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Australia's recent non-proliferation and disarmament 
diplomacy 

Introduction: playing the cards  
An eerie, perceptive, and apposite reminder about the political dynamics that have 
shaped Australian foreign policy in relation to arms control and disarmament affairs over 
the last two decades emerged for a brief moment in the midst of last year's East Timor 
crisis - and was then drowned out by the cacophony that followed. The reminder came 
courtesy of Paul Keating, principal architect of Australia's 1995 Agreement to Maintain 
Security (AMS) with Indonesia, the treaty just torn up by the Habibie government. Just 
after Australia's Intefet troops had deployed, he made a wide-ranging speech to 
celebrate the gift of life membership bestowed on him by the NSW branch of the Labor 
Party were he accused John Howard of 'rank domestic opportunism' over East Timor. 
That particular phrase attracted almost all the subsequent attention, partly because it 
created a complex political problem for Kim Beazley. It was, however, merely the punch-
line to a larger and particularly insightful metaphor; in East Timor, he observed, Howard 
had 'played the Mururoa card … to come at Labor with a bit of political angling from the 
left'.  

To many, especially newcomers, the idea that there might have been a 'Mururoa card' 
that spanned such substantively different issues as East Timor and French nuclear 
testing would not have been self-evident. The connection is difficult to spot because it 
existed only at the political level, and even then only for a specific period of time. The 
beginning of the period when the fates of these two issues became politically conjoined 
is relatively easily defined: it dates from the end of the heady post-war decades when 
foreign policy issues had been the really decisive stuff of Australian elections. Once 
Vietnam-era conscription was phased out and the Nixon-Kissinger big thaw in relations 
with Beijing gradually imposed itself upon a somewhat native Australian China policy, 
then domestic debates within Australia about foreign policy generally assumed a low and 
(in party-political terms) indecisive profile. On major strategic issues, policy convergence 
became the most notable new trend as the strong partisan tenor of the foreign policy 
debates of the 1950s and 1960s was jettisoned.  

In the decade that followed, there were, however, two foreign policy issues which did not 
conform to the new rules of convergence and low political salience - and they were 
uranium exports (a.k.a. nuclear policy) and East Timor. Starting in the late Whitlam 
period, both issues posed an intrinsically high degree of difficulty for all political parties, 
with the debates over uranium exports nuclear policy generally being ranked as one of 
the two great issues of the times. Indeed, the most intractable experiences of these 
problems were registered inside the Labor Party, and their agonies on these two issues 
would only be resolved (in a fashion) after returning to office in 1983.  

On East Timor, Whitlam's Labor government may or may not have given a 'green light' 
to its incorporation within the Indonesian state, but it certainly did indulge in wishful 
thinking. For reasons that were very much all his own, Whitlam backed Jakarta's 
preferred outcome, with the caveat that it ought to be achieved by a process of self-
determination and without the use of military force. Since, however, his injunction 
against military force seemed to extend to UN peacekeepers as well as the Indonesian 
military, he had no agency other than questionable diplomatic skill to deliver both the 
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process and the desired result. After the event, and as the Fraser government quickly 
moved through de facto to de jure recognition of Indonesia's imposed outcome, the Left 
of the Labor Party therefore achieved effortless dominance over ALP policy on East Timor 
through their period in opposition. At successive national conferences, the party's largest 
single faction was able to muster the numbers for the reinstatement of a meaningful act 
of self-determination.  

Much the same political pattern governed the formation of nuclear policy. While the 
Whitlam government put to rest the last of the short order dreams for an independently 
manufactured Australian bomb, it was initially a vigorous supporter of a uranium export 
industry based around the new, high grade ore bodies only recently discovered in the 
Northern Territory. Many, including some on the left, went much further, favouring 
forward integration into the lucrative high value-added stage of the nuclear fuel cycle, 
uranium enrichment. But the 'peaceful' Indian explosion of 1974, amongst other things, 
shifted the balance of concerns within the party, and in combination with some notable 
defections (by Don Dunstan, for instance), all of these visions of a sunrise uranium 
export industry became highly problematic. Unable to strike a caucus consensus, 
Whitlam shunted the whole issue off to the Ranger Inquiry, binding his government to its 
findings. As on East Timor, however, it fell to the Fraser government to place a 
favourable interpretation on the Ranger outcomes. And once the Coalition had moved 
quickly to develop a policy framework that would support uranium exports, Labor's policy 
came to be increasingly shaped by the Left faction. As with East Timor, one of the 
standard products from the party's biennial national conferences through to the early 
1980s was a policy of rolling back the times - a moratorium on future uranium sales.  

