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Introduction:

Nuclear weapons are considered the most dangerous weapons in existence. They have the
power to kill millions as well as destroy cities and natural environments (such as contamination
of food and water sources). The effects are long-term, putting into danger the lives of future

generations.

This is why, for a long time now, countries have been working together to regulate the use of
such weapons. Many global efforts and treaties have been established to regulate or eliminate
certain weapons. The UN itself seeks to eliminate all nuclear weapons, and while tremendous
advancements have taken place, there is still a long way to go before achieving the goal of

nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation.

Definition of key terms:

Arms control: International agreements, measures, and treaties that regulate, reduce, or limit

the development, testing, and usage of weapons of mass destruction (WMD).

Nuclear disarmament: The act of reducing or eliminating nuclear weapons to prevent nuclear
war. It involves controlling nuclear materials, banning future production, and dismantling of

existing nuclear weapons.

Nuclear non-proliferation: The global effort to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and
technology to new countries, as well as achieving nuclear disarmament and promoting the

peaceful use of nuclear energy.

Nuclear weapon states (NWS): a state which made and exploded a nuclear weapon or other
explosive prior to 1967. The UN officially recognizes five states as NWS, which are China,

France, Russia, the UK, and the US (so the P5). However, keep in mind a few other countries



have come to also possess nuclear weapons, so these are not currently the only nuclear-

weapon possessing countries.

Nuclear weapons: Devices which use nuclear reactions to create an explosion. They are the
most powerful type of explosions intentionally made by humans, which have catastrophic and

long-term effects.

Weapons of mass destruction (WMD): WMDs are weapons designed to kill large numbers of
people and cause widespread and extensive damage to the environment or infrastructure,
causing damage not only in the short term but also in the long term. They are considered global
security threats, which is why governments must work together to develop regulations around
such weapons. Nuclear weapons are considered the primary form of weapons of mass

destruction.

Background:

The world’s first “successful” detonation of a nuclear weapon, as a test, was in 1945, developed
by the US. Quickly after that, the US and the Soviet Union raced to develop and test nuclear
weapons in the infamous Cold War arms race. France and the UK quickly also became nuclear
powers. The severe consequences of the testing of such weapons, namely extremely high
levels of radioactivity in the environment and the effect this has on health, quickly led to the US,
UK, and Soviet Union signing the Partial Test Ban Treaty (1963), banning atmospheric and

underwater testing.

Later, the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) was established. The NPT
aimed to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and promote disarmament, entering into force
in 1970. A couple of years later, it was decided that the treaty would be extended indefinitely,
and currently there are 191 state parties. This includes some major nuclear powers such as the
US, Russia, France, the UK, and China. Four states are not part of the NPT: India, Israel,
Pakistan, and South Sudan (primarily due to it being a relatively newly independent state). North
Korea originally joined but withdrew in 2003. Further efforts also took place, such as the Treaty
on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW), which entered into force in 2021. The TPNW is

a landmark agreement which bans nuclear weapons for all member states. As of 2025 there are



74 member states, however this notably excludes the nine known nuclear-armed states (US,

Russia, UK, France, China, India, Pakistan, North Korea, and Israel).

The Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) consists of several agreements between the US
and Russia designed to limit and reduce nuclear weapons and systems of delivery. The New
START Treaty entered into force in 2011, was extended in 2021, and expired officially in
February 2026. Russia recently proposed a short-term extension to the Treaty; however, the US
has yet to agree and believes China should be included in the Treaty due to its rapidly growing

stock of nuclear weapons.

The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) is a major intergovernmental organization within
the UN family. Established in 1957, it promotes safe and peaceful nuclear technology. It works
to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons while facilitating the development of nuclear

technology and knowledge.

This all being said, global nuclear treaties are considered to be weakly enforced, lacking strong
enforcement mechanisms. This is mainly due to the fact that nuclear treaties are not exactly
enforceable laws but rather guidelines, and since every country is independent, there is no
higher authority to force countries to follow the rules. Therefore, enforcement is a major

challenge.

In addition, major agreements, e.g., the New START treaty, have started to expire or have
expired, leaving a lack of regulation around the countries with some of the biggest nuclear
weapon stocks. Considering also the political situation and current conflicts worldwide, the risk

of escalation by nuclear weapons is at an all-time high.

Timeline of Key Events

2003 North Korea withdraws from the NPT

2011 The New START Treaty enters into force

2021 TPNW enters into force

2022 NPT Review Conference fails to reach a consensus

2023 Russia suspends participation in New START



2026 New START expires

Major parties involved:

China: China has a rapidly growing stockpile of nuclear weapons and is undergoing rapid
nuclear modernization. In addition, China is the only nuclear-weapon state amongst the P5 to
have adopted a no-first-use policy (it will never be the first to use nuclear weapons at any time

or circumstance).

