishing I want to say a few words about language.  I was prompted by Rory 
Medcalf’s reference in his paper to a comment last year by Sir Michael Quinlan, 
former UK senior defence official, who said we need to get beyond the debate 
between “dismissive realists” and “righteous abolitionists”.  It is an old notion of 
course, that the goal of nuclear weapons abolition has been the goal of idealists who 
do not understand “the real world”.   Perhaps Quinlan and others have trouble 
accepting that abolitionists have been not righteous, but right, for over 60 years, and 
have consistently been the realists.  Abolitionists understand that there is sufficient 
evil, incompetence and  uncertainty in the world, to ensure that unless nuclear 
weapons are abolished they will be used again.  As in the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
judgements can be faulty and intelligence may be lacking or just plain wrong.  This is 
the real world, not an idealised version where everything goes according to our own 
plan. 
 
We hear also that the abolition of nuclear weapons is the “ultimate”goal.  Why 
“ultimate”? What sort of timetable does that envisage?  Some say that a Nuclear 
Weapons Convention is ”premature”.   These notions imply that there will in the 
future be circumstances that will make a NWC either more important or more 
achievable than it is now.   The urgency is already here, and the goal is achievable.   
 
A final word on hope , with two observations.  The first is that President Bush will be 
leaving office in 3 months time (94 days, actually).  That is cause for hope.  The 
second is that nuclear weapons haven’t been used again since 1945, despite many 
recommendations to do so.  Without the efforts of many thousands of people who 
have kept alive the lessons of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it is likely that the nuclear 
taboo would have been broken again.  We must strengthen that taboo even further 
until these weapons are forever abandoned.    
 
It’s a Chinese curse to “live in interesting times”, but we do live in interesting, and 
very challenging, times.  As a species, we must decide what sort of future we want, 
for, as Jonathan Schell reminds us, the future is something we create, not something 
that just happens. 
 
Vest best wishes to NZ in planning for the disarmament conference next year, and we 
Australians look forward to working closely with you for a nuclear weapons free 
world.  