Sterilizing differences  
When Labor returned to office in 1983, it moved inside its first year to sterilise these two 
left-leaning features which baulked large within the party's foreign policy. On both 
issues, the prime mover was Bill Hayden. In relation to East Timor, his new capacity as 
foreign minister gave him the ability to invoke raison d'etat as the ammunition to effect 
an about-face, and the equally new Centre-Left faction of which he was the leading 
luminary offered the possibility of delivering it. Hence, at Labor's 1984 national 
conference, the Left was dragged screaming towards the policy of recognition that the 
Hawke government wanted, and in a latter-day imitation of the 'shuttle diplomacy' 
practiced by Neville Chamberlain at Munich, Hayden immediately boarded a plane to 
convey the good news to Jakarta. Relations with Indonesia did not, however, improve 
immediately. A journalistic flourish in the Sydney Morning Herald after 'peoples' power' 
had vanquished Marcos - where the Philippines label of 'crony capitalism' was transposed 
onto Indonesia's New Order, and Suharto's wife was referred to as 'Madam 10 per cent' - 
largely nullified short-term gains. But soon thereafter, Gareth Evans was able to 'add 
ballast' to the relationship, primarily by focussing upon collaborative development of oil 
reserves in the Timor Gap. This, in turn, paved the way for Paul Keating to use his close 
personal relationship with Suharto as a stepping stone towards Indonesia's first-ever 
bilateral security agreement, the 1995 AMS. Popular perceptions both inside and outside 
the Labor Party did not, however, follow this forceps delivery of an Indonesian policy, 
and especially after the Santa Cruz massacre of 1991, a substantial gap opened up 
between elite and mass opinions. But insofar as Australia's political elites seemed to 
notice, however, they hardly cared; this, after all, was deemed to be a new age of Asia 
consciousness, and no relationship was more important to the Labor governments of the 
early 1990s than that with Jakarta.  
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There were two fundamental reasons why Labor's power brokers required considerably 
greater finesse in giving birth to a uranium policy that would supplant the moratorium 
they had articulated during their wilderness years. Firstly, the Fraser government had 
struck, prima facie, a more reasoned policy which emphasised the opportunities for 
improving the quality of the non-proliferation regime that could be created by an 
expanded Australian role as a supplier of uranium. It also held out the lure of big export 
returns. Since Australia had not actually been mining any uranium at all when Fraser 
brought in his 1977 policy, calculations about the future export significance of the new 
high grade ore bodies in the Northern Territory were necessarily speculative. The Ranger 
Report had cautiously suggested revenues of A$500 million (in 1976 prices) by 1984-5, 
rising thereafter to A$1200 million by the beginning of the 1990s, but by 1978, new 
government estimates of A$1 billion per annum (in 1977 prices) from 1982 through to 
the end of the century were reported. All that assumed, of course, that the heady energy 
prices of the post-OPEC era held good. The Labor Party, however, was hardly more 
sceptical than the Coalition in this respect, and even personalities that would later be 
associated with economic rationalism were at that time great believers in the benefits 
from the imminent minerals boom.  

Second, the political divisions posed by the uranium export issue could not so easily be 
regarded as epiphenomena from Labor's factional wars. Mass opinion remained sceptical 
about the NPT even after imputed economic gains from uranium exports had been 
factored in, and Fraser's policy had yielded only the slender mandate of a large minority 
in favour of proceeding. Most importantly, the rise of the Nuclear Disarmament Party 
(NDP) in 1984, which followed on top of the successful resurrection of Palm Sunday 
rallies during the previous year, posed a fundamental challenge to the political survival 
of the new Labor government. The intrusive methods that had extracted a useful 
governmental policy from the belly of their party would not work in this domain, since it 
would only increase the rate of political haemorrhaging into NDP ranks. What was 
required was a coherent overarching rationale for Labor's convergence upon Fraser's 
policy, a rationale that would at least prove capable of keeping the preferences of NDP 
voters on Labor's side of the two-party preferred ledger. That rationale was fashioned in 
1984 when Hayden brought down an important statement outlining the Labor 
government's new stance on 'the bases' and uranium exports .  

This document advanced two central themes that quickly became Labor mantras. Firstly, 
in order to rebut peace movement campaigns directed at terminating the American-
Australian joint facilities and extricating Australia from the nuclear fuel cycle, Hayden 
insisted on the importance of current arrangements from an internationalist perspective. 
The joint facilities, he argued, were integral to the very possibility of superpower arms 
control; without them, there could be no adequate verification of arms reducing 
agreements (Pine Gap) or early detection of missile launches (Nurrungar). Similarly, 
Australia's uranium exports and the unique system of bilateral safeguards which 
cocooned them brought a degree of integrity to this stage of the nuclear fuel cycle that 
would be made less secure by a local decision to defect from the regime. On both issues, 
the responsible position allegedly required holding the line against low cost exit options 
that were said to have counter-productive international consequences.  

Secondly, Hayden also uttered a longer term commitment to the cause of nuclear 
disarmament and common security. Ideas about common security generated in the 
Palme Commission had informed much of the defence thinking amongst western social 
democrats in the early 1980s, and the ALP in opposition was no exception. Hence stable 
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deterrence was depicted not as the best of all worlds so much as a first and necessary 
step in that direction. At some time in the future, Hayden argued, it had to be possible 
to go beyond stable deterrence and embrace the greater goal of common security.  

The consequences  
Some major consequences flowed directly from Hayden's articulation of these policy 
rationales. The first consisted of an unresolved tension between his commitments to 
arms control and stable deterrence in the short run, and disarmament and common 
security as ultimate objectives. Since there was no existing process of arms control 
negotiations at the time of writing - Soviet walk-outs and American 'Star Wars' 
explorations had scuttled Geneva processes in 1983 - this tension did not appear to be 
either acute or time-urgent. Nonetheless, Hayden's own argument posed a question that 
would need to be answered at some stage in the future; how would one know when the 
time was right for Australian policy to shift feet? The task of answering this question was 
not made easier by considerable ambiguity about the proximal goal of stable nuclear 
deterrence, which was nowhere defined in his document.  

The second consequence was the shrill moral tone that now accompanied Australian 
policy. By suggesting the absolutely fundamental importance of the joint facilities and 
Australian uranium exports to the possibility of arms control, Hayden placed a heavy 
moral burden right at the centre of domestic debates. It occupied much of the space 
created by his gutting of definitional clarity about stable deterrence. The combined result 
was a distorting loss of perspective that considerably exaggerated the overall importance 
of Australian policy within the larger global scene - a deformation that I once called 
'Ptolemy's error' . For just as Ptolemy thought the earth was the centre of the solar 
system, so it came to appear that the balance between global war and peace rested on 
the knife-edge of Australian domestic debates.  

This exaggeration was at the time politically useful, for it underpinned Labor's electoral 
strategy of targeting NDP voters. 'Central balance stability' was never going to win the 
hearts and minds of a constituency animated by unilateral disarmament gestures, but as 
hoped, it did prove sufficient to attract their second preferences. Here was the genesis of 
the electoral strategy of 'targeting the margins' that would eventually return four more 
Labor governments, some of them against long odds.  

