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Disarmament: Kicking the can down the road 

By Paul Meyer
In multilateral diplomacy, as with other forms of international relations, states frequently are inclined to defer dealing with problems, rather than undertake the heavy lifting that is often required to resolve them. 

This seems particularly to be the case in the field of multilateral arms control and disarmament—the subject matter of the United Nations General Assembly's First Committee, which has just wrapped up its annual session in New York. 

The multilateral disarmament system has been undergoing a crisis of non-performance for over a decade. The designated forum for negotiation of arms control and disarmament agreements, the 65-nation Conference on Disarmament in Geneva, has not concluded any agreement since the 1996 Comprehensive (Nuclear) Test Ban Treaty. Operating under an extreme version of the consensus rule, whereby nothing can be decided unless all 65 members are in agreement, the conference has not even been able to adopt a functioning work program since 1998. 

As a result, major multilateral files such as the negotiation of a ban on the production of fissile material for nuclear weapons and the prevention of an arms race in outer space go unaddressed. States shed copious tears over this lamentable situation, but take no effective measures to fix it. 

This fall's First Committee regrettably continued the practice of kicking this well-dented can down the road instead of taking effective remedial action. The assembly, which adopts its resolution on the basis of majority voting, has the power to authorize action on the subject matter that has been long ignored by the conference. 

For a while, it looked as if states might actually do this, as initial versions of some draft resolutions promised specific action if the conference again failed to agree and implement a program of work in its 2012 session. However it would appear that the prospect of actually coming to grips with the diplomatic disaster that is the conference induced vertigo amongst the decision-makers in several capitals, and instructions were issued to revert to the default setting of deferring action while admonishing the conference for the nth time to overcome its differences. 

Canada is the traditional lead on a resolution regarding the Fissile Material Cut-off Treaty, a long-standing objective of the international community that has idled alongside the conference for years. The initial version of the Canadian-led resolution called for the establishment of a governmental experts group in 2012 to examine "legal and procedural options" for commencing negotiations if the conference failed again next year to get down to work. 

Although this group would only be studying options for a negotiation—rather than actually negotiating the treaty for which an agreed mandate has existed since 1995—even this degree of purposefulness was evidently more than some were able to support. Canada ultimately decided to drop the reference to creating an expert group, and its resolution was reduced to only a call for the assembly "to consider options" for an FMCT negotiation next year, in other words defer action once again. 

A Swiss, Dutch and South African sponsored resolution boldly entitled "Revitalizing the work of the Conference on Disarmament" was adopted without a vote, no doubt because it was even less ambitious in its direction. Its chief paragraph "invites States to explore, consider and consolidate options, proposals and elements for a revitalization of the UN disarmament machinery as a whole, including the Conference on Disarmament." 

Translation from diplo-speak: let's naval gaze for another year and maybe something will happen to get us out of this mess. 

The most promising resolution was one submitted by Austria, Mexico and Norway entitled "Taking forward multilateral disarmament negotiations." This resolution in its original form set out a process for starting substantive work in 2012 on the conference's chief issues by activating open-ended working groups under the auspices of the assembly. 

Pointing the way to making real progress resulted in the sponsors coming under heavy pressure to return to an anodyne, ineffectual text. They initially obliged by removing the deadlines for action, so that the assembly was only to consider options next year for beginning work, and then the sponsors decided to withdraw the resolution altogether. 

With its removal from consideration, the last vehicle for authorizing some form of work on the outstanding disarmament files disappeared from the assembly's docket for this session. Meaningful action was put off again for at least a further year and the delegates could leave New York congratulating themselves on another productive session. The metallic sound of tin scraping against asphalt echoed along First Avenue only briefly. 
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