North Korea: North Korea is the only nation to withdraw from the NPT in 2003 and has been
developing nuclear weapons since. It is currently accelerating the production of nuclear
weapons and is willing to trade military technology with other states. This makes North Korea a
threat to whether the world can prevent the spread of nuclear weapons, especially in the current

volatile geopolitical landscape.

Russia: Russia possesses one of the largest stocks of nuclear weapons globally and is a key
player in treaties such as the New START Treaty. That being said, Russia has been participating
less in nuclear arms control over recent years. With the New START Treaty having just expired,
Russia has halted crucial transparency, inspection, and verification mechanisms concerning the
development and testing of nuclear weapons. Russia continues to develop new nuclear
weapons and has broadened the conditions under which it would consider using nuclear

weapons.

United States of America: Alongside Russia, the US holds the largest nuclear weapon
stockpiles and is also a key player in treaties such as the New START Treaty. In addition, due to
being a key player in global geopolitics, it is very influential in shaping policies surrounding

nuclear weapons.

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA): The IAEA is an intergovernmental organization
which works to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons, while facilitating the development of

nuclear technology and knowledge.

United Nations: The UN is the primary organization for international cooperation and
discussion on the topic of nuclear weapons. Through resolutions and treaties, it can work

towards nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation.



Relevant UN treaties, resolutions, and reports:

https://www.iaea.org/topics/nuclear-weapon-free-zones (Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone Treaties,
1960-2000)

https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/new-start-glance (The New Strategic Arms Reduction
Treaty, 2011)

https://disarmament.unoda.org/en/our-work/weapons-mass-destruction/nuclear-weapons/treaty-

non-proliferation-nuclear-weapons (Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, 1970)

https.//disarmament.unoda.org/en/our-work/weapons-mass-destruction/nuclear-weapons/treaty-

prohibition-nuclear-weapons (Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, 2021)

Previous attempts to solve the issue:

The Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT): This treaty aimed to
promote the peaceful use of nuclear technology and prevent the spread of nuclear weapons. It
is based on the agreement that NWS agree to eventual disarmament and all other states agree
to not create nuclear weapons. Some major weapon states are involved, including the US,
Russia, and China. It is often considered a partial success, and the reason is that it faces
challenges such as a lack of enforcement and loopholes. The Treaty allows non-nuclear states
to develop peaceful nuclear technology, but this can easily be repurposed to produce weapons.
Countries have exploited this loophole. In addition, the Treaty has no direct enforcement

mechanism.

The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW): This TPNW bans nuclear
weapons for member states. This includes the possession, development, and threat to use
nuclear weapons. While this is a very concrete and straightforward Treaty, it is ineffective

because none of the big NWS have joined.

New START: This Treaty aims to reduce nuclear weapons and delivery systems. It includes a
verification system designed to monitor compliance with the Treaty. It includes data exchange
and notifications regarding facilities and systems, as well as on-site inspections. Recent
geopolitical tensions have weakened cooperation, as it does not address newer nuclear

technologies, and it is limited to only two countries (Russia and the US). What could be done is


https://www.iaea.org/topics/nuclear-weapon-free-zones
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to expand agreements to other NWS and to update the framework for newer nuclear

technologies.

Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zones (NWFZ): These are regional treaties that ban the development,
testing, possession, etc. of nuclear weapons within a specific region. There are currently five
major treaties which cover most of Central Asia and the Southern Hemisphere. Together, these
treaties cover 50% of the Earth's land surface, and these treaties require control mechanisms
and verifications that the treaties are being followed. These treaties include asking nuclear-
weapon states to sign protocols agreeing not to threaten or use such weapons against NWFZ
member states (however, not all protocols are fully signed). While this is not far from an
unsuccessful attempt, it would be more effective if such zones were expanded to more relevant
areas—for example, states with tense geopolitical situations or possibly nuclear-weapon-

containing states.

Possible solutions:

Expanding treaties: Treaties such as the TPNW are currently ineffective due to nuclear-
weapon-containing states not being members. Expanding treaties to include such states is key
to the disarmament and non-proliferation of nuclear weapons. Another example is the New

START treaty, which currently includes only Russia and the US.

Strengthening compliance systems: One key area of improvement is strengthening
compliance systems. As stated earlier, many treaties and agreements have loopholes and a
lack of monitoring. Strengthening monitoring and compliance systems could include

organizations like the IAEA conducting more inspections or better monitoring systems.

Committing to gradual reductions: Many existing or old treaties attempted full disarmament
and were unsuccessful. Instead, countries could commit to step-by-step reductions in nuclear
weapons and systems. This is more realistic to achieve, therefore, being effective overall.

Increasing transparency through inspections and reports can help build trust and commitment.

Expanding Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zones: Expanding NWFZs, or the creation of new NWFZ
treaties, would be highly effective as they are rather straightforward treaties with control
mechanisms. In addition, current NWFZ treaties have not been completely signed by nuclear-

weapon states, and this weakens the treaties, because countries lack security, and generally



builds tensions. This also discourages countries from joining NWFZ treaties. Therefore,

encouraging the signing of treaties is essential to improving the effectiveness.
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