Secondly, a degree of rhetorical overkill was useful to Australian diplomats, who read 
Hayden's construction of Australian policy as authorisation for wider and more active 
involvement in disarmament and arms control forums. This therefore represented the 
beginning of the 'golden age' of Australian disarmament diplomacy inside Foreign Affairs, 
symbolised above all by the appointment of Richard Butler as Australia's first 
Ambassador to the Conference on Disarmament (CD). Butler had a good dose of one 
stock issue ambassadorial quality - the ability to never be the least bit shy about 
advertising his alleged achievements. He also had a non-standard quality - the desire to 
sell these achievements before home audiences. In the second half of the 1980s, the 
lead-up to a federal elections was usually marked by his barn-storming tour of 
Australia's capitals as Butler talked about the good things he had done to peace activists 
and anyone else who wanted to listen. Amongst other things, this confirmed the 
domestic importance that the government placed upon diplomatic activism over non-
proliferation issues.  
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Bringing down houses  
Two of the criteria that mark a good policy are, firstly, whether it works, and secondly, 
whether it contains some indication of its use-by date. On the first of these tests, both of 
Hayden's inventions of 1983-4 fared reasonably well given the largely internecine 
political problems they were tasked with handling. His East Timor about-face facilitated 
considerable policy convergence with the Coalition, so denying the ALP left any obvious 
avenue for a protest vote. Indeed, it worked so well that even when Labor lost office, the 
Howard government continued with the policy framework on Indonesia it inherited - 
save, perhaps for a romantic desire to re-emphasise the importance of the ANZUS 
alliance. But once the Asian financial crisis broke, and the New Order found itself being 
asked by the IMF to wear the label of crony capitalism that Labor had stripped from its 
back in 1986, then all bets about the permanence of that policy framework were clearly 
off.  

At this point, the failure of Hayden's 1984 East Timor framework to anticipate its own 
irrelevance became clear. Keating would have us believe he would never have 
dispatched a letter to Habibie akin to the one that Howard sent at Christmas 1998 - a 
letter which arguably had the effect of fundamentally disorienting a weak prime minister 
known for his quixotic qualities. The diplomatic art, he has argued, was to 'play the 
Timor card without bringing down the whole house'. There was, however, no sign of the 
willingness of a Labor government to play that card, nor of thoughts about the occasion 
on which it might have been apposite to do so - and this in spite of the fact that 
questions of sovereignty were obviously posed by the talks that Indonesia commenced 
with Portugal under UN auspices in August 1998. Howard, by contrast, proved to be a 
skilled political opportunist, able to convert what should have been a massive failure of 
policy into an equally massive political victory for his government. At the end of the day, 
the most appropriate final word on the matter is therefore the unkind judgement of Jose 
Ramos Horta: 'Paul Keating and the others … will be remembered only as the ones who 
betrayed us all these years … they will be pushed into the dustbin of history, and John 
Howard will be the one who will be remembered'.  

The Hayden framework on arms control and disarmament suffered an opposite fate. To a 
degree that must be highly unusual, his 1984 statement quite remarkably anticipated 
the possibility of its own irrelevance, and even specified, albeit in a general kind of way, 
how one would know when the time was ripe. The problem in this domain was 
something else - namely, the policy worked too well in a political sense. Since any move 
from arms control to disarmament would almost certainly not have attracted bipartisan 
support, it proved hard to give up just because the world had changed.  

For the world did change in quite remarkable ways. The process of arms control that 
stood in total disrepair in 1984 was suddenly overtaken by larger developments centred 
around the rise of Gorbachev within the USSR. The end of 'the Brezhnev generation' 
brought with it a totally new Soviet approach to the arms control process - an approach 
where Soviet offers of arms reductions first met and then exceeded American ambit 
claims. Under this approach, a whole category of particularly dangerous Intermediate 
Nuclear Forces was essentially abolished and destroyed through the INF Treaty of 1986, 
and the possibility of deep START cuts moved quickly to the fore. To those raised on the 
arms controller's staples of rational bargaining and optical parity, this rapid forward 
movement, while obviously welcome, was nonetheless fundamentally disorienting: 
'what', begged an exasperated Sir Michael Howard, 'can one do with such a man?' . 
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Behind his question was the realisation that the formal process of arms control had 
essentially been swept to one side by a dynamic of unilateral nuclear disarmament which 
was, after the event, being dressed up in the bilateral garb of superpower arms control. 
In practice, therefore, the peace movement's preference for unilateralism was being 
vindicated in Gorbachev's policy.  

At the very least, this rapid forward movement achieved by over-riding the process of 
arms control should have suggested that Hayden's longer term objective of shifting the 
point of focus of Australian policy towards disarmament and common security was near 
at hand. The Cold War's ending, to name one obvious turning point, might have been an 
appropriate time to signal it. But vested interests in his 1984 construction - domestic in 
the first instance, and increasingly diplomatic ones - inclined towards the maintenance of 
the status quo. A formula which continued to work at home was hard to surrender. In 
the event, the pattern of Labor arms control policy was eventually broken, but not until 
Keating's two 'October revolutions' of 1995 - the initiation of the Canberra Commission, 
and his last minute 'tilt' in the ICJ case towards illegality.  

Better late than never is an argument that sometimes works, but not in this case. For by 
the time that Keating made the shift, he was himself talking about a rapidly shrinking 
window of opportunity for disarmament - explicit acknowledgment, if one needed it, that 
the change of emphasis had come too late to be really useful. Although he did not say it, 
one of the consequences of fiddling was that Rome had burned. With Australia's very 
active support, the NPT had been indefinitely extended without any conditions 
whatsoever being placed upon its nuclear weapon states. This destroyed one of the very 
few points of political leverage that non-nuclear weapon states previously had over the 
disarmament behaviour of the five recognised nuclear weapon states. Within a month, 
two of their number had celebrated this new-found freedom by testing, despite an 
earnest resolution from the Review and Extension Conference calling for their 'utmost 
restraint' along this front. And the French tests, in turn, had blown Labor's policy 
framework out of the water. Precisely because the government expected the French 
announcement, Gareth Evans tried overly hard to find some kind words to say about the 
things that Chirac also said - that there would only be a finite number of tests, and that 
their cessation would see France's commitment to the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty. 
Hence, in words that would quickly return to haunt him, he noted that 'things could have 
been worse'.  

The public, however, proved unappreciative of Evans' subtleties; right from the 
beginning, opposition was unqualified and universal, with a substantial majority 
favouring economic sanctions. Keating therefore abandoned the decade-old Hayden 
policy of religously following multilateral processes that had informed Evans' response 
and began searching for a modicum of unilateral leverage over French policy. The gambit 
was thought necessary because opposition leader Howard, in his first run through a 
script that he would repeat over East Timor four years later, had successfully mastered 
the role of opportunist. Although the first reactions from relevant opposition shadow 
ministers had been generally consistent with Evans' pre-planned response , they quickly 
fell in behind the public demand for a tougher Australian stance - so rapidly, indeed, that 
they would later be able to claim they had never agreed with Evans at all. Keating's 
October revolutions were therefore implemented in a belated attempt to get back on top 
of the battle for the youth vote during the run-up to a federal election.  
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While Howard was running the grandstand wing, some interesting plays took place on 
the far side. At the considerable risk of over-exaggerating the global importance of 
Australian policy, the merest hint of what might have been made a brief appearance 
during the final year of the Keating government. The search for unilateral leverage over 
the French began to pay off in ways that were not insignificant and might, in other 
circumstances, have been instructive. The number of nuclear tests said to be integral to 
France's final testing programme began to shrink, first to seven, and eventually to six. 
Even more significantly, in a radio interview with Australia's ambassador in Washington, 
the French government gave its first-ever commitment to a zero-yield threshold within 
the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, a dramatic improvement upon its negotiating 
position in Geneva. This shift, in turn, emboldened the Clinton administration to embrace 
the objective that had long been regarded in Canberra as the only true form for a test 
ban treaty - an end to all tests in all environments for all times. In due course, that 
French advance also prepared the ground for a simultaneous October 1995 
announcement by France, Britain, and the United States that they would sign all 
remaining protocols to the South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone Treaty (SPNFZ). None of this, 
however, really mattered to the home crowd. The government remained entirely on the 
back foot about all nuclear matters throughout the series of French tests, which 
inconveniently extended right up to the eve of election day. An alarming gulf had opened 
up in mid-field between the actual state of disarmament diplomacy and the public 
perception of it at home.  

Howard’s end  
Regardless of the direction from which it is approached, a gulf is always a very 
dangerous topographic feature. And within a year, it would consume not just the Keating 
government but also its successor. They way in which the Howard government fell into it 
had little to do with the Canberra Commission; for tactical reasons, the Commission was 
allowed to run its entirely predictable course, although its conclusions were then 
publicised with the least possible vigour. Howard's team, it is fair to say, had markedly 
less enthusiasm for either disarmament diplomacy or arms control than any Labor 
government of recent vintage. They nonetheless had an instinct for a free kick, and they 
thought that Labor had left them one in the highly geared and linked campaigns for the 
CTBT and an Australian seat on the UN Security Council. Without so much as a minor 
tweak of the controls, they allowed Labor's CTBT machinery free rein. The result was a 
remarkable amount of further free publicity about Australia's clever work in bringing the 
unagreed draft text for the CTBT out of Geneva and having it adopted by an 
overwhelming vote of the UN General Assembly. This, they thought, augured well for the 
UNSC vote.  

What, from their perspective, was even more important was that most of this free 
publicity came straight out of Washington, the one place that really mattered to them. 
So President Clinton personally named Downer in White House dispatches about the 
CTBT - endorsing his efforts, indeed, before those of the Chair of the Nuclear Test Ban 
Committee of the CD, and immediately after the leaders of the four other nuclear 
weapon states. The presidential signal was then boosted by numerous American 
commentators and analysts; one went so far as to call Australia's role 'heroic', while 
another speculated that Clinton's recently announced November 1996 visit might be 
some kind of 'reward' to Australia. These signals of Washington's satisfaction were then 
amplified even further in the structure of the signing ceremony for the CTBT, where the 
order of appearances followed Clinton's honour roll. Such was the level of all-round good 
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feelings induced by this conjoining of American and Australian assessments that Downer 
was momentarily able to make his peace with Richard Butler, the quintessential Labor 
appointee. Not yet for the last time, the mysteries of Butler's Rasputin-like powers of 
seduction behind closed doors became the subject of considerable public speculation.  

The rescue tactic acted out by Australian diplomats in September 1996 over the CTBT 
had not been entirely unknown to them. Indeed, at the unsuccessful 1990 NPT Review 
Conference, Australia had been a party principal to what was later called a 'salvage 
operation' whereby the agreed but not approved parts of the text produced in the third 
Main Committees of the Review Conference were made available 'as information' to the 
International Atomic Energy Agency. Ideas about a similar salvage had always lurked in 
the background of American thinking as a remote, somewhat desperate and potentially 
dangerous contingency for securing the CTBT - it was, according to the Head of 
America's Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, 'Plan Three'. It was nonetheless a 
remote contingency that assumed greater relevance as the stand-off between India and 
the rest fell into place throughout August, and by late that month, the idea of yet 
another salvage operation was given the imprimatur of Warren Christopher. Its moment 
had finally come.  

At the best of times, it would seem to require either unusual pluck or gross stupidity for 
a state to act out this kind of semi-legal conveyancing role. Motives become all the more 
interesting because Canberra had suffered a massive defeat in the events which created 
the Geneva stalemate. Like many others, Australia's diplomats had sought to avoid a 
common trap in multilateral treaty-making where the criteria governing entry into force 
(EIF) of the treaty become hostage to the vote of any single power. Following the 
method they had used in their design of the Chemical Weapons Convention, the 1994 
Australian draft model for the CTBT proposed a simple numerical formula on EIF. There 
was no indication about exactly how large the number of accessions should be, nor was 
there any suggestion that the declared nuclear weapon states, let alone the threshold 
ones, should be a required sub-set of that number. When, by early 1996, it became clear 
that this minimalist formula would not obtain the necessary consensus, DFAT Secretary 
Michael Costello took a second Australian model text to Geneva that, amongst other 
things, featured an idea with which the Americans had sometimes flirted - namely, the 
use of a waiver conference to resolve any hostage problem created by and overly strong 
EIF. Two years after the treaty had opened for signature, this second Australian model 
proposed that those states which had ratified could then decide whether the absence of 
any others was really a sufficient reason not to implement the treaty anyway. In effect, 
they would be invested over time with the power to renounce a more demanding EIF 
criterion.  

While this second Australian model was well regarded for its ability to indicate realistic 
ways around the accumulating problem of bracketed text, this inventive two-stage 
approach to EIF did not attract core supporters. On EIF, the state which set the pace in 
Geneva was Great Britain. Around May, it became clear that its diplomats were strongly 
backing a lop-sided EIF formula that leaned decisively towards technical perfection. They 
stressed the need for 'a universal treaty' that would include threshold as well as declared 
nuclear weapon states, so giving each of these states the unit-veto power that the 
Americans and Australians had wanted to deny them. Arguments for universality had 
also been favoured by Russia, and a form of words that captured the spirit of that 
position - a 'truly comprehensive' test ban treaty - was endorsed in April at the Group of 
Seven's Moscow Summit on Nuclear Safety and Security. China, too, would eventually 
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fall in line on this issue - as would the Americans, for whom the belief in the unity of the 
P-5 was the bottom line. And in due course, the draft texts issued by the Chair of the 
conference consisted of so many different permutations of this constant theme.  

One senior western diplomat of unknown nationality is said to have called Great Britain's 
EIF provisions 'an abomination'. It would not have been surprising if that diplomat had 
been an Australian, for along with the Canadians, they were later reported as 'bitter end-
ers' for relaxed EIF provisions. Given this massive and very public defeat suffered by 
Canberra, the fact that the Howard government nonetheless took up the difficult salvage 
operation brief and prosecuted it with such vigour speaks volumes about the intensity of 
their desire to have a treaty - any treaty - open for signature. Perhaps, in part, they felt 
bound by their own time-honoured undertakings to the Australian public to advance the 
cause of the test-ban treaty at every opportunity. Perhaps the government feared 
another domestic backlash of the kind that had befallen the hapless Evans a year earlier. 
What is, however, altogether more certain is that they were already bewitched by the 
UNSC side-payment that appeared to flow on from a completed treaty.  

The Coalition, like Labor, came to appreciate that a vigorous role in a successful CTBT 
process would present timely opportunities for securing a seat as a non-permanent 
UNSC member, due to be decided the month after the CTBT was finished. Indeed, a 
success over the seat had additional attractions to Downer, whose political survival had 
been on the line throughout mid-1996 as a result of the DIFF debacle. The importance of 
this side-payment therefore loomed larger, to the point where it may even have dwarfed 
any pay-off from Geneva. And Australia's credentials in the field of arms control and 
disarmament were already pre-programmed under Labor as central to the campaign (as 
the unity ticket with Sweden testified). Evans, no doubt, also had greater goals in mind 
when he set his sights this seat, but he also had greater credentials. Labor, after all, had 
activated the Canberra Commission, and Keating's tilt to the negative on the question of 
the legality of nuclear weapons complemented an accretion of credentials.  

These, however, were cards that Downer could only play, if at all, in a minor role. The 
paradox that Downer did not anticipate is that the coalition's new and generally gloomy 
view of the prospects for nuclear disarmament certainly mattered more in this context 
than it did in relation to the main game of the CTBT or at home. So when the ICJ 
judgement vindicated Keating's tilt, the Coalition's response was massively 
unenthusiastic. The tone of the deputy prime minister's response implicitly suggested 
that it might be harmful to existing arms control arrangements. Nothing more was 
formally heard about the issue from Canberra. This was very silly politics for a state 
about to stand for election primarily on its credentials as an arms controller. Although it 
originally came out of sustained NGO activity, the ICJ case had become very close to the 
heart of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). The NAM had hastened its progress through 
the General Assembly and placed it before the court in 1994, when the slow pace of 
CTBT negotiations in Geneva required some sign of their displeasure. The attitude of the 
Howard government would not, therefore, have escaped international notice.  

The Report of the Canberra Commission also suffered a similar fate. As soon as it was 
completed, it was publicly and insensitively bandied about inside the CD just as 'the 
rounding up the Indians' was nearing completion. Howard did live up to his word to table 
the Report in New York and Geneva - without, however, any effort to move a formal 
motion of recommendation that might see it endorsed by either forum. Suspicions of the 
lack of Australian interest in its own Report already abounded, in part because Robert 
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MacNamara had publicised them. At a public forum in Washington, he had issued a 
general appeal for someone to support the Commission's findings: 'I doubt that the 
Australian government will submit it with a recommendation. It will depend for action 
solely on the US. And it's going to take years to get it.' Soon thereafter, DFAT officials 
confirmed that his doubts about Australian interest were indeed well-founded; they 
argued (somewhat disingenuously) before a Senate Estimates Committee that 'a rush to 
a resolution' might bring a premature end to the Commission's processes by provoking 
negative reactions from states with more radical agendas for nuclear disarmament. 
Hence the one aspect of the whole process that had mattered most to Evans - not so 
much its substantive findings as its formal endorsement by states - was effectively 
gutted within a month.  

Hence, well before the UNGA vote was taken on the Security Council seats, much of the 
integrity of Australia's campaign was already suffering self-mutilation. The main prop 
which remained was the 'bridging role' over the CTBT. Here Australians were probably 
guilty of listening only to their own propaganda. Although India had won few friends, and 
the vote for the CTBT's adoption had indeed been very strong, there were nonetheless 
more widespread misgivings about two issues.  

First, there were worries that the salvage operation would see the treaty never enter into 
force. After all, the text accepted by the General Assembly still required India's 
ratification before it could commence operation. Since India's isolation stiffened its 
resolve to stay outside the treaty - a hardening process strongly backed by public 
opinion - this probably looked to many like the triumph of hope over reality, the classical 
description of a pyrrhic victory. Second, there were worries about the degree of damage 
done to the CD in the process of short-circuiting it. The consensual bargains necessary to 
multilateral diplomacy are necessarily messy and protracted, but the CD had provided 
one of the very few forums where members to the non-proliferation regime rooted in the 
NPT could engage in dialogue with the threshold states standing outside it. Now any 
state entering its portals had to be mindful of the possibility that they might be the 
Indians next time around. Between those who saw the CD as ineffective and those who 
feared being rounded up by a super-majority, only one thing was clear - namely, that 
the CD might not have much of a future.  

As we all know, the side-payment so eagerly anticipated by the Coalition government did 
not eventuate, and Australian politics momentarily dissolved into a cacophony of claims 
about the origins of this 'day of shame'. Most popular explanations related to Portuguese 
vote-buying and French pay-back - factors, no doubt, of some relevance. Few noted an 
uncanny and perhaps not inappropriate symmetry in the UN vote - the similarly low level 
of support for the campaigns of both India and Australia. It was as if the shield of a 
secret ballot finally allowed full voice to the innermost feelings of member states about 
the CTBT end-game. But no one seated in the member's grandstand at the home game 
noticed that. What were they watching?  

The conservative break-out  
Keating's 1999 comment about the “Mururoa card” highlights the central role of 
politically mobilised public opinion in maintaining an activist tradition of Australian 
diplomacy in some key foreign policy areas such as disarmament diplomacy, and the 
respective crises experienced by Labor and Liberal governments over French testing and 
the day of shame were clear demonstrations of its relevance. But while the mood of the 
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electorate still remains sensitive to certain issues that have long pre-histories, it has 
generally had a much more permissive disposition in recent times. With the end of 
routinised superpower hostilities, the constant public concern about nuclear weapons 
that had marked the early 1980s died away, only reviving when episodic spectacular 
events momentarily conjured up the former zeitgeist. Governments of both persuasions 
were partially freed from the constant need to present an acceptable reformist face on 
nuclear policy to an audience of voters who were sceptical about the NPT and uranium 
exports. It was not so much a case where opinions changed so much as the issue lost 
salience. Relieved of the need for eternal vigilance along the home front, governments 
were provided with considerable freedom that they could use either for good or ill 
purposes.  

The lower political salience of nuclear questions did not, however, suggest that public 
sentiment was drifting towards indolent pacifism. On the contrary, the fearful apathy on 
nuclear issues was part of a larger shift in the winds of mass sentiment on security 
matters, which lapsed back into a pattern not seen for more than a generation. Between 
1993 and 1996, despite the absence of any manifest threat and the beginnings of 
regional processes of security dialogue, the level of popular support for Australia's 
ANZUS alliance increased to the point where more than half the total population thought 
it 'very important'. Over that same period, the share of the population with no trust in 
the alliance declined from the relatively high levels reached in the early 1980s to a figure 
in line with the mood of the 1970s. Meanwhile, the percentage of the population who 
believed that either Indonesia or China posed a threat to Australian security increased 
from under 20 per cent at the end of the Cold War to over 50 per cent. Any government 
with romantic predilections towards security policy was going to find this new wind of 
popular opinion agreeably refreshing.  

The Coalition government used some of this partial freedom to tilt at windmills that had 
previously generated energy for Labor's arms control and disarmament diplomacy. First 
and foremost among these was Labor's 'three mines policy', which was slated for 
annulment in their 1996 electoral platform. A marked up-turn in the spot price of 
uranium in early 1995 lent credence to the usual industry predictions of an emerging 
imbalance between global supply and demand, predictions made more plausible by 
heady growth projections for nuclear power in the Western Pacific. Half a dozen new 
producers in a range of states announced their intentions to take advantage of domestic 
liberalization, and the Coalition declared that a finite 'window of opportunity' for 
domestic liberalization had been flung open. The implementation of investment plans 
that may eventually quadruple production at Roxby Downs supported the government's 
reading of the auguries.  

Nonetheless, there still appear to be limits to the liberalization process in this sector. 
Just as Labor governments resiled from embracing uranium enrichment out of the fear 
that it might destabilise a minimally permissive balance of public opinion in favour of 
mining, so too the substantial economic attractions of the Pangea proposal for housing 
an international waste repository was not sufficient to lure a government. Both of these 
possible sunrise industries appeared to suffer from a political version of 'the bridge too 
far' syndrome, and wise counsel advised to settle for an acceptable second-best. 
However, any repeat of Keating's banana republic crisis may yet change minds about 
Pangea - as the prototype did for Labor's 1983 embargo on uranium sales to France.  
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The second windmill was the substantial experience accumulated inside DFAT's Peace 
and Disarmament branch. It is said that the first days of the Howard government saw its 
staff subjected to a typically enthusiastic lecture from Tim Fischer where they were told 
that their main priority was now the trade balance. Be that as it may, some key 
personnel left the department altogether; others were exiled to routine diplomatic 
positions in the outer empire, and the swingeing budget cuts inflicted on DFAT in 1996 
seemed to fall unusually heavily on this branch. When, four years later, the department 
put together its team for the first Review of the indefinitely extended NPT, there was 
very little evidence of institutional memory at work.  

However, not all the elements of change for the worst came from the conservative side 
of politics. Even before it was dismissed from office, Labor governments were leading the 
way in publicly selling an enhanced emphasis upon the generic defence value of the 
American alliance in a highly uncertain multi-polar strategic environment (a theme most 
consistently articulated by Beazley since 1988); greater talking up of the possibility of 
effective American protection against any conceivable regional nuclear threats (signified 
by Labor's use of the term 'extended deterrence' in its 1994 Strategic Review); and the 
development of closer cooperation with the US on various research programmes 
clustered under the Defense Counterproliferation Initiative (about which Labor signed an 
agreement in 1995). The budget to enact this agreement survived the extensive financial 
cuts imposed at the beginning of the Howard government, and unlike Evans, Downer fell 
into total silence on the matter of the ABM Treaty. More recently, that silence has been 
broken, and it now seems that the government is willing to live with whatever ABM 
Treaty revisions the Americans and Russians can jointly agree upon (which may not be 
much, although the hard-pressed Russians might just be open to monetary 
compensation if the figure is right). There appears to be no enthusiasm in Canberra for 
any attempt to multilateralise this bilateral agreement that still remains absolutely 
fundamental to prospects for further multilateral reduction of offensive weapons.  

In a similar vein, perhaps the most worrying domestic development of all has been the 
low level but now quite protracted debate about what, if anything, will eventually replace 
Australia's aging F-111 strike force. For some time, there has been evidence of a high 
level of support within Defence (and the Navy in particular) for the acquisition of 
Tomahawk cruise missiles that could be deployed on the Collins-class submarines. Once 
again, the idea was first floated by Kim Beazley when he was Hawke's defence minister, 
but it also attracted support from Howard during preliminaries to the 1996 election. 
Recently, of course, his government has intervened in the planned sale of the Australian 
Submarine Corporation in a way that preserves the possibility of a future marriage 
between this American weapon system and the Australian platform. What little public 
reportage there has been on this over the years at least recognises that the purchase of 
what is effectively an intermediate range missile could do irreparable harm to Australia's 
arms control credentials. Since, however, those credentials are now quite tarnished and 
lowly valued at home and abroad, they may be regarded by the government as 
expendable for an important defence procurement decision like this. It is also notable 
that the level of public debate on the issue is very low, with the passions running 
substantially higher in New Zealand.  

In sum, it is fair to conclude that there has been a 'conservative break-out' from 
Hayden's mould of Australian arms control and disarmament policy. In the extreme, it 
could see Australian disarmament diplomacy policy reduced to a rather bare rump of 
'supply-side' concerns centred on improvements to the Nuclear Suppliers Group, the 
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Wassennar agreement, and the Missile Technology Control Regime. At its best, it 
suggests a return to the ad hoc pattern of arms control and disarmament diplomacy 
characteristic of the pre-Hayden years.  

The battle of the mission statements  
Ad hoccery of that kind has been very much on display in the position that Downer and 
his team took to the most recent NPT Review. As usual, there was a predictable 
Australian orientation towards what has become the least contentious dimension of the 
NPT bargain, the various articles bearing upon the peaceful uses of nuclear energy (read 
uranium exports). Given the relatively small size of the inexperienced Australian 
delegation - only eight, compared to eighteen in 1995 - this dictated, amongst other 
things, an under-investment of effort in the other two Main Committees dealing with the 
more difficult security-related issues, and especially the hardy perennial of Article Six 
obligations. Perhaps that division of labours was fully intended, since like many others, 
the delegation seemed none too sanguine about the prospects for overall consensus. Yet 
more preparations for a further salvage operation suggested low expectations.  

The feature - if that is the right word - of the whole outing was Downer's speech to the 
plenary on the third day. Perhaps nationalist emotions were welling up inside him, since 
it was ANZAC Day, but whatever the cause, he decided to announce a six-point 'ANZAC 
Day Plan'. Its main elements were: the entry into force and full implementation of START 
II, plus early commencement and completion of negotiations on START III; the early 
entry into force of the CTBT; the immediate commencement of negotiations on a fissile 
material cut-off treaty preceded by a moratorium on the production of fissile materials; 
universal adherence to the IAEA Additional Protocol, and the early establishment of an 
integrated safeguards regime to strengthen the effectiveness and improve the efficiency 
of safeguards; the implementation of effective export controls to enhance the long term 
assurance and stability which underpins nuclear trade and cooperation, and universal 
adherence to the NPT regime. These, he said, could promote progress in nuclear arms 
control and disarmament, and they would provide vision for Australian diplomacy at the 
Review and into the future.  

While Downer was preparing and executing this unexciting brief, Laurie Brereton broke a 
long Labor silence on disarmament issues and progressively warmed to the task of 
egging on the Howard government. Even though (like many others) Brereton appeared 
to anticipate a null outcome in New York, he had nonetheless developed a more 
expansive plan of his own by the end of the conference. While it featured future Labor 
desires to work closely with the New Agenda Coalition that had picked up where the 
Keating government's Canberra Commission had left off, and a nod towards the 
development of a Nuclear Weapons Convention as a parallel activity to further 
disarmament steps, very few stones on any related subject were left unturned. Just 
about everything from other WMD down to small arms and their illicit trafficking was 
mentioned as a future Labor government priority.  

To many, Australians now appear to face a re-politicised disarmament agenda featuring 
chalk and cheese choices. But despite obvious differences in the end-point they sought 
to reach, Brereton's new priority and Downer's ANZAC Day plan had, at a more 
important level, a certain sameness about them. Plans certainly should indicate where 
you want to go, but they also need to give some insights into the means for arriving 
there. Neither excelled in this respect. The most obvious fault in Downer's plan - the lack 
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of any argument about the order in which his six objectives could be achieved, and the 
failure to indicate how the solution of one issue might clear the way for solutions to 
others - applied with even greater force to Brereton's vision precisely because it was 
more comprehensive. Both were unstructured wish-lists, mission statements 
masquerading as a diplomatic plans.  

This shared defect is all the more regrettable since all of the domestic changes that have 
produced a more permissive, less bipartisan policy environment at home have been 
accompanied by a notable closure of the international avenues for advancement. 
Keating's 1995 advice about the rapidly closing window of opportunity for forward 
movement towards disarmament has, unfortunately, proved quite prescient. In theory, 
step-by-step diplomacy is supposed to be leading away from the discriminatory interim 
goal of non-proliferation towards universal nuclear disarmament through the finite 'steps' 
of the CTBT and the FMCT. In practice, and in spite of the successful NPT Review 
Conference, movement towards disarmament is neither evident nor, in the short term, 
likely.  

Since a well-working NPT is, in everything bar name, a nuclear disarmament treaty so 
far as its non-nuclear weapon states are concerned, there are two vital objectives that 
have to be achieved in taking new steps. Firstly, it is necessary that each step engages 
the attentions and energies of those outside the discriminatory NPT framework and folds 
them into a general forward movement towards disarmament. Secondly, those steps 
also have to hem in existing stocks of fissile materials of any kind of existing nuclear 
weapon state. The finishing touches can then be applied: a timetable for winding back 
existing arsenals and stockpiles of fissile materials, as specified in a Nuclear Weapons 
Convention that would verify a legal prohibition against all research, development, 
stockpiling and use of nuclear weapons. That is the theory.  

The practice, however, has proved to be something quite different. The first step in step-
by-step diplomacy (the CTBT) had the unintended result of prompting the creation of the 
new category of self-declared nuclear weapon states, both of which sought recognition 
for their achievement and are being denied it. But so long as recognition is denied, then 
the chances of bringing the CTBT into operation must remain slim. And as many nuclear 
weapon states have quietly argued, the second step cannot proceed until the first step is 
all done. Small wonder that the FMCT is going nowhere slowly, and that gridlock is the 
best description of the last three years in Geneva.  

On top of that, the continuing American fascination with the fantastic technological 
double-play of both Theatre and National Missile Defence has alienated first the Chinese, 
and more recently the Russians. The former have made it clear that the FMCT will go 
nowhere while NMD lives, and the latter have now applied the same brake to further 
reductions of offensive systems via a hoped-for new round of START. This 'phoney 
peace' inside the P-5 is perhaps the most important feature which differentiated the 
political environment of the recent NPT Review. In 1995, their mutual relationships were 
certainly not all sweetness and light, but their common interests in extending the NPT 
over-rode the comparatively minor points of difference between them. Although they 
managed to produce a joint statement for the NPT Review last May, the words were 
notably rubbery at critical points, and no one pretends that their shared text was 
anything other than an agreement not to squabble during the life of the Review.  
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Some modest proposals  
Given the Australian confusion between plans and mission statements, and the general 
lack of forward movement in Geneva, it seems incumbent to conclude with some 
argument about a more appropriate orientation for Australian policy. Three things seem 
apposite.  

First, the political obstacles highlighted above are the most serious impediments to 
forward movement on the disarmament agenda, and they are not likely to be cleared 
away quickly. When the conjunction of political forces is right, multilateral disarmament 
diplomacy can produce big leaps forward in relatively short periods of time. But there is 
no indication of a favourable 'correlation of forces' any time soon, and one of those long 
fallow periods by which the CD is best known seems to lie in front of the FMCT. Any 
suggestion that the end of the nuclear age is nigh therefore needs to be relinquished, 
since living on hope alone can only result in discouragement effects. A long haul lies 
ahead, and plans which link means to ends over a period of perhaps several decades are 
needed.  

Second, the friction between the declared and the self-declared nuclear weapon states is 
likely to prove the ultimate impediment to implementation of the CTBT. At the end of the 
day, this blockage will only be cleared by giving the South Asian states the recognition 
they want - namely, membership of the NPT as nuclear weapon states. If that were to 
clear the way to an operational CTBT and (even more important) the next step, then it 
would be a small price to pay. Principle and pragmatics both stand behind recognition. 
So, for example, the sorting of the NPT's signatories into the two ontological 
classifications of either nuclear or non-nuclear weapon states ought to be one of the 
functions performed by the CTBT rather than the increasingly outdated and arbitrary 
1967 time-line assumed by the drafters of the NPT. Conversely, the CTBT can only 
perform this (and other) functions for the NPT if and when it enters into operation, and 
South Asian vetoes stand in its way. Perhaps future Article 14 waiver conferences of the 
CTBTO could revisit its EIF provisions so that the signatures of nuclear weapon states 
provided the hard core of ratifications. If, more or less simultaneously, the NPT's 1967-
based definition of a nuclear weapon state were replaced by a cross-reference to the 
CTBTO, then the prospects for further steps along the disarmament road would look 
considerably brighter than they do today.  

In the church of diplomats who fought to give the NPT external life, any talk of treaty 
revision is heresy. The treaty nonetheless contains provisions for its own revision. At the 
least, it needs to be asked what the intentions of its drafters were in this respect, and 
whether present problems approximate the circumstances they regarded as appropriate 
for resolution through revision. What little argument there has been about this subject 
was largely done in advance of the Review and Extension Conference, when some grimly 
and dimly conceded that the can of worms might have to be opened up in order to seal it 
shut for all time. Whether those arguments have any pertinence now is another matter, 
for there is a world of difference between thinking about revising a treaty that only has 
conditional status and thinking about revising a perpetual one. Present-day inhibitions 
about the issue are almost certainly guilty of spooling through yesterday's problems 
rather than grappling with tomorrow's.  

Finally, there remains the issue where life really does imitate art. Just as the second 
round of the Star Wars film series has come to a screen near you, so too the promise of 
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a national defensive system against missile attack has returned to enjoy yet another life. 
Revivified in 1994 to aid the democrat cause in congressional elections, the current 
round of tests are not planned to terminate until 2003. If there could be quick progress 
towards nuclear disarmament, none of this might not matter, since no American 
administration would really contemplate trying to build a very expensive defensive 
system against conventionally armed missiles. But the log-jam in the CD provides time 
for more tests that have (as the most recent failure shows) been a mixed bag at best, 
and time will allow for the lure of improvements. It may also see a Republican 
presidency, where enthusiasm for NMD is high and rising, and if not that, then more 
Democrat unwillingness to kill off the program once and for all.  

This issue will pose a fundamental test of the arms control and disarmament 
commitments of America's allies. One guide to what might be done comes from the 
current German government which remains publicly aggravated by the low quality of the 
security allegedly provided to it by NATO, whose strategic concept still remains wedded 
to first strike thinking. In response to the argument that defence is always moral and 
right, there will be no escape from arguing that so, too, are security guarantees for 
those facing down nuclear threats, and the verifiable elimination of weapons of mass 
destruction in the longer run. America's allies will have to understand that the certain 
consequence of a defensive system which left something to chance is that Washington 
would not squander half-chances on small countries far away about which it knows little. 
Even worse, a defensive system thought likely to work in a technical sense - a very tall 
order - would still not work politically; it would most likely succeed in restoring the 
misplaced sense of insularity from world affairs that America enjoyed for a century and a 
half before Sputnik. That is one of the last things anyone could want.  
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